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RURAL UPDATE – SUSTAINABLE RURAL COMMUNITIES 

Recommendation

The Board is invited to DISCUSS AND NOTE the agency activity on our support for sustainable rural communities, and AGREE the priorities set out in paragraph 16.  The next rural update will bring together and report on our work on innovation and enterprise.  
Background

1. The policy framework for SEEDA support is set out in the Governments Rural White Paper published in 2002 – which had a strong focus on small rural towns; and the Defra new Rural Strategy produced in 2004 – which has a specific strand on support for access to jobs and services called ‘Social Justice for All’.

2. The RDAs also now have a new Defra PSA target aimed at helping ‘improving accessibility’ to services for the benefit of people living in rural communities.  

3. The review of rural delivery by Lord Haskins [2004], now adopted by Defra as ‘Modernising Rural Delivery’ gave the RDAs a much stronger role on rural delivery and has led to the transfer of programmes the Countryside Agency which support rural communities.  Other community programmes, particularly those focussed on the voluntary sector have been transferred to the Government Office.

4. A second phase of transfer, proposed for 2007, will transfer programmes from Defra.  The funding will be from Europe involving a new single ‘rural fund’ which will have a specific axis for community support.
Introduction

5. SEEDA has a range of programmes to encourage sustainable and vibrant rural communities - some targeted at the more needy areas and some region-wide.  The list of SEEDA programmes below uses the new Corporate Plan themes.

6. Support for rural communities has always been one of SEEDA’s objectives. The Regional Economic Strategy sets out the priorities for rural communities under:

· Priority 8 ‘Community Participation and Local Leadership’: key action ‘Addressing Deprivation: - ‘Social Inclusion and Rural Communities’
· Priority 9 ‘Making Towns and Cities Work: key action 4 ‘Promote the region’s small rural towns as a key focus for sustainable development. 
7. Our strategic influencing role is focussed on some key regional partnerships.  SEEDA is part of a new network called South East Rural Partners which aims to link and co-ordinate the actions of all those involved with delivery of direct support to rural areas.  Their task is to agree priorities and produce an integrated delivery action plan – called the Regional Rural Delivery Framework’. The revision of the Regional Economic Strategy will be a key component of this work during 2005.  Other regional partnerships exist on small rural towns and rural community council network.
SEEDA support to ‘Sustainable Regeneration’ in rural areas
Enterprise and job creation to benefit rural communities
8. SEEDA offers Redundant Building Grants specifically targeted at the more needy areas.   They encourage the private sector to invest in these areas with grants up to £60,000 to enable the conversion of any redundant building into new workspace. This provides space for new business development and the creation of new or additional jobs for local people in rural communities.  SEEDA has supported more than 80 of these kinds of schemes – providing around £1 million since 1999.  

NB other redundant building grants are offered specifically to farmers across the region, to encourage more diverse enterprises and improved income streams.  They are not specifically targeted to benefit rural communities, although most of them do provide new local employment opportunities.  The programme comes under the theme of ‘Sustainable Economic Growth - Competitive Enterprise’.
Community regeneration
9. SEEDA’s original Rural Development Programmes which operated from 1999 to 2004 supported a wide range of projects to support rural communities, including skills development, economic initiatives, and the provision of new or improved services or community facilities.  The support was targeted at the more needy areas of eastern East Sussex; the Isle of Wight and east and south Kent, and totalling around £1 million per year.

This work was absorbed, in 2004, into the Area Investment Framework partnerships.  The East Sussex; Isle of Wight; East Kent; Channel AIF partnerships all have a rural remit and are offering direct support to rural communities, with similar amounts of money as the earlier programme.

Leader+
10. SEEDA also co-funds a European rural community programme. The South East was never able to benefit from earlier phases of this programme and was therefore very pleased to be successful with 5 bids covering Mid Kent: eastern East Sussex; New Forest; Isle of Wight and West Oxfordshire.   SEEDA was one of the key partners that encourage the take-up of this new programme in the region and is now part of the regional network that advises the programme, managed by the Government Office.  SEEDA is contributing £2.5 million over the 5 year period.

Accessibility to services
[i]  Rural Transport

11. The bulk of the projects transferred from the Countryside Agency are those supporting rural transport.  They include Rural Transport Partnership officers; Parish Transport grants and some transport schemes.  We have inherited more than £1 million of such projects.   Whilst the inherited programmes are no longer open to new applications – there is nearly 2 years remaining to deliver existing commitments.
[ii]  Other services

12. Some Community Service Grants have also been inherited from the Countryside Agency. 
13. We intend to do full evaluation of these programmes, and look at what kind of support SEEDA should offer in the future.  Any new interventions will be looking for delivery at a local level, using similar mechanisms and partnerships used to deliver existing SEEDA programmes.

14. Accessibility to services includes a range of services that rightly fall within the remit of RDAs. The national group of rural RDA leads is working together to identify a common approach, allowing for regional variations, to advise Defra on how our interventions should be measured.
SEEDA support to ‘Quality Places’ in rural areas
Small rural towns
15. A main thrust of SEEDA’s work since 1999, has been the support for small rural towns [population of less than 20,000].  There are 179 small rural towns in the region – 42 with a population between 10-20,000 and 137 with population of less then 10,000.  These settlements provide opportunities for new business development, local jobs, key services, leisure facilities, and the potential for more affordable housing.  The first phase of SEEDA support was targeted at the more needy areas with 11 towns being supported under a programme worth £2.4 million over a period of years.  That first phase is coming to an end and an evaluation of its success about to be undertaken.  

The SEEDA Board approved a second phase to spread this type of support over the whole region and the new programme – worth more than £7 million over the next 7 years was launched by the Chairman in April 2004.  It is a devolved programme where the priorities are decided by local partnerships and the programme managed and delivered by those local partnerships.   These local partnerships include Area Investment Framework Partnerships and the Economic Partnerships in those counties where AIF’s do not exist.  All 9 county areas now have the support of a County Co-ordinator post and the partnerships are developing their own priorities and are ready to bring forward projects.  SEEDA support will be focussed on which will encourage  productivity through sustainable business development, through enterprise and skills development, and to encourage vibrant sustainable rural communities through direct help for new or improved rural services or for new or improved community facilities which can provide for a very wide range of activities.

SEEDA has inherited some projects to supports small rural towns from the Countryside Agency but these will finish by the end of this year.
Summary
16.  The 3 priority areas of work which will help take the work to support rural communities, deliver the new Corporate Plan objectives and influence the forthcoming revision of the RES are:
· Ensure that the increased delivery role is reflected in the RES and develop ways of using new programmes which will flow through the RDAs using the new European Rural Fund.

· Ensure the most effective delivery of the region-wide Small Rural Town programme as centres of sustainable development 
· Deliver out the existing commitments from the Countryside Agency, evaluate them and develop a new programme to meet the new PSA target on improving access to services with our key partners  
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