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INTRODUCTION 

The Northern Ireland Rural Development Council (RDC) is an independent organisation operating at a regional level across rural Northern Ireland. Established in 1991 RDC is presently managed by a 15-member Council comprised of rural community representatives drawn from the private sector, local government, ministerial appointees, environmental interests, community banking and the agriculture industry. This voluntary input provides strong corporate governance to a staff team of over 35.

As a Council RDC wants to encourage a flourishing and sustainable rural Northern Ireland and believe that rural communities play a vital and significant role in achieving this. RDC offers a variety of regional support services to organisations, projects and programmes promoting a confident, distinct and competitive rural Northern Ireland.

This response has been informed by discussion with RDC staff and Council members and serves to highlight and summarise our thinking on a number of key issues pertaining to the Rural Development Programme 2007- 2013. It should not be considered in isolation but should, where appropriate, be cross-referenced to papers already presented by RDC to the Consultative Partnership Group or shared in informal discussions with DARD personnel as part of the programme development process. 

Q.1 Bearing in mind the EU requirements for minimum spend per axis and the financial constraints outlined in paragraph 5 of Annex A, do you think these Measures will provide a balanced programme compatible with sustainable development?

On the face of it, the Rural Development Programme and the measures contained have been determined by EU Regulations and particularly Axis 2, by extant commitments under current agri-environment programmes. We acknowledge that the measures outlined will provide an opportunity to deliver some of the Department’s obligations under First Steps to Sustainability – A Sustainable Development Strategy for Northern Ireland, however, we do have reservations about whether they will be sufficient to address the key challenges laid out in the Draft Rural Strategy. We believe that the rationale for the NIRDP should not be led exclusively by the prescription of the EAFRD, but should also be shaped and informed by the ex-ante evaluation of the current programme. To this extent we feel that some clear recognition needs to be given to the successes of the previous programme period and indeed the lessons learnt. Perhaps a more useful starting point would be a vision for where DARD would want to take rural development in the next strategy period and then to examine what contribution the EAFRD could make towards achieving it?

Economic and environmental interventions alone cannot sustain rural areas. A strong economy is a necessary but not sufficient condition for sustainable rural communities. Meeting environmental challenges through land management is an essential priority in a rural development programme but there is more to the sustainability of rural communities than environmental sustainability. Thriving rural communities do not simply happen as a consequence of economic activity and land management. A successful rural development programme must also address issues of rural community development. 

We believe that the aspirations for social actions are not sufficiently reflected in the programme. There is limited mention and focus on what has been a valuable contribution to regeneration and development in rural areas under previous programmes. We would be particularly concerned that such actions should be given an appropriate level of priority and should not be dispensed of in support of economic and environmental measures owing to limited funding. DARD as ‘rural champion’ needs to send out a clear signal that it intends to fill the void left by DSD’S urban based neighbourhood renewal programme and that is the champion for all those who live, work and contribute to the vibrancy of rural areas, whether they are farm based or non-farm based.






KEY POINTS REGARDING MEASURES /PRIORITIES: 

AXIS 1

Axis 1 should include a measure to encourage local food initiatives (from box schemes, farmers markets, direct marketing, local food co-operatives to procurement schemes or investment in key infrastructure) because: 

• A significant number of farms cannot benefit from measures aimed at mainstream (global) agri-food marketing; 

• Local foods represent a key new market opportunity (worth over 3 billion in England) ; and 

• Local foods complement other measures (environment, tourism) across Axes 2 and 3. 

The measure might encompass support / encouragement for:

• Farm retail schemes;
• Schools / local food procurement schemes; 
• Links to hotels / B+Bs / restaurants / village shops (farm / non-farm value chain development); 
• Link to regional foods (fit for market strategy/ food from Britain equivalent) ;
• Marketing / consumer research on interest in local foods;
• Best practice support;
• Links to / with environmental stewardship quality mark.

Axis 2- INTEGRATION

The menu of possible measures for Axis 2 is constrained leaving little room for manoeuvre. Whilst Axis 2 places emphasis on land managers, the reality is rural areas are impacted upon and utilised by businesses other than farms (particularly tourism related ones). Axis 2 continues to maintain a separation of roles and responsibilities between farmers and non-farmers, which on the one hand sustains an isolation of the farming community from the wider rural development agenda, and on the other, does not raise awareness across other stakeholders of their responsibilities and contribution. 

Natural resources, at the heart of RURAL development are effectively left cut off from the rural development agenda. Ideally, Axis 2 (or more specifically, its objective of environmental stewardship and sustainable land management) should include broader stewardship of the environment as a ‘collective good’ servicing a wide range of stakeholders. It might do this through the establishment of structures (e.g. fora) for collective management approaches of common environmental resources (such as river catchment areas, coastal zone areas, AONB areas) or cohesive rural resource management strategies / initiatives / schemes. 

The Countryside Agency ‘Countryside Capital’ concept might be employed to enable different stakeholders to see their role in and potential benefit from a co-ordinated approach to sustaining and enhancing local rural assets – this might span natural and built (heritage) assets. 

The value of developing broad-based regional fora with the right Terms of Reference are that they could: 

• Contribute to the social infrastructure for achieving the water framework directive;
• Encourage better links between farmers and non-farmers around common purpose;
• Encourage local participatory planning for positive compliance; 
• Reduce dependency on grants as the only tool for programme delivery; 
• A low cost development with a potential legacy.

RDC believes that it can provide a significant contribution and leadership role to the provision of such regional fora through networking and partnership within the new programme.

However there seems little scope to support this within the available measures and as such integration largely needs to be engineered from ‘outside’; i.e. within Axis 1,3 and 4, and supplemented by a well structured bid to LIFE +.

This is discussed below, but perhaps there is also scope to plant the seeds for a different understanding of environmental stewardship within the approach to Axis 2 measures. 

We can see how LFA payments may be vulnerable in a forthcoming review, and the suggestion that it may be wise to separate out a portion of LFA money to use to encourage diversification of LFA farms seems to have merit, but faces stiff resistance. 

What may help is to use the coming two years to introduce an ‘identity’ or ‘brand shift’ which prompts LFA areas to think of themselves as having positive development advantages rather than welfare terms. A new LFA supplement with a title such as ‘Countryside Capital or Rural Resource Area Scheme’ could encourage audits and business planning around countryside capital to evaluate the economic potential for farms of their biodiversity and landscape situation relative to other opportunities. 

Such a move: 

• Should still only apply to LFA areas;
• Will encourage positive change rather than status quo; and
• Could safeguard overall amount of money for LFA areas .

Access agreement schemes forged between farmers and tourist business operators might position farms participating in environmental grant schemes to tap into innovative ‘visitor contribution’ schemes either as access payments to rural environment areas provided by farms (walks / horse trails / bike trails / interpretive trails etc) or as a means to encourage visitors to contribute to the upkeep of the countryside they value. 

AXIS 3

Care needs to be taken to avoid the RDP duplicating or displacing resources coming through Structural Funds competitiveness and employment programmes, particularly in relation to resourcing business-start or tourism development measures.

A distinct RURAL slant should be sought to the way rural businesses are supported through the RDP, for example: 

• Green audits and business planning to assist tourism or other businesses to assess and begin to make better use of their rural resource advantages in marketing or product development;

• Additional support for distance–related disadvantages to starting a rural business;

• Support for village shops or businesses actively using rural and local farm resources (but from the non-farm end). 

Village Renewal should again see the rural village in the round, encouraging active recognition and development of links between villages and their rural hinterland and the mutual support each can offer to the other. Villages should be considered as development and service hubs for a rural development process linking together food, countryside, tourism and quality of life (in turn linking to the attraction and support of entrepreneurs and the knowledge economy, but also to health and wellbeing). A clear vision could invest new energy and creativity into the village renewal approach. An approach which would also support the integration of community, private and public sector actions in developing an integrated and shared vision for developing rural areas. 

Links to Schools as service and development centres within villages should also be a clearly identified feature, distinct from but benefiting from support of the Department for Education. 

The Diagram presented below illustrates how measures in each axis could work to link together development actions into a more cohesive and mutually re-enforcing RURAL programme.




Q.2 Are there any other areas of activity that the Department should support to ensure synergy and complementarity between this programme and those being developed under other funding streams (Structural Funds and European Fisheries Fund)?

In addition to the areas of activity already identified in response to Q.1, the NIRDP should be complemented by the work and programmes of other Government Departments. This should relate not only to activities that are funded by European Programmes but should also extend to those out with EU funding streams. – DARD in its role as ‘Rural Champion’ must be pro-active in marketing rural needs to counterparts in other Departments to ensure that, where appropriate, measures they may take forward under structural funds are adequate to meet the distinct needs of rural communities. There must be organisational will to achieve the best possible degree of consistency and complementarity between funding streams; and to permit the most effective matching of funds to maximise results from a reduced pot of money. Joining up should occur at the level at which funds are managed, so that regional and local organisations delivering EAFRD funding are also involved in the delivery of domestic funding and other EU funding streams. 

RDP measures may distinguish themselves by fostering innovation and nurturing ‘first steps’ into new business areas or ways of working which are then picked up and supported in further development by other initiatives. There is a risk that not including support measures within the RDP leaves such support dependent on external others, re-enforcing the need for a ‘rural proofing’ arrangement to monitor this. 



Q.3 In what locations in Northern Ireland should afforestation (forest expansion) be especially encouraged and why? 

Decisions in respect of this need to be based upon sound environmental and landscape audits and in close consultation with local government and community representatives.



Q.4 Are there any special actions that should be taken to achieve larger blocks of woodland? 

Northern Ireland is relatively ‘under-forested’ and therefore some priority over other measures needs to be given to this aspect as part of a long term strategy for tackling climate change and global warming.



Q.5 Do you agree with the methodology used or the calculation of eligible costs and income foregone?



Q.6 Are there likely to be public gains from provision of advice and support to forest owners in drawing up plans to secure compliance with voluntary conditions of the UK Forestry Standard?



Q.7 What actions are needed to promote efficient wood supply chains that allow timely intervention in young plantations to protect future value and support new markets e.g. for wood-based energy? 

There is potential to link to measures under Axis 3 as part of an overall renewable energy strategy as part of the diversification measure. A good example of linkages across the axes would be community energy initiatives where farm crops/waste can be transformed into fuel providing employment, offering community enterprise opportunities and building social capital.



Q.3 to Q7. We recognise that this theme, will, because of funds already committed and the minimum spend allocated, be seen as the most important (in financial terms) in the NIRDP. We believe that delivery of the measures under this axis could be strengthened by greater recognition that farming and forestry activity are both increasingly integrated with other socio-economic activity in Northern Ireland’s rural communities. It therefore needs to be broad based and go beyond the production side to look at innovative ways of tackling issues around renewable energy, global warming and the recreational and tourism potential of existing and future afforested areas in Northern Ireland. 

Q.8 If sufficient income was available to fund the indicative programme in Appendix 1 of the Finance Paper at Annex A, do you consider that the balance between the different Axes of the programme is correct? If not, what realignment would you suggest? 


There is clearly insufficient funds within the Axis 3 measure and DARD need to reassure the broad rural community that it intends to put in place a mainstream rural development fund resourced through both wider structural funds such as Peace and Interreg and from the Northern Ireland PE block.



Q.9 If potential income is some £500m less than that required to run the indicative programme in Appendix 1 of the Finance Paper at Annex A, which of the options in Section 8 would you prefer to see used to bridge the funding gap? 

Whatever reduction in funding emerges RDC feels strongly that reductions should not be at the expense of the broad rural development measures targeting the non farm audience at the expense of the farm audience. Any reduction should be evenly balanced and implemented in a way that meets the Departments equality obligations.



Q.10 If potential income is some £300m less than that required to run the indicative programme in Appendix 1 of the Finance Paper at Annex A, which of the options in Section 8 would you prefer to see used to bridge the funding gap?

The same issues apply.



Q.11 In a situation where income is less than that required to run the indicative programme in Appendix 1 of the Finance Paper at Annex A, and bearing in mind that existing commitments already account for £270m of the programme, which of the remaining measures do you see as a priority?

We recognise that there is likely to be significant constraints on budgets, however, we do not have a preference for any of the options outlined as a means of bridging the gap. Instead, we would advocate that should there be a shortfall, DARD must assess options for accessing additional financial resources to fund the measures/priorities already identified. A reduction/removal of measures is, we believe, a non- strategic response and DARD should instead investigate the possibility of raising finance through:

• Complementarity with Structural Funds;
• Programme for Government Resourcing linked with sustainable development agenda;
• Enhanced Rural Proofing should encourage innovative thinking in delivering mainstream public services into rural areas; or
• Leverage of other funding , e.g. from IFI

In the event that additional finances cannot be raised by any other means, we would propose that modulation monies could be used to finance farm diversification measures under Axis 3, but only as a last resort. 



Q.12 Do you agree that a gradual and planned approach to setting up new delivery structures provides the best way forward?

The RDC agrees that a gradual and planned approach is the preferred option. The approach to delivery needs to be efficient, effective and economic. 

• Programme measures need to be well targeted. A blanket approach will not do. 

• The programme needs to remain flexible and responsive. Ongoing evidence and analysis is required to support and inform a more targeted programme.

• Grants may be too blunt and expensive a mechanism for achieving strategic objectives. More needs to be channelled through support programmes 

• Actions under Axes 1-3 should be mutually re-enforcing, maximising development outcomes and impacts

• A single regional delivery body should be considered, operating in partnership with local strategic partnerships. Eg LEADER Fora could be established as one of the proposed thematic sub-partnerships linked to Community Planning Partnership Structures. 

• A regional body can provide a common / shared service support funded through RDP technical support (Axis 3) and act as the NI regional network. 

• A regional / local partnership approach could enhance scope to address access of additional resources. 

Given the limited budget available, timing of the programme, and changing administration structures, RDC believes that it may be more cost effective and efficient for regional delivery to operate, at least initially, until the transfer of delivery structures in 2009. RDC believes that in the first two years of the programme 2007-2009 there is a clear rationale for delivering Axis 3 measures through one regional structure which post 2009 could manage a smooth handover to the new local government structures. 



Q.13 What is your view on the number, composition and geographical areas to be covered by any new delivery structures? 

The increasing number of delivery structures and the separation along sector lines has caused confusion and added to the non integration of farm and non farm activities within the current programme. Delivery needs to look at improved integration finding ways to engage jointly (across and within the axes) with the community/voluntary and private sectors. A blanket approach to delivery will not do. One size doesn’t fit all. The programme needs to look at targeting support based on sound evidence and analysis. Local strategies need to support a regional rural vision. Whilst accepting and acknowledging the strength of local delivery and the RPA decision the number and composition of the delivery structures might need assessed initially against timescales and capacity to deliver. The programme has to be in a position to deliver quickly and efficiently to meet EU spend and commitment requirements. This calls for a staged and planned approach to delivery as outlined in question 12.

Again whilst accepting that delivery, in the main, should be locally based it should also be accepted that there are benefits to delivery where best placed to add value. Being able to work at a regional level delivering a set of regional and programme outputs alongside local delivery could add significant value to the programme. It could ensure greater access to funding by target groups and decision-making by local communities in line with RPA (local level) whilst also supporting a strategic, coherent and focused programme (regional level). 

Regional delivery should focus on delivering a set of programme reflected outputs. It should foster innovation and support opportunities for integration and the development of integrated action plans, nurturing ideas and support project development. Programme based and regional approaches could also enable calculated risks to be taken.

Local delivery should focus on project outputs recognising a clear understanding of local needs. This would in the main represent the competitive grants allocation to project promoters keeping in mind RPA objectives. 

Regional delivery could plug the gap between current delivery mechanisms and the emergence of new local government structures post 2009. 

The more social and ‘community relations/shared future’ elements of the programme are in danger of being lost within the more economic and land based elements of local government strategies. Not all measures should apply right across Northern Ireland. Ongoing evidence and analysis is required to support and inform a more targeted programme. Rural Development should be linked to the community planning process in the new councils and, where possible, delivery of funds to projects on the ground should be based on an integrated rural strategy developed by this process. Baseline studies should be used to identify interventions appropriate to particular circumstances. 



Q.14 Do you agree that new structures should initially deliver Axis 3 measures, and perhaps in time, take on delivery of some elements of Axes 1 and 2 measures? What measures might these be and how would you envisage the local delivery of these measures taking place? 

Axis 1 and 3 should be fully integrated to ensure farm and non farm based actions are seen as an overall integrated package of measures for farm and non farm based activities. The new Councils should be given the authority to deliver these measures with the assistance of a regional information and monitoring body to ensure consistency of approach and proper targeting of resources. Such a body could also provide the technical assistance to help articulate and prepare local strategies and operational plans that encourage an integrated approach to spending on all three axes.



Q.15 Should the local action groups engage in inter-territorial and transnational co-operation projects? If yes, what type of projects should be supported? 

Evaluation of the trans-national element of the EU LEADER Programmes has highlighted the benefits and positive outcomes of trans-national co-operation in rural development. We believe that this is an essential element in any action learning aspect of programme as means to promote partnership working; innovation; exchange of information in the development and delivery of projects and programmes; and leverage of additional financial resources into rural areas. Inter-territorial co-operation is of particular relevance in the Northern Ireland context, given that we share a land border with another EU state, and may provide an effective means by which we could address environmental and land management issues relating in inland waterways, river basin management and other natural physical features that do not respect administrative boundaries. Facilitation of networking and co-operation could be significantly enhanced through the regional rural network providing the capacity to link both within and across the European Union.



Q.16 What type of body or structure would provide the most effective National or Regional Rural Network and how would it fit with other structures of public administration in NI? 

We welcome the proposal to include a regional rural network in this programme and think that, to be most effective, it must be representative of all rural interests including the community/voluntary; private; agricultural and environmental sectors. Not unlike the current RDC structure. With improved linkages to local government and central government a structure could emerge from the current RDC partnership to provide such a regional rural network. The linking of an independent rural proofing function to such a regional organisation or social partnership would effectively link the actions and outputs from the EARDF Programme to the wider structural fund and PE financed interventions in NI over the programme period.

We would advocate that geographic remoteness from the rest of the United Kingdom means that the presence of a dedicated networking body in Northern Ireland is vitally important. 



Q.17 What should the priorities be for the NI Rural Network? 

Co-ordination and integration of local strategies and actions. Capturing the outputs and learning from programme interventions while sharing best practice. Independent challenge and advocacy function from a social partnership not directly involved in local delivery. Ensuring joined up approaches by central government and other agencies to rural issues and opportunities



Q.18 Are there additional actions that the NI Rural Network could usefully undertake?

The Northern Ireland Rural Network could:

• Provide opportunities for people working in rural development (in its widest context) to exchange information, share best practice and increase knowledge and understating across sectors;

• Act as a mechanism for consultation and contribute to monitoring and evaluation of the outcomes of rural policy;

• Help identify training and capacity needs and act as a conduit for more efficient delivery of programmes to meet these needs;

• Help with ‘joining up’ funding streams at all levels and speed up dissemination of information;

• Assist in the co-ordination of communication actions helping to raise public awareness of the programme.



Q.19 Should the Technical Assistance facility be used and, if so, for what should it be used?

We note that Axis 3 includes a capacity building measure for local delivery groups, providing for skills acquisition and animation. Whilst LAGs from the current RDP will have accumulated a range of expertise for local delivery, transition of delivery to the new councils would benefit from a support resource to transfer skills as needed, or to address deficits, which may arise from district to district. 

In addition to this, however, we suggest local delivery would benefit from more support than has been available previously to develop local strategies, target resources effectively (given lower overall resources), lever in additional support from mainstream sources, integrate measures or actions, and evaluate outcomes and impacts to inform policy and practice. 

We would suggest such a support resource might usefully be located at regional level as a shared support, also linking to the requirement for a regional rural network. 

We would encourage DARD to take the opportunity of this new programme to bed in a formative, as well as the traditional summative, evaluation approach. Evaluation is often an after thought but as an integrated part of delivery, provides a vital link into policy and best practice, and offers a means to assemble the evidence base required to persuade other government departments to take up successful initiatives as mainstream concerns. 



Q.20 Do you have a view as to the potential impact of this programme on equality groups such as those relating to gender, ethnicity, disability, sexual orientation, age, religious belief, political opinion, marital status or those with or without dependants?



Q.21 What additional actions can the Department take to ensure equality of opportunity in relation to this programme?

RDC support and acknowledges that the programme should target and promote the engagement of all sectors. It will be important that DARD carries out an Equality Impact Assessment of programme criteria to meet with Section 75 legislation.



Q.22 What additional publicity or information actions can the department take to raise public awareness of the programme?

In our view, it is important that the programme embraces good communication linkages from the outset encouraging improved sharing of best practice and promotion of rural development activities attributable to the programme.

A mechanism for the various partners/deliverers of the programme to communicate and engage strategically, raising awareness of the EU funded programme, will be increasingly important as the delivery extends to the new council structures in 2009.

The image and benefits of the current programme have somewhat been lost or weakened by approaching communications in an ad hoc fashion and very much at an individual implementing body level. Collectively the outputs of the programme signal a very positive message (as demonstrated in Rural Life Week) and the new programme needs to look at creating opportunities for co-ordination and integration of communication actions. A role which could complement and fit well within the remit of the proposed NI Regional Rural Network. 

It is important to stress the need for adequate resources for communications to maximise the public perception and image of the programme. A set of key programme messages or headline statement of purpose for the programme and what it is designed to achieve should bring clarity and excitement to the potential opportunities that exist. Communications and promoting greater awareness of the potential of the programme to all sectors is therefore important if the programme is to be a success. Equally important is the need to support and empower project promoters to engage in communication activities. 

We need to promote a greater understanding of the potential of rural development beyond the farm gate and of the EU contribution of the programme to the wider public and the media. 




14th August 2006

Rural Policy Branch
DARD
Room 407,
Dundonald House
Upper Newtownards Road
BELFAST
BT4 3SB


CONSULTATION ON THE DRAFT NORTHERN IRELAND RURAL DEVELOPMENT PROGRAMME 2007-2103

Thank you for the opportunity to respond to this important consultation. Our detailed comments are attached, however we would like to highlight a number of key points here.

RDC Response

Our response draws upon our 15 years of experience within the current and previous Rural Development Programmes in relation to rural development, rural community development, capacity building, action research, village renewal, information and analysis.


Review of Public Administration

RDC recognises that its delivery role and function will change as a direct result of the Review of Public Administration (RPA). Indeed it should be recognised that the RPA announcements are likely to have implications for Northern Ireland delivery structures in their entirety regardless of whether they were part of the review process or not. The reform of local government structures from 26 to the proposed 7 and the increased emphasis on devolved delivery (as close as possible to the end-user) is likely to mean change for Local Action Groups, Local Strategic Partnerships and Intermediary Funding Bodies alike. 

The timing of the change undoubtedly presents a real challenge as the roll out of RPA and the emerging new structures are unlikely to be in place until 2009, 2 years after the commencement of the programme. Any decisions on delivery of the new programme therefore will be against this backdrop. Some form of transitional delivery or gradual phased approach is likely to be needed and is welcomed within this consultation. It will be important to ensure, whatever the preferred delivery mechanisms are, that there is sufficient capacity to deliver the results required within the timescales needed.

Whilst the RDC role as an NDPB will cease in 2009 a continued role as a social partnership is currently being reviewed.


Delivery

Whilst accepting that delivery, in the main, should be locally based it should also be accepted that there are benefits to delivery where best placed to add value. Being able to work at a regional level delivering a set of regional and programme outputs alongside local delivery could add significant value to the programme. It could ensure greater access to funding by target groups and decision-making by local communities in line with RPA (local level) whilst also supporting a strategic, coherent and focused programme (regional level). 

Rural Strategy

RDC welcomes the DARD commitment to rural development substantiated within the PWC Study of Rural Policy and the completion of a Draft Rural Strategy. We feel this is based upon a very firm basis following 15 years of European programme support into the broad rural economy and a much longer period of interventions on behalf of farmers and their families under European Agricultural policy. If we are to sustain these achievements and improve the customer focus then time has come for a mainstream rural development programme. Both the European Union and International Fund for Ireland have provided extensive and valuable financial resources for rural areas in Northern Ireland. This now needs to be the bedrock for a programme resourced from national funds and supported by all government departments. The Rural Development Programme 2007-2013 is only one piece of the jigsaw towards encouraging a flourishing and sustainable rural Northern Ireland.



Broad Rural Affairs

DARD needs to champion all interests in the countryside ensuring that the new rural development programme is inclusive and supportive not only of the needs of farmers and farm families but all those living, working and contributing to the vibrancy of rural areas. 

Rural areas and industries are changing and we need to grasp new opportunities for the economic, social, environmental and cultural development of rural Northern Ireland. This requires new thinking and encouragement to support stronger links between farming and non farming stakeholders. 

It could be said that the increasing number of delivery structures that emerged in the current programme and the separation along sector lines has caused confusion and added to the non integration of farm and non farm activities. Delivery needs to look at improved integration finding ways to engage jointly (across and within the axes) with the community/voluntary; private and public sectors. 

Village Renewal

RDC welcomes the inclusion of a village renewal measure under Axis 3 (recognising the urban bias of the DSD Neighbourhood Renewal Programme). We feel strongly however that this should not substitute DSD’s obligation to ensure its policies and programmes take account of rural circumstance but see an opportunity to test out and pilot approaches to village renewal that could in the future by mainstreamed as part of the Government’s commitment to neighbourhood regeneration. Our own pilot, Vibrant Villages, funded by the International Fund for Ireland is already looking at models of practice which could provide valuable lessons in the delivery of this measure.


Budget

Whilst acknowledging the limited resources and the multiple competing pressures for funding RDC would strongly advise against a reduction in Axis 3 which currently stands at approximately 10% of the overall proposed budget. The full potential for rural development would not be realised if those actions involving the wider rural community were further reduced or minimised. Rural areas are dependent on a wide range of services including social, economic and enterprise development opportunities beyond the farm gate. We need to combine this programme with an enhanced rural proofing function to ensure rural areas and communities adequately resourced. We need to find new ways of delivering more with less. This will require partnership and creativity.

Opportunities

Whilst it is recognised that the new programme presents many challenges particularly in terms of budget, delivery and timescales it does nonetheless present many new opportunities and potential for rural Northern Ireland. There is now an opportunity to encourage a broader range of ideas and initiatives away from ‘traditional’ or silo mentality activities. There is now greater opportunity to complement and engage in the work and programmes of other Departments and to look at integrated approaches to rural development delivery. 

Underpinning our submission is the need for complementarity, integration and nurturing development.


We do hope you find our comments useful and hope we will be able to continue working with you in the coming months to ensure that the programme reflects the needs of all those living and working in rural Northern Ireland. Please let us know if you require further information on any of these issues or those set out in the attached response. 


Caroline Breakey Martin McDonald
Chair Chief Executive
