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South East Diamonds hold first networking event

Council Chiefs from across the South East have held talks in Reading to see how they can continue to deliver sustainable growth and prosperity in the region, despite the current economic conditions.

The conference attracted more than 70 Council Leaders, Chief Executives, Regional Agency representatives and policy makers and was part of a ‘learning and networking’ event organised by the South East Diamonds for Investment and Growth (SEDfIG) and sponsored by the South East England Regional Assembly.

There are nine local authorities making up SEDfIG and they work in partnership to deliver sustained growth in the region.

SEDfIG Chair Andrew Finney said their task was particularly difficult in the current economic climate but said the partnership approach gave the Diamonds collective power to solve the ‘over reaching’ problems we face.

“Diamond status is an opportunity to talk and work with regional and government agencies in delivering targets which are of benefit for our residents. Diamond local authorities deliver exceptional growth and have the potential to deliver more,” he said.

Daniel Thornton, Director of Local Development and Renewal at the Department for Communities and Local Government, said he had ‘every confidence’ the South East would come out strongly from the down turn.

But he added: “Public finances are stressed so it is important to nail down key priorities. In this climate there will not be a growing amount of money around in the near future.”

He described the South East Diamond set up as a ‘good concept and good practice’ and said the ‘good regional institutions involved’ had helped carry the concept forward.

“From central Government’s point of view it’s often said that people in the South East don’t want to grow as they are rich already. But events like this conference show that the Diamond partners are interested in sustainable growth and that is good to see,” he added.

Ben Page, Managing Director of Ipsos Mori gave a presentation on the views of the public and the challenges facing the South East, setting the context for the sustained growth sought by the Diamonds.

· Asked about the problems in the South East people cited high house prices, congestion, high cost of food, overcrowding, lack of affordable housing and too many developments.

· Asked what improvements they wanted to see, people in the South East mentioned transport, more affordable houses, improved waste management and greater efforts to protect the environment

· 70 per cent said they were proud to live in the region.

The final keynote speaker was Michael Coughlin, Chief Executive of Reading Borough Council and Chair of the Diamonds Chief Executives’ Group. He said the South East Diamonds were  working to maintain the comparative success the region has been experiencing over the last ten years, whilst addressing the pockets of disadvantage and inequalities that existed.  

“We’re looking at how do we maintain this success and I think the key is to look globally and work in partnership at a local level.

“Diamond status is about how you balance the pressures on your community to get sustainable growth to meet the demands of the community and the local economy,” he added.

But he warned that each of the authorities and partnerships would have to exercise a degree of ‘place shielding’ from the worst ravages of the economic downturn.

He said the Diamonds were currently drawing up their business case which they hoped to launch in the new year.

The speeches were followed by three workshops which covered Cross Boundary Working and Partnerships, Reducing the Ecological Footprint of the South East and Developing Skills for Growth.

NOTE FOR EDITORS:

Michael Coughlin is available for interviews. Please ring Sally Moore, Reading Borough Council 0118 939 0944 or 0118 939 0301
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