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Thirty-fourth Meeting of the West Midlands Rural Affairs Forum

Wednesday 29th September 2010 at 10:00

Areley Kings Village Hall, Stourport-on-Severn
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 Areley Kings for the 35th meeting of the Forum and apologised for late change in the venue room.
2. Apologies – 32 Members (inc. deputies) attended, the following apologies were noted.
	1
	David Collier
	Vice-Chair

	2
	Steve Holliday
	West Midlands Biodiversity Partnership &  Sustainability West Midlands

	3
	Louise Richardson
	CSWP

	4
	Gill Payne
	CRC

	5
	Judith Webb
	West Midlands Woodland & Forestry Forum

	6
	Tim Johnston
	English Heritage

	7
	Jake Berriman
	Shropshire Partnership

	8
	Lois Dale
	Shropshire Partnership

	9
	Stephen Fox
	EU Funding

	10
	Rowena Clayton
	DoH

	11
	Rose Poulter
	West Midlands Councils

	12
	Paul Meakin
	Environment Agency

	13
	Dr Jill Hopkinson
	National Rural Officer for the Church of England

	14
	Julie Gethin
	Herefordshire Partnership

	15
	Andrew Hearle
	Natural England

	16
	Bruce Undy
	Regional Transport Strategy Forum

	17
	Richard Quallington
	WMRCAN

	18
	Cllr Roger Philips
	AWM Rural Board Member

	19
	Cllr Mark Winnington
	Staffordshire County Council

	20
	Chris Welch
	Staffordshire Rural Partnership

	21
	Caroline Bedell
	Country Land and Business Association

	22
	David Ledbury
	Business Link


3. Business Link
Martin Douglas and Nigel Wroe provided an update to the changes in the service Business Link provides in the West Midlands – please see presentation 1 (overview) and presentation 2 (Going for Growth)
Q. Are you developing a relationship with LEPs and have received any feedback from them?

A. Business link are developing relationships with potential LEPs.  Business Link has a lot of data and knowledge (including Business Support Action Plans – BSAPs) that would be useful to LEPs in identifying and evidencing issues and opportunities in their area.  Conversations include the fact that Business Link services are only funded till 2012

Q. Business Link provide help for social enterprise, given Big Society, is this an emerging priority for you?

A. Business Link are expecting an expansion in social enterprises which they hope to support – the level of support will need to reflect budget and resources available

Q. Are there any focused areas for the Manure Management Plan programme?

A. Business Link will target, based on meeting set criteria, for example in round 1 the target is 50, main criteria is being able to demonstrate and share best practice

Q. Is there a capital grant for Going for Growth?

A.
Yes and this is being run by AWM.  The Going for Growth can provide evidence business plan to help access it 
4. Introduction to the Sustainability Interchange – Prof Colin Davis, - Please see the presentation:
Prof Colin Davis introduced this new service expanding on their mission: To establish the West Midlands as an International Centre of Excellence for Higher Education, Innovation and Applied Research in Sustainable Technologies.
Q. You are interested in higher education, have you had discussions with land-based colleges etc.

A. We are looking to include FEs

Q. Is there support to help farmers who have the natural resources to take advantage of small scale sustainable energy sources?

A. Not directly but can help develop the business plan to access them
Q. Do universities have the same understanding of scale as you are describing and SMEs would recognise? I.e. they could be talking in terms of millions and the smaller businesses in terms of thousands

A.
We have a team who work to ensure a common understanding.  They are already working with a SME in Warwickshire
5. WMRAF Going forward and support (inc. national meeting feedback)  - Bob Forster and Alison McLean
The Chair provided feedback from the 21 September Ministerial Meeting, based on written feedback from his representative at this meeting – see Caroline Bedell’s blog for full details.  There was no direct steer from this meeting to help provide clarity on whether Defra would continue to provide funding or whether direct meetings with Chairs and Ministers would continue.
Highlights from the position paper issued to members was discussed – key dates relating to changes in the regional landscape, change in policy, the impact of localism, and immediate changes to the secretariat support provided by GOWM.

Members felt that there would be a vacuum for rural issues and generating the stronger voice in taking issues forward.  Some of the benefits to local people that have occurred as a direct result of the WMRAF were questioned, but projects like cross border task group and the continuing work, as well as the indirect impact of WMRAF involvement were highlighted.  

Option One of the position paper was favoured by the majority of the meeting as the only current realistic option, given the number of unknowns.  The meeting favoured an option that would continue to facilitate networking and knowledge sharing on a wider scale, and if possible continue to influence, or in future lobby, national and local government on rural issues.  Future options should take account of the following: 
· the dismantling of the regional infrastructure, 
· the importance of concentrating on issues rather than processes, 

· who the RAF is for, and making the right connections, 

· the need for a sufficient critical mass to ensure that the rural voice can still be heard 

· Alternative funding should be considered
6. Taking WMRAF priorities forward  - Bob Forster & Alison Mclean
Please see the supporting paper:
Unfortunately none of leads were available to update.  The Secretariat confirmed that the Skills T & F was reviewing the issues raised in their meeting and plan to meet to decide which issues the WMRAF would add value to. The Environmental T & Fs was commissioned to consider the possible implications of the ‘Big Society’ on the environment and will be coming back to the next CAG with initial proposals. 
Sara Roberts highlighted the recommendations from the Affordable Housing T & F
7. Q & A Session

Alison McLean led this session, where members had the opportunity to ask questions, raise concerns, share good practice, and information/ knowledge:

N. Town and Parish Councils have put a strong representations against Town and Parish Council being capped.  They feel that capping would inhibit localism and Big Society.
N. Increases in precept based on percentage are unhelpful to small council where real cash increases (even small amounts) can make a big difference to small councils and communities
N. Suggestion that there is an increase and ‘beef-up’ of 3rd Sector involvement, and that the Forum / others could sign up to COMPACT values as LSPs and Local Authorities had

N. There is a need to highlight reductions in financial support for charities, and how this impacts on what they can do, especially in the current climate where there are ever increasing demand for them to do more
N. There is a need for members to engage and challenge local providers for Leaders and Local Action Groups (LAGs), to ensure that European funding is not lost

N. In terms of affordable housing, it should be noted that in some rural areas the cost of land will/ could prohibit building affordable housing.

N. Worcester Town and Parish Councils are being encouraged to cluster to give them a stronger voice and viability 

N. An update on Cross-border:

Because of the current uncertainties concerning the political and funding landscape following the publication of the Coalition Government Plans, the Strategic Forum scheduled for 16th September was postponed.

 

The original Memorandum of Understanding was signed by the West Midlands Regional Assembly and the Welsh Assembly Government in 2007 and much good work has been undertaken since.  Succession planning is underway and we are pleased to report that two of the thematic task groups are particularly strong developing lives of their own:

1. Offa's Country: Sustainable Tourism Programme has already secured funds from AWM's Natural Assets Programme for a range of projects and are currently negotiating for Leader funds on either side of the border for others that will be focussed around the protected landscapes, i.e. Clwydian Hills, Shropshire Hills, Wye Valley AONBs and the Brecon Beacons National Park 

2. Health & Social Care Group: through regular meetings and a pro-active work programme the Group which includes representatives from both Welsh Assembly Government and from Westminster, shares plans and discusses impacts on the whole of the Welsh-English cross-border services suggesting mitigation where necessary, developing mechanisms to reduce cross-border issues and improve cross-border communications.  We are investigating whether Welsh Office support can be secured in order to continue the good work.

We will report further in December.

8. Any other business
No additional business noted.

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

	18th Nov 2010 

13th Jan 2011

10th March 2011


Forum meetings 2010
	Date
	Venue
	Specialist Seminar

	8 Dec 10
	BVSC, Birmingham
	Tbc 
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