SE Rural Partnerships’ Meeting with Business Link
Tuesday 15th June 2010, Woking

Participants:

Deborah Wyatt – Regional Partnerships Director

Chris Chaney – Chairman, Surrey Rural Partnership

Sir Graham Wilkinson – Vice Chairman, Surrey Rural Partnership

Cllr Ray Ellis – Chairman, Hampshire Rural Forum

Liz Harrison – Rural Regeneration Manager, Kent Rural Board

Vera Gajic – Economic Projects Manager, East Sussex County Council

Context
In April 2010, SERCO became the sole contractor to SEEDA for the delivery of Business Link services in the South East. This three year contract supersedes the six independent contracts that had delivered the service in the region before that date. Surrey Rural Partnership has enjoyed a mutually beneficial relationship with the predecessor organisation, Business Link Surrey, and arranged this meeting with SERCO to understand the proposed new direction of Business Link in Surrey. However, as SERCO now has a regional remit, the meeting was opened, via the Rural Forum South East, to other Rural Partnerships/Boards in the region.
The new Coalition Government had since made it clear that the future of some of the Regional Development Agencies (including SEEDA) was under review. Although Business Link is a national programme, it is possible that this may also be reviewed. Both of these factors make the future very uncertain for the new contract. However, if the Business Link programme is retained and SEEDA is dissolved, the contract in the South East may remain subject to review. The following discussion was, therefore, based on the known circumstances but held in the knowledge that the ground rules could change at any time.
SERCO/Business Link Services
Deborah Wyatt noted that the transition from the previous to the current structures was very much work-in-progress and she was keen to understand the type and nature of potential partner organisations in the region. She confirmed that the value of the contract was less than that under the previous arrangement and that funding was tightly tied to contract delivery (no ‘free money’ was available). The new service is free of charge to clients and incorporates Business & Skills Development and acts as a signpost to financing. While there was not yet a publicly available Service Level Agreement that defined the expectations of clients and partner organisations, there was an Executive Summary (Deborah to provide a copy via CC). In overall terms, Business Link is required to access 160,000 businesses per annum with their 300 staff in the South East, although there were no set criteria for the type and depth of these contacts (face-to-face, workshops, web access & email). She highlighted Business News Online (accessed by 145,000 businesses and growing by 2,000 per month). SERCO was focusing on five main locations for Business Link in the South East, but was also establishing a network of ~200 ‘Access Points’ where their consultants could meet clients. These could be anywhere that would be convenient for a sufficient number of clients. Business Link consultants and systems would qualify potential contacts to determine the best form of service delivery, which could be website, email, telephone or face-to-face. Deborah also noted that they would focus resources on prospects that were more likely to move through the programme (20% fail in the first 12 months).

Deborah was establishing a network of sub-regional Partnership Managers (e.g. Ganesh Selvarajah for Surrey & Berkshire) and she encouraged the Rural Partnerships/Boards to engage with them locally. 
Rural Businesses
Chris Chaney noted that ~25% of the population in the South East was ‘rural’ by Defra definitions – Surrey being close to this average, while Kent, Hampshire and Oxfordshire were much more rural. Deborah’s own statistics suggested that 38% of business in the South East has a rural postcode. Chris also noted the very high proportion of businesses that are embedded in rural communities (cf. 300 businesses in 1,700 households in his own community, which bears out Roger Patterson’s statistics of 15-20% of households).
He asked how Business Link proposed to ensure equality of service delivery between rural and urban businesses (rural-proofing). Deborah advised that Business Link has ‘Parity measures’ rather than contracted targets and has retained the services of recognised expertise in different area, citing John Evans (Sussex) as their ‘Rural Champion’ – but they need more.

Business Link relationships with Rural Partnerships/Boards
Chris outlined the nature of the excellent and mutually beneficial relationship that had hitherto been enjoyed by the Surrey Rural Partnership and Business Link Surrey (Simon Matthews, Juliette Shears & Roz Maher). The SRP is a network of ~35 organisations, each having an active interest in rural Surrey, and is a single focal point for rural matters in the county. Its network reaches into almost all aspects of rural Surrey. Business Link Surrey has been an active member of the SRP and also of the Surrey Hills LEADER Programme (under the SRP), giving Business Link direct access to the rural network. It had co-sponsored the recent Farm Study III, reaching ~1,500 farming businesses in the process. The SRP promotes and participates in Business Link workshops for rural businesses and also offers access to funding via the LEADER, Rural Access to Services and Rural Towns programmes (all under the SRP, and tools in the Business Link consultants’ toolbox). LEADER applicants that have difficulty compiling a sound business plan are signposted to Business Link for advice.
Ray Ellis outlined the nature of the Hampshire Rural Forum. Chaired by the County Council, it is an independent stakeholders’ organisation established in July 2009 to provide oversight and guidance on matters that promotes the sustainability of Hampshire’s rural communities, economy and environment.
Liz Harrison described the Kent Rural Board’s strategic role to oversee the implementation of the Kent Rural Delivery Framework and the management of the Kent Rural Network. Its focus is on: the strategic vision and priorities for rural Kent; acting as a focal point for rural agencies, overseeing rural funding programmes and advocating Kent’s rural interests. Business Link is a member of the Kent Rural Board.
Vera Gajic outlined the activities of East Sussex Rural Partnership to engage with the County and District Councils to rural-proof their Local Area Agreement and other high level strategies; engage with Local Strategic Partnerships; and, promote collaborative working.
The Way Forward
Recognising the differences between the modus operandii of the Rural Partnerships & Boards, Deborah recommended early contact with the appropriate Business Link Partnership Manager. She would encourage their early engagement with the Partnerships. Chris invited both Deborah and Ganesh to attend the next SRP meeting on 21st October.

JC Chaney

