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4th January 2008
Dear Melanie,

Re: 
Building a Better Future – Draft Investment Strategy 2008-2018 
Thank you for the opportunity to input to this important consultation, which takes place at a time of considerable challenge and change.  
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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.

RDC believes that rural areas can play a significant role in building a better future for Northern Ireland.  The rural nature of Northern Ireland represents one of its key characteristics and should therefore inform its strategic choices for an economic growth and quality of life unique to the region.
Whilst we agree with the need for and the broad thrust of the investment priorities around which the budget proposals are based and concur with the over-arching aim to build a peaceful, fair and prosperous society in Northern Ireland, with respect for the rule of law, we do feel there is an urgent need to take greater account of rural.
The physical infrastructure which underpins sustainable and vibrant rural communities is a key concern.  

The Northern Ireland manufacturing sector has undergone substantial change over the last number of years.  This has had a profound effect on rural areas especially in the West where textile manufacturing played a main part in employment.

The recent announcement of job losses in Limavady and Cloughmills are a further blow to the rural economy.  The economic impact of job losses in rural areas has far reaching implications not only for the individual whose job is lost but on families and the entire community.  We would call on the Government to consider a new job creation strategy for rural areas that focuses on growing a dynamic innovative rural economy.
Whilst we acknowledge an overall 2.6% increase in the DARD draft budget we are concerned about the lack of rural resource development initiatives contained within the other government department proposals.  By way of example we comment: - 

	Investment Pillar
	Pfg States
	RDC Comment

	Networks
	NI was one of the first regions in Europe to offer 100% broadband availability.  The challenge is now to increase uptake rates…outside Belfast.
	Despite a reported 100% coverage some rural areas still have difficulty in accessing broadband.  Satellite options may exist but are more expensive and issues of quality in general often results in poor uptake.

Investment to support the role of rural areas in the sustainable development of the region must reflect the increasing importance of the knowledge economy as a source of income and jobs.  It is vital rural areas achieve the structural adjustments necessary to contribute effectively to the added value and flow of services which is a crucial characteristic of a knowledge economy. 



	Skills
	Some schools may be co-located with other services, for example libraries and health provision.
	The danger is that key services will amalgamate to district towns as part of a cost-driven logic reducing the basis for sustaining a more balanced pattern of settlement and community.
RDC in its study of rural schools offer a number of suggestions about how to achieve the balance between economies of scale and sustaining the social fabric.

RDC recommend access to services is given key consideration through enhancement of the resources for rural proofing. 

	Health
	Over the next 20 years the need and demand for our health and social services will increase and change.  There are several reasons for this, a central factor will be our ageing population…..
Investing in Primary and Community Care.. We will seek to ensure that where possible people will be supported to manage their treatment at home….
	Using the NISRA definition of rural approximately 35% of the Northern Ireland population live in rural areas.  This equates to just under 600,000 people.

Pensioners now make up 16% of the Northern Ireland population and this figure will have risen to 24% by 2013
.
Over 80,000
 older people in Northern Ireland live alone.

Providing support and catering for older people in rural areas will require investment.

Scattered populations, changing family structures (many people no longer live close to extended family), recognising and working with the social diversity of rural areas, all support the need for tailored rural solutions to the delivery of health services that meet real community need.
Unlike those in urban areas, the more disadvantaged families in rural areas often live amongst those who are better off.  

The health and well being of rural people and the delivery of associated services should be a key goal within any agreed programme for government.



	Social 
	We want to create economically competitive and socially cohesive cities and towns and thriving rural communities and environment.
The investment in key regeneration projects in our cities will be complemented by investment in neighbourhood renewal.
	The considerable number of dispersed small settlements and communities making up rural Northern Ireland are an important asset to the region.

Government policy is needed to protect and build upon this community asset as a basis for social inclusion, local citizenship and positive lifestyle choices in wider society.

Notwithstanding the increase in the DARD draft budget and the new rural development programme monies, we highlight a lack of an equivalent form of support for rural to the Neighbourhood Renewal Strategy as a vehicle to tackle rural disadvantage and community development.



	Environment
	We must do more to protect and enhance our environment and natural resources by creating a healthier and more sustainable environment for the benefit of current and future generations.
	Environmental factors should not be considered only in terms of conservation and protection of the environment in the face of economic growth, important as these are, but also recognise the economic potential of the environment within the context of rural development and seek to support realisation of this potential through measures to encourage innovation and entrepreneurship. (see annex 1)
Sustainable development should be explicit in the departmental budgets.



	Productive 
	Our rural areas offer real opportunities in terms of potential for growth in the provision of rural recreation and tourism, their attractiveness as places to invest, live and work, and their role as a reservoir of natural resources and highly valued landscapes.
	The investment priorities do not sufficiently recognise the potential for a broader use of natural resources beyond mainstream agriculture in making the Northern Ireland economy more self sustaining and competitive.  Rapid developments in IT, the role of the ‘creative economy’ and growth in interest for niche local food products and crafts represent areas where significant innovative is possible.
DETI, DEL and DARD should be encouraged to draw up specific rural resource development initiatives which take economic growth across a broader base than competitive agriculture alone. 


Whilst we take into account the new EU Rural Development Programme and welcome this investment, we would urge Government to require all departments to allocate a proportion of their individual budgets to the delivery of those public services for which they have responsibility into rural areas.  It is hoped that the development of the proposed new Rural White Paper will be a key milestone in establishing a clear vision for rural Northern Ireland and encourage cross departmental support in developing a vibrant sustainable rural economy.
We hope you find these comments useful.  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

Annex 1: Illustrating the economic potential of the environment in rural development

The table below summarise some of the additional economic possibilities associated with the environment. 

	Trend
	Examples 

	Growth in the demand for and innovative initiatives to promote authentic, local, diverse foods reflecting ethical, environmental and health concerns about food and farming
	Growth in membership of the ‘Slow Food’ movement, growth in the number and turnover of from farmer’s markets (currently, £65 million / annum)  box schemes, Rural Regeneration Unit Food Coops, community-supported agriculture, organic farming, fair trade, Soil Association / Countryside Agency local food initiatives – local food market as a whole recently estimated to be worth £4 billion

	Growth in interest in outdoor pursuits and ‘doing and experiencing’ forms of tourism rather than ‘relaxing’


	Households now spend more on leisure than on food, housing or transport and this is predicted to rise to a third or more of household spending (office of National Statistics 1999)  The number of horses on farms increased by nearly 60% between 1991 and 2001, and horse riding is a growth area across the UK (ref Off-road Horse Riding in Northern Ireland. TCC International, for Countryside Access and Activity Network (CAAN) Northern Ireland)

	Better understanding of the economic benefits of ‘the environmental sector’
	A recent study backed by the Countryside Agency showed that Britain's longest National Trail, the 630-mile South West Coast Path running from Somerset to Dorset, generates £300 million a year for its surrounding economies and supports 7,500 jobs. 

The Countryside Council for Wales estimated the environment to provide 117,000 direct jobs, 52,000 indirect employment representing 17% of all Welsh jobs And Outputs and services worth £8.8 billion / annum. 

Applied to Mournes Area (Mourne Heritage Trust) this might represent up to 7,500 jobs within 10 years and additional outputs and services worth 0.5 billion within 10 years 



	New opportunities presented by enhanced Information technologies for distance working, a greater freedom of choice for the location of new businesses, and greater potential for global marketing of niche products for smaller producers
	DETI project a rise from 6 to 12% in the proportion of people teleworking over the next 4 to 5 years. A GMB Union survey suggests as much as 15% of people work from home in Moyle, and 13% or so in many other western and southern parts, prior to the arrival of broadband across rural Northern Ireland


� Rural Network News (RCN) No.45 Autumn 2007  


� As above


� Countryside Agency ‘State of the Countryside 2020’ 
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