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Thirty-fourth Meeting of the West Midlands Rural Affairs Forum
Wednesday 29 September 2010 - 10:00-13.20
 Refreshments available from 9.45am
Areley Kings Village Hall, Stourport-on-Severn

AGENDA
	1
	Chairman’s Welcome and Opening Remarks
	Bob Forster
	10:00 – 10:05
	

	2
	Apologies
	Bob Forster
	10:05 – 10:05
	Pg 2

	3
	Business Link - an overview of the general changes to the Business Link Model.

· Explain how they are working differently in the sub regions.

· Highlight the Key Priorities which have emerged from the BSAPs  for the rural areas 

· Give an update on the support which is available from BLWM for Rural Businesses.(reminder of what the core offer is and additional services ) 
· L G4G 
· Land based advisory service
	Lorraine Holmes
	10:05 – 10:30
	Pg 2

	4
	Introduction to the Sustainability Interchange Project
	Colin Davis
	10:30 – 10:45
	Pg 3

	5
	WMRAF Going Forward and Support (inc. National meeting feedback)
· Caroline Bedell will feedback on the Chairs’ meeting with the Minister for Rural Affairs

· Members will be forwarded a context paper on changes within the West Midlands to consider (an updated version will be circulated on the day)
· Members will have the opportunity to discuss what they would like to see continue etc.
	
	10:45 – 11:30
	Pg 6

	
	Comfort break
	
	11:30 – 11:45
	

	6
	Taking WMRAF priorities forward – CAG to feedback the outcome of T & F groups, group to agree the Forum’s workplan for this year
	Bob Forster
	11:45 – 12:30
	Pg 10

	7
	Q & A Session – an opportunity for members to raise any issues / ask any questions.  These should, where possible, be sent in advance  
	Alison McLean
	12:30 - 13:00
	

	
	Any other business & lunch
	Bob Forster
	13:00 
	

	
	
	REFERENCE DOCUMENTS
	
	

	
	i.
	Progress Against Actions 
	For information only - related questions to be taken at the Q&A session, these should, where possible, be sent in advance  
	Pg 20

	
	ii.
	Questions arising from business updates 
	
	Pg 21

	
	iii.
	Horizon scanning  - opportunity for members to draw attention to issues, consultations etc. not previously raised
	
	

	
	iv.
	Other
	
	


Apologies 

	1
	David Collier
	NFU

	2
	Steve Holliday
	Bio-diversity partnership

	3
	Rose Poulter
	West Midlands Councils

	4
	Lois Dale
	Shropshire Partnership

	5
	Jake Berriman
	Shropshire Partnership

	6
	Olwen Dutton
	WMLB

	7
	Sheetal Panchmatia
	Fire Service


Business Link – Business Link will provide any papers on the day
Introduction to the Sustainability Interchange Project 
Sustainability Interchange

An overview for West Midlands Rural Affairs Forum

A Vision

Sustainability Interchange: the place (based at Stoneleigh) where land related companies, land users and technology researchers exchange ideas.

The Mission

To establish the West Midlands as an International Centre of Excellence for Higher Education, Innovation and Applied Research in Sustainable Technologies.

Brief Description

Sustainability Interchange (working title) is the name for a group of Universities in the West

Midlands, working together with land based communities and commercialising organisations to increase the number of significant high quality R&D and innovation collaborations. The collective resource of these diverse organisations means that there is a range of expertise in most sub sectors within the field of Sustainable Technologies. A key objective is to create and facilitate opportunities that access and make better use, and more timely use, of the expertise in the knowledge base.

SI Rationale / Benefits would include:

Greater levels of Knowledge Exchange, partnership & collaboration between regional farmers, land related organisations and Universities

Developing focus for sustainable technologies – regionally, nationally and internationally

Increased volume & delivery of commercialisations involving local and regional farmers and companies

Faster time to market with good ideas – from researcher to end user

Increased national awareness and export opportunities for local and regional establishments

Attracting Inward Investment & Sponsorship

HEI & Partner involvement

There are 14 Higher Education Institutions in the West Midlands, 10 of which have research and innovation interests in sustainable technologies and have expressed interest in, and support for, the concept of Sustainability Interchange. (9 are also in membership of Medical

Interchange – through a different mix of personnel):

Aston University

Birmingham University

Birmingham City University

Coventry University

Harper Adams University College

Keele University

Staffordshire University

University of Warwick

University of Wolverhampton

University of Worcester

Other regional and national partners have also expressed interest and support for SI.

An initial meeting in May 2010 courtesy of the Royal Agricultural Society of England (RASE) at Stoneleigh Park confirmed the interest of all 10 HEIs.

Longer Term Funding

University funding is focused on teaching and on research - the Research Assessment Exercise which determines much of their available resources takes little or no account of any measures of exploitation of that research and so many Universities actively discourage activities that divert from their funding sponsor focus.

Most business support funding sources, e.g. AWM, are not available to support ideas such as Medical or Sustainability Interchange. Medical Interchange is a unique network in the UK and was primed initially with small amounts of HEFCE funding until 2008 but most of the progress since 2006 has been with growing sponsorship from private companies.

The idea of a bid to the European Regional Development Fund for support to Sustainability

Interchange is being encouraged by AWM and is the subject of active development in conjunction with partners as a project that would deliver regional outputs but which would have National and International significance and outcomes. If successful, any such funding is unlikely to become practically available before the end of 2011 / beginning 2012.

Additional partners are welcome and actively being sought.

Short Term Needs

Short term funding is needed to take the Sustainability Interchange ideas through the initial stages of development to address key issues, to pilot, prove and prime concepts and to ensure a successful ERDF. It is proposed to seek AWM Sponsorship with support funding to help develop the ERDF bid through later stages.

Sources of short term funding are welcome and actively being sought.

Appendix

Synopsis of Phase 1 Study

Working from the successful concepts of Medical Interchange, the Phase1 Study Project succeeded in achieving its objectives of understanding the possibilities of setting up a similar network in Sustainable Technologies that would help speed up commercialisation of good ideas and the development of technological innovation for rural applications. The study has set the scene for the next steps, albeit with some variations to the steps expected at the beginning of Phase1.

In summary, a mapping of the Sustainability interests of the regional Universities has been carried out including the Faculty interests as well as the focus of the Business Development Units which have tended to be the Unit most willing to engage with Medical Interchange and likely to be the core of Sustainability Interchange. Ten of the regional Higher Education Institutions have expressed interest in exploring the idea of a Sustainability Interchange network further and are comfortable with the idea of Stoneleigh as the base.

One of the significant differences discovered as far as Sustainability is concerned is the very early stage nature of the “industry” and the focus that many of the Universities have on the development of projects with larger company partners and focused towards quite specific large schemes – including e.g. the Low Carbon vehicle project and the Pyrolysis project.

A notable exception is the RESCO project based at Staffordshire University – Renewable

Energy Supply Chain Opportunities which is supported by a large company but as the name indicates it is focused on the smaller supply chain companies.

In exploring current and potential partners to Sustainability Interchange and activities related to building and encouraging collaborations, it has become clear, or perhaps we should actually say very unclear, in terms of the picture that the sector presents - which is one that is highly disjointed and uncoordinated in terms of activities, actions and publicity. Worse than that there is an extremely poor understanding of sustainability and the multitude of interrelated processes and by-products. On the one hand this translates into some appalling strategies and short term actions but on the other, demonstrates the desperate need for qualified and quantified information to inform the debate – a superb opportunity for Stoneleigh to play its part as a natural National Centre for such events and dissemination activity.

This whole aspect is a second and significant difference from Medical Interchange: there is generally agreement that a patient is sick, generally agreement that some actions will kill the patient, generally good definitions and excellent qualitative and quantitative evidencing processes. Sustainability Interchange will have to cope with lack of agreement as to the problem, if there is one, poor qualitative and quantitative information, little history of evidencing the situation coupled to wild and unfounded claims and promotions that are frequently and often subsequently recognised as accelerating rather than ameliorating the holistic picture. Generally there is no integration of conflicting actions and very few people are attempting to look at the picture holistically and in perpetuity.

Particularly in light of this situation it is more important than ever to be clear on the roles the

Universities, Stoneleigh and its various partners play in order to ensure that they are individually and jointly informing the debate and not becoming an unwitting adversary in the debate.

In researching, promoting seminars, demonstrating technologies, or any of the other actions we might explore, the stance should always be one of understanding, discussing and inviting exploration of the technologies in full recognition that there are no definitive answers at this stage, that there are a range of options available and that the technologies and methodologies are rapidly evolving and changing.

This confusing picture is carried over into show and event organisers who are many and varied in their focus. Whilst on the one hand this means there isn’t a good opportunity for sponsorship from a single organiser (as with Medical Interchange) it does present a strong opportunity for  Stoneleigh to become the one place in the country where all these technologies can be seen year round and where you can access informed and trusted information and comment without fear or favour.

Accordingly, this proposal seeks to address the most important next steps to develop the

Sustainability Interchange network of Universities in turn to support and create the application Knowledge Base at Stoneleigh and to encourage the development of Stoneleigh as the National Centre for Sustainable Technology information and application demonstration in the farming and land based sector.

Management structure & base

Colin Davis is Chair of Medical Interchange and is leading the initiation of Sustainability

Interchange out of the same partner linkages, structures and proven mechanisms. Colin is a Chartered Engineer who spent the first half of his career working in industry researching and developing innovative products and markets in a number of different international sectors.

His progress into UK Academia resulted from the delivery of DTI change management programmes for post experience and post graduate courses. More recently he has been involved with the development of AWM cluster activities in both medical and environmental while leading University technology transfer programmes.

Medical Interchange has tended to arrange its meetings and activities around partner locations but it is proposed that SI be established from a base in Stoneleigh Park. Unlike Medical Interchange, there is a major opportunity to establish a demonstration centre for a range of land related sustainable technologies and by definition that needs to be located at a strategic National Centre – Stoneleigh Park is a unique and clear choice for that purpose.

RASE is a welcome host and partner to SI.

Relationship to other regional/national projects

This project is in good alignment with DEFRA, DECC and Regional strategies as well as AWM Cluster & Innovation strategies and Birmingham Science City. The regional strategy has a focus on innovation and diversification and increasing collaborative research and development on all fronts in order to increase the levels of rural and commercial business investment in new products, processes and services.

RASE is a strong supporter of these ideas and several other national and international organisations, e.g. NNFCC, BWEA / RenewableUK, AHDB, IATC who have worked closely with members, RASE and AWM are also likely to become active partners.

Engagement with business is at the heart of this proposal and will be at the heart of the success of Sustainability Interchange. If the expected parallels with Medical Interchange continue, there is an expectation that Farmers and land based SME’s will benefit from business diversification opportunities as well as improvement of the economics of their business.
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Taking WMRAF priorities forward
West Midlands Rural Affairs Forum

Position Paper: Political and Funding Landscape

Options for the future

September 2010

Purpose

· To update the West Midlands Rural Affairs Forum (WMRAF) members of the current political and funding landscape following the publication of the Coalition Government Plans

· To provide members with details of possible options regarding the future of the Rural Affairs Forum post the Comprehensive Spending Review and March 2011

Introduction

Following the new Coalition Government’s announcement to abolish Regional Strategies, dismantle Regional Development Agencies, Leaders Boards and, in principle, Government Offices in the Regions, there is considerable uncertainty around the future of West Midlands-wide activities/ agencies.  This state of flux is impacting on the future arrangements for supporting, coordinating and facilitating the work of the WMRAF and the thematic Task Groups.  

Background

WMRAF has existed since 2002 and in its current format since 2005. It is a sounding board for rural practitioners and delivery agencies, reflecting the needs and aspirations of rural people. It provides direction, leadership and co-ordination for the rural agenda, acting as a conduit for rural views and presenting the West Midlands perspective on the national, regional and sub-regional agendas.  The work has been coordinated and facilitated by the GOWM Secretariat with the help of WMRAF members and a number of thematic task groups.

Examples of work in the past

· Negotiation of the Cross-Border Memorandum of Understanding with Wales and continuing work to address cross-border issues

· Representation of the rural perspective in the West Midlands Economic Strategy and West Midlands Regional Spatial Strategy; rural proofing other policy and delivery of services

·  Successful negotiation of the re-prioritisation of the importance of rural skills 

· Preparation and dissemination of papers and reports on affordable rural housing, access to broadband and rural skills

· Dissemination of national consultations, research, reports and best practice through WMRAF meetings, specialist seminars and the website
Recent achievements

· The root and branch review, refreshing and updating of the WMRAF terms of reference, membership, roles and responsibilities has been completed over the last year; 

· This provided wholehearted support for and continuation of what has already been working well and identified five priority work streams;

· Thematic task groups already in place and progressing the work;

· Successful annual conference in March 2010: “Connecting Rural Communities in the Digital Age” held at The Staffordshire County Showground;

· The recent seminar “What If…” held in Worcester helping rural communities to become more resilient and better prepare for extreme events
· The website has been revamped and, in addition to the usual information has interactive facility for blogs and Forum discussions See www.ruralnetworkwm.org.uk  

· Early engagement with developing Local Enterprise Partnerships, e.g. Marches LEP

Emerging Landscape

The Government’s policy on “Big Society” is emerging.  At the heart of this is Government doing more with local communities and people and less in respect of top-down approaches.  Government organisations left in the West Midlands are likely to have a more enabling role in the future but will do less in terms of direct implementation, which will instead be encouraged to grow at the local level.  Clearly this must be taken into account when planning the future direction for the Rural Affairs Forum.

Current regional government structures and organisation are beginning to change rapidly:

1. Future of GOWM

The Ministerial Statement of 22 July announced, in principle, the abolition of Government Offices in the regions subject to the satisfactory resolution of consequential issues through the Spending Review.

This means that the WMRAF secretariat function, currently supplied by GOWM, will cease.

 

2. Future of Advantage West Midlands

The Coalition Government has now made it clear that all RDAs will disappear by March 2012, including AWM.  In its place, it is anticipated that between 4 and 6 Local Enterprise Partnerships spearheaded by businesses and local authorities will be set up.

3. Future of the West Midlands Leaders Board

The West Midlands Leaders Board AGM agreed to significantly downsize the staff team within the confines of significant local authority and wider public sector budget cuts. More recently, it has changed its name to West Midlands Councils.   Council leaders have said that they still want an organisation capable of drawing together local authorities and other partners to consider the “big issues facing the region”

4. Other partner Government Departments/Agencies

Generally 25%+ spending cuts are on their way but a clearer position will not emerge until after the Spending Review in October.  Therefore, at this point in time, forward commitments of time and resources in support of the Rural Affairs Forum cannot be made.
Funding for WMRAF

Currently, WMRAF receives funding from Defra [£20,000] which enables it to operate and ensures that no member or sector is constrained or disadvantaged from participating.  The current funding contract is believed to be safe until March 2011 and further funding may or may not then be available.  In addition, GOWM provides the secretariat [0.5 f.t.e. equating to approximately £30,000 including on-costs].

To maintain the current level of service and pro-active programme of activities would therefore require sourcing funding to meet future costs in excess of £50,000 per annum.  Realistically operation at this level in future may not be possible and some further restructuring and down-sizing be required.

The Chair’s Advisory Group (CAG) met in August discussing the emerging political and funding landscape and showed concerns regarding finding funding for WMRAF and the possibility of budget cuts at all levels reducing capacity in their own organisations to take on more responsibility and commitments for WMRAF.  Hence the recommendation that this paper be prepared outlining a series of options for the future of the WMRAF and it be presented and discussed at the Forum meeting in September 2010.

Options and the possible implications

Option 1: Holding position until December/March 2011

· Would enable WMRAF to take time to see what the regional landscape will look like post CSR and, after the meeting with the Minister, the outcomes from the Review of the Rural Affairs Forums across England

· Would need to establish a task & finish group for developing the role of the WMRAF in the Big Society, successor arrangements and identifying sources of potential funding or, alternatively, an exit strategy

· Make use of dates already in the calendar to feed back on progress

· In January 2011, audit existing organisations and networks at sub-regional level identifying capacity/willingness to take some/all WMRAF functions at local level

· Maintain website and regular e-Briefings

· Preparation of a suite of Position Papers [AWM-funded] on rural priorities by December; Task Groups to continue if deemed appropriate 

· GOWM to provide secretariat until December/March 2011

· Bespoke WMRAF conference on Sub Regional working

Option 2: Disbanding the WMRAF 

· Momentum and work on identified priorities lost

· Return to silo working
· Duplication of efforts across the West Midlands area
· Lack of sharing best practice
· Limited cost potential across the West Midlands area
· Lack of cross-sector working
· Limited, if any, rural proofing of big society/localism agendas
· Hope that local rural forums might develop a strategic alliance forming some sort of confederation that could tackle bigger/cross-boundary issues
· Increased working with localities – potential for Rural Hub/Rural Forum influence and involvement with LEPs
Option 3: Steering Group (Chair’s Advisory Group) run WMRAF

· CAG would need to be able to devote time to the following areas of work to meet membership requirements
· Utilise the existing budget to support the CAG to continue dissemination of e-briefing, maintenance of website and WMRAF meetings through this period of change and development
· Event management – need to hold 2 further WMRAF meetings with optional specialist seminars and 1 conference
· Financial management: budget of £………….
· CAG to develop succession plans for WMRAF
Note: If the CAG were to take on the running of the WMRAF then two further options determined by the amount of support available might be considered with one partner agreeing to act as a contractor for the work if sufficient money could be raised.
Option 4: WMRAF continues with a p/t Coordinator

· Would enable core functions to be maintained but limited development work would be possible

· CAG would need to take a more official line management/contracting role

· Basic secretariat cover; circulation of information and some support to the WMRAF (approx cost £10,000)

· Seem to fit within existing Defra budget of £20,000 plus meetings, seminars and externally sponsored conference

Option 5: WMRAF continues and sources funding for full capacity to be maintained

· Would enable all current functions including strategic, co-ordination at national and local levels to continue

· Total costs likely to  be in region of £50,000 with additional external sponsorship opportunities for Conference, bespoke work/project activity

Conclusions

We therefore have to look towards an exit strategy or afresh for opportunities with regards to the co-ordination, governance and funding of WMRAF from 2011.  Forum Members are asked to consider from which agencies and partners this might be forthcoming and communicate comments and ideas to the Chair as soon as possible.

The Chair’s Advisory Group partners will keep the situation under constant review and commence discussions with the partner organisations regarding succession or exit arrangements.  

Recommendation

Forum Members are advised that the Chair’s Advisory Group, which currently includes regional agencies, will seek to develop a succession or exit strategy for the West Midlands in respect to the Rural Affairs Forum as soon as possible.
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Taking WMRAF priorities forward
Please see the following updates from the Priority Task and Finish Groups:

Skills Task and Finish Group Initial Outcomes
1. Purpose of the Paper 

To provide initial thoughts and conclusions from the Skills Task and Finish Group

2. Timing

Initial thoughts to be submitted by 31.7.10 for inclusion into the 20.8.10 CAG meeting  
3. Recommendation

That the Skills T & F Group continues its work to refine where the WMRAF can add value and best represent the wishes and needs of West Midland rural communities.

This should, where possible, fit to the current deadline of 30.8.10, with further findings being forwarded to feed into the ministerial meeting on 20.9.10, if applicable.

The group should make recommendations about further pieces of work/ Task and Finish Groups 
4. Background


The group discussed the following topics:

	Purpose of the group 

	Rural skills in the West Midlands – current position 

a. land based

b. other

	Discussion – responses to the following questions:

a. How effective are current initiatives and funding?

b. Does communication with students and employers need to improve, if so, how?

c. Do we need to pay particular attention to traditional building skills, if so what needs to be done?

d. Are additional steps needed to help the rural unemployed?

e. Can be more be done to help those unemployed that are 50 years+?

f. What more can be done to assist the unemployed that are under 25?



	Next steps 





Full notes and actions can be viewed here



The group agreed the following criteria for the parameters of its work:
· Economic sectors that are particularly important to the rural economy, such as agriculture and horticulture

· Sectors that are only found in rural areas, such as forestry

· Subjects related to rurality, such as demographics, remoteness and transport.

It was agreed that we cannot make expert pronouncements on sectors such as manufacturing or hairdressing that are part of both the rural and urban economies, though generic skills issues that we discuss (e.g. transport to workplaces) may be relevant to those sectors. There was also agreement that major food businesses that rely on surrounding farms for their raw materials are within scope, though again this does not mean that we can or should try to go into detail about their specific skills requirements or the barriers to meeting them.
This led to the following actions:

a. LBB to make enquiries within LANTRA regarding data regarding the need and availability of traditional building skills

b. DC to ask English Heritage and National Trust for their views on traditional building skills issues, need etc.
c. CC asked if he could provide a pen picture of what the rural unemployed could look like (possibly based on data for Herefordshire, Shropshire and Telford), e.g. demographics, skills levels, remoteness
d. DC to incorporate discussion points as necessary and where relevant in draft WMRAF LEP letter
5. Discussion

The Skills Task and Finish Group and WMRAF should consider and discuss the information and discussion from the Skills T & F meeting on 23.7.10 in relation to the following questions:

a. What are the relevant issues for rural areas?
Interim conclusions: 

· the ‘skills deficit’ in relation to the land-based sectors and other sectors of the rural economy of the region; 

· transport to workplaces; 

· gaining access to funds (including EU funds) that may assist; encouraging and enabling people to acquire skills that may not lead to a qualification but could lead to (better) employment; 

· encouraging more (mostly young) people to take advantage of apprenticeships; the quality of careers guidance in schools in relation to rural and particularly land-based employment; cross-border inconsistencies; 

· the complexity of numerous and overlapping schemes for the unemployed; 

· the inflexibility of Train to Gain and the need for it to better meet the needs of SMEs; 

· the scope for Rural Hubs to help bridge the skills deficit in rural areas by ensuring that the right training courses are laid on, perhaps in conjunction with LandSkills; the demise of national funding for Fresh Start, which has the potential to help get young people into farm businesses as partners.

b. Of these, which of these are being adequately addressed by others?
Interim conclusions: too early to say; this will be considered by the group in the coming weeks.
c. What is left to address?
Interim conclusions: too early to say; this will be considered by the group in the coming weeks.
d. What is the role of the RAF in delivering / addressing these 

Interim conclusions: too early to say; this will be considered by the group in the coming weeks.
Conclusions to these questions will be submitted late August / early September 10.
Contact details:  

David Collier
Email: david.collier@nfu.org.uk  Tel: 01952 400500
West Midlands Rural Affairs Forum (WMRAF)

Environment & Climate Change Task & Finish Group

Friday 30th July 2010, Birmingham
1.0 Present

Steve Holliday, RSPB (Chair)

Cath Ainsworth, Worcestershire County Council

Andrew Hearle, Natural England (by phone)

Amanda Smith, English Heritage

James Steele, CPRE / West Midlands Regional Sustainability Forum

Donna Tavernor, Country Land & Business Association

Kate Warburton, National Trust (notes)

Simon West, Forestry Commission

2.0 Apologies

Sarah Faulkner, National Farmers Union

Henry Lucas, Rural Hubs

Paul Meakin, Environment Agency

Colin Preston, Shropshire Wildlife Trust

3.0 Introduction & background

Steve Holliday welcomed everyone to the meeting, and thanked those present for attending.  Steve also thanked English Heritage for providing the meeting room and refreshments.  

Steve briefly outlined the role of WMRAF based on it’s purpose and values including acting as a rural advocate and sounding board, rural proofing,  capacity-building; providing opportunities for members to network and share best-practice and using its small budget to commission and use relevant research.  

Following a review of WMRAF’s governance last year, a workshop was held in March to identify broad priority areas that the Forum should be focusing on – these will be used as a basis for WMRAF’s workplan going forward, and in discussions with Defra Ministers in the lead up to this autumn’s Comprehensive Spending Review.  Task & Finish Groups have been convened for each priority area, comprised of relevant WMRAF members – this is the first meeting of the Environment & Climate Change Group.  Each Group has been asked to consider the following four questions for its priority area:

· What are the relevant issues for rural areas?

· Of these, which are being adequately addressed by others?

· What is left to address?

· What is the role of WMRAF in delivering / addressing these?

Obviously there will be some overlap between the Task & Finish Groups – WMRAF should make sure that someone is pulling together the different Groups’ work, and is looking for common themes / links / cross-cutting issues.  The Groups have been asked to feedback their initial outcomes by the end of July, and then to provide firm outcomes and proposals by the end of August.  

The Environment & Climate Change Group used a couple of recent pieces of relevant work to inform its discussion – the West Midlands Defra Agenda Group’s West Midlands Natural Environment Priorities (March 2010) and the West Midlands Leaders Board’s West Midlands Environmental Priorities Review (June 2010).  

4.0 Headline issues and recommendations

Following a robust discussion, the Group identified several cross-cutting themes that should underpin and guide all WMRAF work.  The Forum should:

· focus on outcomes not mechanisms

· focus on its champion role, on being a rural advocate and sharing best-practice

· have an informed and positive approach to environmental management and change

The Group then identified three headline issues, and recommendations for each issue – see table on Page 3.  

	Headline issue
	Recommendations

	1.0 Localness / ‘Big Society’

The geography and emphasis of government is changing, becoming more local

1.1 Information

· New decision-makers (local authorities and local communities) will need access to adequately interpreted, timely and relevant information on the environmental context, value, assets and issues in their area

1.2 Local sustainability

· Do local authorities and local communities have a common understanding of what it means to be a sustainable rural community?  

· Lack of risk management / continuity planning among rural SMEs and local communities for climate change impacts e.g. flooding, drought and heat waves

· Affordable housing (Nb  dealt with a separate T&F group)
· Travel and transport – dependency on private cars

· Utilities infrastructure (water, sewerage, energy, biomass and other renewables and transmission lines)

1.3 Community engagement & ownership

· Local communities need to engage with and take ownership of their local environment
	· Understand changes to government and work with them

· Provide information, advice, tools and checklists (or signposts to these) for local authorities and local communities; good examples include www.magic.gov.uk and ‘What’s in your back yard?’ on the Environment Agency website

· Promote a shared understanding of a sustainable rural community between local authorities and local communities

· Promote local food by signposting to relevant information etc and sharing best practice

· Promote use of local traditional building materials in developments to support small-scale local quarrying

· Enable local communities to determine the local natural and historic environment assets that they value, and provide information etc (or signposts) to enable local communities to manage their own local environment

· Link to Resilient Communities Task & Finish Group

	2.0 Landscape-scale approaches

2.1 Natural systems

· Loss of natural assets

· Water quality and quantity including flood risk management
· Failure to meet Biodiversity Action Plan targets – need to halt biodiversity loss

· Need to achieve more and better connectivity between landscapes

· Need to work across administrative boundaries

· Is there a common understanding of ‘natural / ecosystem services’?

· Reduction in available funding for projects

2.2 Natural & built heritage

· Heritage at risk – both designated and undesignated, e.g. historic farmsteads and landscape characters

· Disposal of assets by local authorities

2.3 Green infrastructure

· Information needed on quality, condition, connectivity and accessibility of green infrastructure

· Need to recognise the wider multiple benefits of green infrastructure
· A view that we should term this environmental infrastructure to water and waste management issues
· Green Belts should be seen as a link between urban and rural areas

· Need positive management of Green Belts & flexibility to accommodate move to low carbon economy such as renewables (woodfuel supply depots, wind turbines etc)
	· Advocate landscape-scale working, that it can deliver multiple benefits across the rural agenda, and that it brings in the values of natural systems and safeguards the assets that we will all need in the future

· Champion the entire environment – historic and cultural as well as natural

· Promote and work to enable better connectivity between landscapes, and cross-boundary working

· Promote take-up of Environmental Stewardship schemes and the Campaign for the Farmed Environment; advocate positive contribution of responsible farming

· Explore the potential in the uplands for carbon sequestration and flood control

· Promote a shared understanding of the term ‘ecosystem services’ among local authorities and local communities

· Act as a mechanism that other organisations can use, for example helping the Environment Agency promote flood issues

· Work to ensure best / most efficient use of reduced funds

· Ensure available tools are adequately used by local authority planners and local communities to safeguard the natural and historic heritage

· Promote the value of green (environmental) infrastructure



	3.0 Skills

· Loss of skills in rural communities

· Ageing workforce

· Out-migration of young people
	· Encourage young people to develop traditional craft skills

· Highlight initiatives / grants available and encourage take-up

· Promote opportunities to develop skills in low carbon industries e.g. renewable energy

· Link to Skills Task & Finish Group


West Midlands Rural Affairs Forum (WMRAF)

Rural Housing Issues Discussion paper July 2010

1.
Purpose of the Paper

This discussion paper is to highlight whether there are any rural affordable housing and associated issues which need to be considered by WMRAF and if yes what action should be taken.  The format of the discussion paper follows the WMRAF template.

2.
Recommendation:

2.1
That WMRAF consider the proposals set out in section 5d and detailed below:

· Keeping a watching brief on national policy changes, particularly with regard to the proposed National Planning Framework and the localism / Big Society agenda.  Key announcements to date related to rural affordable housing are: the promotion of Local Housing Trusts / Community Land Trusts, where housing schemes with sufficient local support can be delivered without planning permission (no further detail available as yet) and changes to the Housing Benefit system which may have a negative impact on local communities. 

· Given the current economic climate, new models of affordable housing delivery are required and WMRAF could work with local authorities and key delivery agencies on possible viable solutions for the West Midlands.  

· WMRAF could also play a role in disseminating good practice that already exists and the recent Defra and HCA publication are a good starting point as well as the NHF’s Save our Village Campaign.

· Influence the forthcoming Spending Review, possibly through the submission of a WMRAF response to the consultation process.

2.2
That WMRAF consider reforming a Task and Finish group following the Comprehensive Spending Review in October 2010 to consider further actions which may be required.

3.
Background

3.1
Regional Housing Strategy 2005

Rural affordable housing needs have long been recognised as a key priority for the Region and were set out as such in the Regional Housing Strategy 2005, supported by the rural housing research commissioned as part of the evidence base for the Strategy.

3.2
Regional Housing Allocations Strategy 2008-2011

To complement the longer term Regional Housing Strategy, a Regional Housing Allocations Strategy 2008-2011 set out the shorter term priorities for housing capital investments in the Region.  In line with the Regional Housing Strategy, rural affordable housing needs were highlighted as a key priority for the Region and the Department for Communities and Local Government (CLG) set affordable housing targets for each region in settlements below 3,000 population in February 2008.

The increased challenge of delivering affordable housing in rural areas is something that the Assembly’s Regional Housing Executive highlighted on a number of occasions and led to meetings being held in 2007 between the Homes and Communities Agency (HCA) (and its predecessor, the Housing Corporation), WMRA and local authorities.

These discussions resulted in the HCA acknowledging that whilst they were required by CLG to meet regional efficiency targets regarding its grant rate for the National Affordable Housing Programme, there would be flexibilities built into the grant rate to acknowledge the increased rural delivery challenge.

3.3
Regional Funding Advice (RFA) 2

Since the Regional Housing Strategy 2005, two rounds of the Regional Funding Advice process has also highlighted the importance of rural affordable housing and the RFA round 2, submitted in February 2009, established a Rural Affordable Housing Programme and set a target for the Region to achieve 500 starts of sites in 2009/10 – 2010/11 in rural settlements and market towns.

4.
Discussion

a) What are the relevant issues for rural areas?

Rural Housing

The CLG target to achieve 301 completions in rural settlements this year (09/10) with populations below 3,000 is very challenging target.  The HCA has been working with rural local authorities to build a pipeline of deliverable rural affordable homes, and commissioned a bidding round in November 2009, inviting proposals for rural schemes.  At the end of January 2010 the shortfall decreased from 153 to 140 units.  The commissioning of schemes has resulted in a further 144 rural homes coming on to the 2008-11 NAHP.

In February 2010 the HCA presented their National Affordable Housing Programme update to the Regional Housing Executive (RHE).  Overall it was a positive picture as the Region was on course to hit all non-rural targets for the 2009/10 financial year.  

The HCA informed the RHE that they were still anticipating to meet their rural completions target by the end of the programme in 2011 despite being expected to miss its target for the current financial year. The improvement to the economy was given as a contributing factor to the expected upturn in completions.

In addition to supply side issues, the availability of suitable financial / mortgage products is also a factor in producing effective demand for housing in rural areas, particularly for shared ownership schemes.  For example, the owners of some previously developed low cost home ownership schemes, being kept in perpetuity, are looking to sell but are unable to as prospective buyers cannot get a mortgage for this type of property.

In particular, the lack of affordable housing is continuing to have severe implications for young people being forced to move out of villages and therefore causing the age profile of villages to have an older profile.  Average house prices remain high and mortgages are now at a multiple of 8.5 average salaries.  Young first time buyers cannot raise a mortgage to purchase an average priced starter home.  Although earning average salaries and saving hard for a deposit, they are stuck and therefore still living at home with their parents.   

NB: forecasted delivery on targets may have altered considerably given the levels of public spending cuts announced since February 2010. One of the key messages is that the HCA is over programmed and there may be no further funding being made available for 2010/11 affordable housing programme and thus there will potentially be a shortfall of completions/starts on site during 2010/11.

A key issue going forward is monitoring the delivery of the National Affordable Housing Programme in the Region, particularly with regards to the delivery of rural targets.  As the Regional Housing Executive was stood down in February 2010 due to the abolition of the Regional Assembly, there is currently no formal monitoring mechanism for local authorities collectively to analyse delivery of the National Affordable Housing Programme.  However, this is issue is being considered by some sub regionally, for example, as part of the meetings taking place at the North and South Worcestershire Delivery Groups with LAs, RSLs, HCA and Rural Housing Enabler.  Such monitoring work may form a possible future role for the West Midlands Housing Advisory Forum under the auspices of West Midlands Councils.

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

As detailed above the Homes and Communities Agency have specific rural affordable housing targets to meet and are establishing a Rural Reference Group to work with local authorities on rural affordable housing delivery.

The HCA nationally launched the outcomes from their Rural Affordable Housing Project on Tuesday 13th July 2010.   Available at:
http://www.ruralaffordablehousing.org.uk/home.html
The purpose of the project was to:

Support local authorities and their partners to enable affordable homes across rural communities

The key outputs from the project are; research into community-led planning for rural affordable housing, a Rural housing economic viability toolkit, the development of a tool to demonstrate the contribution of affordable housing on the sustainability of rural communities, and a Rural Enabling Guide.  Many examples of good practice are included in the guide and from the West Midlands Shropshire Council, Herefordshire Council and North Warwickshire BC have submitted examples.  Further good examples are included in the recent NHF/HCA booklet: ‘Picking The Best Solutions For Rural Housing – how housing associations are helping to transform lives and neighbourhoods’ with two Worcestershire examples.

Other recent relevant publications are: ‘Financial Inclusion and Rural Social Housing’, published by the Chartered Institute of Housing and the Commission for Rural Communities and ‘Affordable Housing keeps villages alive’, published by the National Housing Federation.

c) What is left to address?

As mentioned previously, in the absence of the Regional Housing Executive there is now a need to ensure the delivery of rural affordable housing is monitored at the regional, sub regional and local level and to ensure that appropriate action is taken to address lack of delivery.

Given the rapidly changing climate with regards to housing and regeneration, the localism agenda and reduced levels of public funding, there is a need to keep a watching brief on key developments, particularly regarding the role of Local Housing Trusts.

d) What is the role of the RAF in delivering / addressing these?

It is recommended that rather than WMRAF establish some kind of rural housing group in the Region, it may be more advantageous for WMRAF to seek engagement in the HCA’s Rural Reference Group as appropriate.  Such a role could include monitoring National Affordable Housing Programme activity in the Region, on an informal basis and supporting the HCA in working to meet their rural targets.

Key issues could include:

· Keeping a watching brief on national policy changes, particularly with regard to the proposed National Planning Framework and the localism agenda.  Key announcements to date related to rural affordable housing are: the promotion of Local Housing Trusts / Community Land Trusts and Community Right to Build where housing schemes with sufficient local support can be delivered without planning permission (no further detail available as yet), changes to the Housing Benefit system which may have a negative impact on local communities.  Local authorities in the West Midlands are already assessing the effect of these changes, particularly in the private rented sector and the demands it will place on their homelessness and housing advice services.

· Given the current economic climate, new models of affordable housing delivery are required and WMRAF could work with local authorities and key delivery agencies on possible viable solutions for the West Midlands, particularly given the very real possibility of nil or reduced levels of HCA grant or alternative funding mechanisms via local authorities.

· WMRAF could also play a role in disseminating good practice that already exists and the recent Defra and HCA publication referred to above is a good starting point.

· Influence the forthcoming Spending Review, possibly through the submission of a WMRAF response to the consultation process.

5.
Conclusion

In the current climate of reduced public spending, including for the delivery of affordable housing, it is suggested that other than the activities proposed above, there is little WMRAF can do independently at this moment in time.  Working closely with local authorities and key agencies such as the Homes and Communities Agency to share good practice and potential new delivery solutions will be more beneficial and cost effective.  

The Spending Review in October 2010 will be a crucial milestone in understanding the new Government’s housing priorities and WMRAF may wish to regroup, possibly through a Task and Finish group, on rural affordable housing issues at that time.

Contact Details:

	Rose Poulter

West Midlands Councils

Tel: 0121 678 1024

Email: r.poulter@wmleadersboard.gov.uk

	Emma Kiteley

West Midlands Councils

Tel: 0121 678 1037

Email: e.kiteley@wmleadersboard.gov.uk
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34th MEETING OF THE WEST MIDLANDS RURAL AFFAIRS FORUM – 29 September 2010 

PROGRESS AGAINST ACTIONS FROM 9 JUNE 2010 FORUM

	Agenda Item
	Actions/Decisions
	Progress

	Item 4 - Chair to brief Minister on EU Directive urging Government enactment of legislation (regarding broadband)
	Ongoing 
	Ongoing 

	Item 4 - Letter from Chair expressing enthusiasm for Government’s White Paper proposals and insisting that key infrastructure be put in place; releasing BT data to help in this process
	Ongoing 
	Ongoing 

	Item 3 - Secretariat to draft a welcome letter from WMRAF to the new Secretary of State introducing the RAF and the offer it makes
	Letter issued to the Caroline Spellman 
	Completed 

	Item 6 - Ian Edwards to provide an update paper on Broadband for 20.8.10 CAG
	Ongoing 
	Ongoing 

	Item 6 - Affordable Housing T & F to provide an update on their progress for 20.8.10 CAG
	Update received and included in Forum papers
	Completed 

	Item 6 - The Environment/ Climate Change T & F to provide an update on the outcome of the four questions posed for 20.8.10 CAG
	Update received and included in Forum papers
	Completed 

	Item 6 - The Rural Economy Group Rep will provide an update and propose where the RAF can best help
	
	

	Item 6 - Members to provide feedback and proposals on additional and wider issues around Resilient Communities by 24.6.10
	Ongoing 
	Ongoing 

	Item 7 - 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
	Letter issued to CLG and BIS Ministers with all West Midland Local Authorities cc’d
	Completed 

	Item 7 - Request for Police and Fire Service presentation on funding and how RAF can help
	Arrangements are ongoing for presentations to be included in future meetings
	Ongoing 

	Item 8 - Request to Clarification of the general principles the WMRAF to help members with theirs and RAF role
	After discussion at CAG, it was agreed this would best be addressed following CSR announcements
	Completed 


Business Updates
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WMRAF Sector Updates
	Please select the sector you are providing updates for:

	Rural Economy and Employment

	1. Please provide a summary (no more than 300 words) for the topic:

	Local Enterprise Partnerships –Local Authority and Business Leaders received letters from the Government (29 June 2010) inviting them to come together to consider how they wish to form Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs), to replace the Regional Development Agencies. 

The aim of the LEPs will be to provide strategic leadership in each area (the aim to operate on economic units/areas) to set out local economic priorities. The Government set a tight time frame for responses of 6 September. Over the summer months, considerable discussion took place on various alliances which finally resulted in the following proposed LEPs for the West Midlands:

· Birmingham and Solihull with East Staffordshire, Lichfield and Tamworth

· Coventry and Warwickshire 

· Stoke-on -Trent and Staffordshire 

· The Black Country 

· The Marches Enterprise Partnership - Shropshire and Herefordshire Telford & Wrekin 

· Worcestershire

The Government announced a seventh West Midlands LEP, actually not a LEP but a proposal by Business Voice WM for an overall co ordination role. Ministers will consider the proposals in detail, looking at how they will support economic growth, before providing feedback to partnerships ahead of the publication of the White Paper on sub-national economic growth and the introduction of the Localism Bill to provide the necessary legislation for LEPs,



	Please highlight the relevance to WMRAF priorities (no more than 150 words):

	The LEPs will be an important body for the WMRAF to influence as they will set the priority for economic growth in their area. We need to ensure that rural business issues are understood and taken into consideration, in particular with regards to the delivery of broadband and affordable housing.



	Please note suggested next steps / actions for WMRAF

	Given the tight time frame the CAG wrote on behalf of The WMRAF to Ministers and Local Authorities highlighting the importance of the rural economy in the region, in particular to: 

· ensure that rural areas do not fall between the gaps, in other words that no part of the region is left uncovered by a Local Enterprise Partnership;

· ensure that the criteria used for the allocation of funding to Local Enterprise Partnerships take into account rural economic circumstances;

· ensure that rural businesses are properly represented on the governing bodies of Local Enterprise Partnerships;

· charge the Local Enterprise Partnerships to take account of rural economic needs in their areas (as the RDAs were charged in the original legislation); 

· ensure that Local Enterprise Partnerships have regard to skills deficits in their areas and work with funding bodies and educational and training institutions to address them; and

· allow for the creation by Local Enterprise Partnerships of a body charged with supporting the work of several Local Enterprise Partnerships and providing central services such as research.

In addition the Chair and Vice chairs and others have commissioned consultants to prepare a suite of Position Statements for the WMRAF articulating the key issues facing rural areas in the West Midlands.  These will be used to inform and influence Local Enterprise Partnerships and Local Authorities and refer to the five key West Midlands Rural Affairs Forum priorities.  Short and to the point, they will detail the evidence that we already hold; the headline issues; and give best practice examples.  It is anticipated that the work will be completed in time for the December WMRAF meeting.
Next step for the WMRAF - to remain informed of the debate and to work with the proposed six LEPs to ensure rural representation where applicable.



	

	2. Please provide a summary (no more than 300 words) for the topic:

	Broadband

The Coalition Government has stated "We will introduce measures to ensure the rapid roll-out of superfast broadband across the country. We will ensure that BT and other infrastructure providers allow the use of their assets to deliver such broadband, and we will seek to introduce superfast broadband in remote areas at the same time as in more populated areas. If necessary, we will consider using the part of the TV licence fee that is supporting the digital switchover to fund broadband in areas that the market alone will not reach."

A greater level of detail will no doubt emerge in due course after the new ministers can start to get to grips with the details of proposals. What is clear is that the Conservative policy of top-slicing the BBC licence fee has not been ruled out in a bid to aid broadband rollout in rural areas; it is not expected to see a return of the 'broadband tax', a 50 pence per month levy proposed by the previous government. The policy does leave open the possibility of further funding mechanisms that will encourage the industry to invest in next generation networks.

Following the publication of the coalition document, the government announced a delay in the role out of broadband speed of 2Mbps per second from 2012 to 2015.

In the meantime, the Advantage West Midlands pilot project progresses in the Rural Regeneration Zone and should be open for business in October. This will be an important pilot project for the delivery of broadband in a rural area. In addition, the Rural Broadband Infrastructure Study has also been published by AWM, highlighting the problems of Broadband within the West Midlands (available on their website)

Business Voice has also met with Ofcom in London, to discuss broadband standards in rural areas. The meeting was unsatisfactory as Ofcom is waiting on a proposed 2015 rollout of broadband and the level that European legislation is going to require. Suggestion to become involved in the Broadband Delivery UK and raise the issues and concerns with regards to rural broadband. Broadband Delivery UK (BDUK) is a government quango which is charged with the delivery of the Universal Service Commitment to deliver 2Mbps to every household.


	Please highlight the relevance to WMRAF priorities (no more than 150 words):

	Broadband is a key priority for WMRAF and therefore it is important for the RAF to influence and follow the debate on rural broadband delivery. Broadband is essential to the rural economy, but also likely to be essential in the future as a means of accessing Government and Local Authority Services.



	Please note suggested next steps / actions for WMRAF

	The WMRAF needs to articulate why broadband is important in rural areas for business etc. and highlight the problems of regionally influencing the LEPs and national debate.



	3. Please provide a summary (no more than 300 words) for the topic:

	Spending Review 2010 

The Government announced details of how the next Spending Review (SR) will be conducted. The SR, due to conclude in the Autumn, will set spending limits for every Government department for the period 2011-12 to 2014-15. The timetable for the review, the process and guiding principles that will underpin the Government’s approach to setting spending limits are set out in the Spending Review Framework. 
Tough decisions need to be taken in order to reduce the unprecedented deficit. The Government is committed to achieving the bulk of this through reductions in Government spending, rather than tax increases, while protecting the quality of key frontline services. 

This SR is not just about cutting spending and setting budgets. It will be complete re-evaluation of the Government’s role in providing public services.  The SR will look at what services the Government should be providing and how to get more for less. 

The Government will be announcing its findings and decisions on 20 October 2010 


	Please highlight the relevance to WMRAF priorities (no more than 150 words):

	The impact of public sector cuts will impact across the WMRAF objectives, as there will be less money and people to deliver core priorities of the WMRAF. However,that impact will not be fully understood until 20 October and subsequent announcements.



	Please note suggested next steps / actions for WMRAF

	The WMRAF needs to understand the impact of the spending review, and raise issues of concerns from the region with regards the proposals.
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Business Updates

WEST MIDLANDS RURAL AFFAIRS FORUM

RDPE Programme 2007-13 

UPDATE (September 2010, from AWM)

The £54.9m budget for the West Midlands region is focussed on the four thematic areas of Livestock, Food & Drink, Tourism and Environmental Technologies and is being delivered via the following four key delivery mechanisms, Small Grants, Large Grants. Enabling and Support Projects and Leader.  

1. Small Grant Update

Rural Enterprise Grant (REG)

REG is a small capital grant programme for farmers and micro-enterprises funded under measures 311 and 312. The programme has been reviewed and the range of activities that farmers can apply for has been extended to include education, retailing, and office development and care farming.

The REG Team has dealt with:-

•
 1102 enquiries from potential applicants since the scheme started in October 2008.  

•
56 enquires were received between April- June 2010

•
£6,336,000 has been requested in grants from eligible Stage one enquiries that have been sent full application papers.  Of this figure £1,779,692 has been approved. 

•
£228,014 of grant was approved between April- June 2010

Farm Health Planning Initiative

The Farm Health Planning Initiative (FHPI) is managed by Lantra under the Landskills WM project. The current FHP Initiative pilot ended on the 31st March 2010. Lantra are currently undertaking an evaluation of the Audit Returns (summarised plans) to establish geographical imbalance, sectors that have engaged most and incidence of disease. 

The Farm Health Capital Grant Team has dealt with:-

•
314 stage 1 applications since the scheme went live in January 2010. 

•
200 applications were received between April- June 2010

•
£397,675 of grant support has been approved to 35 projects with £662,000 of private sector leverage. 

Woodland Enterprise Grant (WEG)
The WEG was launched in February 2010 and the grant aims to improve the economic value of forests and improve the overall performance of forestry enterprise.  The project will be delivered in partnership with Heartwoods via the Wood Fuel Supply Chain project and £400k has been allocated to the WEG programme. During April – June 2010 C£200k of grant has been awarded to 10 projects

2. Large Grant Update

Strategic Investment Grants

The extended suite of Strategic Investment Grant (SIG) bids were opened in June 2009. The processing of organic wastes and resource efficiency calls for bids closed on 22nd September 2009. All other calls for bids were closed at the end of April 2010. The response to bids and budget commitment to date is now being reviewed to assess where future support requires to be targeted and, budget permitting; expressions of interest will be accepted from October 2010.In total 21 projects have been approved to date under the various SIG with a total grant approved of £16.26m.
7 SIG projects were approved between April – August 2010:-

•
Corfton potato Store 

•
Staffordshire’s Environmental Quality Mark and Peak District Marketing 

•
Rural Broadband

•
Wheels to Work 

•
National Forest Adventure Farm 

•
Developing the supply chain for Halal sheep meat

•
Valefresco

3. Enabling and Support Projects

Skills and Knowledge Transfer

£11.2 million has been awarded in grant support to a range of enabling and support projects which will underpin the RDPE grants programme and allow for collaboration and facilitate knowledge transfer

The Lantra Land Skills West Midlands project proposes to raise the overall level of skills in the farming, food and forestry sectors. To date: 

· 10,000 participants engaged in training;               

· 10,000  Training days delivered;          

· 500 Farm health plans delivered; and

· 150 vets engaged with FHPI.

4. LEADER

 Delivery by Local Action Groups

LEADER is the chosen approach to deliver the social and community measures of RDPE, enabling a ‘bottom-up’ community involvement approach to rural development. 

£11.29 million of the Programme budget has been allocated to 8 Local Action Groups (LAGs) through the LEADER approach and these will be aimed at developing more vibrant and sustainable rural communities, aligned to Axis 3 (and Axis 1 with respect to the ‘Northern Marches’ cross-border LAG), as set out in the agreed Local Development Strategy’s.

Establishment of some LAG’s has taken longer than expected as the region has a number of LAG’s which have never delivered LEADER before, so development of structures and processes has been extended. 

To date expenditure has been slower than anticipated whilst LAG’s establish and agree their LDS, but we are now working with them to accelerate project spend to meet anticipated targets.

5. The Regional Network is now established and operating well, with LAG’s beginning to share best practice and a number of co-operation projects being identified.

6. Rural Broadband and EERP

The rural broadband project has been approved and a preferred supplier selected.

A Dairy Sector Support proposal has been developed by the regional NFU Dairy Board, in addition we are currently working with partners to manage a programme of activity based on knowledge transfer. 

7. Stakeholder Engagement and Communications

Work finish this quarter on the restructure of the RDPE pages within the AWM website. These changes have been designed to improve the accessible of key messages and information on the Programme, improve access to documents and application guidance. 

Following on from the appointment of DCPR last quarter the following press release for Rural Development Programme for England where circulated:

· Aston Marina

· Lodge Farm; 

· Umberslade Children’s farm 

· Cob House Fisheries
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