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The past year has been a significant one in terms of shaping future rural             development policy and delivery in Northern Ireland. 


Kicking off at the end of March 2006, with the Secretary of State’s announcement of the outcome of the Review of Public Administration, and what it might mean for the shape of things to come (not least the future of the RDC), DARD’s consultation on the Draft Rural Strategy quickly followed, complemented a few months later by the consultation on the  Rural Development Programme 2007-2013. Outside of DARD, across other government departments, it was also a year of big policy stories for people in the countryside. PPS14 is still ringing in the ears of those whose future intention was to build a home in the open countryside. Rates, water charges, roads, education, housing and post offices were also subject to consultation and came to the fore on the doorstep during the recent election campaign. 


The RDC has been to the forefront in responding to these consultations and over the course of the year has made 17 submissions. Submissions to the Draft Rural Strategy, the Rural Development Programme and PPS14  have been the focus of much discussion within Council, so in this review we take a look at some of the other major policy developments, highlight the key issues raised by the RDC and where possible provide details of feedback or follow up.  


Full copies of all responses are available upon request and are available on www.rdc.org.uk





RDC POLICY REVIEW 


Annual Report 2006-2007























Planning  Challenges  Agenda for Action 











The Hansard Report of the Assembly Sub-Group on Review of Public              Administration and Rural Planning which met on Friday 08 December 2006,    includes details of a presentation by DRD officials, in which they highlight some of the key issues raised in the consultation and outline how they plan to respond. This includes considerations of: the appropriateness of the one-size fits all policy; need for development to be balanced with need, taking account of kinship ties and connection to place; need for mixed tenure development in the countryside and the relationship between planning policy and social housing policy; supply of sites, farmers and farm viability tests; replacement dwellings and VAT issues. These issues were all highlighted in our submission which called for a more      holistic and strategic approach across government towards development of the countryside. With a judicial review underway and the Assembly on the brink of resurrection, interesting times lie ahead for PPS14.  


The Report can be viewed at http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/transitional/public_admin/hansard/061208.htm


NIEL and National Trust have joined forces to produce an Agenda for Action– Planning Challenges for Northern Ireland’s Countryside (see attached). It has been developed based on presentations and discussions at a conference organised, by them, in November 2006. 10 key points are raised; Sustainability Assessment; Plan-led System; Third Party Rights of Appeal; Facilitating the Community’s Voice; Environmental Protection Agency; Fiscal Incentives; Protected Landscapes; Reuse of Existing Buildings; Sustainable Development in the Countryside; and a Council for Rural Affairs. 





Following up on this RDC have issued a letter to NIEL and the National Trust in support of the main thrust of the action agenda and suggest meeting to discuss joint actions in taking forward this agenda.








   Update March 2007
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Strategy for Supporting Delivery of Voluntary Advice Services to the Community





Key Issues Raised:


RDC welcomed:


►The development of Area Hubs, outreach, home visits, e-access and satellite facilities to help bridge the          information and access gaps in rural areas; and


►The DSD’s approach to work across government and with funders to ensue a co-ordinated approach in making best use of available resources.


We raised concerns about:


►The need to pilot the area hubs model in both an urban and rural context;


►The need to ensure delivery of high quality advice to the most disadvantaged communities;


►The need for adequate resources to support the strategy;


►The need to put in place an integrated strategy to deliver information and advice services; and


►The need for better partnership working across Government and with the community voluntary sector.





☻In Response


Following a request for feedback on our submission, DSD provided a comprehensive response and should be commended for it. Dealing with each of the issues raised, the Department responded as follows:


►Development of Area Hubs Model


The proposed service delivery model will be tested during 2007/2008 with a pilot across one of the new Super Council areas. It is accepted that this must include both urban and rural areas. An exercise to map provision against community need will commence w/c 26 March and this will make recommendations about location of both Area Hubs an other linked satellite/outreach provision. Account will be taken of RDC’s comments about accessing services in rural areas.


►Delivery of high quality advice to the most disadvantaged communities


The planned mapping exercise will analyse the current geographical spread of services, and taking account of issues of accessibility, deprivation and population size, make recommendations on the preferred location. 


►Resources to support the strategy


The joint DSD/Council Community Support Programme has increased resource for local advice services from £1.9 million in 2004/05 to £2.9 million in 2006/07 and this is likely to be increased to £3.4 million in 2007/08.


►Quality of Provision


It is accepted that the objective is not simply to displace existing services but to ensure closer collaboration and ensure a more effective service for end users.


►Working together to ensure efficient use of resources


I welcome the RDC’s comments about the need for better partnership working across Government and with the community voluntary sector. VCU is committed to a policy of working with the sector to build capacity and ensure it is fully equipped to take advantage f opportunities to increase involvement in delivery of public services.
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Key Issues Raised:


RDC welcomed:


►The proposals contained in the Programme and agree that in a largely rural region, the Strategic Road Network (SRN) is essential to facilitate the transport of people, goods and services and to support economic development across Northern Ireland. 


►The coverage proposed for the West and North West regions. 


From a rural proofing perspective:


►We recommended that investment in the SRN is also balanced with an adequate complementary investment programme aimed at ensuring rural areas can readily access the network. The benefits of the SRN will not be shared by rural areas if this is not done, instead, the SRN will act mainly to service larger urban centres. Whilst we appreciate minor roads are themselves not within the ambit of this consultation, nevertheless this concern does have significant implications for the equity of the strategy across the region. Investment earmarked for the SRN must not undermine capacity also to invest in access links to it and should be a part of a joined up approach to a broader strategy for roads improvements. ��











Key Issues Raised:


RDC welcomed:


►A move to a Discrete Capital Value System, with the proviso that its implementation must be closely monitored to ensure that the ‘asset rich and cash poor’ in rural areas do not become particularly disadvantaged as a result of its implementation;


►The introduction of the Rate Relief Scheme, with the proviso that its implementation is monitored by DFP and key stakeholders to ensure the relief benefits all those who are in need and only those in need; and


►Full rate exemption for community halls and relief granted for quarry operators carrying out environmental improvement works, farm diversification businesses and exemptions of rural ATMs and supported the case for providing relief for small businesses.


We raised concerns about:


►Suspension of the implementation of the Rural Rate Relief Scheme and called on DFP to re-evaluate the basis upon which the decision was made;


►The qualifying period in respect of the farm diversification period, which, we feel, cold adversely impact and discriminate against many of those  who diversified in accordance with earlier government interventions to support it; and


►In the case of ATMs, sought clarification as to whether all ATMs would be granted exemption. 





☻In Response


►DFP provided a comprehensive response to the concerns raised and should be commended for their follow up. With regard to the Rural Rate Relief Scheme, it was decided not to implement this in Northern Ireland because the scheme which applies in the rest of the UK is based on designated rural areas which would be inappropriate for Northern Ireland’s more dispersed rural settlement pattern.


►The qualifying period in respect of farm diversification is in line with the Scottish Scheme which was introduced in 2003. Unfortunately, it is not possible to make the Scheme retrospective, and so the operational date of 1 April 2007 must remain.


►The exmption for ATMs will apply to all ATMs in rural areas, regardless of whether or not a fee is charged for the transaction.  
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Expanding the Strategic Road Improvement 


Programme 2015





The Rates (Amendment) (Northern Ireland) Order 2006





Review of Regional Strategy








DSD consultation on the Review of Regional Strategy September 2006.


Key Issues Raised:


►That a definition of rural to support a functional and analytical appraisal of rural change and development encompasses no more than bands E – H of the NISRA statistical classification of settlements.


To further recognise the ‘set’ of resources contained within this definition we would then further recommend that: -


The stated overall strategic aim for rural Northern Ireland should be re-worded to replace ‘rural   community’ with rural asset. Rural asset should be defined as encompassing the natural, cultural and social features of rural areas and settlements thereby incorporating environment as well as  community as the focus of concern. 


We suggest the difficulties of reconciling an appropriate balance of development within and around rural settlements addressed by RNI 2 are addressed for the purposes of the current review by    identifying in the opening statements to RNI 2 the need for an ongoing and systematic revision of the role of rural settlements with particular focus on their relationship with the countryside. As part of the overarching approach to sustainable development, this represents a key activity to be taken forward during implementation over the second half of the current plan, enabling the plan to be revised but leaving space for a more thoughtful elaboration of rural development. This should be invited from  DARD as rural champion and its rural agencies for inclusion in the next version of the plan. 


☻In Response


RDC was invited to attend a follow up meeting to outline and discuss further its recommendations.
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Inside Story Headline











Bain was established to examine the funding of the education system in the context of falling pupil numbers and the introduction of a revised curriculum.  Following a meeting with Professor Bain and drawing on our study of rural schools, we presented the Group with a number of recommendations in relation to provision for rural education. These included


►The need for deliberations around optimal provision of schools to be underpinned by a ‘whole 	system        approach’ whereby rural schools should be viewed as a key resource for some aspects of curriculum delivery for both rural and urban pupils. In this way investment in rural schools is not a loss but an overall gain to the system as a whole; 


►The need to actively pursue the role of extended schools, extended schools services and school clustering in rural areas as part of the strategic management of individual schools; 


►Examination of the use of school buildings  for broader information, learning and development functions in the interests of promoting ‘sustainable schools’; 


►The need for balance between the economic push for increased school size and associated increase in catchment area and the social pull of the school as a anchor point in the local community; and


 ►The need for high quality and readily accessible data to support a participatory approach to management and strategic decision making on school provision. 


☻In Response


Many of these recommendations and our approach to rural proofing of education provision, as set out in Striking the Balance (RDC Schools’ Report) have been distilled and are reflected in the current consultation on a Policy for Sustainable Schools which flows from Bain’s examination of the effectiveness and efficiency of the education system. Rural Issues are examined in Paragraph 6.8 of this policy document in which specific reference is made to the issues raised and approach to rural proofing set out in the Schools’ Report which ’should be helpful in considering how to ensure schools are sustainable in rural areas’.  





Independent Strategic Review of Education (Bain)





Key Issues Raised:


Following detailed submissions to earlier consultations on Water Reform, we wrote to the Chief Executive of    Water Service to express our grave concerns about the potential impact of the reforms on the community        voluntary sector and the viability of community businesses, and how grouping this sector in the Non-Domestic classification is unfair and un-reasonable, as they are operating for public good. We requested that a special case be made and that exemption be granted to charities and not-for-profit organisations. 


☻In Response


The Director for Customer Services issued a response outlining why Water Service felt it would not be equitable to specifically exempt such organisations from the charging regime and confirming that the charging policy      announced by Government does not facilitate such exemptions. A meeting, with RDC, has been offered should we wish to discuss it further, but Water Service has stated that they are not in a position to sanction departures from the announced charging scheme.





This Legislation is designed to update and modernise the administration of charities and introduce a system of regulation similar to the other Charity Commissions/Regulators which exist in other jurisdictions of the UK. The draft Order provides statutory definitions of charity and charitable purpose; establishes a Charity commission for Northern Ireland and a Charity Tribunal; creates a Register of Charities for Northern Ireland; introduces the Charitable Incorporated Organisation (a new form of charitable body); and sets out new rules with regard to fundraising and collections.


Key Issues Raised:


RDC welcomed:


►Clarification and definition of what constitutes a charity and what is meant by charity purpose. Expansion of this definition to include peace and good community relations objectives;��►Establishment of a Northern Ireland Charity Commission and the development of a comprehensive Register of Charities. These actions will lead to greater transparency and accountability and signal a commitment to the work and progression of charities in Northern Ireland. 


�We raised concern about the importance of the Charity Commission working with other charity regulators in     providing information to charities that operate across different jurisdictions, for example, those involved in cross-border projects. 
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Water Reform 





The Charities (Northern Ireland) (Order) 2006





DARD Research and Development Strategy Pre-Consultation








 





Key Issues Raised:


►‘Rural’ must be regarded as a functional component of the region—a concept rather than a definition;


►There is a need to update thinking on the way in which it is understood from a strategic perspective beyond the traditional association with mainstream agriculture, and the dynamics which influence change.


►A Research Programme– Linked to this concept of understanding rural, four research strands were set out as proposals. Strand 1, the complementarities of local economic activity to larger scale globally orientated economic growth strategies; Strand 2, Rural as a complement to Urban in sustainable development; Strand 3, Urban out-migration/demographic change; and Strand 4, Rural Spatial Planning. 
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Review Into Affordable Housing Interim Report





Review Of Rural Housing Policy





Following submission of our response, (which was circulated at February’s meeting of Council), NIHE invited us to a consultation feedback meeting to consider proposed actions and contribute to the preparation of an        implementation plan for the next two years. NIHE has reacted positively to the key points raised in our submission and included a number of them in their summary report on the consultation findings. 


Key Issues Raised:


►We welcomed NIHE’s willingness to engage with DARD (with particular reference to Village Renewal) and commend their proposals for a more integrated partnership-led approach;


►We recommended that Rural Housing must be viewed as a building block for successful, sustainable rural    development; 


►We called for a rural equivalent to Neighbourhood Renewal; 


►We highlighted a need for greater partnership working between RDC and NIHE to develop a modern village template and share the learning from RDC programmes, such as Vibrant Villages and Making Connections;


►We suggested NIHE nomination to the RDC Board; and 


►Set out a role for RDC post RPA in offering specialist, technical support on rural development and as a managing agent for IFI.


☻In Response


►As part of the NIHE Rural Policy Review Group RDC met with Executive staff and other rural stakeholders following the consultation period.  At this meeting the NIHE noted the RDC input to the consultation and agreement on a number of follow up areas of action including the need to look at village renewal in a more integrated manner – drawing on the proposals made in our submission,  through dissemination of findings from the evaluation of vibrant villages, and lessons from current delivery of the making connections programme. 


►Pilot an area-based housing/regeneration initiative bringing together various NIHE activities to address housing issues – agreed that NIHE, RDC and RCN could bring influence to bear on the pilot area.  It was agreed that NIHE would engage with DSD to explore options for a ‘rural neighbourhood renewal’ perhaps also linking it with this pilot programme.


►Also agreed that NIHE would seek to work collaboratively with RDC and RCN to explore the possibility of  developing research proposals, particularly in relation to those set out in our submission. 





Key Issues Raised:


►We support the proposal to review Housing Growth Indicators and agree that more localised knowledge and market information, perhaps by linking to the community planning system, should be used to inform at a sub-regional level;


►We recommended that future social house building programmes should be rural-proofed to address the specific needs of rural communities; 


►We supported the proposal for more flexible alternatives to the current area plan system, perhaps through a plan-led system with local involvement as an integral part; 


►We supported the revision of Policy CTY 6 to provide for mixed social and affordable developments of up to 12 properties which, we think, more adequately reflects the level of need in rural areas; 


►We supported the proposals for use of sustainable building practice and materials and those aimed at making better use of and protecting our assets.   





The Final Report is scheduled for publication in March 2007. 
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Post Office Network





The DTI consultation on the Post Office Network closed on March 08 2007. 


Key Issues Raised:


►We welcome this consultation and the proposals outlined therein as a first step towards putting place a      strategic plan for the future of the network;


►We recognise that the current situation whereby rural post offices are subsidised at a cost of £150m p.a. is not sustainable and that change is necessary;


►We are pleased that the government recognises the important social and economic roles of post offices in the communities that they serve;


►We welcome the government’s commitment to continue with a new Post Office Card Account after 2010, that it will be available nationally, and that customers will be eligible for the account on the same basis as they are now;


►We are concerned about the lack of clarity on what definition of urban/rural is planned to be utilised. Defining ‘rural’ in the region has provoked much discussion and debate and resulted in definitions that are region specific. Regional variations should be factored into decision making and implementation processes and we recommend that the overarching strategic policy be supplemented by regional strategies which are locally informed and responsive to spatial patterns and population distribution;


►The criteria proposed appear to be broad and do not differentiate between urban and rural areas. The proposals do state that local conditions are required to be taken into account but those detailed are geographical and do not appear to suggest that accessibility issues in rural areas, such as the rural transport network, should be taken into account when identifying closures.


►Determination of the best options for alternative provision in Northern Ireland will require knowledge of where closures are planned and what local impacts might be.  Mobile solutions have been cited as one possibility however we need to look at other potential opportunities for shared services– findings from rural retail and rural service centre hubs programmes. 



































The consultation proposals include a series of options through which the government believes postal services should be delivered in the future. In addition to reforming the network, the proposal outlines several Outreach options through which services in rural areas without a Post Office could be provided. It is difficult to comment at this stage whether the options presented are the best options for communities in Northern Ireland. This requires knowledge of where closures and planned and what local impacts might be.  Mobile solutions have been cited as one possibility however we need to look at other potential opportunities for shared services. RDC is currently involved in piloting two programmes, one on rural retail and one on developing rural service centre hubs, both of which are testing out new solutions to sustaining rural services. Further detail of these is included in the attached response form.


 





EU Peace III Programme Proposals 2007 –2013





The EU Peace Programme consultation closed on 4th April 2007 (completed by 31st March 2007)


Key Issues Raised: 


►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.


►We support the recognition of ethnic minorities and the need to tackle racism as well as 


sectarianism within the new programme.





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


►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.


►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.











Page �Page�1�





RDC POLICY REVIEW 


Annual Report 2006-2007
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The EU Structural Funds consultation closed on 14th March 2007.


Key Issues Raised:


►We welcome the  investment of both Programmes to Northern Ireland and support and the commitment that all areas of Northern Ireland, both rural and urban, are eligible for C&E Structural Funds Support;


►We request that specific rural circumstances are taken into consideration.  Rural areas face particular challenges relating to the roads infrastructure and poorer telecommunication services.  Rural enterprise must be targeted proactively and new and innovative rural economies that make use of the natural, cultural and environmental assets that make up our countryside must be encouraged and developed;


►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); and 


►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








EU Structural Funds—NI Competitiveness and Employment Programmes 2007-2013








