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Dear Terry,

Re: EU Structural Funds – Northern Ireland Competitiveness and
Employment (C&E) Programmes 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 rural regeneration activities and our most recent role as Implementing Body under the 2001-2006 DARD managed EU Building Sustainable Prosperity Programme (Priority Four Rural Measures).

The role of the Northern Ireland Rural Development Council (RDC)

The Northern Ireland Rural Development Council (RDC) 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.


General Comments

• RDC welcomes the investment of both Programmes to Northern Ireland

• We fully support and endorse that all areas of Northern Ireland, both rural and urban, are eligible for C&E Structural Funds Support

• Specific rural circumstances need to be taken into consideration. Rural areas do not fully share the same opportunities for growth. They face particular challenges relating to the roads infrastructure and poorer telecommunication services. There will be a need to proactively target and develop rural enterprise and encourage new and innovative rural economies that make use of the natural, cultural and environmental assets that make up our countryside

• We acknowledge the need for complementarity and coherence between actions financed by the European Agriculture Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD) and the European Fisheries Fund (EFF)

• We are concerned about the funding threshold, particularly relating to projects/programmes put forward by the community voluntary sector. Finding 35-40% match funding will be difficult and may in fact act as a barrier to participation in the programme by those most disadvantaged and in need of support

• We recognise the important role of social enterprises in contributing to economic development and would like to see an increased emphasis on supporting communities to take full advantage of their economic assets (particularly so in rural areas, as mentioned above, which are high in natural, cultural and environmental assets)

• We support the need to assist both enterprise development (start-ups) and growth strategies (existing businesses)

• We recognise the importance of job creation as a key indicator of success however would like to see more emphasis on job quality, increase in household income and quality of life also factored in so that it becomes less focused on numbers and more on economic impact. Again this is particularly relevant to rural areas and to the agriculture sector where farm incomes are low and support for enterprise development may not necessarily create new jobs but could provide a necessary income stream and contribute equally to economic impact

We do hope you find our comments useful. Please let us know if you require any further information on any of the points raised or those set out in the attached response. 

We would be grateful for feedback on the issues raised and look forward to hearing from you at your earliest convenience. 

Yours sincerely,


Teresa Canavan
Deputy Chief Executive 








RDC RESPONSE TO QUESTIONS

Questions 1 and 2 Socio-Economic Analysis relating to ERDF Competitiveness Programme and ESF Employment Programme

The socio-economic profile and SWOT analysis identifies a range of key strengthens and opportunities for developing and growing the Northern Ireland economy.

With particular reference to rural development we highlight the following additional considerations (taken from the RDC Policy Perspectives Report 2005/06 Assessing Rural Sustainability and Change section 1, 1.5 page 22).

Whilst unemployment is generally downwards, there remains a need for vigilance and the encouragement of imaginative solutions to support slower and more fragile economic growth in peripheral rural areas. The extent to which regional strategic planning and investment policy act to channel job growth into urban centers and result in an increase in commuting, needs to be assessed against a broad framework of sustainable development. Factors influencing different patterns of employment location in the west should be explored and more fully understood.

Areas where dependency on agriculture is high and productivity limited require a significant re-deployment of farm resources into local development. The potential for such areas to be supported by sub-regional territorial development programmes should be examined. Rural areas with high dependency on limited production agriculture are typically also ones where natural resources have high amenity and conservation value. The Department of Regional Development’s Regional Strategic Plan includes the concept of “Strategic Employment Locations” based on key urban centres. This concept might also be of value for distinct high amenity territorial areas with the potential for job growth based on sustainable use of natural resources. The objective could be to assist in their sustainable development based on new ‘environmental economies’. 

Question 3 Views on proposed strategy, priorities, key areas of expenditure and indicative allocations for ERDF

We have chosen to focus on priority 2 and 3.

Priority 2 – Promoting Enterprise and Entrepreneurship 

• We welcome the inclusion of this Priority however are concerned that the two key areas of focus (reference 3.18 of the document) do not reflect the overall aims, objectives and targets of the Priority. The mention of only, and specifically, to expanding the private sector raises concern as to the commitment to social economy business growth, which is later mentioned under the indicative activities section.

• We welcome recognition that entrepreneurial activity is not just about business creation but also business growth. We hope that the programme and in particular this Priority recognises and accepts a level of risk associated with such and that the opportunity to learn from both successes and failures will be captured and recognised of equal importance.

• The indicative allocations seem reasonable.

Priority 3 – Improving Accessibility and Protecting and Enhancing the Environment

• We welcome the inclusion of this Priority and the particular focus on renewable energy, the environment and sustainable communities.

• We notice a lower overall allocation of funding to this Priority and feel more may be needed to achieve the desired impacts.

• We would wish to ensure rural areas receive a ‘fair share’ of this funding allocation given the infrastructure requirements such as transport and telecommunication needs of supporting and strengthening the rural economy.

• In both priorities 2 and 3 we recognise the need, particularly within rural areas, to nurture and develop innovative projects and to consider pilot/demonstration projects that can encourage new ideas or thinking around rural economic development.

• We are unclear to how the funding is spilt within this Priority and to how the three sub priorities contained within the financial allocation table on page 71 relate to the two key areas of protecting the natural environment and promoting sustainable development and creating sustainable communities.


Question 4 Views on proposed strategy, priorities, key areas of expenditure and indicative allocations for ESF

Priority 1 Helping people into sustained employment
Priority 2 Improving workforce skills and adaptability

• We acknowledge the two priorities under this Programme and recognise the rationale for focus.

• We would want to ensure activities to extend employment opportunities to unemployed, long-term unemployed and inactive people take account of rural circumstances and delivery of such services and support is flexible and capable of outreach to rural communities. We would like to see partnership working between service providers and communities ensuring greater community involvement and development of support networks.

• We would like to see a greater emphasis on tackling the barriers to employment. In Northern Ireland a survey carried out by the Employers for Childcare found that difficulties in obtaining sustainable childcare was by far the biggest barrier to getting a job.

• Programmes/apprenticeships to formally recognise the wide and practical skills of the farming community harnessing new opportunities and confidence in seeking off farm employment to supplement low farm incomes should be considered as part of the Workforce Skills and Adaptability Priority.

• The indicative allocations seem reasonable.


Question 5 Views on proposed cross cutting themes for both programmes of ensuring equality, promoting good relations and sustainable development, and creating sustainable communities

• We agree and accept the cross cutting themes and welcome their inclusion in the programme. We accept that the programme is open to urban and rural communities and recognise the rural proofing considerations at the programme level. However, we would advocate rural proofing at all levels of implementation and not solely related to access of opportunity but also in delivery, design and implementation of actions. We would urge further consideration is given to rural proofing at the application stage and the proactive targeting of enterprise development, training and skills support to rural areas is given. 


Question 6 Views on proposed management and implementation arrangements for both programmes

• We recognise the consideration of a delivery structure that includes Implementing Delivery Bodies, partnerships, local and central government. We believe in a model of delivery that recognises those best placed to add value regardless of sector or structure.

• We would like to see greater publicity of the EU Structural Funds ensuring the strategic focus of the Programme and what it will achieve is documented, shared and celebrated.
