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Thirty-third Meeting of the West Midlands Rural Affairs Forum – extra-ordinary Priority Meeting, Tuesday 16th March 10 at 14:00, Staffordshire County Showground
Forum Members should cascade these minutes to the networks they represent.
PLEASE NOTE: All Forum Papers, documents/consultations presented to the Forum are available on the West Midlands Rural Network website: www.ruralnetworkwm.org.uk
1. Chairman’s Welcome and Opening Remarks

The Chairman, Bob Forster, opened the meeting and welcomed everyone to Staffordshire County Showground for the 33rd meeting of the Forum.  
2. Apologies – Apologies were noted. An attendance list was completed.
3. Matters Ongoing

i. Feedback from National Meetings
Please see supporting paper:
Key points: 

· The Minister asked us to jot down on a piece of paper three ideas for tackling the planning problems associated with affordable housing. Defra will collate and share.

· Rural broadband and mobile phone coverage were discussed.  Leading to actions to be followed up with Stephen Timms
· Information on renewable heat initiatives see presentation
· The Defra review of the RAFs, was discussed, and three months funding confirmed

· The next meeting scheduled for 20 May 2010, may be cancelled.  The next meeting agenda is expected to include: RAFs (the basics: how they operate, what they do etc), broadband, RDPE, economic regeneration more generally and regional structures, and plans for a new Rural Strategy

The Following questions were asked:
Q.  How are the other RAFs funded?
A.  Most are supported by Defra funding.  Some also receive financial support from their RDA and other member organisations
Q.  What do the running costs of the RAF amount to?

A.  The RAF receives £20k from Defra plus staff time (which has equated to 75% of a post for the secretariat).  The full cost would therefore amount to around £60k.

AS A GENERAL REMINDER, the Chair said that he would appreciate ongoing feedback from communities so that he can incorporate this into his feedback to Ministers.  Having evidence is important and without even anecdotal evidence it was difficult to make any points about issues in the Region.  Given the present climate, the Chair again reminded members that ongoing information regarding the impact of the recession would be particularly useful.

4. Priority discussion
The Chair began by outlining the main purpose of the meeting.  Explaining that although a discussion document sharing suggestions had been circulated, this should not restrict discussion and other issues could be included.  He explained it was not just that an issue was important, but the impact the Forum could have, where the Forum could give added value, and what success would like, when we reflect on the Forum’s performance next year.  
The meeting was split into two groups who were tasked with submitting their top five priorities and reasoning for their selection.

Please see attached the notes from the group sessions:
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Group 1 notes

Group 2 notes

The groups then reconvened to reach a consensus for the Forum.

The final set of agreed priorities is:
1. Skills

2. Broadband

3. Affordable Housing

4. Environment / Climate Change Adaptation

5. Resilient Communities (encompassing extreme weather events, demographic issues, economy)

The CAG will be meeting on 15 April 2010 to propose next steps, which will be shared for comment / agreement to members by email.
Dates of Future Meetings and Specialist Seminars
	Date
	Venue
	Specialist Seminar

	9 June 10
	Hood Hall, Henley In Arden
	Tbc

	29 Sept 10 
	Areley Kings Village Hall, Stourport-on-Severn
	Tbc

	8 Dec 10
	BVSC, Birmingham
	Tbc 
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GROUP 1

Initially, the Forum needs to shape the priorities on what it can realistically do.  Primarily this is influencing upwards (to Govt), downwards (to communities) and side-wards (regional bodies and new Regional Strategy).  It needs to ensure its communications plan does not leave any gaps.  


There are two lists of priorities for RAF: priority issues where no further work is required and priority work areas.  Currently the two may merge where more knowledge is required on the issue.  The action here may be briefing note on why it is an issue and what needs to change or rural outcomes required. In addition there is work that will come to the Forum from other sources e.g. consultations or new Regional Strategies that will not be captured by this process.


Priority themes – a discussion was not the place to hone down priorities into tasks with clear objectives.  It was accepted that work more would be required to identify what was already happening across the region/ existing evidence to clarify the issue and subsequent task e.g. Regional Skills report and Worklessness research.  


Broadly it was agreed that we should have three themes: economy (particularly economic recovery); people; and resource efficiency and utilisation.  On the list provided the group thought there were too many environmental objectives, many already had regional activity around them, which appeared to overlap in purpose and it was not clear what RAF’s role was. Across the three themes we then identified priorities.  The figures in brackets indicate some level of priority, although I would not argue whether economy comes before people etc!  :


Economy – it was suggested RAFs role was to promote grants and opportunities available to businesses in support of economic recovery:


· Broadband (1)– improve knowledge of the issue and promote led community solutions for remote rural locations


· Skills (2) – Need to understand what support is available and promote to businesses.


People – this was about how communities engage/ developing sustainable communities:


· Affordable housing (3) – sharing best practice/ engaging in the debate.


· Older people (=4) – understand the impact of an aging population and the challenges this brings to rural areas.  Initial thoughts were there had been little work in this area.


· Access to Services (=4) – although nothing was said about what RAF could do.


Resource efficiency – this heading was used as it was not as broad as environment. We ran out of time here to develop the concepts or prioritise.


· Climate change/ resilience (4)


· Community renewable energy initiatives


· Water management


· Woodfuel supply chains – although personally there are a number of projects on the ground so it may be just an awareness issue.
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Item 5: WMRAF Priorities

Underpinning Principles:

· To achieve over and above that which individual organisations and networks can do on their own – both at strategic levels and within the communities


· To enable Shires and LSPs deliver their own plans – WMRAF being an additional resource to assist with this


· Seeking out good practice; bringing it to the attention of the Forum and showcasing; dissemination and knowledge exchange


· To be solutions focused – looking for collaborative opportunities


· Making the communication conduits work – in both directions


· Influencing others and each other


Cross Cutting:

· Making the environmental sector more relevant and people-focused


· Older and younger people – Proofing for their needs and requirements


· Rural Proofing – ensuring this is done for all relevant strategy, policy and delivery

· Policy shaping – influencing and assisting with the preparatory work in the development of the new Regional Strategy for the West Midlands


Agreed Priorities: 


· Skills 


· improving accessibility to training and qualifications;

· sharing best practice; and

· communicating ideas and views to the Joint Strategy & Investment Board


· Broadband – infrastructure and speed


· Working with the regional development agency and others to ensure that broadband ‘not spots’ are identified and that areas with poor/no coverage are given appropriate attention by government and private sector providers;

· Identifying examples of disadvantage caused by poor broadband availability to bolster the case for better provision in rural areas;


· Ensuring that public funds are used effectively to reduce the ‘digital divide’ between urban and rural areas, and fostering collaboration among the owners of e.g. fibre-optic networks suitable for multi-use; and

· Sharing best practice on the development of local solutions.


· Affordable Housing – identifying and sharing best practice

· Working with the Homes and Communities Agency, local authorities, housing associations and others to ensure that rural affordable housing needs are identified and met; and


· Identifying and challenging barriers to provision.


· Climate Change Adaptation & Mitigation

· Ensuring that water resources in rural areas are protected and not over-exploited, that new small-scale reservoirs are encouraged wherever possible, and that rural users are safeguarded;

· Promoting renewable energy generation including wood fuel, biomass, anaerobic digestion and bio-fuels;

· Biodiversity (especially the survival of species that need to move to new habitat)

· Combating the regulatory burden on renewables development; and

· Promoting a landscape-scale approach.

· Extreme weather events (flooding/snow/drought/etc) – resilience and support

· ensuring water companies have appropriate drought contingency plans and protect vulnerable users during droughts;

· working with the Environment Agency and others to ensure that effective flood-water storage is developed, with appropriate remuneration of those who sacrifice land;

· discouraging development in flood plains that would compromise the need to protect communities and limit the harm caused by floods;


· ensuring the Environment Agency, emergency services, Business Link and local authorities work together effectively with communities and businesses during/after floods; and


· ensuring that highway authorities give appropriate weight to snow clearance in rural areas


