Rural Forum for the South East

5 November 2008

Loseley Park, Guildford

1. Introductions

1.1. As chair of the previous Regional Rural Forum Jeremy Leggett was asked to chair the first meeting by the Government Office for the South East (GOSE).  Jeremy welcomed the new forum members to the first meeting of Rural Affairs Forum for the South East.
2. Presentation on Regional Rural Structures - Jacinta Thorley, Chief Executive, South East Rural Community Councils.

2.1. Jacinta presented an overview of the South East regional rural structures, giving a timeline of events leading up to the formation of the Forum in situ today. The Presentation provided information on the significant changes in the provision of rural services and the challenges arising from this. The presentation offered a strong vision as to how this new Forum could help address these challenges and increase the rural voice. 


2.2. This is the first rural forum to be set up with a membership purposefully designed to help delivery of the rural ‘Mainstreaming’ agenda.  In order to achieve this aim, it was important that the Forum comprised Rural LSPs, Rural Community Councils and County Rural Fora.  There was good attendance from all 3 sectors at this meeting. (Attendance list attached at Annex A)

2.3. Further information on the challenges and potential of rural communities can be found in the latest Select Committee report which was published at the end of October called “The Potential of England’s Rural Economy”  http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm200708/cmselect/cmenvfru/544/544i.pdf.   This was a recommended read for Forum Members. 
Action: Presentation to be circulated with the minutes. 
3. Roles & Responsibilities and Terms of Reference

3.1. The Forum members had a full discussion on the Role & Responsibilities for the forum and the following points were noted: 
· The Forum chair will represent the Forum on the Rural Board.  GOSE will act as an observer on the Rural Board. 
· It was agreed that the phrase ‘common consensus’ in the roles and responsibilities document meant a common consensus on issues and priorities for rural areas.  

· Copies of the agenda for the Regional Rural Forum Chairs and Ministers meetings should be, where available, circulated to all Forum members.  

· Issues arising from allocations of funding missing rural deprivation should and would be raised with the Rural Minister.  The Forum felt that closer links with the Regional Minister would have significant benefits for rural communities.

· The issue of Parish and Town council representation on the Rural Forum (and the Rural Board) was raised.  After a show of hands it was established that 5 parish Councils were in fact represented, but that this was not the primary role of the delegate attending.  A task and finish group was established over lunch to discuss this.  The group agreed there should be a short biography of all members of the Forum specifically highlighting their connection to Town and Parish councils and that GOSE should discuss with Trevor Leggo (SERCAF secretariat) how to set up suitable communication links between the Forum and Town and Parish Councils. 

·    Rural proofing of LAAs was discussed.  GOSE highlighted their involvement in this process and their use of the evidence available from both the Regional Economic Strategy and the SEE-IN document called ‘Rural South East: an evidence base.  The latter of the two has now been published and is available at www.see-in.co.uk/rural
· The Rural Forum agreed the Role and Responsibilities, with a minor amendment, and the Terms of Reference. Both attached as Annex B and C. 

Action:  All members to provide a short biography specifically highlighting their connection to Town and Parish councils.

GOSE to discuss suitable communication links to Town and Parish Councils
with Trevor Leggo. 

4. Election of a Temporary Chair - Julie Price

4.1. Julie presented the need for the new Forum to appoint a permanent chair for future Forum meetings.  Due to the newness of the members she suggested that a temporary chair be elected during this transition period. 

4.2. An advance nomination was received from Nick Rose, Chiltern Community Partnership and Cllr Andrew Bowles, Swale LSP, put forward his interest at the meeting. 

4.3. Chris Chaney suggested that in the interests of continuity through the transition period Jeremy Leggett should continue as chairman, this was seconded by Cherry Aston.  All forum members agreed.  
4.4. Jeremy agreed that he would continue to act as chair until the end of February but that a new chair should lead the Forum following that.  All other nominations received would be held until then.  

4.5. A permanent chair will elected at the next meeting.

Action: Forum members to contact Julie if they would like to nominate someone or themselves as a potential chair by the end of January. 

5. Relationships with the Commission For Rural Communities (CRC) and Regional Rural Affairs Fora.

5.1. Jeremy presented a paper which sets out a newly written accord (known as the Windemere Accord) between the CRC and regional rural fora.


5.2. Following brief discussion and agreement that a task and finish group would look at this over lunch the following was noted:

· Areas for collaboration with CRC were agreed as:

· Sharing of objectives and priorities between Forum & CRC - important issue and both must support each other. 

· Evidence sharing – How would the CRC like to receive evidence from the Rural Forum and Board?

· Areas of concern with CRC engagement with the Forum were agreed as:

· Undertaking the role of Rural Advocate without engagement of the social sector, regional rural fora, GOSE & sub regional players, e.g. County Councils. 

· The independence of CRC as they are Government funded. 

· The longevity of CRC, especially in relation to a change of Government Administration.

· Noting the fact that Stuart Burgess’s role as Rural Advocate should have come to an end by now.

5.3. The Forum requested further information on the CRC’s Regional/local priorities , specifically:
- where does CRC get its information?

- how will it support forum priorities.


5.4. Feedback from the lunchtime task and finish group is provided at Annex D.

Action: GOSE to invite Crispin Moor to the next Forum meeting. 

6. Relationships with the Regions

6.1. Jeremy asked the county fora from each county to summaries their current activity:

Kent - has a Rural Board that is constantly evolving.  Setting up a Kent network this will be a virtual group who will discuss key issues

Surrey - has a Rural Partnership that has been operating for 18 months.  It has 35 members from the Borough Council to NFU, AONB. Also to establish en-gagement with LAA/reconstruct Rural Strategy.

Bucks - Launching their Rural Strategy at a conference next week.  There is a small steering group.  BRAG is looking at the rural affairs in Bucks to develop a rural strategy and establish clear links with strategic partnerships.  They are also looking at how to take the Regional message forward

Berks - Set up as a result of RSCP.  Their aim is to address a series of priorities. They hope to publish these.  It has struggled with attendance but want to bring a common focus. There are approximately 40 members.

IOW - They had a Rural Board which has come and gone.  Leader LAG a clear and active part.  Reviewing membership. – LSP has a rural theme group.

Hants - At County level there is a rural policy and a rural policy member in the Cabinet who chairs a meeting of the rural officers - activity in different departments?  There is a Board and a Forum.  The Forum has a Task and Finish Group.  Good relationship with RCC.

Oxfordshire - The Secretariat is limited.  Oxon has aspirations of Rural Forum.  It was set up as a result of RSCP.  It had a successful launch in 2006.  Unfortunately there has not been any resource to do anything since.  It has been debated what the role of the forum is.  They played a role in the Sustainability Strategy and LAAs.  Oxon do not have the capacity to do what they should do at local level - very under resourced.

East/West Sussex - West Sussex and East Sussex Rural Partnerships have been in existence for the last three years and have concentrated heavily on ensuring that the LAA for the County takes full account of rural areas.  The West Sussex Partnership has equivalent status in the County to the Gatwick Diamond and Coastal West Sussex partnerships and appoints a member to the Economic, skill and enterprise Board.
Action: All the County Rural Fora to articulate 5 priorities and the evidence base for those priorities for the next meeting.
7. Rural Issues in the Region - Valerie Carter

7.1. Valerie introduced a paper, which was due to be presented to the Rural Board at their first meeting, on; The Rural Economy, Communities and the Natural Environment.

7.2. The purpose of this presentation was to:

· get a first reaction to the contents of the paper and to ask for any additional intelligence or first comments on the issues identified.

· to agree a common consensus for the Chairman to present on behalf of the Forum to the Rural Board meeting on 14th

7.3. The following points were raised and noted;
Rural Poverty

· Higher profile needs to be given to rural poverty and the dispersed nature of it.  
· Recognition that accessibility to services will get much worse during any recession and more people will face deprivation in the future. 
· There is a lack of joined up policies to tackle these issues and decisions are still often made in silos

· Coping with problems in rural areas (dispersed nature) cannot be dealt with in the same way as in urban areas.

Demographics

· Much more information is needed on the demographics in rural areas: the decline in the age group 15-30’s particularly as well as an aging population and the impact on the vibrancy of communities, working population, and support services etc

· The impact of an aging population puts a huge burden on service provision and much of this is picked up by the voluntary sector yet there a few people joining this sector

Comparisons

· The comparison of the statistics in the South East compared to other regions would help dispel the myths of the South East not being rural etc  This exercise might generate some powerful facts

Wood fuel

· There needs to be a much stronger emphasis on the potential for wood fuels and particular need to develop a market.  Strong praise given to the work of other RDAs’ – EEDA and Emda. 

Impact of growth areas

· More needed to be said about the impact of growth and growth areas on rural areas – pressures of development leading to poor social cohesion in rural communities, lack of infrastructure,  It is also essential that growth in housing wherever it is needs to be accompanied by investment in supporting infrastructure or pressures are even more exacerbated

· For instance the good news stories of Waitrose setting up in Buckingham is having a serious knock on effect on the rise of lots of additional traffic coming into the town and a strain on existing car parking etc

Rural Economy

· Must be encouraged to continue to diversify with strong pro active support through planning regimes

Business potential 

· This will relay very much on provision of the next generation broadband which must be provided in rural areas – a huge area of work to influence BT

Sole traders

· A lot of them in rural areas which generate wealth, although most do not pay VAT – not picked up by normal Business Link support

· Many small business still do not email and difficult therefore to get messages to

Lack of skills

· People staying where they are and improving properties has highlighted the lack of skills in heritage

Rural Communities

· Rural communities could be recognised for the strong potential role for adapting to climate change, less travel etc contributing to a better ecological foot print

· The social fabric of rural communities is being seriously eroded by the closure of shops, post offices and pubs and this is an issue

National Parks

· There should be a third purpose for National Parks – an economic one of sustaining the economic activity of the Park

Disease resilience

· Should recognise this must cover disease to trees too

Reporting to Board from the Forum

· The temporary Chairman of the new Forum is Jeremy Leggett (until February 2009) is also a member of the new Rural Board and will give the verbal report

· An additional point was made by the Sustainable Food and Farming Board on 6th Nov

Tenant Farmers

· Tenant farmers normally have difficulty in raising finance as the do not own the assets that other farmers have.   They cannot apply for RDPE grants as they have to provide 60% funding themselves which usually is raised through the banks.  About 45% of the farms in the region are tenant farms.  The Duchy of Cornwall, Oxford Colleges and the Church all own lots of farms in the South East region.  Finance South East does not offer a good deal and venture capitalists want to take too big a share of the business.

· The current credit crunch will make this even worse and is likely to stifle entrepreneurship across a substantial proportion of the regions farms.

Actions: National and Regional Rural statistics to be presented and discussed at the next meeting.

Any further comments on the paper send them to Valerie.

8. Rural Proofing:

8.1. Jeremy invited delegates to convene with other members of the same locality in order to discuss the Rural Proofing of the Local Area Agreements. The question posed for discussion was how did each locality feel rural issues had been dealt with in their area:

Kent

· Rural input to both LAAs – however not really holistic.  RCC input on relevant groups owning National Indicator6

· Monitoring and impact assessment work planned jointly by Kent Partnership, Kent Rural Board, RCC, SEEDA

· Rural issues focussed on specific National Indicator delivery.

· No mainstream funding to support mainstreaming

· Kent Rural Board & RCC signed up as non-statutory partner – National Indicator 7. 

· Structure disadvantages input “rural”.  Structure is about the right data, not general geography.

· Lack of rural proofing for LAA toolkit

· Inaccessible process for many stakeholders

Hampshire    (need to ask %’s or ratios)
· NI 4 - Using evidence of community Sustainable Community Strategies/plans
· NI 6 - Measure “rural” volunteering – not even recognised in rural communities
· NI 17 + NI 20 - Crime, Drugs, Reduction Partnership’s have rural information.
· NI 51 – Would like to see % of rural children + young people that access Child and Adolescent Mental Health Service (need to capture where provision is and access to it).
· NI 117 – NEETS (Not in Education Employment or Training) - % of YP from rural areas – are NEETS –is this because of access issues?
· Urban indicators – highlight critical indicators get LAA delivery group stats
OXON

· Weak link to rural proof delivery plans - Back to RCC and make sure on LAA delivery plan group.
· Key next steps

- 
How to achieve Rural targets

Treatment of Services

Affordable housing
· 1st steps – definitely engage on delivery plan for LSP group
  Surrey
· Map representation onto LAA groups

· Rural Partnership potentially delivery partner for LAA.
Berkshire

· Get to action plans that sit behind LAA
Sussex

· SE Plan figures. Commissioning from one body

IOW

· There are planning, housing and delivery of care issues

· LSP bid to nominate representative to the Forum.  Rural theme group
Bucks

· Access to services, no LSP guidance, better representation on LSP.
9. Next meeting

9.1 End of February early March

Action: For the next forum meeting it was suggested that Crispin Moore from the CRC should be invited to attend.

Sally DILIBERTO

GOSE
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