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ITEM 5
RURAL REPORT TO THE SEEDA BOARD
Recommendation

· That Members note this report.

Background

1. Government policy for rural areas is set out in two documents – the Rural White Paper published in 2000 and now subject to a minor review process; and the Future of Food and Farming published in 2002.  The Regional Development Agencies, although not major funders, such as that provided through housing, health, transport or direct support to farmers, are seen as key deliverers of government rural policies and are a recognised as key deliverers of rural support.  

2. This is reflected in the SEEDA revised Regional Economic Strategy and developing Action Plans.  The revised RES does not have a separate ‘rural’ chapter, but ‘rural’ is woven throughout the document.  There is a specific rural dimension to all five sections.

3. SEEDA’s support to rural regeneration and revival, offers direct benefits to the regions rural areas – some targeted but some region wide.   SEEDA works with a range of organisations, and our work is carried out in partnership with the other key bodies; DEFRA, the Countryside Agency, the Forestry Commission and the Government Office.

4. A substantial part of the rural work concerns influencing and developing policy at regional level, and acting as a catalyst for action with partners.  

Competitive Business

What are the challenges
· More than 23% of all businesses in the region are base in small rural towns [population less than 10,000] and villages and the countryside.  Less than half of these are farms.  Most are small businesses who traditionally have found it difficult to access support unless it is specifically targeted.  

· New entrepreneurs need to be encouraged to make use of opportunities to create new businesses in rural locations, particularly those than can make use of local products.  

· The infrastructure and the supply chain in some sectors have significant gaps.

· SEEDA will need to work with key partners such as Business Links, DEFRA, the Farm Business Advisory Service and private sector organisations such as the National Farming Union and the Country Land and Business Association.

What we do

· Enterprise Hubs/Gateways: continuing development of hubs and gateways in rural areas.  The Horticultural Research Institute hub in East Malling with an emphasis on food and food technology is the first hub.  Chiltern Woodworks, in Buckinghamshire, is the first Enterprise Gateway based on furniture making and woodland management and another is developing in the small rural town of Faringdon, Oxfordshire, to support new business creation.

· Advisory support infrastructure for new and existing businesses: SEEDA is working with business links, and has contracts with them, to ensure a rural dimension to their work with existing rural based businesses.  Business Links were the delivery agents of SEEDA’s Foot and Mouth support.

· The SEEDA Redundant Building Fund:  the fund delivers flexible and affordable workspace in rural areas, and encourages business development in rural areas and enables new business start ups.  This support is targeted at the more deprived areas where the private sector is less engaged.  The programme is being extended into the small rural towns in or around the priority rural regeneration areas.  The fund will be used to support SEEDA’s wider agenda to deliver space for Enterprise Gateways/incubation space and move on space and learning centres.

· Sectors: SEEDA will continue to work with specific sectors in rural areas, particularly tourism (separately covered below) and also encourage investment in new technologies, processes, the supply chain and markets.

Successful People

What are the challenges

· Many sectors are facing the need to diversify their activities that involve taking on new skills.  

· There are parts of the region’s rural areas that lag behind the more successful parts of the region and where new technologies could improve skills levels and competitiveness

· The more deprived parts of the region have people with poor basic skills and where SEEDA wishes to encourage their inclusion into the local economy.

· SEEDA must work with the major training suppliers to ensure a rural dimension to their work

What we do

· Sectors/clusters: SEEDA will support for skills development in critical sectors such as tourism and local produce

· Land-based sector: SEEDA will work with DEFRA to develop new skills needed to diversify the land-based sector

· Basic skills: ensure that SEEDA’s programme to improve basic skills covers rural areas

· Regeneration areas: skills development initiatives through specific programmes in the priority rural regeneration areas and small rural towns 

Vibrant Communities

What are the challenges

· Parts of the regions’ rural areas suffer significant deprivation and specific efforts need to be targeted at both economic and social regeneration

· Small rural towns are the focus of a range of activity for their surrounding hinterland of villages and the countryside, and are critical to their future well-being.  They provide jobs, key services and leisure facilities.  Most have suffered through changes in shopping patterns and only have a small retail element left.  However there are significant opportunities for marketing local produce and tourism 

· The work of the voluntary sector is vital but community development takes time

· SEEDA will work through local partnerships that will develop their own priorities and local solutions.

· SEEDA will need to work closely with the Government Office who delivers European programmes and the Countryside Agency and their programmes of support such as Vital Villages.

What we do

· Regeneration areas:  SEEDA will continue to deliver support to rural communities in the more deprived parts of the region [east and south Kent: eastern East Sussex and most of the Isle of Wight], through devolved delivery partnerships and the Area Investment Framework process

· We will examine ways to support the region’s Rural Community Councils to work with local rural communities to combat social exclusion.

· Small rural towns: continued delivery to the first 11 small rural towns in the priority areas through devolved local partnerships.  SEEDA is now extending this support region-wide and is working with the South East Rural Towns Partnership to develop the next phase.  This region-wide delivery will meet the Assembly’s recommendation from the Rural Select Committee that wanted to see more SEEDA rural support across the whole region

· Leader+:  SEEDA is a major co-funder of the European leader+ programme delivered by GOSE to five rural areas of the region [parts of Kent: East Sussex: the Isle of Wight: New Forest and west Oxfordshire].

· SEEDA’s above programmes also seek to deliver improved services to people living in rural areas and improved community facilities

Effective Infrastructure

What are the challenges

· The lack of affordable housing and the difficulties of enabling their development are seen as a critical stumbling block to maintaining vibrant rural communities and young people and young families are being excluded because of the lack of an affordable home.  The price of housing in rural areas in the South East means that the ‘affordability gap’ is higher than in any other region

· Rural areas are continuing to find it difficult to access broadband

· SEEDA is not the lead player on key issues such as housing and transport and it is therefore critical to work with those agencies such as the Housing Corporation and the Countryside Agencies rural transport programmes

What we do

· Affordable housing: input into the Regional Housing Strategy and influence providers. The development of the Brownfield Land Assembly Trust is also planning to provide for affordable houses in rural areas

· Broadband: help stimulate a better understand of the benefits of broadband and develop rural broadband pilot demonstration projects

· Redundant buildings – bringing them back into new uses – referred to above

· Remote Working – the RES identifies a new initiative to be piloted by SEERA to encourage and provide managed workspace within market towns, to enable people to work nearer to home and reduce the level of commuting

Sustainable Use of Natural Resources

What are the challenges

· A better understanding is needed of the management and maintenance of the countryside – one of the region’s key economic assets.  We have 32% of the region designated as landscapes of outstanding quality.  Most of these are either grassland or woodland. 

· The land-based sector is under-going major restructuring and is facing massive changes in support regimes.  Diversifying activities and making the best of new opportunities will be vital to its survival.  Farmers are the managers of the landscape.  

· Woodlands in the region are in a multiplicity of small ownerships, much of it under-managed; yet we have the 4 most wooded counties in England and have significant underused coppice.

· Tourism is a major element of the economy of rural areas, yet the industry is fragmented.  Opportunities for encouraging tourism not dependent solely on the private car should be explored.  The region has a wealth of footpaths, bridleways and cycleways

· SEEDA must work directly with land-based agencies such as DEFRA and the Forestry Commission to deliver integrated support to maintain a farming, horticulture and woodland industry.

What we do

· New crops:  SEEDA with partners DEFRA and GOSE, will explore new opportunities through industrial crops and crops for energy.  The work involves development of new markets by encouraging demand for renewable energy, helping networks of producers and potential end users and using our influence to obtain the new supply chain infrastructure needed.  SEEDA is the lead RDA on renewable energy and we will be developing demonstration best practice projects. 

· Tourism: develop, with the new Regional Tourist Board, initiatives to develop ‘green tourism’ in the region based on walking, riding and cycling. SEEDA will also support access to heritage and cultural assets in rural areas. SEEDA will continue to use its Farm Diversification Fund to provide new farm bed and breakfast accommodation

· Local produce: SEEDA will help deliver actions resulting from the Future of Food and Farming policy.  The regional partnership and local food groups will be supported through a sector group approach and packages of both specialist advice and training be developed and delivered.

· Woodland:  SEEDA will work with the Forestry Commission and woodland owners to develop new markets for the region’s woodland products and continue to develop centres of excellence through the developing Flimwell Centre and Chilterns Enterprise gateway.

· Farm Diversification Fund: SEEDA’s programme to convert redundant buildings on farms will continue, not only to support farmers through additional income stream but to provide space to deliver SEEDA’s new business start up programme; new infrastructure for the local produce supply chain as well as providing new farm bed and breakfast.   This programme is region-wide and meet the Assembly’s concerns about too much targeting on specific areas.

· Livestock revival:  SEEDA will continue to work with the industry sector to deliver the Livestock Revival Action Plan, agreed following the Foot and Mouth crisis, support the development of local meat products and the supply chain.

5. Underpinning all this work is the necessity to work closely with Local Authorities and the Regional Assembly, particularly on planning.

6. SEEDA is fully committed to make sure that all its projects consider the ‘rural dimension’ as part of the appraisal process.   

7. SEEDA is also a formal member of the South East Rural Affairs Forum – one of the regional networks feeding into the National forum set up by the Rural Minister, Alun Michael. 

8. SEEDA has a Rural Advisory Committee, chaired by Poul Christensen.   Sarah Hohler and John Peel also serve on the committee. The role of the committee is to advice SEEDA on rural issues in the region, help develop rural policy and shared objectives, disseminate good practice and develop SEEDA’s future rural agenda. 

9. The delivery of rural support through DEFRA is under a formal review process by Lord Haskins, and there is a possibility that more work to support rural areas of the region may come under SEEDA.  The recommendations of the Haskins report are expected in July and the decisions made in the autumn of this year.

PAGE  
1

