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Background to the LGA Rural Commission:

LGA Rural Commission was formed in 1997 and comprises approximately 220 Local Authorities who make a decision when renewing their LGA Membership to opt into the Rural Commission.  The positions of Chair and Vice Chair of the Rural Commission are cross party, being split equally between political parties.  At present Office Holders are :

· Chair – Andrew Bowles, Swale Borough Council (Conservative)

· Vice Chair – Eion Watts, Bolsover District Council (Labour)

· Vice Chair – Stan Collins, South Lakeland District Council (Liberal Democrat)

· Vice Chair – Neil Burden, North Cornwall District Council (Independent)

Terms of Reference:
The LGA Rural Commission’s Terms of Reference state that;
The purpose of the Commission shall be to:

1. provide the forum in which rural authorities can discuss matters of common concern and exchange good practice and experience;
2. assist the LGA to take into account the needs, priorities and aspirations of rural authorities in formulating and promoting its policies;

3. help the LGA to promote the role and interests of rural authorities and the ability of those authorities to meet the needs of the communities they serve.

The Commission will achieve these objectives by:

1. bringing together representatives of rural authorities twice a year and arranging other meetings, conferences and seminars as appropriate;

2. making statements on behalf of the LGA on rural affairs;

3. establishing an Executive to act as its decision making body.
Meetings of the Rural Commission:

The Rural Commission meets twice a year in full session, once in March and once in September.  The September meeting of the Rural Commission is always followed by the Annual LGA Rural Conference the following day, allowing delegates to attend both.

This year’s Rural Commission Conference Programme had sessions on provision of rural broadband, local generation of energy, and food security and safety.  There were also workshops on rural road safety, flooding and planning and saving rural shops.  The Rural Conference was also addressed by the newly appointed Chief Executive for the Commission for Rural Communities.  From this agenda it will be seen that the priorities and work programme of the LGA Rural Commission and Conference very closely mirror those of the Regional Rural Affairs Forums.

Rural Commission Update

During the September 2009 Meeting of the Rural Commission, the members were given an update report on progress made on significant rural developments and Rural Commission priorities.  The main areas covered were:
2012 Olympic and Paralympic Games

The LGA hopes that the forthcoming 2012 games will provide opportunities for communities to benefit in the following areas:

· Inspiring children and young people

· Raising our sporting game and influencing healthier lifestyles

· Volunteering

· Championing culture

· Generating and supporting tourism
· Boosting the local economy

Many local authorities are working hard to improve performance and service delivery to facilitate these benefits.  To support local authorities in this way, the LGA hosts events and circulates information to ensure they are kept up to date on the latest information about the games.

Eco-Towns

On 16 July, the Government announced that four authorities had been shortlisted for eco-towns.  The announcement was a victory for the LGA which had lobbied hard for eco-towns to be built only where there was support from local authorities, and for the new developments to have to be part of local plans.

Housing
· A consultation has been launched on the order to bring councils and arms-length management organisations under the Tenant Services Authority’s regulatory regime.  The LGA will be responding by early October.

· The Prime Minster announced in June a four-fold increase in investment for council-led housing development, a major victory for the LGA.

· The LGA is pleased to report the Government has listened to their calls for reform of the housing finance system.  
Planning
The consultation on the regulations for the new Community Infrastructure Levy was launched in July.  The CIL was introduced in the Planning Act 2008 as a charge which local authorities in England and Wales will be empowered, but not required, to charge on most types of new development in their area.  The introduction of the CIL is expected to be accompanied by a significant scale-back of Section 106 agreements and the LGA is lobbying CLG to allow a reasonable timescale for the smooth implementation of this new charging regime.

Flood Risk Management

Defra announced in August how it will be distributing the £15 million set aside for local authorities to undertake key parts of the lead role on local flood risk management.  £9.7m has been allocated to 77 authorities judged to have the highest priority in terms of flood risk.  £5m has been allocated to a fund which any local authority can bid for to tackle surface water flooding problems.  Defra said it will welcome bids for innovative projects, especially in rural areas, for a share of this fund.

Migration Statistics

· Improvement of population and migration statisics – The Office for National Statistics has plans to improve the accuracy of population estimates, including at local level, which will be incorporated in a revised version of the 2008-based population estimates, ready in spring 2010 in time to inform the next round of LG funding deliberations.

· Migration Impacts Fund – Communities and Local Government have recently announced allocations to councils and other local bodies under the Migration Impacts Fund.  The allocations amount to £35 million for this financial year and a similar figure next year.  While welcoming the recognition that councils need extra funding, the LGA observed that improved population statistics are needed to ensure that funding through the Local Government settlement is adequate.

· Impact of migration on schools and children’s services (NFER) – The LGA is soon to publish a literature review and case studies on the impact of migration on schools and children’s services.

· Current trends and patterns in migration – The LGA gave an update on the key points from the combined release of migration statistics in August 2009.  This can be viewed in detail on the LGA website.

Conclusion:
In conclusion, if we are to have an effective voice within Central Government, it is important that the Rural Affairs Forums, the LGA Rural Commission and the Commission for Rural Communities work closely together.  We each have our individual strengths and indeed weaknesses.  By co-ordinating our lobbying efforts we can be far more effective in influencing Whitehall and seek to avoid costly and time wasting duplication.  For these reasons I hope to use my role as Chair of the LGA Rural Commission and as a member of the Regional Rural Affairs Forum Joint Body to promote ever closer working.
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