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RDAs sit at the right geographical level between central government and local
authorities to be effective in these roles. Central government is too distant to engage
with businesses in a local area, understand their needs and get them working
together with each other and the key delivery agents. In addition, though business
problems are similar in nature across the country, their relative impact will vary
significantly and a regional body is better placed to ensure that it is providing the
appropriately weighted package of measures.

Local authorities lack the critical mass, the funds and the ability to step outside local
politics to identify the priorities for their region, to set out how to best to meet them
and to make it happen. In principle, local authorities could work together to achieve
the same ends but the view from business is that the process tends to be slow and
fraught with politics.



What should a regional economic body do?

Under the terms of the Regional Development Agencies Act 1998, each Agency has
five statutory purposes, which are to:

further economic development and regeneration;

promote business efficiency, investment and competitiveness;
promote employment;

enhance development and application of skill relevant to employment;
to contribute to sustainable development.
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Table 1 Core responsibilities of RDAs

Responsibility

Business development and
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omoting inward investment
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Regeneration, inc
promotion

Skills and workforce development
Matching people to jobs
Supporting the development of
educational infrastructure

such as the Manu g Advisory Service have strong support from business), we
are concerned that the overall impact has been to divert RDAs from what should be
their key focus — facilitating wealth creation in their the region. Currently RDAs are
being required to balance economic growth and a range of other agendas. For
example, RDAs were involved in the development of a procurement portal to help
companies access opportunities associated with the 2012 Olympic Games. This is
entirely appropriate as it helps business improve its ability to engage with public
sector contracts, bringing more wealth into the regions. However, RDAs have also
been required to get involved with initiatives to use 2012 as a motivator to reduce
childhood obesity.

It is therefore vital that RDAs are refocused on their original wealth creation remit.
This will help to improve their effectiveness and also deliver cost savings.



Table 2 RDAs take on extra responsibilities
Additional responsibilities accumulated since 1998

BREW (Business Research, Efficiency and Waste) support programme

Broadband Aggregation Programme

Business Link

EU Structural Funds

Farm Action Plan

Grant for R&D

Market Towns Initiative

Olympic Games preparation

Manufacturing Advisory Service

Modernising Rural Delivery

Regional Tourism Boards

Regional Skills Partnerships

Rural Strategy

Selective Finance for Investment

Statutory consultee on planning decisions

Sustainable Farming and Food Strategy (re | implementation)
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Should disagreement remain, the regional strategies should then be subject to
final sign off from the relevant regional ministers, and not the Secretary of State.
Empowering regional ministers in this way gives the regional economic strategies
democratic accountability and enhances the role of regional ministers who have,
to date, been open to criticism for lacking clear responsibilities.

Of course there may be better solutions to ensuring genuine stakeholder
involvement in the process but our first and last word on this is the need for a
Regional Economy Body to identify the strategic needs of its area and to develop
a plan to meet them.



Delivering support to business where there is a gap in the market. Business
support delivers economic benefits by developing solutions to problems that
would be at best partially addressed by leaving them to the market. These
include issues such as access to finance (particularly for innovation) and
improving business performance (e.g. Manufacturing Advisory Service, Designing
Demand programme). These, and other services that require a degree of advice
and guidance, need to be delivered close to the customer. In contrast, this
delivery route is not appropriate for the provision of more basic forms of
information. In this case, increasing use should be made of web-based or a
telephone helpline solutions. These could be provided most cost effectively
through one national Business Link website and telephone number rather than a
series of regional structures.
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Trade. Under this heading, we distinguish between business support activities
and the more strategic activities that aim to develop our export markets and to
attract investment. In the first category are programmes that seek to develop the
capacity of firms to export (‘Passport to Export) and those that provide market
research. These have a good fit with other programmes provided under the
Business Link banner. In other areas such as outward trade missions and
attracting inward investment, there is a much weaker case for RDAs being
involved. These activities should be taken forward by a single national body with
the required expertise — UK Trade and Investment.

Skills. The skills landscape is already crowded and complex and we do not
believe that carving out a greater role for RDAs will make things better. The



government is currently looking at transferring the Learning and Skills Council’'s
strategic responsibility to RDAs. Strategic planning and engagement on skills
provision is much more appropriately delivered on a sectoral rather than regional
basis, as the skills need of a region are characterised most strongly by the
individual sectors within them. RDAs should therefore not have a leading role in
skills policy.

How can a Regional Economic Body be more effective?
e Governance. It isimportant that bodies such as RDAs are genuinely business-

led. Business people are currently deterred from applying to be on RDA Boards
by the cumbersome application process.
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e Geographical boundaries. From a business / economic perspective the RDA
boundaries may appear arbitrary and result in some dissatisfaction, particularly
amongst those businesses that are towards the periphery of their regions. Some
regions experience this more than others; for example the East Midlands RDA
shares its boundary with five other regions. However, though current regional
boundaries are not perfect, a major redrawing exercise should not be a priority,
as it would be costly and delay progress on other more important issues. In
addition, RDAs have accumulated large amounts of data and intelligence on their
areas that would be lost if they were abolished or boundaries changed.

However, it is also vital that Regional Economic Bodies pay increasing attention
to working together with each other as the northern RDAs have done under the
banner of the Northern Way. For example, industry clusters and supply chains



tend to cross geographical boundaries. Similarly, it is important that RDAs or their
replacements learn from each other by sharing best practice.

We also recognise that there is a growing interest in the role that so-called City
Regions could play in economic development. Two pilot schemes are currently
being prepared in Leeds and Manchester, for example, while a number of
strategic City Region partnerships have already developed organically elsewhere.
There is now much momentum behind these structures being given a formal role
in sub-national governance. We accept that in some places there is a strong
argument for City Region coordination. However, any formal structures must
work alongside, and be complementary to, existing bodies such as the Regional
Development Agencies. Their performance must be subject to ongoing and
meaningful evaluation. And they must have strong busi representation
within their governance structures.
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