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NEW REGION WIDE SUPPORT FOR SMALL RURAL TOWNS 

Recommendation

To note and approve the development of the detailed policy determining the Agency’s support for rural towns as outlined in the Corporate Plan and Regional Economic Plan previously approved by the Board. 

Policy and Strategic Overview:

1.
A major rural objective of the revised Regional Economic Strategy is to spread SEEDA support to small rural towns across the region.  It also meets the Assembly’s concern that SEEDA should not be entirely focussed on regeneration areas.  It was also the major new proposal in the Rural White Paper published in 2000 that expected the Regional Development Agencies to be the prime supporter.

2. Small rural towns [with a population between 3 and 20,000] are key assets of rural areas.  The economic health and well being of rural areas depends upon their survival.  Many have suffered a loss of their retail services because of the major changes in shopping patterns.  They also suffered through lack of visitors during the Foot and Mouth epidemic.  Many face the challenge of finding a new role for their continued existence.  However, they still continue to be a focus for local jobs, key services and leisure activities and in some cases centres of administration.  They have the potential for improved business competitiveness and new business start-ups; better access to broadband and tele-working; skills development and outlets for local produce – key items for SEEDA interventions; and also improved provision of affordable housing and rural transport.   

3
Over the past 3 years, as a result of the first Regional Economic Strategy, SEEDA established a programme of support for market towns in regeneration areas with 11 small rural towns being supported with £240K each from SEEDA, match funded by other partners.  

4.
The spread of SEEDA support across the region, as a second phase, will be at a level to make an impact on the economic sustainability of the town, and will be focussed on Tier 2 and Tier 3 outputs – such as:
· New business creation

· New workspace – for incubation and move on space

· Businesses supported

· Learning centres – outreach 

· Learning opportunities for people from the town and hinterland

· New or improved service provision [rural Tier 2]

· New or improved community infrastructure that can provide outreach, childcare etc

The New programme

5.
The new programme has been developed over the last 12 months with the SEEDA Rural Board Committee – the South East Rural Towns Partnership [SERTP] and the Countryside Agency; and in consultation with other RDAs through an exchange of best practice.   

There were 2 particular conclusions from these discussions:     

· Any programme must be long term [the normal length of 3 years will not work] and  

· regional and local networks are vital to any success and also must be supported.  

6.
Proposals for individual towns will need to be consistent with the relevant Investment Framework or Economic Partnership Action Plans as appropriate.  SEEDA will be responsible for setting criteria and producing clear guidelines on what can or cannot be done with SEEDA funding and agreeing budgets.

7.
The SEEDA Small Towns Fund therefore offers direct support to individual towns and support for a network as follows:

Direct support to the towns:

· The programme will be over 7 years starting in 2004/5– with a formal review after year 4.  

· There have been long debates between the SEEDA and the South East Rural Town Partnership and representatives of small town networks. They were unanimous in their conclusions that the majority of small towns needed support for projects in the region of £80 –100K [in other words 40-50K form SEEDA as all projects would require match funding].  This represents a major project for a small community with a population between 3 and 20,000 and would have a substantial impact on that town’s revival.  

· However it was also recognised that a few towns needed more substantial investment of around £500K [£240K from SEEDA as with the first 11 regeneration towns].

· It is anticipated that over the life of the programme a further 12 towns would get £240K each from SEEDA and around 60 towns would be supported for a single major project with £40-50K from SEEDA.  As a principal we will not support programmes of smaller projects.

· The towns to benefit from SEEDA funding, and the level of funding needed, will be identified by and flow through the AIF or EP Action Plan process.

· No towns will be considered unless they have carried out a formal health check process, which underpins their proposals, identifying their needs and providing clear reasons for any requests for funding.  All projects to be supported with SEEDA funding must flow through  and represent the key priority of local partners identified in  this health-check.

· Budget setting for the year is carried out by SEEDA through the Corporate Plan process.  The final agreement of what towns can be supported will be made by SEEDA together with the South East Rural Towns Partnership.

8 Support for the process and the regional network:

· Co-ordinator posts will be provided to link with local partners, and ensure that AIF/EP partnerships recognise the importance of small rural towns in their patch and include proposals for them in their Action Plans.   The proposal is to support 7 full time and 2 part time co-ordinator posts, with SEEDA money being matched by other local partners.  Support is proposed only for the first 4 years.  Future support should be considered in the light of a formal review of the first 4 years and to take account of the progress of the AIF’s or EP’s. 

· The regional partnership [SERTP] will continue to be supported to be the strategic voice for the regions small rural towns and disseminate best practice – again for 4 years.

Total cost to SEEDA over the whole life of the programme is around £7 million.

