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Introduction 

In keeping with our work to inform the DARD review of rural policy and development of an accompanying strategy RDC welcomes the opportunity to respond to this important draft strategy document. 

We hope our comments will be of assistance and would be more than happy to meet to discuss / clarify and elaborate on any or all of them as required. 

RDC Knowledge Base

In making this response we fully support the need for a ‘demand-led’ and evidence-based approach to the formulation of a strategy and programme. DARD will be aware that RDC represents a key gateway for up-to-date intelligence on rural affairs and development practice. 

RDC was established in 1991 with a key remit to assist DARD and government in understanding rural affairs and in formulating effective policy and programme responses. Over the years, RDC has maintained a wide-ranging programme of research and action research, drawing together an analysis of rural change and of leading edge thinking in tackling development issues or opportunities. Work has included investigations into farm diversification, the participation in development of rural women, an analysis of social exclusion in the countryside, detailed compilation and use of secondary data including the development of rural typologies (Picture of Rural Change Programme), primary data exercises in rural communities (the Beacon Programme, Sense of Belonging Survey), development of methods for the assessment and monitoring of social capital to assist evaluation (Beacons / Vibrant Village), initiatives to develop participatory planning methods (Learning Communities / Learning Regions), to encourage innovative thinking (Creative Change Programme, Environment and Development Programme) and to revisit the best approach to inclusive and effective village renewal (Vibrant Villages Programme) and service delivery (Service Centre Hubs Programme). 

RDC’s grants programmes have in turn provided a substantial body of project ideas and best practice which has regularly been drawn upon to illustrate the potential and scope of rural development and to support others in formulating new projects here and further afield. Our networking links to practioners and academics across Ireland, the UK and Europe, and involvement in key policy development discussions including sustainable development, regional planning, NI budget priorities and the Strategic Investment Strategy have enabled us to consistently keep track of new thinking in rural, regional and sustainable development and to bring this overview to fora on rural development here in Northern Ireland . Our involvement in a wide range of forums and steering groups includes young people in rural areas, rural women, health, environment, education, tourism, farming, evaluation and research, and is enhanced by our regular contact with other key stakeholder organizations. 

More recently we have done much to progress the thinking and support for rural proofing, spanning an average of 15 -20 key policy submissions each year, the promotion of a rural proofing checklist, and focused research to rural proof small schools policy This latter work has been a key input to DENI’s re-formulation of small schools policy around the core concept of sustainable schools. 

DARD have been our key sponsor department in enabling this broad span of activity. We have drawn upon our knowledge base extensively in our submissions to date in the review of rural policy carried out by PWC, in presentations to the rural stakeholder forum, to the focused assessment of the Regional Strategic Framework, and in informing preparation of the current strategy document. In formulating our comments to this present consultation we again draw upon this body of experience and trust it will be of some assistance in producing a final strategy. 


Opening Remarks: The Significance of the Strategy 

There has never been a time when a strategy has been more important than for the 2007 – 13 period. Whilst there is a view within the European Commission that more impetus will be placed on rural development from 2013, there is a need to sustain effective development over the coming period within significantly constrained budgets. This is not something we should bury our heads in the sand but should be a signal for greater cooperation and partnership working between agencies and on the ground. As such, a strategy cannot be vague or ambiguous, it must be clear, confident and highly focused in purpose. It cannot afford to ‘accommodate’ one set of interests and risk undermining another, but seek to encourage a more coherent overall approach to a ‘rural product’ and rural life in which all stakeholder can find common purpose. 

We have taken time to think about how strategic objectives could be met with minimum amounts of financial resources. We feel three principles should apply here: 

1. Targeting actions to provide the right kind of ‘catalyst’ enabling development which can continue on low level (seed corn) government funding or which can act to lever other resources in 

2. Cross-cutting actions working across Key Aims (and, in reality, EU funding Axes) – actions can and should be mutually re-enforcing wherever possible so that investment / intervention in one part of the rural economy / rural system can also help improve scope and activity in another. 

3. Levering support across government through demonstration / pilot initiatives – this places emphasis on a rural champion which can effectively harness evidence through well designed and evaluated ‘test bed’ or pathfinder initiatives in order to persuade other departments that a solution can be provided to service support in rural areas as part of mainstream policy. This should form part of an enhanced rural proofing agenda. 

We understand programme complements are not required by the European Commission this time – however a framework of criteria for measures and actions will be the crucial focus for an achieving what we suggest should be an effectively guided set of coordinated interventions with an emphasis on integration in programme design.

General Comments 


The Consultation Process

At a time when consultations, particularly in key strategies, are loosing credibility with stakeholders in terms of their transparency and responsiveness, we would strongly encourage DARD to adopt the best practice shown in the development of the Regional Strategic Framework and to publish a clear response to key points raised by stakeholders outlining the extent to which it is possible to incorporate these points into a final strategy. This will, we suggest, be an important step in laying the foundations for DARD to act as Rural Champion. More attention needs to be drawn to this consultation than has been the case so far, encouraging more reflection and open dialogue amongst stakeholders toward a more united front. 


The Strategy Document and its Development 

We would make the following three points overall in relation to the strategy document. 

1. The Vision and Scope of the Strategy 

We have noted the overall need for this strategy to guide coordinated and cooperative use of scarce resources to maximum net effect. We recognize that a key driver for the current strategy is the requirement to prepare regional and member state strategies in keeping with the EU EAFRD process, and that this includes a requirement to reflect EU strategic priorities and to show clear linkages with other key EU and national / regional policy priorities including, in particular, competitiveness (Lisbon) and sustainable development (Goteborg), and in relation to cohesion and environment. 

In this context, we also suggest there is a compelling need to address some key additional development challenges including: 

• The implications of a knowledge economy / knowledge society for rural development in the 21st century and the need to review the role of traditional economic and social models underpinning rural policy and strategy 

• The increasing need for integration across government, not least in realizing the concept of enhanced rural proofing and positioning rural development within mainstream government thinking 
These various challenges and the need to promote rural potential and interests across government require in turn that this strategy is placed within a clear and forward-looking policy framework. This framework should unequivocally identify what elements of the review of rural policy and the principles it offers therein it is proposed by DARD to adopt, and should clearly outline the need to reach beyond the confines of the EAFRD toward broader integration of government support. 

There is a danger that the strategy as presented can be perceived to be separate from local policy considerations and analysis – there is little to show how it might relate to or complement other policy areas for example, and therefore that it is in effect another EU funding led strategy. Given that the review of rural policy sought to address through provision, for the first time since 1991, of a fully developed rural policy for Northern Ireland, a conclusion by DARD of what has been adopted from the review and the proposals put forward by PWC and stakeholder consultation should be outlined in policy terms, that is, as a series of overall policy objectives. 

As such, we feel the strategy document should demonstrate clearer linkages through from the conclusions arrived at by DARD from the review of rural policy, the key principles therein, and the key challenges and objectives a revised rural policy should have. A vision statement would be helpful in introducing the strategy (an enhancement of the existing ‘theme’ of the strategy?) leading into the logic of the strategy itself, its key aims and objectives. We offer an alternative to the vision statement however in discussing Key Aim 3 (environment) , proposing the concept of a ‘rural product’ as a unifying overall aim. 

2. Defining Terms 

This strategy should provide the framework for rural stakeholders to work to progress rural development around a common sense of purpose and opportunity. To do so it is important terms are clearly defined. Currently, the strategy uses some key terms throughout but in a number of different contexts creating potential for a lack of clarity of purpose. 

Diversification and Community are two in particular we feel need to be reviewed. 
These two terms have come to be unquestioned ingredients in the rural development lexicon but in doing so can become used too easily and loosely, risking missed opportunities for fresh thinking, for avoiding past mistakes, and for updating what has been learnt about the way rural economies and society works. 

In the context of a knowledge society much has been changing (see for example, RDC rural perspectives report and Vibrant Villages research) and fresh thinking is an important resource not only for rural development itself but also in giving DARD as Rural Champion more impact on wider thinking (see our point on marketing rural below). We ask, by way of illustration; 

Does diversification have the same meaning in KA4 Objective a) (supporting diversification) and in objective b) village renewal (‘combining diversification’) and how might it be defined, for example, as an indication of what success might look like ? 

What does community mean in its various uses – overuse of the term risks loosing sight of other key ways of collaborating ; social networks are now a clearly recognised feature of innovative and dynamic economies; these are not communities but they are a form of social capital vital to economic innovation and resilience. Social networks are being actively pursued as a tool for (rural) development in Northern Ireland – see for example, the approach by ICBAN to development in the south west cross-border region. We would recommend either using a different overall term (rural actors / rural areas) or being more precise in use of terms for particular objectives, reserving the use of rural community only to places where it is clearly linked to specific and appropriate outcomes sought by the strategy. Continuing this point, we would encourage recognition, in similarly appropriate outcomes, of the role and potential of social or economic entrepreneurs, and the privates sector. Our work on village renewal places emphasis on social entrepreneurs as well as (but not solely) community groups as an effective way to achieve inclusive and effective renewal activities. 

Finally, what are meant by ‘Community Facilities’ ? (KA1 objective 4) 

3. Transparency and the Evidence Base 

Whilst close reading can allow deductions to be made about underlying linkages to other policy areas and the baseline analysis presented in the strategy, we would welcome more clarity guiding the reader and stakeholder on how the DARD policy team have worked with translation of the baseline analysis and PWC policy review into the selection and composition of proposed objectives, noting the necessary additional influence of EAFRD in the scope for selection of objectives. We suggest this in anticipation of further more detailed comments on Key Aim 1 (DARD as rural champion). Acting in this role, more public confidence and appreciation of the work done by the DARD policy unit in preparing this strategy would be a valuable means to win support and respect for future effectiveness in the role. In particular, we feel the following questions arise; 

• What plans are there for, and what influence will there be from ex-anti evaluation requirements ? Have ex-post evaluation findings been used to inform thinking (and if not why not?). 

• In what way has the extensive and detailed information and analysis provided by PWC and in particular from the expert panel used to provide latest thinking on rural development been used to inform thinking – particularly in relation to the principles presented on page 23 / 24 : in this regard, for example, can more be said about the principle of a multi-sectoral / joined up approach (cross-cutting actions are a key missing ingredient we feel in the strategy objectives), and an evidence-based (demand rather than funding led) approach ? How will innovation and best practice be supported ? 

• How has the subsequent stakeholder consultation influenced thinking ? The section on consultation responses is far too short and selective – more analysis and response should be provided (other than through an annex), we refer to our earlier point on building support through a transparent and responsive process. 

• What trade-offs have been required / what scope has DARD had to formulate its own ‘take’ on rural development needs and approaches here in NI within the context of negotiations and directives from EU and UK levels ? 

We make some additional comments around use of an effective evidence base in our specific comments on Key Aims and objectives below. 

2. Comments on Key Aims and Objectives 

Key Aim 1: DARD as Rural Champion 

We welcome DARD’s recognition of the need for a rural champion, vital in enhancing the means by which DARD can seek to facilitate and enable the effective mobilization of rural resources for economic or social benefits to the region as a whole, and vital also to encouraging effort across government to avoid undue inequalities in the ability of those rural dwellers experiencing disadvantage to access services. 

We understand DARD is also asked to nominate a ‘Sustainable Development Champion’ from its policy team in relation to the DoE Sustainable Development Strategy. DARD has identified sustainable development as the overarching driver of change for the department over the coming years. Sustainable Development and Enhanced Rural Proofing, as well as the Rural Development Strategy itself, all have this core aim in common. Balanced economic development, particularly if smaller in scale and with a light ecological footprint, along with balanced access to services, increased local use of renewable energy and food, all represent key ingredients in achieving sustainable development for the region. Balanced development, and a capacity for rural areas to be more adaptive and resilient to external change provide an additional overall aim for the RDS and an RDS vision for rural in the region complementary to the Lisbon and Gotenburg agendas. 

We noted earlier the vital need to provide leadership in encouraging stakeholders to work more collaboratively, and to seek to apply RD resources in a truly strategic way to achieve more from the rural resource as a whole. We would have some concerns, however, about how effective DARD as a government department can be as a rural and sustainable development champion. There are two directions a rural champion might be expected to face : toward and across government, and toward rural stakeholders and the wider public. 

In relation to the former we would be concerned as to how effective/influential a government department can be in terms of lobbying and shaping the work of other departments to meet the needs of rural communities. Is effective lobbying from within the system possible? In respect to the latter DARD are no doubt aware that many stakeholders remain to be convinced about its effectiveness to date in progressing rural development and there is work to be done in winning public trust and support. The table below illustrates what, in our experience, will be required to fully realise this role. Setting out this role as a key aim (one which is, we feel, cross-cutting across all of the RDS), places considerable public expectation upon DARD. Will it feature as a Public Service Agreement ? Can DARD be seen to be rural champion rather than choose to work ‘inside government’ (DARD strategy Concluding Remarks) ? How will this role be assessed against what targets ? 

A Rural Champion should: - 

Communicate: A key element must be effective communications and engagement, encouraging collaboration and common purpose, and providing strong leadership. Winning support and ensuring action on rural issues will require an ongoing and strong commitment to communications both internal and externally. This will require a thorough and publicly recognised understanding of rural development and an appreciation of rural affairs. It will require the proactive promotion of rural within and across government. It will mean having an opinion on policy actions that impact on rural life and being able to communicate these. It will mean looking beyond the farm gate to include communications on schools, hospitals, services, housing, jobs, and other facilities. It will require passion and interest.

Have Expertise: Rural development demands a technical knowledge and expertise, with up-to-date information and advice, ideas and solutions if the champion role is to be effective. This needs to cover a broad spectrum; including economic, social, environment and cultural considerations. It requires comprehensive and authoritative knowledge on rural affairs to provide an understanding of the needs of rural, not only a statistical knowledge based on secondary data but a grass roots knowledge of what it is like to live and work in the countryside. It will require evidence and analysis to monitor and understand rural change. It will mean applying skills and knowledge to influence others in safeguarding and protecting rural life. 

Integrate: No one department has responsibility for all aspects of rural Northern Ireland and thus, all departments have powers and functions which affect those in the countryside. This calls for better integration across government in progressing rural development issues. Government departments need to consider how best to ensure public services reach rural areas or how rural assets can help them to deliver their goals. This will require strong leadership and co-ordination in driving forward the need to ‘think rural’ across government. It will mean working jointly with other departments and agencies to demonstrate new and innovative ways to integrate and deliver services. It will require taking calculated risks to support rural solutions.

Advocate: The need to foster a common and imaginative vision for rural areas will not only require good communications but a strong advocate. This will require support and a level of independence in providing objective, impartial advice across government. It will require an ability to speak on behalf of rural people and interests including businesses, farming and voluntary/community interests. It will demand acceptance by rural stakeholders.

Challenge: There isn’t a one size fits all solution. Policy and programme design, delivery and implementation need to be challenged to take account of rural and consider what adjustments might be needed to fit rural circumstance. This will require a proactive approach. Regulatory rural proofing alone is insufficient, it needs to be enhanced and have a level of independent scrutiny if it is to make a real and meaningful difference. This will mean challenging government departments in decisions which impact on rural. It means securing sufficient and adequate budgets for rural development activities, and projecting the broad rural affairs agenda beyond agriculture.

Be Publicly Accountable to Stakeholders: To be fully accepted, a Rural Champion may well require an independent watchdog and / or rural advisor. It will need to be monitored and its outputs, results and impacts independently reported and communicated. It not only needs to be seen to make a difference but evidenced. 

The new Countryside Agency for England for example, provides a rural advisor role; “To act as a think tank on rural issues for Government, including through commissioning thematic studies and considering evidence from abroad” similarly, the Agency has the role of monitoring rural proofing of mainstream policies and progress in the delivery of Governments rural policies, including its contacts at regional and local level, reporting on achievement on the ground.

Be Willing to Take Risks: A difficult challenge is to maintain a balance between risk and corporate governance, particularly within a government Department. If it is going to take on the issues, a Rural Champion is going to have to take risks. 
PPS14 provides a timely example of the challenges faced by DARD. How far is it possible for DARD to take a view on PPS 14 (in public) and to pursue that with DRD, particularly at a time when the same Minister is responsible for both Departments? At present, for example, there is no mention of PPS 14 on the DARD website. 

Unlike Key Aims 2-4, the strategy does not provide key actions here to give more of an idea of how this key aim will be implemented. We might expect / suggest these to include / involve: 

• Negotiating clear, published and monitored actions or action plans with Departments showing how rural assets or needs will be incorporated into policy planning and implementation 

• Marketing rural, proactively, promoting it directly to government departments and relating it to their policy objectives (lessons can be learnt from the DETI social economy unit in this regard, or DSD VCU Partners for Change initiatives)

• Negotiating linkages between strategies – the RDS should have complementary and cross-referenced links to objectives within strategies such as, inter-alia; DoE sustainable development, the Regional Strategic Framework, Investing for Health, DCAL sports and physical activity strategy, DE Sustainable Schools, public procurement, and the DETI Economic Vision. 

• Identifying and developing Joint initiatives with other departments 

• Implementing enhanced rural proofing (including problem solving support to departments or others in achieving public service objectives within budgets, promoting and sharing best practice, providing better analysis of rural needs and factors) 

• Building trust and support across stakeholders and the wider public 


Key Aim 2 : Improving Performance in the Marketplace 

We recognise the need to provide appropriate interventions addressing market failure in the support for maintaining a competitive agri-food sector, and the contribution the sector can make to the Northern Ireland economy. We also recognise the framework of measures set out by the EAFRD and EU RDS in this regard. We support on the whole the objectives and underlying rationale provided for this key aim, with perhaps some additional emphasis on public education on food, diet, health and Northern Ireland approaches to production, making the links to DHSS and DE. 

We would in addition strongly suggest that an additional objective is woven into this aim relating to the promotion and support for local food initiatives. Such an objective responds to a number of trends and opportunities, including a resurgence of interest in a wider variety in vegetables, fruits and breeds, not only from the point of view of the consumer, but also in relation to concerns about an increasing dependence on monoculture as the driver of increasing specialization within agriculture. From a sustainable development perspective, monoculture presents risks in relation to major disease outbreaks and climate change, also in relation to the energy costs (food miles) of a reliance on global food systems, and market competition itself (the capacity to produce new products and ideas with cultural added value for example). 

A local foods initiative can impact on diet and health (links to deprivation and rural housing estates for example, via food coops / box schemes, or in provision of quality food to schools or hospitals and concurrent educational opportunities for understanding seasonal foods and food production issues) 

It can build trust and capture new market opportunities. The value of local trading of foods (short food supply chains) is estimated to have risen to £4 billion in the UK (MINTEL) through initiatives such as box schemes, farmers markets, direct marketing schemes, community supported agriculture food coops, and so on and to be growing. A key driver is trust and the desire to re-instate ‘the personal touch’ in food and food products with consequent opportunities for improved public education and awareness raising (farm visits, advice and information etc). 

Local foods offer a bridge linking tourism development and food marketing. Culturally linked or distinctive local foods provide a key experience to the tourist visiting (or deciding whether to visit) the countryside, and subsequently, a positive experience of local food could lead to a demand for food products sold via the Internet, building on the use of ICT.

Local food systems offer another means to enhance sense of community / social capital in providing additional ways for farmers and other rural dwellers to interact, and for incomers and locals to have a common reference point. Longer term, a healthy vibrant and distinctive local food system could influence re-location decisions amongst urban outmigrants, some of whom will be entrepreneurs offering additional ideas for economic dynamism . 

Crucially, local food systems offer alternatives for smaller farmers as a complementary agri-rural development strand offering a nursery for new products and initiatives prior to larger scale marketing and development. 

This is a significant area of development we cannot do justice to within the confines of this submission. We would propose, in addition, to prepare a briefing paper for the DARD policy team looking at this in more detail as part of the RDC PIRU activity in the coming months.








Key Area 3 : Conserving and Investing in the Rural Environment 

We appreciate the use of the word ‘investing’ in the title of this KA, the environment representing the distinctive key asset which separates rural from regional development. We have previously prepared and submitted a paper on the value of the environment to rural economic and social life which we believe has been circulated within the policy unit, outlining the ways in which investment in the environment can feed through into a diversification of the rural economy. There are obvious linkages between local food initiatives, investment in the environment, and economic diversification which cut across the key aims (and EAFRD axes) described in this strategy, and as noted in our opening remarks, we would encourage more consideration about how these cross-linkages could be bedded into the strategy and its implementation. Whilst delivery issues are not part of the consultation at this stage, nevertheless we would make the point that achieving such a cross-cutting approach will need a sufficient overview and degree of coordination if it is to be achieved, working in partnership with local delivery bodies. 

We would place emphasis on the development of area management plans and in particular, on encouraging farmers/land owners in a contiguous area to work collaboratively, in relation to things like water quality and bio-diversity. Lessons can be drawn from the Ballinderry River Enhancement Plan which highlights the positive impact which farmers can have on improving water quality. 

We are in broad agreement with the key actions outlined, however there are a few general points that we would like to make at this stage:

• Future programmes will require increased flexibility, innovation and imagination than those currently administered – namely Countryside Management Scheme and Environmentally Sensitive Areas Scheme. As mentioned earlier, there are obvious linkages across the Key Aims of the Strategy and the EAFRD axes, and we would hope that programmes would accommodate these. The development of Area Management Plans might be one option in this regard. Plans developed on a cross-border basis, e.g. for river enhancement or around other natural features that don’t respect the border, will require further consideration owing to the disparity between the funding that will be available in the two jurisdictions. 

• Programmes should be accompanied by capacity building for farmers – there is a need to get landowners to work collaboratively with one another and other stakeholders, with a need to change the mindset - presenting the supports available under this Aim not just as an opportunity to maintain sites of environmental interest or improve farm management. But as investment in the production of environmental goods and services which can be used in other ways in the local economy or quality of life.. 

• Programme Outputs should focus on the quality of applications supported, not the quantity or ha under agreement. Support through an Area Management Plans, as mentioned before, is likely to reap greater economic, environmental and social benefits than that expended through single application. Future Schemes should be incentivised – there is a need to actively promote the uptake of management of what is termed ‘optional habitats’ in the current schemes. 

The idea of ‘Countryside Capital’ introduced by the Countryside Agency in England to reflect the range of assets underpinning economic activity is a useful one to examine in this regard. The approach can encourage better working relations between farmers and non-farm stakeholders, collaborating on ways to re-invest in the local environment because of the shared importance of it to locally made products and services. The environment represents another source of added value within the context of a knowledge economy (see footnote in Section 1).

It is important to recognise that the environment is not just the responsibility and role of farmers and not just countryside. Our BSP and PEACE II programmes have demonstrated a significant interest in taking forward environmental projects illustrating not only an important connection between rural people and the environment but also a capacity to contribute to its protection and enhancement. Some examples are illustrated in the Table below. 

Whilst the environment may be incorporated in this way into KA4, we feel there are two reasons why this should not be separated 

1. Avoiding a silo mentality, encouraging a cohesive ‘Rural Product’ ; the environment is a common concern to everyone not the preserve of farmers, important as it is to find ways to improve the sustainability of more marginal farmers in particular. There should be continuity between the environment of the countryside and rural settlement, including functional linkages allowing countryside access for rural dwellers who do not have the benefit of parks for exercise in open green spaces. Village renewal should not only be associated with tackling disadvantage, but in bringing together an overall rural product to achieve more from tourism and place marketing to broad overall benefit for farmers and non farmers alike. It is important to recognise the changing use of the countryside and the wider range of people who share countryside resources and have common responsibility for their protection and enhancement 

2. More pragmatically, limited funding. There is unlikely to be significant funding within KA4 to address environment as well as enterprise objectives. 






PEACE II Environmental Projects 


Peace II has funded 26 environmental projects with grant aid of over £850,000.

Mullaghbawn Community Association funded £22,890. Project to erect granite townland stones on the roadside boundaries of 23 townlands in the civil parish of Forkhill, Co. Armagh. The project aims to educate a generation of local people on the boundaries of the townlands in which they are living. The conclusion of the project is the publication of two books (one adult and one child’s) and a video. The adult book will contain the history, folklore and archaeology of the townlands, whilst the children’s book will be a record of the townlands and legends of the local areas.
Killyfole & District Dev Assoc funded £50,000. Project to develop an environmental field study park to facilitate environmental awareness education at primary school level and facilitate cross community exchange at primary school level.
Ballymagorry & District Dev Association funded £10,210. Project to develop and tidy the landscape for a scenic walkway for the village of Ballymagorry that will promote healthy living and natural environment. Accompanying leaflet also produced. 

Prosperous Environment under BSP 
RDC BSP funded 16 projects in total; Grant Awarded £1,298,738.93. Some examples are:-
Killesher 

Outputs Progress to Date
Engagement of 50 premises within the community in completing water quality audits and taking recommended action 104 applicants registering; 
86 audits; 
70 assessed and approved; 
50 completed
50 properties implementing and demonstrating water management solutions 95 applications; 
77 audits; 
62 approved; 
8 completed
Production of best practice case study material and the project Draft evaluation report; evaluation to include case studies and comparison with Ballinderry & Blackwater
Awareness raising throughout the community and beyond of water quality issues and the need to manage water wisely 2 public events; information leaflets distributed in Cleenish & Ballianaleck area; extended scope of scheme made aware in area; liaison with Ballinderry fisheries & Blackwater – info evening organized
Demonstration of effective, cost effective and sustainable water management systems on 50 audited premises 50 completed lessons to be recorded


Carntogher 

Outputs Progress to Date
Implementation of a local biodiversity strategy Biodiversity strategy presently being implemented as envisaged / agreed
Results Progress to Date
Involvement of local community and local landowners in management and promotion of biodiversity 50 local people attended an info evening organized by Countryside Management Scheme; 2 local farmers providing grazing on scheme; 2 farmers implementing ponds; 5 farmers negotiating access / walks 
Education tool for school children and third level students Education park to be published Easter; GIS ongoing with QUB; 
Development of Eco club Eco club investigating organic project 
Facilitation of a range of training opportunities Archaeology walks planned; 2 heritage walks completed which resulted in a number of volunteers being recruited
Activities organized to date – Kids Birds, Heritage landscape Course; Volunteer Open Day; Environmental Work Days

Mourne Heritage Trust 

Outputs Progress to Date
Restoration of outbuildings & settings of a traditional property 1 cottage completed; 
2nd cottage commenced 3rd to commence
Refurbishment of over 5,000m of traditionally built curtiledge Curtiledge built and repaired around 1 cottage
Planting over 1,000 trees, shrubs & hedges 
Provision of examples of best practice in restoration Methods of best practice used in restoring cottage – lime mortar, natural slate roof etc
Best practice courses completed
Traditional Buildings in Ireland handbook published
Results Progress to Date
Prevention from loss or replacement of 7 traditional buildings & their settings through restoration 4 completed to date
Use of project sites for educational resource for approx. 500 trainees 270 trainees to date

A Rural Product Approach ? 

Whilst perhaps more risky in comparison to a ‘vision’, the core concept of a rural product combining the best rural has to offer, farm, land, and village, community and rural entrepreneurs alike, could be a more innovative and attractive way to achieve cohesion in a difficult policy area, helping to encourage more collaboration and common purpose, a sense of opportunity, and a renewed interest across government. 

Finally, can we highlight our intention to pilot a programme to explore new ideas for rural natural / environmental resources and economic activity in the coming months which may prove helpful to DARD thinking in this area. 

Key Area 4 : Strengthening the Social and Economic Infrastructure of Rural Areas 

It is in Key Area 4 that DARD needs to be most strategic in its approach – it must approach KA4 as a demonstration or pathfinder programme, one which seeks to enables stakeholders to achieve more with less, or to lever in mainstream support in close connection to work under KA1. This general principle applies across the different objectives presented in the consultation document and discussed below.

As a further general remark we are unsure that the idea of ‘infrastructure’ applies coherently across the different objectives outlined here – are rural women and young people part of this infrastructure for example ? Is infrastructure, a costly focus of investment, an appropriate core idea for this key aim, given the limited funding it might enjoy ? Perhaps an alternative title would be 

Strengthening the vitality and dynamism of rural economies and society

Economic Capacity 

Rural economic diversification, making positive linkages with farming and environment, is a priority not only for job creation and economic innovation but also for sustainable development, encouraging a balanced approach between urban and rural areas and stronger, more self reliant local rural economies. This requires imagination and fresh thinking, however, rather than a replication of existing enterprise support services. Area approaches, encouraging a number of farms and non-farm stakeholders to collaborate on joint development initiatives should be a focus of support; linked to ‘local capacity building’. Here, the focus of capacity building is not a geographic community, or a partnership body, but a set of rural actors who can be assisted to take forward coherent and immediate development initiatives, supported by appropriate, tailored and cost efficient technical support. Such an approach shortens the delivery chain by working directly with final beneficiaries rather than through a grants and local administration channel, providing more ownership and control within the beneficiary group. 

The social economy should also be a recognised part of a local economy strategy, plugging gaps grounded in market failure and providing stepping stones for younger people or others needing to enhance CVs and get on the employability ladder. Again this needs to be done in close cooperation with other providers working in the social economy sector. 


Women and Young People

We are content to see rural women and in particular young people given prominence in this key aim. Each can bring significant fresh thinking to rural development is suitably supported. Youth Action has provided a substantial amount of best practice in approaching work with rural young people which should inform this area of the strategy. It is another example of where stronger links should be made (and form a key action) between rural development and education (formal and informal), particularly as resources are currently being mobilized to support a number of rural youth workers across Northern Ireland which represent a key complementary resource for DARD to work collaboratively with. 

We would recommend caution however in relation to support for rural women. RDC recently trialled a specific support programme (Enterprising Rural Women) which highlighted the range of support initiatives already in place for rural women. Care should be taken to fully assess what support gaps exist and how appropriate joined up approaches can be made with DETI, DEL and / or other government initiatives. 

We would have particular concerns for any proposals to invest in child or elder care through this key aim. This is not to deny the need for both, rather, because both require substantial resources to address and to maintain in a sustainable manner and both should cross other government department responsibilities. Again a clear rationale is required for actions in this area. We suggest DARD should focus on piloting, researching and then encouraging mainstream uptake for new solutions for these areas of need, representing obvious links between KA4 and KA1. 

This repeats our opening point for the need to approach this strategy with a high level of strategic intent - Given the limited EU budget DARD needs to design a programme that is distinctive and offers opportunities beyond mainstream responsibilities, but which also has an eye on how others can be encouraged to come behind and carry forward ideas demonstrated through the RD programme.

ICT

Similarly, we would be uneasy about investment in ICT that does not progress work already done in this area and seek to maximize the strategic potential of ICT in a knowledge society. Analysis of other initiatives and lessons learnt should form the basis for the approach to this action.

Community Infrastructure 

A strong Community and Voluntary sector is undoubtedly another asset, one which DSD’s partners for change strategy has sought to promote. The RPA / modernisation agenda and the call for greater partnership between government and the C+V sector suggests this asset will be important to the effective outreach of some services in the future and to local governance and citizenship. 

We would again encourage care in considering how money directed to this action should be geared toward maximum overall benefit, targeting, for example, capacity building for key roles signposted by policy trends rather than ‘capacity building’ as a generic and unfocussed action. Unless there is a ‘next steps’ to investment in such an infrastructure, such as take up by other departments for service delivery roles (Service Level agreements for example, and the role of the social economy) it would be akin to investing in roads with no particular concern about what and how they will improve economic or social activity. Again, a review and take up of lessons about how far and how best community infrastructure can deliver social or economic benefits should inform a strategic approach to this aspect. 

Given that there is no clear measure for this action within the EAFRD we wonder how it will be resourced, and how it will meet the ‘overarching priority of the creation of employment opportunities’ emphasised by the EU strategic guidelines. 

Little mention is made of wider capacity building support noted by the EU guidelines, echoing our earlier point about becoming too ‘tied into’ previous terms in rural development such as ‘community’ when other methods of encouraging local capacity amongst rural actors have equal merit and could be more effective in some areas, particularly economic development. We would strongly suggest DARD give more thought to this action as to its purpose, scope and potential value for money. 

Village Renewal.

Following on from our point above and our earlier points around a ‘rural product’ we welcome the inclusion of village renewal as an action but would suggest that this should be approached imaginatively. We would suggest the approach should, for example;

• Create opportunities for (social ) entrepreneurs and thereby cultivate enterprise and initiative amongst individuals in rural setting using local resources to address local needs

• Focus in particular in encouraging young people and women to be active participants in village renewal initiatives 

• Examine the role and strategic value of rural villages in a wider rural development context – how might regeneration exploit new trends and opportunities for micro-business locations, the knowledge economy, clusters of cultural and natural resource-based enterprises (artisanal), ICT initiatives (e-villages) ecological and new environmental economy initiatives (eco-villages and associated eco-business incubation initiatives) food and food outlets, and other service opportunities which capitalize on the strengths villages can have in a decentralizing economy.

• Coordinating support across government departments to address other aspects of village renewal in an effective way 

Increased/improved integration and coordination should be a cornerstone of the village renewal approach, aimed, in keeping with our opening remarks for this key area, at enabling other depts. and agencies to channel or earmark funds into identified target areas. EU funds, for example, could support development of integrated action plans (with a key focus on economic as well as social opportunities) and support test-bed or pilot-and-demonstration initiatives. Mainstream gov funding should then be guided into detailed actions. NIHE, for example, would be likely to support such an approach, helping them to target their rural housing resources into identified areas. The selection process in determining/targeting village settlements will be key. 

A high quality and coordinated approach needs to be established for the production of village action plans in order to ensure the aims of the RDS are progressed effectively and not subject to drift. 

Again, space does not permit us to go into more detail on this key area but we would propose to forward a more detailed paper shortly to further explain and signpost thinking and approaches. drawing on our Vibrant Villages and Service Center Hubs programmes 

Tourism and The Environmental Interface 

We have highlighted the potential of the environment to support rural economic activity at a number of junctions throughout this paper and in our previous paper. We would support this action but encourage fresh and innovative thinking and collaboration to fully realise its potential. 

LEADER.

EU guidelines refer to axis 4 as ‘building local capacity (for employment diversification)’. Whilst we appreciate the need to include some reference to LEADER principles in this context, we feel it is the capacity building and collaborative aspects which most deserve attention at this time before delivery methods are considered. We would highlight the need to support capacity building economically and effectively to ensure a high quality response across Northern Ireland in meeting the significant challenges for rural development which we are now approaching. 



Conclusion 

We welcome this first attempt to draw together a set of proposals for rural development. We hope our suggestions will help to progress the strategy to enable it to be effective in 

• Identifying ways to achieve strategic outcomes with more refined and targeted interventions which are cost – efficient and which can act as levers to other resources 

• Assisting DARD to act as Champion 

• Marketing and promoting the rural development concept and purpose more effectively to stakeholders and government 

• Increasing innovation whilst drawing on best practice 

We would be glad to offer further support to the policy team in taking forward refinement of this strategy and programmes, in keeping with the RDC’s intelligence gathering role, its action research activities, and programme development work.
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