Workshop Report:  The City Regions Agenda
Presented by:

Chris Wade, CEO, Action for Market Towns

Martin Garratt, Director, Greater Cambridge Partnership

This workshop addressed concerns about a current over-emphasis in Government policy on core cities and their ‘city regions’, which are increasingly being seen as the functional areas on which to focus economic development and investment.

Chris Wade, gave the background to the Government’s City Regions Agenda and then drew on the findings of a recent report published by Chief Economic Development Officers (CEDOS) and the County Surveyor’s Society (CSS) titled Looking Beyond Core Cities
 that presented a counter view.  
Martin Garratt, spoke about the work of the Greater Cambridge Partnership to promote economic development and inward investment to Cambridge, and the eight market towns and rural areas within a 25 mile radius.

Quoting from the recent report by CEDOS and CSS, Chris proffered that “the one-dimensional city region approach has far too rapidly become conventional wisdom despite its relevance and validity being unproven”.   
Instead Chris cited evidence from the report that showed that the building blocks of economic development are more complicated and fine grained.  Strategy should be based more around the notion of polycentricity -a hierarchy of interdependent core cities, county and market towns and the rural hinterland between them- as well as geographical clusters such as the so-called Motor Sport Valley and linear growth corridors such as the M4.
Chris said that evidence from the report and elsewhere, refuted the notion of so-called ‘sleepy shires’ and instead showed that county areas provide 15 million jobs (68% of national total) and smaller towns and rural areas accounted for 42% of recent employment growth.
Not surprisingly, based on the evidence presented and from the view point of its constituency, the CEDOS and CSS report called for the adoption of a flexible, locally-led approach to defining economic development areas and the devolvement of power to sub-regional partnerships led by local authorities.

In introducing his presentation, Martin suggested that there was already some recent evidence of Government acceptance of the views in the CEDOS and CSS report that economic development needs to focus on the sub-regional building blocks beneath city-regions.

In particular, Martin cited the Government’s Sub-national Review of Economic Development and Regeneration
 published in July.  This recognised that regional economic development budgets should be devolved to councils and sub-regions or shire areas with their counties and districts and called for Multi-Area Agreements (MAAs) to help councils work in partnership across boundaries. 
Martin then gave practical examples of how the work of the Greater Cambridge Partnership gives a taste of the future offered by MAAs.  He said that the Partnership already brings together the economic development function from across adjoining districts and counties based around the pull provided by Cambridge at the centre of this sub-region.  
The presentations prompted lively discussions in both sessions that perhaps need to be the focus of future national debate and local action around this issue.  This included:
· Regional and sub-regional variations between a sub-region such as Greater Cambridge where the issue is as much one of managing demand compared to say, more remote market towns in the North East where there is both a greater need and challenge to promote economic growth.
· The difficulties in adopting a multi area approach where towns are on the edge of a region and perhaps look to a core city in another region.
· The capacity of individual market towns and town partnerships to engage with economic development strategy even at a sub-regional level.
· The inter-relationship between economic development and housing shortages in market towns including especially evedence from recent work by the University of Newcastle
 that increasingly urban focused economic development and spatial planning has constrained housing development and diverted investment awasy from rural areas.  Interestingly on this point, the Review of Sub-National Economic Development and Regeneration, announced that Regional Development Agencies (RDAs) will have responsibility for developing the single regional strategycovering regional economic growth and housing allocations.  
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