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INTRODUCTION
The Northern Ireland Rural Development Council (RDC) welcomes the opportunity to respond to the consultation on the concept of Rural Champion and Enhancement of the Rural Proofing process.

This is the third in a series of submissions made by RDC having previously responded on the Rural Champion as part of the DARD Rural Strategy in April 2006 and more recently participated in stakeholder discussions as part of this consultation process. 

The RDC believes that this is one of the most significant policy consultations to emerge in recent times alongside the Executive’s commitment to progress a Rural White Paper.  The collective outcome has the potential to deliver real and tangible results for rural constituents by firmly placing ‘rural’ within and across the Government agenda.  
The potential for a positive forward looking policy for rural areas is achievable and RDC is willing to play its part.
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RDC was established by Government in 1991 and will become a fully independent organisation in April 2009 following the Review of Public Administration announcement in March 2006.  

RDC was established with a key remit to assist DARD and Government in understanding rural affairs and in formulating effective policy and programme responses.  Over the years, RDC has maintained a wide-ranging programme of research, drawing together an analysis of rural change and of leading edge thinking in tackling development issues or opportunities. 
The RDC role in delivery of grant programmes has in turn provided a substantial body of project ideas and best practice which has regularly been drawn upon to illustrate the potential and scope of rural development and to support others in formulating new projects in Northern Ireland and further afield. 
In recent years RDC has worked to progress the thinking and support for rural proofing, spanning an average of 15 -20 key policy submissions each year, the promotion of a rural proofing checklist, and focused research to rural proof small schools policy.  
In addition RDC has been appointed through the Agri Rural Forum as manager of the Rural Network for Northern Ireland (October 2008).  Established as part of the Northern Ireland Rural Development Programme, the Rural Network for Northern Ireland is designed to help and support the implementation and delivery of the programme across all axes.

It will do this by:-

· Identifying and sharing good practice

· Providing and brokering training for those delivering

· Working with Local Action Groups to promote and assist the development of co-operation projects
RDC works to support and encourage integrated rural development actions that recognise and value the contribution of agriculture, rural regeneration, the environment and culture in realising a vision of a living, working, sustainable and shared countryside.
Shaping Rural Policy: Recap

The DARD review of rural policy initiated in 2004 commenced a series of discussions and consultations on rural development and the way rural Northern Ireland is supported and the future role it will play in the region.  
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RDC Principles for Shaping Rural Policy

	Rural in the Region

· Rural should be seen as an Asset to the region not a Liability

· Rural Policy should seek to integrate rural as part of wider regional development not as a separate concern

· Rural policy should be cross-governmental


	A Broad Vision for Rural

Development

· Rural is not just agriculture: Rural Policy, particularly in marginal agricultural areas, should encourage greater diversification of rural economies and rural enterprises

· Rural Policy should encourage stronger links between farming and non farming stakeholders

· Rural Policy should value and promote sustainable rural communities and community infrastructure


	Clear roles and a Strategic

Focus for Delivery

· There should be a separation between policy and delivery (but good working links between the two)

· Actions should be evidence based but innovative

· Effective rural development can best be achieved through a partnership between local delivery and a regional body facilitating the links from bottom to top and across government




Survey and Conference Results
	Survey results indicated:

· 68% of respondents think the needs of rural areas are not being met by current arrangements for delivery and support

· 65% of respondents support the view that the development of policy and delivery of funding should be separated

· 89% of respondents believe that rural development actions should not be delivered centrally by Government

· 61% of respondents support the suggestion that rural development actions should be delivered locally with support from a regional organisation

· 63% of respondents support a regional body operating outside Government providing strategic direction to local delivery structures

· 70% of respondents believe that the delivery of rural regeneration and development measures should be separate to the delivery of agriculture, forestry, land management and agri environment measures
	Conference feedback indicated:

· There was total agreement that the key principles outlined by RDC were appropriate and relevant

· Participants were particularly supportive of the concept of a rural asset approach with the provision that this was managed in a way that recognised and supported marginalised groups

· There was support for the idea of equitable distribution of intervention across urban and rural

· It was agreed that new farming and non-farming relationships needed to be forged with a better balance reflecting broader rural development aspirations

· Participants voiced strong support for cross-governmental buy-in although some felt that this would only happen under a central directive, with authority
· All discussion groups recorded overwhelming support for the idea of an independent regional body and in particular that there should be a separation of policy and delivery 


RDC believes these principles and results, supported by a wide range of stakeholders, remain relevant and should be used to inform this consultation process.
CONSULTATION RESPONSE
General Comments: Rural Champion Concept and Enhanced Rural Proofing

The RDC: - 
· Supports a collective approach to the Rural Champion concept and Enhanced Rural Proofing, within a clear set of guidelines, with Government and Stakeholders working in partnership to include: -
· Central Government (DARD) as Champion of ‘Rural’ within Government and continued provider of agricultural services, rural development policy and financial control

· Local Government (Super Councils) as key delivery agents for rural regeneration and as having a key role in advocacy and listening at the local level through the mechanisms of community planning

· Independent external support offering specialist technical expertise, enhanced rural proofing, evidence and analysis, tailored rural solutions and sharing best practice (as a shared service to Central and Local Government).  The current role of RDC as an independent organisation could be expanded to fulfill this role.

· Favours a mix of internal and external delivery roles building upon existing expertise and structures

· RDC welcomes the Interdepartmental Committee on Rural Policy and believes there are sufficient external structures that, if properly rationalised and integrated, could provide the necessary mechanisms outside of Government in support of the Rural Champion and Enhanced Rural Proofing role.  The challenge will be to bring together, organise and structure the different and often competing interests of rural development so that the collective needs and opportunities in rural areas can be realised.  The current Agri Rural Forum provides a potential embryo for a future collective mechanism to emerge.

· RDC proposes that DARD considers a pilot programme to establish a methodology for achieving coherent, agreed and evidence-based recommendations guiding appropriate integration of rural resources, needs and opportunities within key policy development areas.  

· Recent examples of collective engagement that have proved to be very effective include the RDC facilitation of a coordinated response to PPS14,  the development of an Anti Poverty Framework and Stakeholder engagement in the development of a Rural Childcare Report.

· Endorses the need to enable ‘grass roots’ opinions to reach Government

· There needs to be an agreed framework that enables all stakeholder views to be communicated to Government.  This should not rest within the remit of one sectoral interest but should be seeking to bring together the collective interests of rural.

· Recognises the Minister of Agriculture and Rural Development as having a key championing role within the Executive

· RDC agrees that the Minister should represent the concerns of rural people within and across Government ensuring that their needs are considered in the policy decisions of other Departments.
· Welcomes the proposal to reinvigorate and mainstream rural proofing

· Previous consultation would indicate that Stakeholders are not convinced that Government can ‘rural proof’ itself – there is a need for independent monitoring and assessment.

· Cross-departmental support and guidance is required to assist Government staff in rural proofing.

· Regulatory rural proofing alone is insufficient – technical support is also needed to assist Departments and Local Government address public service delivery issues within budgets.

· Calls for the recognition and need for sufficient resources to ensure effective delivery, monitoring and evaluation of the rural champion roles and enhanced rural proofing

· Without adequate resources the vision for Rural Champion and Enhanced Rural Proofing can not be delivered effectively.
· RDC believes that its new independent structure and experiences in facilitating stakeholder discussions provides an opportunity for Government to pilot a new and reinvigorated rural proofing process
Proposed Roles 
Role 1 Questions – Advocate 
a) How can the views of the rural community be articulated best across the Executive?

There needs to be an agreed framework/mechanism that enables all stakeholder views to be communicated to Government.  This should not rest within the remit of one sectoral interest but should be seeking to bring together the collective interests of rural.
The creation of a new Interdepartmental Committee on Rural Policy chaired by the Minister is an important step ensuring the views of the rural community can be articulated within and across Government. 
RDC agrees that the Minister should represent the concerns of rural people within and across Government ensuring that their needs are considered in the policy decisions of other Departments.

b) Is there a need for formal structures outside government to be put in place to facilitate the advocacy of rural views? If so what should those be?

To inform the internal advocacy role there is a need for a similar mechanism outside of Government to bring together the collective interests of stakeholders.  RDC believes there are sufficient structures in place that, if properly rationalised and integrated, could provide the necessary advocacy role in support of the Rural Champion concept.

This could, for example, be achieved through the development of an external facilitated stakeholder forum bringing together existing structures.  Such a forum could seek to:-

· Bring together key stakeholder organisations that seek to make a positive difference to rural areas

· Act as a sounding board for stakeholder organisations operating in the community voluntary, private and public sectors

· Be a conduit for rural views and provide direction, leadership and coordination in respect of the rural agenda (outside Government)

· Consult on issues of a regional significance

It would be important that the membership of the forum reflects the broad rural affairs agenda.  Members would have a duty to engage with the sector and a role in ensuring that rural dwellers can identify a clear route of engagement within the forum.  The forum could, for example, hold meetings in public, develop a web based information network, hold an annual conference and promote a range of thematic specialist seminars.

The forum should be both responsive (to Government Policy) and proactive (in looking to the future).  It should be recognised by key regional bodies as a source of independent and informed advice on incorporating the rural dimension into the working practices.

To be effective such a forum will require sufficient and adequate resources both in terms of the provision of a comprehensive secretariat function and resources to enable members to actively participate and engage in forum activities.

The forum could also provide a useful mechanism in support of the listener and watchdog roles providing a single access point to a wide range of stakeholder organisations and rural constituents.

c) If the advocate role sits outside government, what powers should it have and how might they obtain and represent a consensus view from rural communities?

RDC believes the focus should not necessarily be on powers but on the outcomes the role is expected to achieve.  For example, the forum could, through a series of stakeholder engagements and commissions from the Interdepartmental Committee on Rural Policy, identify and agree key issues requiring closer examination and engagement of rural stakeholders.  This two way advocacy bridging the top down with the bottom up provides increased opportunities to represent a consensus view.  

To facilitate the external advocacy role RDC believes the following is required (at a minimum):- 

· Free access to Government statistics

· Resources to finance new primary research and to interpret secondary data for rural circumstances
· Direct access to the Minister
· Resources to finance a secretariat role 
Role 2 Questions – Watchdog/Mainstreamer
a) What support mechanisms do you think are necessary for effective rural proofing?
RDC supports the view that rural proofing should be based around the four key actions identified in the consultation document of supporting; analysing; monitoring and reporting.  Key to enabling the effective implementation of these actions will be the provision of:-
· A Rural Watchdog: an enhanced rural proofing support service to central government, local government, sectoral interests and rural communities (independent of Government).  The Consumer Council and its role as an independent consumer watchdog may provide a useful comparison.
· Evidence and Analysis: establishing the facts and strengthening the rural evidence base through a developing rural research function and thinking capacity

· Piloting and testing rural solutions: demonstrating approaches for improved and supported rural development delivery

· Sharing best practice and good communications: engaging strategic partners, advocacy, information and communications
Cross-departmental support and guidance is required to assist Government staff in rural proofing.

Regulatory rural proofing alone is insufficient – technical support is also needed to assist Departments and Local Government address public service delivery issues within budgets.

Part of the meaning of ‘enhanced’ may be the more proactive influencing role DARD might seek in the policy making process of other departments.

The emphasis in any rural proofing system should be on the outcomes rather than the process.  It needs to be seen to make a real and meaningful difference.

b) What elements of the enhanced rural proofing process might be delivered inside or outside of government?
Previous consultation would indicate that Stakeholders are not convinced that Government can ‘rural proof’ itself – there is a need for independent monitoring and assessment. 

The remit of the Agriculture and Rural Development Committee needs to expand or a new scrutiny committee established to include a clear remit for rural proofing to deal with the inevitable cross departmental issues that are likely to rise.

The Interdepartmental Committee on Rural Policy should have responsibility for championing rural proofing internally across departments with DARD having a role in the regulatory assessment of rural proofing policies.  RDC believes all other functions are best placed externally, within a Rural Watch type organisation, ensuring a level of external independence.   
Rural proofing also needs to take account of local government policies and practice particularly in light of the transfer of functions under the Review of Public Administration and in addition the policies and practice of other agencies and the private sector.
c) Aside from rural proofing, are there other actions that should be undertaken as part of the watchdog/mainstreamer role, and who might undertake them?
The secretariat function and coordination of the proposed stakeholder forum could sit with the rural watchdog/mainstreamer role. 

Part of the role should enable the piloting and testing of rural solutions demonstrating approaches for improved and supported rural development delivery.  
The watchdog will require a comprehensive and authoritative knowledge on rural affairs.  RDC believes that its new independent structure and experiences in facilitating stakeholder discussions provides an opportunity for Government to pilot a new and reinvigorated rural proofing process.
Role 3 Questions – Listener
a) What type of mechanism should be established and what should be its responsibilities?

RDC suggests the development of an external facilitated stakeholder forum as described in role 1 above could support the listener role.  Such a forum could seek to:-

· Bring together key stakeholder organisations that seek to make a positive difference to rural areas

· Act as a sounding board for stakeholder organisations operating in the community voluntary, private and public sectors

· Be a conduit for rural views and provide direction, leadership and coordination in respect of the rural agenda (outside Government)

· Consult on issues of a regional significance

The listener and advocacy role are closely related.  It is one thing to listen but another to action.  To be effective the Rural Champion and Enhanced Rural Proofing roles have to demonstrate both.  Good clear communications and regular reporting will be an important requirement of both.

b) Who should be represented on any listener mechanism and how often should it meet?

It is important that any listener mechanism reflects the broad rural affairs agenda making connections between rural people, the environment and land.  It is also important that the mechanism brings together the community, voluntary, private and public sector interests of rural development.  
RDC would suggest that the listener mechanism should establish a range of communication tools to include meetings (perhaps quarterly and in public), a web based information network, an annual conference and other thematic specialist seminars and events.  There also needs to be a degree of flexibility to convene other opportunities outside of these as and when required.
c) Can individual needs and obtaining a collective rural voice be balanced through this type of mechanism or are there other avenues for developing a listener role?
RDC believes with the right mechanism a balance can be achieved, for example, if the forum approach is preferred a clear set of guidelines should be developed which includes:-
· The purpose of the forum

· Its role & responsibilities 

· Operations 

· Communications

· Resources 

· Monitoring and Reporting

A range of tools can be used to engage stakeholders.  Members of the forum should seek legitimacy from their sector/organisations to serve on the forum and have a role to ensure that rural constituents can identify a clear route of engagement with the forum.

Regular reporting and good communications will be important to ensuring the listener role is effective and valued.
Role 4 Questions – Advisor

a) How can evidence be best gathered on rural issues?

Evidence can be gathered through a range of inputs, for example:-
· Government statistics

· Local & Regional delivery structures (NI Rural Development Programme)

· Local Government

· Rural Network for Northern Ireland

· Sectoral organisations and other networks

· Rural people (primary data research mechanisms)

RDC experiences in evidence and analysis recognises a need to not only apply statistical knowledge based on secondary data but on grass roots knowledge of what it is like to live and work in the countryside.  The ability to interpret for rural circumstance, to be objective (not representing any particular sector) and have independence are key ingredients in providing a robust and credible evidence base.

The appointment or development of some form of external rural evidence hub to collate, gather and disseminate evidence is required.

It will be important that such an evidence base looks beyond Northern Ireland to include the Republic of Ireland, UK and Europe.  
b) What is the best way to make this information available?

There are a range of options to make information available and RDC propose a combination of tools could be used.  The idea of a rural observatory which could be maintained through the rural evidence hub is one way of ensuring information is widely available.  Other mechanisms include:-

· Focused Symposiums based on the relevant research / theme

· Dissemination of findings in structured way to key stakeholders / funders / policy makers (reports/events)

· Press / Media publicity campaign for promotion of research findings as appropriate

· Utilising stakeholders existing communication channels, e.g. newsletters, website links etc.

Monitoring how or what difference the available evidence makes is important as is the language and clarity of findings.  It will be important that evidence is presented in clear ‘every day’ language enabling a clear understanding of the findings and how these might be applied to make a difference.

c) Should this information be managed and presented internally or externally to government? Why?

A combination of both is required.  Government has access to a wide range of statistics and resources and the availability of this information is crucial to any research/evidence gathering function.
Likewise externally the importance of understanding what it is like to live and work in the countryside and how policies might impact on everyday life is needed.

It is how these two combinations come together to present a picture of rural circumstance.  RDC would suggest some form of service level agreement between Government and an external organisation that could combine the secondary data and primary data through stakeholder engagement; piloting and testing rural solutions (action research) and sharing best practice.
Role 5 Questions – Initiator

a) How do we ensure maximum benefit from rural initiatives?

Maximum benefit from rural initiatives will be achieved by having:-

· An agreed baseline

· The right evidence and analysis to support need

· Opportunities to pilot and test rural solutions as demonstration projects

· Sharing best practice and good communications

· Effective monitoring and evaluation systems to capture both qualitative and quantitative data

· Direct access to stakeholders (e.g. through a coordinated stakeholder forum)

There is a need to communicate both in terms of what works and what doesn’t ensuring lessons learnt are incorporated into future actions.
b) What do you think are the most important issues and challenges that rural areas face now, and will face in 10 years time?

There are a wide range of issues and challenges that rural areas and rural people face including changing demographics; access to and retention of services; developing new rural economies; the impact of changing public services and the review of public administration to name a few.  

In a recent response to the DARD evidence and innovation strategy RDC also highlighted the following potential research areas:-   

Sustainable development

· Investigating the relationship between rural development / agri / environment and how these can be better integrated in terms of policy and programme development and delivery

· Adopting ‘rural proofing’ also as ‘future proofing’ strategically linking it with sustainable development

· Mapping rural assets and appropriately developing / utilising these with economic and social development objectives

· Effective village renewal models

              Rural and Regional Development
· The contribution of Rural to Regional development  - baseline and working towards better integration 

· The contribution of the village to the region

· Distribution and use of services (further detail provided in previous consultation)

· Role of housing on Rural development including the impact of planning
Urban / Rural Relationships
· Urban / rural partnership, e.g use of the countryside in terms of leisure, health, education, employment and spending patterns

· Urban out-migration / demographic change and impact on community sustainability

Health

· Core Health indicators – monitoring health in rural communities

Economic Development
· Economic activity in rural areas, challenges and drivers

· Contribution of local economic activity to larger scale economic growth strategies
· Rural enterprise options
RDC would re-iterate the view that a flexible approach should be adopted in terms of being able to respond to changing needs that may present themselves over the period. 
One key aspect of the proposed stakeholder forum could be the establishment of a ‘futures group’ within the forum as a mechanism to look to the future needs of rural.
Role 6 Questions – Exemplar

a) How do we identify best practice in rural communities and government?

RDC would suggest that in order to identify best practice there is a need to establish and agree the components that make up best practice.  The UK based Commission for Rural Communities has a role in best practice and has established a useful framework, tested over a 2 year period, which we suggest could be adopted to the Northern Ireland context.
The Rural Network for Northern Ireland has a key role in identifying and sharing best practice and opportunities exist to combine these practices to the practices of others in widening the scope for best practice to emerge.

The development and establishment of a formal process for capturing best practice as part of the evidence hub would ensure best practice is captured. This could include opportunities to benchmark, evaluate and monitoring processes, projects and practice. 

The absence of any formal mechanism in previous Rural Development Programmes (for example) has meant that sharing of best practice was left to individual organisations and in many instances opportunities were missed to communicate lessons learnt.
b) How can we promote rural best practice?
There are a range of methods to promote and share best practice including:-
· Show and tell events 

· Seeing is believing visits 
· Case study development
To be effective however resources are needed to enable participation and development of the above.  The Focus Farm Measure of Axis 1 is an example of promoting best practice in action and similar resources are needed to ensure the wider promotion of best practice in other areas of rural development.

Final Comments

RDC welcomes the opportunity to respond to this consultation.  We hope you find our comments useful.  We believe the questions above cover all aspects of the Rural Champion concept and Enhanced Rural Proofing roles.  
RDC supports a collective approach to the Rural Champion concept and Enhanced Rural Proofing, within a clear set of guidelines, with Government and Stakeholders working in partnership.  To illustrate, please see table attached in Annex 1 below.
If you require clarification or further information on any aspect of this submission, please contact us and we will be happy to assist in keeping with our core work of providing objective, evidence based analysis; delivering practical actions and solutions and sharing best practice in rural development. 

We look forward to hearing the outcome of this consultation process.

	
	
	Annex 1 Rural Champion – Internal and External Roles

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Advocate
	Watchdog / Mainstreamer
	Listener
	Advisor
	Initiator
	Exemplar (Setting the example)

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Internal to Government
	 
	· Minister
· Interdepartmental Committee on Rural Policy
	· Minister / DARD to champion rural proofing within and across government

	· Minister
· Interdepartmental Committee on Rural Policy
	· Minister

· Government (statistics)
	· Minister
· Interdepartmental Committee on Rural Policy
	· Minister
· DARD

· Interdepartmental Committee on Rural Policy

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	External and Independent 
	
	· Rural Stakeholder Forum bringing together the collective interests of rural
	· Rural Watch organisation 
· Scrutiny Committee

	· Rural Stakeholder Forum bringing together the collective interest of rural 
	· Establishment of a rural evidence base of information and advice. 

	· Rural Stakeholder Forum bringing together the collective interests of rural
· Rural Watch organisation
· Evidence Hub
	· Rural Watch type organisation
· Rural Stakeholder Forum


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


The Rural Stakeholder Forum and Evidence Hub could be combined functions under the Rural Watch type organisation .

RDC is an independent organisation working to ensure the collective needs and opportunities of rural areas can be realised.

RDC works to promote positive and sustainable change helping to develop and regenerate rural areas for the better.

RDC is agent of the International Fund for Ireland.
RDC is the administrative manager of the Rural Network for Northern Ireland.

RDC supports the Calor Village of the Year competition in Northern Ireland.

Mission

To advance rural development

Vision

A living, working, sustainable and shared countryside

Core work 

Providing objective, evidence based analysis; 

Delivering practical actions & solutions; 

Sharing best practice
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As part of this review and the PriceWaterhouseCoopers (PWC) study into Rural Policy in 2005, RDC developed a set of principles for shaping rural policy.  These principles were supported by the results of a rural stakeholder survey and conference hosted by RDC and the Northern Ireland LEADER Network (April 2005).
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