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Oxfordshire’s Local Enterprise Partnership
“Oxfordshire City Region Board”

Background
1 In the context of a new government committed to rebalancing the UK economy through a programme of reducing public sector spending and empowering the private sector to create the wealth on which our future prosperity depends, government is consulting on the creation of ‘Local Enterprise Partnerships’ (LEPs) with equal private and public sector representation and to include appropriate academic representation to be chaired by the private sector. 
2 These partnerships are intended to bring together people and organisations that will provide strategic leadership in setting out a clear vision for our local economy and the priorities for achieving that vision. 

Building on our existing strengths

3 Helping to create the right environment for business and growth is very much at the heart of what we all stand for.  Oxfordshire already has many qualities on which it can build, not the least of which is its unique combination of the world class universities of Oxford, Oxford Brookes and the UK Defence Academy at Shrivenham and the research centre facilities in Oxford, Begbroke, Culham and Harwell. 
4 The County lies at the heart of the Motor Sports Valley, the biggest cluster of Formula One headquarters in the world and the manufacturer of the BMW Mini and of a substantial cluster of the UK’s leading bio-tech companies. 
5 It has more publishers than London and the largest collection of heritage buildings outside London which, with the Cotswolds, Chilterns, Vale of White Horse and River Thames, underpins a thriving visitor economy.  
6 We also have an eco-town at Bicester with the potential to develop cutting-edge green technology across the County.  
7 Integral to Oxfordshire’s communities as well as its economy – and employing more than half of its workforce – are the 97% of businesses with less than 50 employees.

Facing up to the challenges of an uncertain future

8 Despite all these strengths we are not currently preparing Oxfordshire for the tremendous challenges which we face.  If these are not addressed, they could compromise the future wealth of our residents. Recent reports show that the South East is slipping in terms of its international competitiveness and, within that, Oxfordshire is growing more slowly than other parts of the South East.  
9 In the context of structural changes in the world economy, an ageing population, inadequate skills levels, inadequate transport and broadband infrastructures, insufficient affordable housing and persistent pockets of deprivation, Oxfordshire’s future economic prosperity cannot be taken for granted. At a time of reductions in public sector funding, the Centre for Cities report has recently highlighted
 the dependence of Oxford on public sector employment as an added challenge to be addressed.   Over the last 10 years, Oxford has seen a reduction of 6,000 jobs in the private sector.  This has been balanced by growth in the public sector.  We are about to see a decline in public sector spending and jobs and this emphasises the importance of growing the private sector.
10 I would like to add three further concerns to this list.

(a) First: There is the danger of complacency.  The presumption of many in Oxfordshire that we will remain economically successful means there is a lack of ambition and urgency among some about the county’s economic future. This contributes to below average educational performance in our schools and the poor attitudes that affect the performance of some employees. Externally we have only recently started to recognise the need to promote ourselves to potential investors.  We cannot assume that business will continue to invest here. The contrast with Cambridge which is known far and wide as a high-tech centre is striking, given the reality of Oxfordshire’s equally strong high-tech economy.   We have all failed to shout about the strength of our diverse economy and we have also failed to capitalise on the global brand that is Oxford.

(b) Secondly:  We have not really resolved how best to work together for the benefit of our individual organisations and of the county as a whole. Despite pockets of excellent practice, we don’t always have the sort of culture that harnesses our strengths to the shared task of generating the county’s wealth. I would like to see the enterprise partnership modelling this through listening, learning, building trust and sharing actions. Unless we can speak with a single voice for Oxfordshire, we are unlikely to have traction over government spend on, for example, skills and innovation funding.  
(c) Thirdly:  There is a view among economic partners that the county is not sufficiently welcoming to businesses.  We need to have an honest debate about our planning, housing and transport policies to ensure we balance economic, environmental and social well-being successfully.  The Oxfordshire City Region Board (title to be discussed) should be the means of having that debate.  Additionally, a strong voice with central government over issues that only they can solve will help making Oxfordshire more welcoming to business.
Oxfordshire City Region Board 
11 My proposal is for a light touch, high level, strategic forum, made up of senior business people (chief executives and representative organisations including CBI, IoD, FSB, OEP, Chambers); academics (vice chancellors and college  principals); and councillors (leaders and cabinet members).  I anticipate they would meet only three times per year as the “Oxfordshire City Region Board”.  They will give authority and credibility and, hopefully, through their engagement nominate others from their organisations to provide more comprehensive input.  It will have equal private and public sector representation and be chaired by a prominent business leader.

12 I see the role of the Oxfordshire City Region Board as being:

· Promoting our economic offer generally;
· Working to attract inward UK and foreign investment; 

· Seeking to influence the supply side of the skills agenda;
· Identifying specific instances where businesses need support to fill the gap when SEEDA has gone.
13 As a Council Leader, I expect the Oxfordshire City Region Board not only to challenge local government  to up our game but also to deliver a much stronger image of Oxford and Oxfordshire as a centre for growth and innovation whose leaders are able to help each other respond to opportunities and address threats as they arise. We will listen to what members would like from the Oxfordshire City Region Board and identify how best to respond. 
Supporting structures
14 Below the Oxfordshire City Region Board, I would suggest three types of grouping that would be run independently of the Forum but would keep it informed of progress and issues:

· Sectoral or issue-specific groupings where business is actively involved because of its direct relevance to their success.  The Destination Management Organisation and the SEEDA Innovation and Growth Team that both provide a model of private-public collaboration and engagement could be adopted here for other sectors and issues such as sciences, bio-tech, medicine, motor sport, manufacturing, and land-based industries and issues such as enterprise, skills, business support and low carbon transition.  I would expect the reach of many of these sectoral groups to be well beyond the boundaries of the County and would encourage them to look wide and bring back ideas about how Oxfordshire can support the sector. 

· Local groupings such as Science Vale UK and Bicester Vision where business and public sector are working together to make a place work for the benefit of both business and residents

· Local government and other public sector agencies working together in the Spatial Planning and Infrastructure Partnership to coordinate delivery of the range of its responsibilities affecting the economy such as planning, housing, transport and infrastructure priorities. 
15 While Government says that inward investment, sector leadership, business support, innovation and access to venture capital will be led nationally, it will be vital that government can contact the local level for the information and support they need.  I sense a growing view in Whitehall that the South can look after itself and a concern that the North and Midlands needs the public investment.  The South East contributes £18 billion net to the Treasury; London and the East contribute another £18 billion between them.  All other regions are takers from the Treasury.  The Centre for Cities report makes it clear that we cannot rest on our laurels.  There is danger in complacency.  We need a dialogue with government to persuade them not to starve the largest regional contributor to the Treasury.  

16 The Oxfordshire City Region Board would be supported to:

· Coordinate Oxfordshire lobbying and fund seeking for Oxfordshire’s share of available resources both from Government and from Europe. Central to this will be helping to communicate and publicise what Oxfordshire has to offer and what it needs to succeed.

· Pull together information about the Oxfordshire economy and the work of the sectoral groups

· Act as a contact point for national programmes needing to engage with local realities

Resources  

17 Given that the LEPs are seen as replacing the Regional Development Agencies which had substantial budgets, I am hoping that at least some of this funding will be available to resource LEPs.  However, given the current economic and financial position, I am sceptical about this expectation!

18 Government has announced a Regional Growth Fund of £1 billion over two years.  However, I am equally sceptical about how much will find its way to the south east.

19 This brings me to the inevitable suspicion that local government will have to find the resources to support any LEP that is established.  Oxfordshire County Council has out-posted its economic development team to the Oxfordshire Economic Partnership (OEP).  With the reduction in SEEDA funding for the OEP this year and the inevitability of cessation next, the County Council will be bringing its out-posted staff back in house.  Each of the District Councils also has a small economic development team.  Following discussions with District Leader colleagues, I have been greatly heartened to hear a willingness to consider pooling these teams into a single economic development team, able to support the Oxfordshire City Region Board and to further the economic interests of the whole County.
Developing the LEP proposal
20 The letter from government asked that local areas develop their proposal for a Local Enterprise Partnership and submit it to government by 6th September. In reality and in response to advice from Eric Pickles to work quickly, we are aiming to submit a proposal by the end of July, providing we have support from economic and academic partners. 
21 This radical approach has created the space for fresh thinking about how we organise ourselves to deliver better results with fewer resources. This first meeting is therefore to present some initial thinking and ensure good communications with partners without preventing us from coming to rapid decisions about how to proceed if we are able.  

22 I am grateful for the support and advice already received and I hope the proposal before you reflects the comments that you have provided. Any help that you can provide will therefore be much appreciated.

23 In view of the short timetable to submit our proposals to government we will be producing a revised proposal following the meeting on the 21st July and any comments and suggestions received. 
24 Key to a successful bid will be our ability to put forward a senior and respected business leader as Chairman of the Board.

25 The proposal to government will need to demonstrate the support of business leaders, academic institutions and local government and I hope colleagues will indicate their willingness to sign up to a proposal that has been suitably modified and refined to reflect the views of economic, academic and local government partners.
26 Assuming this is accepted by government I would suggest we aim to hold a high profile launch event for the Oxfordshire City Region Board in October and that we use this as a first step in communicating our ambitions and the challenges that we face.
Cllr Keith R Mitchell  CBE
Leader, Oxfordshire County Council

19 July 2010 
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