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SOUTH EAST ENGLAND DEVELOPMENT AGENCY

BOARD MEETING ON 6 DECEMBER 2007
ITEM 8
RURAL ISSUES AND CHALLENGES
Recommendation

The Board is invited to CONSIDER the challenges summarised here and outlined in the report below. The report supports a presentation to be made to the December Board. The presentation is focussed on looking forward, and supports the discussion on the SEEDA Corporate Plan. It is not a progress report on current work.
The challenges:

· We are aiming to move to a coherent, single rural strategy and action plan.  The Board should be aware that we are looking at one rural Board in the region to be responsible for the delivery of the action plan. This means the current SEEDA Rural Advisory Committee will be subsumed into it.

· There still remains a risk that rural and land-based businesses will be seen as ‘different’ from other business activities
· How does ‘mainstream’ activity continue to encourage entrepreneurship in rural areas

· SEEDA is now responsible for the delivery of the European Rural Development Programme for England (RDPE: non single Pot) but it is difficult to see a ‘fit’ with the intentions of the Sub National Review

· How are rural social issues supported and to what extent should SEEDA be engaged?  Defra will continue to fund the Rural Community Councils but no longer support social programmes or projects to support their work 
Background

1. The 5 rural priorities of the Regional Economic Strategy 2006-16 (amended as a result of the consultation exercise ended in August 2007 and published in the Implementation Plan)
· More economically dynamic and socially inclusive villages and market towns

· Increased business competitiveness in rural areas through entrepreneurship and enterprise

· Dynamic food, farming, and forestry sectors enhancing and exploiting the countryside’s assets with increased adaptability and resilience

· Increased value of premium local products from South East land-based industries, with effective supply chains

· The quality and bio-diversity of the landscape preserved and enhanced, providing a high quality life-style offer to those who work, live in and visit 

2. The Board will recall the increased rural delivery role given to Regional Development Agencies under the Defra Modernising Rural Delivery Programme (MRD), both in terms of money and staff resources.   SEEDA inherited the Countryside Agency socio-economic programme money and 5 staff and the England Rural Development Programme (ERDP) outstanding commitments (£5 million) and 5 members of staff from Defra.   SEEDA now also has the role of delivering the new Rural Development Programme for England (RDPE)   This European money (£64 million over the next 6 years for the South East alone) is non-Single Pot money but will deliver against targets in the Regional Economic Strategy

3. The increased role and significant amount of funding means that SEEDA becomes a significant player in delivery of rural support alongside Local Authorities and Natural England, but it comes with administrative strings which do not entirely fit with our SEEDA future move to be more strategic.  It also introduces challenges about how we can stick to a long term yet flexible strategy.
4. Proposals are already in place to secure one single rural strategy and action plan and one rural Board responsible for making it happen in support of the RES. The SEEDA Board role on responsibility for the RES will not change. 

Introduction

5. This report outlines what will be set out in a Power Point presentation
· The presentation will set out SEEDA’s proposed role for delivering against the 5 rural priorities set out above through the Corporate Plan and non Single Pot funding
· It will set out the different ways of working – through strategic influencing; catalyst for action or direct support either through delegation to others or through SEEDA itself

· It will set out where support is already or could be mainstreamed

· It will highlight particular challenges or issues where debate would be welcomed

The Rural Challenges and SEEDA’s role
Rural Communities – Small Rural Towns and Villages
6. Rural communities should be places where people can both live and work and have access to key services
· the Board is already aware of the existing SEEDA Small Rural Towns programme which continues through this next Corporate Plan period

· the Board is also aware of the SEEDA Access to Services Programme which is in the 1st of a 4 year commitment

· both these programme are fully delegated to local partnerships mostly led by local authorities

· local authorities are given support through funding for County Co-ordinators and the continuation of this part of the funding is under review

7. Continue to make use of existing assets (redundant buildings) to create new businesses and new jobs in or near local communities to cut down on long distance travel to work and reduce carbon footprint.  Strategic influencing to change behaviour patterns and encourage people to work from home or local community buildings.   People use local services near where they work – helping strengthen local service businesses

8. We are trying to develop the best SNR approach using the new European programme (RDPE non Single Pot) which will support local partnerships to develop plans of action for small areas.  Around 20 partnerships are likely to be supported across the region covering 60-70% of the region.  All will have fully delegated funding and all involve local authorities, though some will be cross border with other regions.

9. The real challenges facing rural communities are affordable rural housing; lack of rural transport and support for social issues and capacity building

· What is SEEDA’s role and what levers could we use as we go forward to a SNR era?

· Is there an expectation gap?  Rural housing is not just an issue for SEEDA; but strategic influencing by SEEDA and a host of other partners has meant there is full agreement on the need for more rural affordable housing and very strong policies in both the South East Plan and Local Delivery Frameworks but it is still not happening on the ground.  If it is not SEEDA who should take this forward?  
· There is no longer any specific support from the Department for Transport for transport in rural areas, yet there is a clear Defra policy of Social Justice for All.  What kind of strategic influencing should SEEDA become involved with?
· The Government Office for the South East’s rural social support programme is ending and there is nothing to take its place.   Rural Community Councils are essential for this role but face considerable challenges.  How can rural social issues be mainstreamed – by influencing LAA discussions?
Rural Business
10. The mainstream activities of Business Links should continue to support rural based businesses.  The need to improve understanding of land-based business needs is being tested under current contracts.

11. Sector Skills Councils cover both urban and rural businesses. The challenge is to ensure that this mainstream activity is both maintained and enhanced and rural entrepreneurship is encouraged.
12. The specific rural dimension through use of rural buildings is set out under paragraph 7 above.
Land-based Industries
13. Land-based businesses are businesses like any other but they are ‘special’ because of their stewardship role.  Their fragility has been brought into stark relief by Foot and Mouth and Bluetongue.
14. The quality countryside (32% designated as nationally important) gives the region a competitive edge and it is mostly managed and maintained by land-based businesses which need to remain viable.

15. SEEDA role is to help these businesses become more competitive, particularly through the development of supply chains and new skills.  It is not about propping up individual sectors. 

16. The majority of funding to support land-based industries will come from non-Single Pot Rural Development Programme for England (RDPE).  The fund is more than double the previous European funding round.  The total is more than £64 million over the next 6 years – starting in February 2008. The previous programme totalled circa £27 million.  The fund will support collaborative ventures and training.
17. However the challenge is to make sure that this money be used effectively, through collaborative and major projects.  SEEDA Single Pot will still be necessary to make the best use of new funding opportunities.  Sector groups and sector champions within these industry groups need to continue to develop their own industry needs which can then be funded through RDPE.  We will also be looking to get the sectors to work together through a consortia approach to maximise linkages and develop collaboration.
18. The impact of climate change and water management will offer both challenges and new opportunities.
Local Products and Procurement
19. The development of local produce and local wood products is already supported by SEEDA and supports county based producer networks together with local authorities.
20. There are a lot of opportunities for developing new products and processes with local markets in our towns and cities and London.  These include new industrial crops, fuel crops and biomass for renewable energy and using rural wastes.  

21. The recent outbreaks of Foot and Mouth and Bluetongue in this region have demonstrated the fragility of the land-based sector and the need for better resilience planning to cope with future disease problems. 

Landscape and Heritage
22. The majority of this work will be led and supported by Natural England, English Heritage and Tourism South East.

23. The challenge for SEEDA is to make sure that the economic contribution to region from quality landscape management is both understood and supported.
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