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Thirty-fourth Meeting of the West Midlands Rural Affairs Forum

Thursday 9th June 2010 at 10:00

Arden House, Henley in Arden
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 Henley in Arden for the 34th meeting of the Forum and apologised for late change in the venue room.
He welcomed the following new members:

· Louise Richardson – Coventry, Solihull and Warwickshire Partnership

· Judith Webb – West Midlands Woodland & Forestry Forum

· Andrew Hearle – Natural England

· CFO Paul Raymond – West Midlands Fire Service
· Chief Inspector Sue Thomas - West Mercia Police Force
· Welcome back to Rose Poulter - WMLB

· Welcome back to Gill Payne - CRC

2. Apologies – the following apologies were noted.
	1
	Prof. Brian J Revell
	Universities West Midlands

	2
	Paul Meakin
	Environment Agency

	3
	Gary Woodman
	West Midlands Chambers of Commerce

	4
	Dr Jill Hopkinson
	National Rural Officer for the Church of England

	5
	Sharon Palmer
	RAWM

	6
	David Ledbury
	Business Link

	7
	Olwen Dutton
	WMLB

	8
	Sheetal Panchmatia
	Fire Service

	9
	Hannah Moule
	Young Farmers

	10
	Richard Gabb
	Housing specialist

	11
	Louise Richardson
	CSWP

	12
	Chris Welch
	Staffordshire Rural Partnership

	13
	Julie Gethin
	Herefordshire Partnership

	14
	Kate Warburton
	The National Trust

	15
	Dave Marr
	GOWM

	16
	Jake Berriman
	Shropshire Partnership

	17
	Rowena Clayton
	DoH

	18
	Gill Payne
	CRC

	19
	Peter Davenport
	Shires Advisor on Regional Strategy

	20
	Bruce Undy
	Regional Transport Strategy Forum

	21
	Judith Webb
	West Midlands Woodland & Forestry Forum


3. Matters Ongoing – National meeting feedback 

The Chair referred to his note of the RAF Chairs’ meeting on 20 May 2010 – this can be found at http://wmraf.wordpress.com/2010/05/24/chairs-meeting-how-we-can-work-better/ 

He highlighted positive feedback from Defra with regard to their review of the RAFs.  He stated that the meeting was largely used to improve on working practices across the RAFs.  This included improved links between the RAF secretariats and a central secretariat.
A suggestion was made that the RAFs nationally send a welcome / offer letter to the Defra Secretary of State; this was delegated to the West Midlands as that is where the Minister’s constituency is.
ACTION: Secretariat to draft a welcome letter from WMRAF introducing the RAF and the offer it makes
4. The Rural Disadvantage Indicator and it’s supporting evidence base - Claire Robinson, AWM - Please see the presentation:
 AWM presented rationale and information used for developing the Rural Disadvantage Indicator as part of the monitoring and evaluating of the Regional Economic Strategy.  The presentation provided a number of maps which highlighted a number of disadvantaged rural hotspots across the West Midlands.  Claire Robinson will provide access to a more detailed paper/ presentation on AWM’s website shortly.
The following questions and answers followed the presentation:

Q.  Why was there was no reference to public transport or broadband?

A.  Transport and access to services use the best data that is available, but there are difficulties arising from inconsistencies and therefore meaningful interpretation across the West Midlands is not possible.


Broadband has been picked up in an independent project, and has uncovered a number of problems regarding the level of infrastructure and connectivity including upload speeds, and the accuracy of BT data when distance of servers from users is taken into account.  Final conclusion will be shared.

Q. How will RDI affect funding – will the data inform decisions?
A.  In theory it should help inform decision making

N.  This information is available to localities to use.  Members may find it useful to attend the RRZ Conference on 2.7.10, where there will be amore detailed presentation on the project and new initiatives.

Q. How easy is it to update?
A.   The data used is updated annually (this is part of the reason for selecting which data sets are available on an annual basis)
5. Update on the economy  - Glynn Jones, AWM
Please see the presentation:
AWM provided an update on the rural economy, providing data, trends and comparisons.  As an overall message, there are signs of economic recovery but these are at an early stage, may not be stable and may take a significant period to establish and grow. 

Q.
Should female unemployment be highlighted with the impact of likely public sector reductions (as generally have high percentage of female employees)?
A. Yes, this could impact and, where male unemployment may have been higher (due to manufacturing), this could increase female unemployment, and unemployment generally

Q. Rural accessibility to skilled workers; especially agriculture and land-based industries.  Is there anything to provide and highlight access to these skills?

A. Agricultural jobs go against the trend portrayed in other industries as there has been an increase in employment opportunities.  This is expected to be addressed through the skills agenda, and is currently addressed in part by migrant workers.
N.
Across the West Midlands the Public Sector employs more than 20% of the workforce – any cuts will also impact on the private sector, will have a universal impact – for example 40% of manufacturing is generated by the Public Sector.
6. Taking WMRAF priorities forward  - Bob Forster & Alison Mclean
Please see the supporting paper:
The Forum discussed the identified priorities individually, taking account of the following questions:

a. What are the relevant issues for rural areas?

b. Of these, which of these are being adequately addressed by others?

c. What is left to address?

d. What is the role of the RAF in delivering / addressing these (should include a draft proposal of success criteria and milestones to achieving them)

A number of task and finish groups (T&F) were advocated with leads identified and volunteer participants welcomed:
BROADBAND – 

· As this area has developed significantly and is being taken forward as a national rural priority it was felt that the WMRAF should consider a “watching brief” – share good practice role.
· AWM Infrastructure Study project will highlight the gaps, RDPE project to address business access – more details to follow – members may find it useful to attend RRZ conference for more information.

· DCMS is leading on broadband for Government – link to recent speech will be added to this week’s bulletin

· Consider influencing European funding – post 2013
· Shropshire project - also considering digital media (will be included into Broadband T&F)

· Volunteers – Ian Edwards, Caroline Bedell, Lois Dale

ACTION: Ian Edwards to provide an update paper on Broadband for 20.8.10 CAG  

SKILLS – 
· Volunteers - Corin Crane will hopefully lead and will definitely be involved, plus Andrew Tyley (or alternative rep), Stephen Fox, David Collier

· It would be useful to have input from LANTRA, Harper Adams, Local Authorities & Herefordshire Chamber of Commerce – these organisations to be approached
· The group will should consider funding and initiatives – communicating how to access and put in context for rural communities 

· Look to influence Regional Skills Partnership

(May need to await the outcome of WMLB meeting on 22.6.10)

· Raise the issue of the lack of traditional building schemes – there is access to funding available, but not widely taken up

· RRZ – Home Grown, linking up rural skills for school leavers - Fiona Boak may be able to give more detail
· Lack of skills in agriculture and support for rural unemployed – would be useful to get a rep from the 14-19 agenda lead from Herefordshire Council and AWM

· Raise issue around 50+ unemployment 

· Address communication methods of skills issues and opportunities – Mike Ashton, Chamber of Commerce, to nominate someone

AFFORDABLE HOUSING
· Volunteers – Roger Evans, approach housing associations – Paul Williams (?), Helen Wilkes – HCA rural lead, Catherine      - Telford & Wrekin Council,   Lynda Wilcox, Richard Quallington (or alternative rural VCS rep), CLA rep

· Suggested start with a review of previous WMRAF work carried out by Paul Shevlin and task group 2006
· Also seek an update from the HCA, and consider whether there is a need to challenge progress
· Look to ensure LAs are rural proofing their affordable housing policies

· Consider the issues of community engagement and resistance – need to provide solutions 

ACTION: Affordable Housing T & F to provide an update on their progress for 20.8.10 CAG 
ENVIRONMENT / CLIMATE CHANGE ADAPTATION

· A number of Countryside, Environment and Recreation Sector took the opportunity to meet before the Forum and were able to begin discussions.

· It is proposed that they take feedback from today’s sector discussions to begin the T & F discussions, and the sector form the T & F group

· Internal discussions, priorities from DAG, bio-diversity group – to begin discussion

· Volunteers –sector membership plus Henry Lucas, Glyn West, Caroline Bedell 

ACTION: The Environment/ Climate Change T & F to provide an update on the outcome of the four questions posed for 20.8.10 CAG 
RESILIENT (& SUSTAINABLE) COMMUNITIES

· To be discussed in more detail at the CAG after specialist seminar, additional topics for specialist seminar consideration or whether a T & F group should be commissioned to consider the four questions being addressed by the other groups

· The Forum considered that this topic went wider than extreme or unusual events and that rural economy, and other issues helping communities to be resilient could be considered.  The Rural Economy Group will provide an update and propose where the RAF can best help
ACTION: The Rural Economy Group Rep will provide an update and propose where the RAF can best help

ACTION: Members to provide feedback and proposals on additional and wider issues around Resilient Communities by 24.6.10

7. Q & A Session

RDPE

Q. Is the money legally committed (68% of the budget) safe from review?
A. There are no guarantees.  RDPE funds are made up of a number of components, which include European Funding, Treasury - match funding, and modulated funding.  European Funding should be stable as committed till 2013, but other components could be reviewed; the impact of which is difficult to assess.
R.
Influence bodies to ensure WM RDPE money stays intact, RDAs being assessed independently for LEPS, need transitional arrangements – WMRAF make its views clear to DEFRA & BIS & CLG about preferences of regional economic body development wide support (such as AWM – one the top performers).  Although there will likely be development of 6 sub-regions, European funding still applied to regions.

ACTION: Secretariat to urgently draft a support letter for a regional LEP on behalf of WMRAF – to be circulated for comment and agreed by the majority of members
Q. What are Technical Assistance Grants?

A. Money for Technical Assistance amounting to 1% of total RDA budget has been top-sliced and retained by Defra.  RDPE Partners suggested that it should be used for technical assistance in the West Midlands and things like external appraisal prior to change in administration.  However, this was refused.

Q. Redundant Buildings Grant 

A. Awaiting details on cuts.

Q. What about cuts in European Funding?

A. Match funding can be staff time.

Can link funding to – waste to energy, Ageing population, Broadband, Apprenticeships for lost skills, Skills, Entrepreneurship in rural areas

N.  Central Wales-West Midlands Cross Border update – position paper will be updated on website soon. 

Q. Affect of Euro economy on European funding

A. Funding agreed until 2013, the discussion about the size of budget for 2014 onwards will now commence, and this will as importantly include division of it.  It maybe that member states ask for reduction due to the economic climate.  
N.  CAP reform 2013? – watching brief – EU wide consultation – first are completed, but additional expected –  this maybe something we reply to as a Forum? Perhaps should consider replying nationally as RAF? Influence MEP.

N.  Influence Comprehensive Spending Review.

ACTION: Request for Police and Fire Service presentation on funding and how RAF can help
N. Ageing population and implications – access to services, labour market – older peoples’ forum create link to RAF, GOWM rural proofing.

N.  Appears that Government Policy on tree and woodland planting may have some consistency/continuity between previous and current Administrations. Coalition Government statements so far highlight a planting campaign although this may have mainly urban focus.  Woodland Carbon Task Force (emanating from Low Carbon Transition Plan) is continuing so far as we know and this work is likely to have implications for West Midlands rural areas in due course.

N.  Open Farm Sunday: 12/06/10.
8. Any other business
ACTION: Request to Clarification of the general principles the WMRAF to help members with theirs and RAF role.

No additional business noted.

Dates of Future Meetings and Specialist Seminars
Chair’s Advisory Group meetings 2010                 
	All in the Boardroom GOWM, 10:00

	24th June 2010
20th August 2010

14th Oct  2010


	18th Nov 2010 

13th Jan 2011

10th March 2011


Forum meetings 2010
	Date
	Venue
	Specialist Seminar

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

	8 Dec 10
	BVSC, Birmingham
	Tbc 
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