
 

 

 

 

 

Bristol Local Plan Consultation 

Business West Chambers of Commerce & Initiative Submission 

 

Introduction 

Business West Chambers of Commerce & Initiative is the main business representation and leadership 

organisation for the West of England. We have been working on behalf of businesses in the Bristol city 

region for nearly 200 years and now represent nearly 22,000 businesses, from new start companies 

through to the major private and public employers. We are also members of the board of the West of 

England’s Local Enterprise Partnership. 

As a Chamber of Commerce we are not representing any specific business interests or sector, but are 

submitting evidence based on our independent view of the long term economic interests of the region 

and the whole spectrum of businesses who operate here.  

We have previously made detailed submissions to the West of England local authorities Joint Spatial 

Plan (JSP), upon which much of the framework for the Bristol Local Plan is based. This included 

independently conducted evidence and analysis in the areas of housing need and employment land 

provision.  

We fundamentally recognise the importance of long term planning and the direct connection between 

housing supply, employment land and sustainable economic growth and strong communities.  

We have also long encouraged Bristol and the four West of England authorities to plan ambitiously for 

the long-term future in terms of housing, transport and employment and so very much welcomed 

both the Joint Spatial Plan and Joint Transport Study and the close working of the West of England 

authorities that underpins this. We believe this is vital in order to successfully plan our future housing 

supply and secure our future economic growth needs. 

We continue to have significant concerns with the JSP, in relation to its overall ambition for the region 

and its findings in relation to housing need and planned housing numbers, employment land and the 

sustainability of some of its chosen spatial locations.  

We believe the approach of the JSP will lead to continued significant pressure on house prices and 

housing costs across the region and across income groups. This will negatively impact upon the wider 

economy and upon individual employees and businesses – and also on Bristol’s ambitions to be a more 

inclusive city.  

We have also raised detailed concerns that the JSP’s Economic Development Needs Assessment 

(EDNA) has significant flaws, including serious methodological weaknesses which risk under allocating 

employment land in our core economic centres and squeezing economic activity and growth potential.  



 

We recognise that the decisions around the JSP were made by the four West of England local 

authorities, of which Bristol City Council is only one part. However the Bristol Local Plan represents an 

important opportunity for Bristol to address some of the challenges and weaknesses of the JSP, and 

we welcome those areas where the Plan sets out to do this. The rising cost of housing, land and the 

knock on impacts this has on employment land, economic activity and the wider health of the city 

need to be carefully considered and planned for, and the Bristol Local Plan is an important opportunity 

to address these issues.  

 

Bristol Local Plan Vision and Ambition 

We welcome the vision of the Local Plan and its aim for Bristol to be a “diverse and inclusive city where 

the success is shared and where inequality and deprivation have been substantially addressed”. We 

welcome that this vision projects for the next twenty years, and has been drawn up in collaboration 

with the other local authorities within the city region.  

We also welcome the continued focus on urban regeneration and urban living. Bristol has been a 

success story over the past two decades in achieving city centre development and new city centre 

homes that has underpinned the economic, social and cultural renaissance of the city centre and 

produced more sustainable work and travel patterns. We want to see this continue, and welcome the 

plan’s ambitions to continue this pattern of urban development.  

We particularly welcome the ambitious commitment to redevelop the spatial areas of Temple 

Quarter, St Philips Marsh and Western Harbour. St Philip’s Marsh and Western Harbour are both 

excellent locations, with potential for highly connected and successful new communities that balance 

living with ways to accommodate the new businesses and jobs as Bristol’s economy continues to grow 

and innovate.  

On housing, we welcome the commitment of Bristol to go above and beyond the housing numbers set 

out in the JSP and that Bristol seeks “at least” 33,500 new homes and the commitment that the Council 

“aims to exceed that amount”. We look forward to seeing how Bristol will set out to do this, including 

in collaboration with WECA and central government.  

We do however have two concerns with the broader approach set out in the local plan.  

Firstly, we are concerned that the merits of the spatial plan are not fully supported by the detailed 

transport planning that is required to support this development and ensure it takes place within a 

functioning city centre and city region transport system. We set these concerns out below.  

Secondly, we are concerned that the Bristol Local Plan is less ambitious, and less clearly articulated, 

on securing Bristol’s economic growth ambitions.  

 

The long term economic potential of Bristol and the West of England 

The economic forecasts on which the West of England JSP is based are conservative in terms of likely 

economic and employment growth, particularly given the past trajectory and future potential of the 

West of England based on indices of competitiveness. The JSP is the basis upon which Bristol currently 

allocates employment land within the Local Plan – unless Bristol provides additional evidence that 

argues for greater levels of employment land.  



 

As we have highlighted previously, some of the best indicators of economic growth potential and 

competitiveness are regularly compiled by the Centre for Cities in their Cities Outlook series. In 2016, 

the Bristol Urban Area sits within the top two quintiles of the rankings on key relevant indicators of 

economic growth potential.1 

This highlights Bristol and the West of England’s economic strengths and its potential for growth based 

on innovation, enterprise and skills remain high. The cluster of high rankings for private knowledge-

intensive business services, patents granted, business start-ups and higher qualified workforce all 

testify to this. 

New 2017 figures from Oxford Economics on jobs growth forecasts are significantly higher (at 26,922 

more jobs, or a 33% increase) than the 2015 Oxford Economics forecasts that the West of England JSP 

and SHMA is based. The previous Oxford Economics 2015 forecast under a ‘medium-high growth 

scenario’ were 81,607 new jobs. The 2017 forecasts are for 108,529 new jobs under the same ‘medium 

high growth scenario’. 

Bristol also has several high growth potential sectors, upon which Bristol City Council, the LEP and the 

new West of England Combined Authority have all set out ambitious plans for growth.  

Given this context, we are concerned that the language on economic development within the plan is 

not ambitious enough, and that the needs of businesses for employment land are not properly 

balanced against those of housing development. This is particularly the case when considering the 

current weaknesses within the city region’s EDNA and the consequences these have for future 

employment land allocation.  

For example, although we welcome the broad ambition to maintain “a dynamic, diverse and inclusive 

local economy”(para 5.0.1) we are concerned that the supporting statement to “consolidate our 

economic strengths in high value manufacturing, engineering, low carbon industries, creative and 

digital production and professional and financial services” (para 5.0.1 – our emphasis).  

There is also no reference within the plan to previous jobs growth or sectoral growth ambitions that 

have been previously set out by the LEP, within the SEP or by the evolving work of the West of England 

Combined Authority on its growth strategy or emerging industrial strategy.  

We believe ‘consolidate’ is an inappropriate word when planning for the ambitions of our identified 

growth sectors, as it does not explicitly imply growth either in total employment numbers or in greater 

employment land use. Given the national and international competition in all of the above priority 

sectors, we believe the plan should set out more ambitious language and explicitly set out growth 

implications for both employment and land use.  

We also believe the Bristol Local Plan needs to explicitly reference current growth plans, including by 

sector, and refresh its employment land allocations based upon the latest employment forecasts and 

                                                           
1 Bristol is in the top group (quintile) for absolute size of economy, GVA (5th out of 63), total jobs 

(6th), total private sector jobs (6th), private knowledge-intensive business services (5th), private 

sector jobs growth (5th), employment rate growth (4th), higher qualified workforce (NVQ4+) (10th), 

patents granted (10th), employment rate level (11th), business start-ups (10th), business stock per 

10,000 pop (12th), business turnover or churn (12th). Bristol is in the second to top group for GVA 

per worker (18th). population aged 30-44 (14th), ratio private: public sector employment (19th), 

average workplace earnings (17th), private rented housing share (16th), working from home (17th). 



 

the ambitions that will emerge from the forthcoming industrial strategy and the wider city region 

economic plan.  

How this economic environment, and its key sectors, are nurtured and facilitated – and how the 

greater pressure on land use from urban densification are managed – is a vital primary objective for 

the city and needs full articulation.   

 

New Urban Development 

We welcome the focus on new urban development areas, including the Western Harbour and the 

Temple Meads Enterprise Zone and St Philips Marsh.  

The focus on particular neighbourhoods and areas for focused development is also welcome. This 

allows the particular local characteristics and challenges of places to be taken into account – and also 

gives greater specificity and control to planned development. It must however occur as part of a 

coherent and evidence transport plan, with supportive investment into transport infrastructure and 

encouraging sustainable travel.  

Temple Quarter and St Philips Marsh 

We welcome this emphasis and the proposal CDS 3 to designate St Philip’s Marsh as an area of 

redevelopment and change.  

Given the pressure on city centre land, and the shift of employment land towards Temple Meads, 

opening up and providing more efficient land use in this area is an obvious and welcome priority. The 

proximity of both the Temple Quarter EZ and St Philips Marsh to Temple Meads means these places 

have excellent potential connectivity, both locally, sub regionally and to critical national and 

international markets.  

There is an obvious requirement for significant infrastructure investment to unlock this area and a 

greater role for government or an independent body in ensuring coherent land ownership and land 

assembly. We offer support Bristol City Council and the WECA in achieving these aims.  

We welcome the assurance that total employment within St Philips will be increased. We do however 

need to consider how existing businesses and land uses are helped to manage with the sustained 

period of change a development of this scale would require. 

This must include ensuring that the offer and availability of well-located industrial land is available 

within the city – and that this is also well connected to ensure businesses can maintain both their 

connectivity and access to customers, supply chains and employers.   

The city also needs to plan how to make an appropriate balance between uses – given likely pressure 

from residential and also student accommodation from the adjacent new Bristol University campus. 

It is important that we secure land for a range of types of economic, employment and research use 

and that we find ways to reduce pressure on land prices squeezing out these vital economic elements 

of the city.  

 

Western Harbour 



 

We also warmly welcome Proposal CDS 4 and the commitment that “within the plan period, ambitious 

proposed improvements to the Cumberland Basin will be produced for extending the western harbour 

as a residential area and bringing more affordable housing to the western harbour”.  

We believe this area of the city would help create much needed value and a strong new community 

within the city centre – and have previously helped illustrate the possible level of ambition for this 

area. This a great opportunity given the value of land to the city and the ability to put in place housing, 

including affordable housing, in a place that enhances the value and coherence of the area and 

improves transport and local connectivity. Including improving links over the Cut and into South 

Bristol.  

Realising this potential obviously requires new transport infrastructure – and ways to retain 

movement through the important North South connection from Avonmouth towards the South and 

with local road connections from south Bristol to the city centre need to be backed up by detailed 

studies set within a wider Bristol Transport Plan and city centre movement strategy.  

 

Other identified areas 

We welcome the new neighbourhood at Bath Road in Brislington and the proposal CDS 9. We welcome 

the relocation of the Brislington Park and Ride and the amendment of the Green Belt boundary in this 

area and feel this strikes the correct balance that reflects the high level of demand for new homes in 

the city region.   

 

Transport and the Bristol Local Plan 

The West of England has set out to plan its future housing and employment land growth alongside its 

transport needs, through the parallel publication of the Joint Spatial Plan and Joint Transport Study 

(JTS). This is an entirely sensible approach – given how interlinked the two elements are.  

However, the Joint Transport Study contains a ‘Bristol shaped hole’ within it – lacking a clear 

exploration or compilation of the evidence of how the growth of future movements from population 

and economic activity will fit into a coherent plan for investment and interventions within the city 

centre and the wider city region.  

The JTS stated that the Bristol element of the plan would be supported by the publication of a Bristol 

focused transport plan, based on Bristol’s own transport study and analysis. However this has not yet 

been published, and there is no reference to it within this current draft of the Bristol Local Plan.  

The update of the Bristol Local Plan has to be properly informed by a Transport Plan which genuinely 

fills the missing section quickly and in enough specific detail, with clear and well documented evidence 

and analysis on a city wide basis. 

Without this evidence and without a detailed Bristol Transport Plan, spatial planning for growth in 

housing, employment and urban living will remain at risk of being unsustainable and creating serious 

problems of future congestion, accessibility and undermining the city’s economic vitality.  

This in particular should address the following weaknesses:  

 The Bristol Local Plan sets out the importance of the future pressures on the central area of the 

city centre, including the changed pattern of movements which will result from the Temple Quay 



 

Enterprise Zone, the new University campus and the extension into St Philips and the additional 

13,500 homes planned.  The current draft Local Plan doesn’t do this.  The central area can’t be 

planned sensibly without looking at the transport implications comprehensively.   

 

 The Bristol Local Plan also sets out a series of geographical areas for a greater focus for 

development in outer city areas, notably Bristlington, Knowle West, Hengrove Park, Lawrence Hill, 

Central Fishponds, Southmead, South West Bristol and Locklease (combining to make a total of 

22,000 new homes). Many of these areas already suffer from higher level of car use and lack of 

sufficient public transport provision and congestion. They cannot be planned for sufficiently 

without a corresponding transport plan, evidence and investment plan to support this.  

 

Employment Land 

Having the right sort of employment sites in the right locations within the Bristol city region is vital for 

the future prosperity of the city-region and the employment opportunities available to local 

populations. Without appropriate availability of sites and premises we will be unable to attract 

inwards investment internationally or from the rest of the UK. Businesses currently in the city-region 

and seeking to relocate or expand will be unable to do so locally and are likely to move away. 

Rising commercial property prices in the West of England risk reducing our competitiveness in relation 

to other key regional markets from London and the M4 and M5 corridors, as well as weakening our 

position with the ‘Northern Powerhouse’ cities and Cardiff and South Wales – all of whom have 

aggressive strategies to drive growth and attract both national and international inward investments 

and relocations. Bristol also faces growing international competition, given the global reach and 

supply chain structure of many of our region’s key economic sectors. 

Our city region is currently facing a shortfall in suitable employment space for growing companies in 

central Bristol and Bath – something that is being frequently highlighted to us by our tech, creative 

and SME members and partners. There are a growing number of examples of companies that are 

unable to find suitable space to grow within the most connected and economically important parts of 

our region. 

For example, an October 2017 blog by the West of England’s main business and tech incubator space, 

Engine Shed, noted: 

“As Scale-up Enabler for the West of England, I have been surprised by the depth and breadth 

of concern raised about the availability of suitable office space which is accessible to fast-

growing businesses in the region. … Individual business owners describe a great deal of 

frustration in identifying, negotiating and securing suitable spaces. … due to the highly 

competitive nature of office space in the region, agents and landlords can command high rates 

which can be out of the reach of scale-up businesses. … regionally, Grade B space is declining 

in volume and there is a lack of new buildings (particularly those built speculatively) – this 

drives up rental prices and encourages longer leases.”2 

Business West was also a recent signatory to a letter from over twenty tech and creative businesses 

highlighting their concerns about the shortage of suitable office space in Bristol.  

                                                           
2 http://www.engine-shed.co.uk/scale-up-challenges-room-for-growth/    

http://www.engine-shed.co.uk/scale-up-challenges-room-for-growth/


 

In Bristol City Centre in particular, there is concern at the current shortage of available office space. 

Currently only 4.5% of the office stock is available, which represents just one year’s normal take up. 

In particular, there is a dearth of planned provision and sites for relatively modest office requirements 

of 930 sqm to 2,790 sqm (10,000 to 30,000 sq ft), which form a significant part of private sector 

occupier requirements.3 

According to recent market commentary:  

“Vacancies are at record lows, rents [are] rising quickly. Indeed Bristol recorded the strongest average 

rent growth of the Big Six [UK Cities] in the 12 months to Q3 2017. Robust occupier demand coupled 

with a loss of stock to conversions, means Bristol recorded more net absorption (as a percentage of 

existing stock) than any other major UK city in 2013–16. This helped pull vacancies down sharply to a 

20-year low in Q2 2017”.4 

 

Bristol implications from the flaws in the JSP’s EDNA 

We believe there are several major flaws in the evidence base on future employment needs and future 

employment land allocations that has been conducted by the West of England as part of the JSP: the 

Economic Development Needs Assessment (EDNA). 

At present the EDNA document is currently the sole evidence base document on employment land 

issues within the JSP. It is important therefore the Bristol Local Plan addresses these shortcomings. 

The major flaws we identified, in relation to Bristol, are:  

1. The EDNA assumes that different types of employment land use are broadly interchangeable 

between different types of employment use (B1, B2 and B8 use categories). This approach 

assumes that, for example, if there is an increased requirement for office floorspace, but a 

reduced requirement for industrial floorspace, the overall requirement can be calculated as the 

additional requirement for offices, less the reduction in the need for industrial floorspace. This 

approach assumes, in this example that land released from industrial use can, and will be, 

automatically re-used for office development. This is unsound.  

 

o Bristol therefore needs to relook at the supply and demand calculations within the EDNA 

for B1a/b office and R&D uses and they need to be reassessed so that they are not made 

on a simple net basis, but on a realistic assessment of whether industrial sites and the 

areas in which those sites are located will be suitable for office use. 

 

o There also appears to be a tension between the EDNA’s assumption that underutilised 

industrial land will switch to office use and the commitments in the Bristol Local Plan that 

proposals for the redevelopment of former industrial or distribution land will be “mixed 

use developments” (para 5.4) or residential. Proposal ULH 1 also encourages new homes 

to be built by encouraging the redevelopment of vacant or underused office or industrial 

land (para 5.4.1). This potentially further reduces the total level of employment land 

supply below that estimated by the EDNA. 

                                                           
3 Future Requirements for Employment Floorspace and Sites in the West of England, Wessex Economics, 
October 2017  
4 http://www.costar.co.uk/en/assets/news/2017/November/CoStar-Analysis-Bristol-sound-keeps-investors-
humming/  

http://www.costar.co.uk/en/assets/news/2017/November/CoStar-Analysis-Bristol-sound-keeps-investors-humming/
http://www.costar.co.uk/en/assets/news/2017/November/CoStar-Analysis-Bristol-sound-keeps-investors-humming/


 

 

2. As well as the assumption of a rebalancing of use classes within particular geographically defined 

sub markets (see above), the JSP assumes that there will also be a rebalancing between 

geographically defined sub markets. This finding that it is possible to ‘rebalance’ undersupply in 

one part of the market within the West of England area with oversupply in another we believe to 

have serious shortcomings. Business and market experience shows that one sub-market does not 

represent a ready substitute for another. The alternative for a business seeking to relocate to a 

particular submarket within the overall FEMA may not be an alternative within the FEMA but an 

alternative urban area elsewhere in the UK or internationally. This is particularly problematic for 

Bristol, as this is the area where the EDNA assumes under supply will be rebalanced by greater 

supply in other parts of the city region.  

o We believe this flaw in the EDNA means there is a danger of underallocation of 

employment land for key markets within the Bristol area, particularly in the city centre. 

Bristol needs to conduct in its own employment assessment to consider whether greater 

employment allocations than set out in the JSP are needed.  

 

3. The EDNA study concentrates solely on ‘B’ uses, despite the wider range of employment land use 
that present a real impact on employment land availability and within employment land markets. 
Pressure on employment land comes from both residential and the broad range of Non ‘B’ Class 
employment uses not covered by the assessment which make up an unquantified but significant 
percentage of total non-residential demand.  Examples of these Non B class employment uses 
include student accommodation and education (both of which are significant consumers of 
employment land within Bristol city centre) as well as other uses such as health, care, community 
use, parking, retail and leisure.  

o The ability of these classes to be an important part of employment land use will clearly 

have an “on the ground” bearing on total demand for employment land, and therefore 

Bristol needs to consider these properly in making its total calculations of future 

employment land allocations. 

 

4. The EDNA study also fails to take proper account of the impact of residential demand on the 

provision of future employment land and premises. It acknowledges that the office to residential 

PDR has the potential to affect the supply of employment land in the West of England area. 

However, there is no further analysis “due to lack of data”. Yet market data shows the loss of 5% 

of total Bristol office floorspace in a time period of under three years (May 2013 and end March 

2016).5 

o The continuation of PDR as a national policy means that the medium to long term impact 

of PDR upon the Bristol City office market is highly likely to remain a considerable factor 

in the market. Bristol need to take this impact into account in planning for future 

employment land provision and any required supportive policy interventions.  

 

Bristol’s continued economic growth, and increasing pressure from other land uses, has led to a 

notable increase in demand for employment land and a rise in prices for both employment land and 

for the end user, via higher rents.  

                                                           
55 See Business West submission to the JSP consultation 



 

Both national and local policies also look set to continue to exert greater price and use pressure on 

remaining employment land.  

At national level this includes the continuation of Permitted Development Rights which is likely to 

continue to encourage change of use within employment land. At local level it includes the strong 

emphasis from the wider Joint Spatial Plan on ‘brownfield first’ and urban densification, which 

prioritises residential development on existing urban land over growth via new land allocations. The 

allocation of 33,500 homes in the city within the Local Plan will continue to put pressure on land use 

in the city, both in its core centre and wider set of local employment locations.  

The Bristol local plan must address these potential shortcomings in supply within its core employment 

areas and the current and future pressures that greater.  

As such we welcome the commitment to conducting a Bristol Employment Land Assessment, and urge 

that it addresses the issues identified above.  

The future Bristol Local Plan, alongside Bristol’s Economic Development Strategy, also needs to 

carefully consider both of the following options:  

o Increasing the current level of employment land allocations, to ensure there is not an 

undersupply of employment land and to reduce price pressures in the full range of Bristol 

commercial property markets. 

 

o Consider a range of interventions to reduce prices pressures from particular parts of the 

market (for example the interaction between residential demand, demand for student 

accommodation and Non B uses, with the wider employment land market), or positive 

interventions to increase supply in areas of critical importance to the future health of the 

Bristol economy (for example to help provide space for scale up businesses or in growth 

sectors) 

Within the Bristol Local Plan we welcome the following commitments:  

 That “developments for new forms of work space, start-ups, micro businesses and space for social 

enterprises will be encouraged” (para 5.4) 

 

 That the designated areas set out in Proposal EC 2 will be “maintained for industrial, distribution 

and related uses unless it is clearly established that they are no longer required for those 

purposes” (para 5.3) 

 

 We welcome the statement that smaller industrial estates are “retained specifically to meet the 

needs for units for smaller and start up businesses” (para 5.3.2) and that the Local Plan will be 

“securing land for industrial use as part of a clear intent to maintain a diverse economy” (para 

5.0.2).  

 

 We welcome the statement that “start-ups and the growth of micro and social enterprises will be 

promoted” (para 5.0.1) 

 

 We would also want the impact assessment approach proposed by the Local Plan on student 

housing (para 4.3.3) to explicitly include the impact on employment land provision 

 



 

Serious concerns with Para 4.1.6 

We do however have serious concerns at the proposal contained in para 4.1.6 that “outside of key 

locations, it is suggested that development proposals for former employment sites will no longer have 

to demonstrate an absence of a demand for employment uses”.  

Given the polycentric nature of Bristol’s economy and employment land sites, with 60% of 

employment outside of the city centre, and the continued pressure we have seen from residential 

prices and development, we believe there is a real risk that this proposed policy would lead to a 

significant erosion of employment land and Bristol’s jobs base in secondary and tertiary employment 

locations.  

Unless we can be confident that the Bristol Plan is underpinned with a robust assessment of 

employment land need and sets out ambitious allocations of employment land to meet the growth 

needs of the city, alongside its existing employment and businesses, we do not think such a blanket 

change is justified and believe it could have serious negative impacts on the Bristol economy, and 

particular smaller businesses. We would prefer either a more focused site by site assessment, or an 

approach that targets particular sectors that we know may have over capacity (for example retail in 

secondary locations). 

Concerns on provision for scale up, tech and creative businesses 

We also have concerns that not enough focus has been given to fast growth and scale up businesses 

that may have less ability to pay higher market rents, yet who play an important economic and wider 

role within the city. We believe there is a case for positive interventions to increase supply in areas of 

critical importance to the city economy, given the likely price pressures on housing and land in the city 

region.  


