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Dear Ciaran,

Re: EU PROGRAMME FOR PEACE AND RECONCILIATION (PEACE III)
2007-2013 CONSULTATION RESPONSE

Thank you for the opportunity to respond to this important consultation. Our response draws upon our 16 years of experience working in rural development with particular emphasis on our role as the rural Implementing Body under the EU Peace I, II and Extension Programmes. 

The views expressed here build upon and support those previously presented in our response to your earlier consultation in preparation of the operational programme (June 2006). 

Indeed, we are pleased to see evidence of our earlier recommendations within the draft programme in particular the recognition, value and role of both local and regional delivery in supporting the overall achievement of programme outcomes.

The role of the Northern Ireland Rural Development Council 

The Northern Ireland Rural Development Council was established in 1991 under the DARD Rural Development Programme. We summarise our role as being an independent rural organisation, which plays a vital role in influencing rural development policy, developing and delivering practical programmes, sharing information and building effective partnerships.

We believe that rural communities play a vital and significant role in the economic, social and environmental life of the whole region of Northern Ireland and regard them as a valuable regional resource.

We seek to facilitate the development of a shared rural society where people wish to live, learn, work and play together. 

We are currently working with 395 rural projects across a range of programmes with a combined EU and International Fund for Ireland investment of £22.275 million.

Review of Public Administration

RDC will, in agreement with DARD, move outside the group of organisations affected by the RPA. RDC will become an independent regional partnership offering its services to a revised local government structure, the new devolved administration and rural stakeholders. 

RDC will focus its efforts on rural Northern Ireland and the Border region of Ireland engaging with suitable partners and where appropriate also work within the EU.

Geographic Considerations

As a rural development organisation we wish to ensure that the Peace III Programme takes adequate recognition of the particular needs of rural areas both North and South.

Many rural communities reflect the demography of their locality and so are dominated by one tradition experiencing little contact with similar groups from the other tradition. Lack of contact or exploration of diversity in this context limits the ability to address conflict and division, and also hinders the rural development regeneration process in that locality. Whilst community relations issues may be less visible they do still exist in rural areas. We believe therefore that it is crucial that appropriate resources are targeted at a recognition of the complexity of rural life.

We welcome the inclusion and reference to rural areas within the draft operational programme however would call on the programme to embrace rural proofing as a commitment to ensure that rural communities not only receive a fair share of resources but that delivery mechanisms take account of rural need and circumstances.

Description of the Region

The description of the region demonstrates the high levels of division and segregation that still exists in Northern Ireland and the Border Region of Ireland with particular reference to where we live, learn and indeed shop. It shows a clear need to provide opportunities for groups, communities and individuals to mix and interact, to support a greater understanding of and mutual respect for people of different religions, cultures and backgrounds.

General Comments

• RDC welcomes the continuation of the Programme and further investment to peace and reconciliation in Northern Ireland and the Border region of Ireland.

• We support the recognition of ethnic minorities and the need to tackle racism as well as sectarianism within the new programme.

• We welcome the increased emphasis and opportunities for cross-border working and support the inclusion of the derogation allowing projects to be taken forward on a single jurisdictional basis.

• We support a continued mix of delivery (both regional and local) where such delivery is best placed to add value.

• We support a strategic approach as a means of facilitating the targeting of communities independently of their capacity to apply for funding on a competitive basis (i.e. strategic approach as seen as a mechanism to reduce/remove the administration burden from the final beneficiaries).

• We understand the need to consider approaches that enable programme outcomes to be delivered within the timescales needed and would suggest: - 

o Technical support is available for the early development of partnerships and strategic bids (similar to the approach adopted for INTERREG).

o A small grants programme is progressed and ready to implement upon approval of the operational programme. This would support a wide and early engagement in the programme, helping ensure ongoing spend whilst also building the capacity of communities to further engage at later stages.

• We believe there should be a small grants programme and would support NICVA and the community voluntary sector recommendation for small grants to have a minimum value of £10,000 and maximum value of £30,000.

• We would call on the programme to recognise and accept risks. 

• The programme should encourage and promote new ways of working that support greater inclusion and integration for example within schools and housing. 

• We welcome the cross cutting themes however the challenge will be in monitoring and compliance. We understand the inclusion of poverty and a desire to target resources and effort on those most socially disadvantaged however the programme needs to recognise division exists beyond the poverty line and find ways to embrace change across all orders of society.

• The financial allocations / spilt between the priorities seem reasonable however it is assumed that funding can be transferred between priorities when the need and demand for actions become more clear.

• Whilst recognising the need to meet financial targets sufficient funds should remain for new and emerging groups coming forward in the latter stages of the programme (2011-2013).

• Creating shared public spaces in rural areas may require different consideration than in urban areas. Opportunity exists to develop an innovative programme of shared space specific to rural need and circumstance.

• We note an increasing role for SEUPB as the Joint Technical Secretariat (JTS) with responsibility for making calls, assessing applications, issuing letters of offer and so on. SEUPB should draw on the expertise and practices of existing Implementing Bodies in taking forward this role with particular emphasis on the assessment processes and the role of assessment visits. As part of the RDC project assessment process we visited all eligible applicants. We would not want to see this approach lost within the new programme. The visit itself should be seen as a developmental tool and a mechanism for SEUPB to directly engage with communities and project promoters.

• As an agent for the International Fund for Ireland (the Fund), RDC recognises the opportunities for increased synergy between the Peace Programme and the Fund’s new strategy ‘Sharing this Space’. We are pleased to note the steps taken to ensure increased co-ordination including the engagement at Monitoring Committees and Programme Team Meetings.

• We also recognise the potential for match funding between the Fund and the Peace Programme particularly those actions under priority one. From a rural perspective and as an agent of the Fund RDC are keen to work with local delivery agents to maximise the potential opportunities that exist for co-financing relevant actions.

• We have been encouraged by the wide range of new and emerging rural groups coming forward in the Peace II extension which clearly demonstrates a growing demand to engage in peace activities however we also recognise the need to offer development support to such new and emerging groups to ensure active and meaningful participation in the programme.

We do hope you find our comments useful. Please let us know if you require any further information on any of the points raised. 

We look forward to the further development and implementation of the Programme and are keen to ensure the particular needs and circumstances of rural areas are taken into account. If RDC can be of any help to you in this regard please do not hesitate to get in touch.

We would be grateful for feedback on the consultation process and any changes that result as a consequence. 

Yours sincerely,


Teresa Canavan
Deputy Chief Executive
