Agenda item 5 

WEST OF ENGLAND PARTNERSHIP

4 July 2008

UPDATE ON PARTNERSHIP ACTIVITY

1. This report provides an overview of Partnership activity.  Partnership meetings are now scheduled roughly every 6 weeks.  We have been arranging dates for 2008/09 meetings within the new structure for Joint Committees, Boards, Joint Scrutiny and groups; this is still progressing.

Work in progress

Revised Governance Arrangements

2. This is the subject of a separate report on this agenda.

Multi Area Agreement (MAA)

3. Work has been continuing on the aspects which will be included in the MAA, ie transport, economic development, skills and the delivery of new homes.  An overarching narrative has been drafted and currently work is concentrated on the specific themes.  We are focused on sign off to the agreement in October.

4. 
The economic component of the MAA is being progressed through a series of meetings with partners with a particular interest in the performance of the local economy. The meetings have addressed all elements of the emerging economic component of the MAA: the Sub-Regional Economic Assessment; business sites and premises; skills and employment; and innovation and knowledge transfer. The Partnership Office is drafting a Sub-Regional Economic Assessment to inform the preparation of the other economic components of the MAA.  The scope and content of the Assessment will seek to conform to the government’s proposals set out by the Sub-National Review for the preparation of Economic Assessments by upper tier and unitary authorities. 

5.
The housing delivery component of the MAA also is being progressed through a series of meetings with ‘Heads of Planning’ and Planning Executive Members.  The areas of work that will need to be undertaken and supported by this component of the MAA have been identified.  The scope and content of this work is being considered by Planning Executive Members at a meeting scheduled for 2 July 2008.

New Growth Points

4. We were allocated £7.5m capital and £0.8m revenue for the current financial year to enable delivery of housing in “sustainable, prosperous and cohesive communities”. Project appraisal is currently being finalised with BANES, which is the accountable body for this funding.  

5. A meeting was recently held with the Team Leader for New Growth Points from DCLG.  In order to access funding for the next two years we will have to resubmit our Programme of Development in the autumn.  This mainly focuses on the overall objectives, the trajectory for new housing to 2015 and the projects currently underway and proposed.

6. A meeting has taken place with Gerry Hamersley, Natural England’s Area Manager, and Jon Clark from Forest of Avon.  Natural England were keen to engage with the New Growth Points agenda at a strategic level to realise their Strategic Outcomes and saw this as a collaborative process and adding value to what is already happening.  It was agreed that there was a need to look at the Green Infrastructure strategies, to paint a sub-regional picture and to identify gaps and opportunities.  Further, it was agreed that Jon Clark would set out the work that has to be done.  Gerry Hamersley will be invited to a future meeting of the New Growth Points Officer Programme Board.
Transport

7. There has been a substantial amount of progress across the range of transport initiatives. In summary:

· Major transport schemes: significant progress has been made with Regional Funding Allocation approved major transport schemes. The £70m Greater Bristol Bus Network scheme received final approval in May 2008 giving the green light for work to start.  Business Cases are being developed for Bus Rapid Transit Route 2 - Phase 1: Ashton Vale to Bristol Temple Meads and the Weston Package for planned submission in winter 2008.  Following the award of Programme Entry Status in October 2007, work to progress the £54m Bath Package continues with planning applications anticipated at the end of 2008.

· Rail: This continues to be an important issue.  The Partnership had a successful meeting with the Under Secretary of State, Tom Harris MP discussing ongoing rail issues and raising the profile of the West of England and the links to the growth agenda.  Evidence to the Route Utilisation Strategy (RUS) consultation has been submitted based around rail schemes in the Joint Local Transport Plan and links to the growth agenda.  The RUS process is looking at ways to make the most efficient and effective use of and develop the rail network.

· Congestion: As report to 14 March 2008 Partnership meeting a first-stage submission (‘Our Future Transport’) was published in October 2007.  This expressed an interest in bidding for a share of the Government's £1.4bn Transport Innovation Fund (TIF).  An update was published in March 2008 outlining schemes required before and alongside the introduction of any road pricing scheme.  Work continues on refining these schemes along with the details of road pricing measures.  A Business Case will be submitted to the Department for Transport in autumn 2008.

· The Joint Local Transport Plan (JLTP) Progress Review will be published in November 2008.  It looks back on progress made during the first 2 years and forwards to the remaining three years of the Plan.  At present 18 of the 20 JLTP targets are on track.
· This year’s Joint Transport Forum will be held in September and will focus on the major schemes including Bath Package, Weston Package, South Bristol Link Road and the Transport Innovation Fund.  Date and venue to be confirmed.
Waste Management

8. The four West of England Authorities are preparing joint waste management and planning strategies. The Joint Waste Strategy, which Has been adopted by the four Authorities, provides a package of waste management solutions for the West of England, including maximising recycling, and reuse, promoting waste minimisation and proposing how the remaining "residual" municipal waste that cannot be recycled should be dealt with. It proposes technologies and methods that could be implemented to sustainably manage the residual waste but does not identify sites or locations.

9. The Joint Waste Core Strategy is being prepared to guide the future provision of strategic waste management facilities for the management of municipal waste (which includes waste collected from households and any other wastes collected by the four Authorities) and industrial and commercial waste. This planning document will set out a spatial planning strategy for waste and will allocate land for strategic waste planning purposes. 

10. Following consultation on an Issues and Options document in early 2007, the next step is to consult on the "preferred planning options" on waste minimisation, recovery and composting, recovery and landfill. During the Autumn the Authorities will be recommended to consult on a proposed approach to these policy areas, the results of which will inform the preparation of a Document to be submitted to Government.
11. Waste is discussed elsewhere on today’s agenda.
Inward investment

12. The initial indication is that the number of new queries for January to March 2008 was comparable to the same period for 2007 and many previously registered clients are also continuing to use the service to source information on available commercial space.  Further activities to improve the monitoring and understanding of business investment in the sub-region are continuing, in conjunction with the unitary authorities and other public and commercial sector partners.  A mid-year report will be produced for partners later in the summer.  The Invest West website will be undergoing a further review and update over the summer period, with the aim of improving the usability of the site and property search, and optimising search engine referrals. 

13. The team is continuing to respond to a flow of inward investment queries and is working closely with partners to maximise foreign direct investment and major client investment potential through provision of information, support and reconnaissance visits to the sub-region.  Inward investment marketing activities have been focussed on the international investment press to raise the profile of the sub-region within international business communities. Specific UK publications are also being considered where there is a clear benefit for the sub-region.

14. Key sector activities are in progress including involvement in Bristol Environmental Technology Sector (including the Expo held in June 2008) and working with UK Trade and Industry to promote the financial services sector and will continue to develop as the year progresses.

The Office

15. The Waste Team, which is leading the delivery of the sub-regional waste strategy, will shortly be locating within the office at Wilder House.  Discussions are also underway about the relocation of staff from the Learning and Skills Council, working on West at Work and skills issues.

16. In addition, we are hoping to recruit two additional Transport Planning Team Leaders (funded through TIF), a Committee Clerk (to support the new meetings structure) and an administrator.  
Update on working groups

Economy and Skills Group

17. The Group held its last meeting in March.  However, work with the economic development officers is continuing on the MAA and the skills work is being taken forward by the Employment and Skills Board.

Rural Strategy Group

18. At its meeting in late June the Group concentrated on getting an understanding of the Rural Development Programme for England.  Roger Smith from Business West explained the priorities for the South West and how access to funding was being made available through the Rural Development Gateway.  For those interested in applying all initial contact will be through the Gateway and there will be facilitators will provide additional support where this is required to bring parties to an application together and get them to the stage of making an application.   Details are available at www.regsw.org.uk or by phoning 0845 600 9966.  The majority of the funding is aimed at farms and land-based businesses, although there will be smaller amounts for tourism, skills development and supply chain management.

Culture, Leisure and Tourism Group

19. The Group agreed that there were huge benefits from a co-ordinated approach to events and festivals, both in relation to ensuring that dates of major events did not clash and financially, in relation to the ability to procuring the necessary support services, such as provision of barriers.  It was felt that there was also a need to ensure that goods and services were sourced locally, both to support the local economy and to reduce their carbon footprint.

20. There were further discussions about section 106 and the Community Infrastructure Levy and intend to come to the Board at a later date with proposals about how these could be used to fund cultural infrastructure.

21. The Group also discussed the SW Cultural Strategy (a framework for action by the regional cultural agencies) and concern was expressed that current cuts in the regional cultural agencies could undermine these proposals.  There was also a useful discussion on the implementation of People, Places and Spaces with the consultant leading the work on behalf of Culture South West.  This included regional priorities, with one of the projects identified being Bristol’s Colston Hall, and Planning Areas for Culture.  The consultant agreed with the Group that the Partnership was the obvious vehicle for the getting sub-regional buy-in required in this Planning Areas for Culture and for driving the further work involved in taking People, Places and Spaces forward.

Housing

22. The Housing Group has met twice this year (January and April) and are looking forward to the new Programme Board for Planning, Housing & Communities and to the contribution that members can make to that forum. Members are keen not to lose the impetus achieved by the Housing Group on the communities focus of the new Board.

23. The highlights of their year so far are:

· Protocol with the Housing Corporation
Good progress is being made with the actions contained within the protocol.  The protocol includes actions to prevent homelessness, effectively use resources to deliver affordable homes, deliver choice based lettings and rationalise the ownership and management of housing association homes locally. All local housing associations are taking steps to comply with the Government requirements to engage on homelessness prevention. Two schemes are being promoted to deliver additionality over and above the normal section 106 requirement for affordable housing. Agreement has been reached on the criteria for approaching housing associations about the possibility of rationalising their stock in the area. All except three housing associations have confirmed their agreement to the choice based lettings services in operation or under development in the sub-region.

· Strategic Housing Market Assessment

Consultants have been appointed to undertake the West of England Housing Market Assessment.  Following on from a stakeholder event held in February to inform the progress of the study, a housing market partnership event is planned for 2 July to feed back to stakeholders who attended the February event.  A draft report will be available to the Project Team to consult internally first with members and officers on 30 July, and will be considered by the wider Housing Market Partnership in August 2008.  A stakeholder event to present the findings of the Assessment is provisionally scheduled for mid-September.

· Homes and Jobs event
The IDeA “Homes and Jobs” seminar planned for key members and senior local authority staff in April was postponed due to a late notification of non-availability of a key speaker. We are hoping to announce a new date in the autumn for this important event giving us the opportunity to look at how we can strengthen local communities across the sub-region. 

· HomeChoice West

We discussed the development of the HomeChoice West service at the meeting in April and agreed the principles for a shared website with links to each local authority choice based lettings services and for 5% of all available homes to be available for cross boundary letting. The future options for developing the service further are being explored including a common policy and ultimately combined delivery of the service and the feasibility of these will be considered in due course.

· National Affordable Housing Programme
Despite an excellent out turn for the sub-region on the Housing Corporation funded affordable housing programme for 2006-08, the bids for the first round of the 2008-11 programme were disappointing.  However, we are working with our housing association partners to maximise the bids for funding under the quarterly regular market engagement process introduced by the Corporation in the current three year programme. 

· Landlords Expo

The annual event to engage with private landlords across the West of England in sharing information and exploring opportunities for partnership working was a huge success this May with 501 visitors attending.  A new website advertising the expo had 3,374 hits prior to the event.  Seminars on the new requirement for energy performance certificates and tax issues were well attended and the local authority stands providing information and recruiting landlords for schemes were very popular. 

Recommendation:

That the Partnership notes the report.

Sally Gregory, Policy Officer 

Tel. 0117 903 6983

Email: sally.gregory@westofengland.org
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