UNISON South West response to the West of England CA strategy
The strategy takes some welcome first steps towards recognising the greater investment needed in skills and infrastructure in the West of England, but does not engage sufficiently with the idea of inclusive growth. If all the proposals included in the strategy were carried out it is not clear that more and better jobs for people who need them would be the result. Overall the direction seems to be further reliance on agglomeration of high-tech industries in a small part of the region, with some ameliorative infrastructure upgrades where funding from government allows. While this approach may bring partial prosperity, it leaves the West of England at risk from diseconomies of development and does not address existing inequality.
UNISON would challenge the logic underpinning the strategy in which growth is seen as a rising tide that lifts all boats, needing only some supply-side tweaks. In reality, unless the Combined Authority takes an active role shaping future growth, at best progress will be within present distributive limits, and at worst growth will falter. The drivers of sustainable growth cannot be separated from the conditions of equity, and those conditions cannot be created without active and ongoing engagement between public, private and third sectors on supply and demand side. Such inclusivity as now exists in the region is down to determined and purposeful work from actors across all sectors; it is not a natural feature of the West of England’s political economy as it is more generally structured. Moreover, the capacity of public sector organisations in particular to shape outcomes is being severely reduced through ongoing funding cuts. The document’s nods towards inclusivity are positive signs that WECA is aware of the inequality threatening the region’s prosperity, but the policy solutions need a demand-side balance to the acceptable but insufficient supply side measures put forward.
A more successful strategy would focus on foundational as well as tradable sectors and consider demand side measures that would address the specific barriers to inclusive growth faced by large parts of the region. Such a strategy would also increase the West’s resilience to possible economic and political shocks, not least as Britain leaves the EU - a recent report from the Centre for Cities predicted that Bristol’s KIBS-intensive economy would be among the worst-affected in the country by Brexit. Delivering inclusive growth requires coordination across sectors which the strategy lacks an account of. UNISON is keen to be part of improving this document and, if successful, implementing it in future, but our concern is that it will not achieve its aims in its current form.
Since the financial crisis the West of England has grown by offering high-skilled graduates more affordable housing than they could access in London while still providing a taste of the cultural offerings of the capital. Now, graduates are able to follow the jobs generated in the tradable sector (and high end of the non-tradable sector).This top layer of success has not altered the reality of work for the rest of the population, as wages over continue to lag behind living costs, precarity has increased, and the private sector has kept up its reluctance to invest at the same time as public services are undergoing unprecedented funding cuts. Meanwhile the surrounding authorities have benefited from Bristol’s growth by providing accommodation for commuters as evidenced by the disparity in B&NES, South Glos and North Somerset between residential and workplace earnings. Out-of-town bases for large companies have also benefited from Bristol’s pull, while other authorities have maintained a more affluent population largely by keeping living costs high through limited construction of affordable housing, rather than through any social and economic policy success.
The Context section of the WECA strategy discussion paper identifies the West’s strengths as national and international connectivity, attractiveness to skilled workers, and clusters of high-tech industry, then portrays these as the base on which to build future success. Stats in the West of England economic report do indeed point to at least the latter two of these as the region’s fortes, but increasingly stressed road and rail links, despite public transport carrying a mere 6% of the region’s commuters, and a badly connected mid-sized airport do not suggest connectivity being a sustainable strength. The strategy offers no comment on the loss of competitive advantage that will result from HS2 shortening journeys from London to cities other than Bristol. On top of this, rail electrification has been shelved and the strategy accurately highlights the big shortfall in what is needed for infrastructure spending versus what is available. WECA needs a plan that distinguishes between what can be done to increase internal connectivity with current policies and levels of funding, while also being aware that its strength in external connectivity is under threat. Then the metro-mayor can go on lobbying ministers on what would be possible if the government reduced the straitjacket of austerity and committed to place-based working. This would encourage more innovative and radical solutions spurred by the constraints of the current situation rather than a wishlist.
Although the West of England as a whole is getting wealthier, the experience of individuals and communities within it often does not align with this success story, something exacerbated by the strategy’s use of GDP per capita to make comparisons with European metros, despite this being an unhelpful measure for judging relative growth and its inclusivity. A combination of rising living costs and poor skills provision has seen much of the benefits of growth go to people who move here rather than transforming the prospects of the existing workforce. Attracting skilled inward migration is a good thing, but it must not be used to mask the continuing lack of prosperity that affects the area. In particular, parts of south Bristol have exceptionally low levels of students going on to higher education, and non-university paths remain weak. Travel to work patterns combined with data on skills levels / shortages indicate that the region’s clusters of advanced industry are not providing good work opportunities for deprived communities. 2011 census data shows a clear overlap between areas of the West of England with higher IMD rates and areas with more people working in care, leisure admin and sales occupations. Better opportunities in these places are supplied mainly by public service roles and / or skilled trades, though the quantity of public roles has decreased precipitously through the government’s shrinking of the state. 
Although devolution gives the region somewhat more control over skills funding, the overall picture for FE institutions remains bleak thanks to funding cuts. The biggest change in the skills policy ecosystem has been the apprenticeship levy, yet the strategy does not mention it despite good examples in the region, such as Bristol Waste Company, despite the influence the metro-mayor has over apprenticeships with the devolution of the Grant. Nor does it give attention to the role of workplace learning and in particular trade unions in delivering that. Making the skills system more responsive to employer need would be positive, but only has meaning if businesses start investing in their workforces rather than relying on the process of formal education to deliver them workers with no skills sell-by date. A successfully reformed skills system will include lifelong learning, which means employer flexibility on time off for training, recognition of skills gained through informal labour such as caring and community work, and enabling individuals to re-skill and return to work after essential career breaks. Moreover, developing an adaptable workforce requires opportunities to train not immediately connected to the individual’s current job, so a quid pro quo of incentives to employers should be their willingness to enable learning based on individual development as well as business need. Keeping up standards for apprentices and workplace learning schemes is a recognised advantage of union learning and it would be good to see the strategy engage directly with this. Currently the strategy places a lot of weight on the education system and IAG without discussing the commitment needed from employers.	
Given the context for the economy since the 2008 crash has been funding cuts from central government, and lately Brexit, the strategy has little to say about either. All the councils in the West have endured seven years of cuts and there is no sign of this ending. Bristol has to reduce spending by upwards of £100m by 2022 and has lost around a third of its workforce since 2010. South Gloucestershire’s grant is falling from £72m in 2010 to a predicted £16m in 2020. B&NES is cutting over one fifth of its current (already reduced) spending by 2020. The crisis in the health service is well documented but it is worth underlining the level of cuts required by the Sustainability and Transformation Plans. The strategy is silent on the impact of public service cuts on the region’s prospects for inclusive growth, or on how WECA can support integrated services across the region to save money for its constituent authorities. Although WECA does not have responsibility for services in the same way councils do, the lack of any context to delivering its objectives is concerning.
Without proper attention to the situation in public services and Brexit, the strategy will underestimate the reliance of much of the West’s success on public funding, and over-estimate the ability of councils to deliver new services. Attracting highly skilled individuals to work in the area (and cover its skills gaps) will become more difficult as overburdened local services impact on quality of life. The strategy identifies housing costs, pollution, and congestion / poor public transport as already-existing problems, while cuts to culture and leisure budgets as well as falling school funding and overstretched healthcare will erode the West’s advantage over other regions. Also, excellence in research is reliant on public (including EU) funding, much of which is uncertain. The export links of advanced industries are similarly threatened by Brexit, as is their supply of skilled labour (not to mention the flow of lower-skilled workers for health and social care and agriculture). Yet the strategy does not highlight these problems when addressing the scale of the challenge in generating inclusive growth for the West of England.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Building on success in the region should be a priority, but not at the expense of investment in the fundamentals. WECA should prioritise improving sectors that are stalling but offer more reliable long term prospects for employment, as well as boosting already-successful industries. Health and care, retail, services, food processing, and construction all have potential for improved wages, conditions and productivity, and are sectors in which demand for local workers is increasing. Though not in the strategy, the £3.9m skills innovation pilot from the DWP is a welcome move in this direction, not least as it may balance out the focus of the skills system on individuals with no formal qualifications at the expense of those at NVQ1 or 2 level but little chance to advance beyond. However it raises a series of questions – not least, what other programmes from government are likely to appear on the region’s agenda? Other questions around the scope, scale and delivery of the skills pilot will need to be worked out with social partners and any full strategy for the region needs to have a transparent framework for that. In principle, though, programmes like the skills pilot targeted at the lower end of the labour market must be at the heart of WECA’s strategy, rather than a bolt-on carried out merely because it is required by central government. 
There is no doubt that the West of England can become an even more successful region as more powers are devolved. Local control over an increasing array of policy offers a chance to break the top-down model of economic development that has paid little attention to place. However, to reach this potential, the WECA strategy must go much further in shaping inclusive growth.
UNISON puts forward the following recommendations to improve the Strategy. These are not exhaustive and we would welcome further discussion and participation, for example in a project with experts on development such as the Joseph Rowntree Foundation and the Centre for Local Economic Strategies.
Public services
· Lead anchor institutions to coordinate public spend and operations strategically to boost good and local firms, hire local people, provide apprenticeships and improve deprived places.
· Identify gaps in provision available locally and look into the creation of municipally owned bodies or co-operatives to supply goods and services for these
· Use mayoral profile to get businesses to shift their procurement spend as well
· Commission public innovation project, trialling better use of data and technology
Social partnership
· Create a West of England model of the Greater Manchester memorandum on workforce issues to involve trade unions in any service reforms
· Ensure new bodies established by the WoE combined authority have union recognition and learning agreements
· Adopt a real living wage in council run and contracted services
Co-design of work and health programme 
· Follow the evidence on what works with back-to-work schemes and make contracts accessible to local, not-for-profit providers 
· Promote trade unions to improve standards and ensure work is accessible, harnessing the expertise and awareness of the rep network 
· With recognition agreements, training and facilities time, unions can work with employers taking on individuals from the W&H programme to ensure they are supported to stay in employment
· Commission in-depth research on the local problems facing individuals eligible for the work and health programme to enable a holistic response
Skills and workforce

· The combined authority should decide on a set of outcomes for its devolved education budget in collaboration with social partners.
· Building a resilient, innovative and productive local economy means enabling employees to take further formal and academic qualifications, especially where they have not had this chance earlier in life.
· Ensure access to education and training is available across the workforce and inclusive of diverse needs by promoting union learning agreements.
· Target limited skills programmes like the advanced learner loans to develop employees of locally-based businesses in particular
· Defend the status of apprenticeships by engaging unions in the process for creating and running placements.
Finance
· Raise the the 2p levy on business rates, to be spent in an equitable split between service provision and infrastructure investment
· If unavoidable, secure the revenues from sales of public sector assets to be reinvested in the region.
· Investigate further financing options such as establishing bonds, tax increment financing and other levies
· Work with the Avon pension fund to leverage greater funds for housing development, using specified housing monies from the WoE investment pot to guarantee the pension fund’s returns.
Business
· Enterprise zones ought to be connected to an anti poverty strategy, through targeted hiring and training policies at areas of deprivation, recognition agreements, space for local provision to be developed and fill gaps in the market
· The remit of the WoE growth hub can be altered to include promoting social partnership
· The growth hub can spread good labour market practice by linking union recognition to business support, developing place-based business and corporate social investment
· Partner with the Joseph Rowntree Foundation to use the JRF’s inclusive growth monitor to develop an analysis of how the region can become more equal.
Governance
· The scrutiny panel allows for non-councillor members. There ought to be a number of trade union reps on this panel.
· The LEP ought to at minimum invite trade union representatives as observers, and work towards having official union representatives
Transport and infrastructure
· Prioritise cheap and green public transport, not cars
· Develop transport routes that enable poorer communities suffering from “transport poverty” to more easily access diverse jobs and education
· Use freedom from EU state aid rules to invest in municipally owned fibre networks, to be rented out to providers / customers
· A framework agreement for any potential Severn barrage project, and work to keep new energy generation capacity in municipal ownership
