Executive Summary

This report derives from the forum on Competitiveness and Cooperation: the future of rural Cumbria and Lancashire, which was organised by Lancaster University’s Centre for North West Regional Studies and held at the University on 15th November 2002. The Forum explored key themes for the future of rural Cumbria and Lancashire, particularly the role of government, the successful rural community, the rural knowledge economy and successful rural partnerships. The Forum brought together individuals and agencies from both private and public sectors, as well as academics, who are concerned with rural issues in the region. The aim was to develop an action agenda for the future of the region's rural areas.

This report sets out the results of the Forum.

The Action Plan (pp. 36-37) sets out a number of priority areas of action:

· to establish a programme of desk research to identify good practice across the world, and to disseminate that practice to those who need it;

· to establish a working and action-focused forum to look beyond immediate funding horizons to a long-term sustainable future; 

· to establish mechanisms for simplifying the policy environment to those who need to access those  resources;

· to develop a mechanism for bridging the apparent divide between the public and private sectors, and for stimulating public-private interaction;

· to deliver leadership training for the rural leaders of the future.
The full text of most of the papers presented at the Forum can be found on http://www.lancs.ac.uk/depts/cnwrs/tour.htm

Acknowledgements

The Centre for North West Regional Studies is extremely grateful for the financial support made available to the Forum from the Higher Education Reach-Out to Business and the Community Funds awarded by the Higher Education Funding Council for England to Lancaster University. We also wish to thank Dr Jean Turnbull for the editing of the full transcript of the proceedings, Helen Lowe for producing the transcript from audio-cassettes, and Dr Jean Turnbull and Christine Wilkinson for organising the day with their customary efficiency. The Centre acknowledges Dr Gordon’s Clark’s assistance in planning the Forum and preparing this publication.

Our greatest thanks are extended to all speakers, chairs and participants, who contributed invaluable time and constructive ideas to a sharply-focused event. Its effectiveness will be judged by the impact of the Action Plan on the bodies to which it will be directed, and on the active engagement of the many individuals, organisations and agencies, not only to continue to shape the rural agenda but also to deliver it.

Jacqueline Whiteside, Director, Centre for North-West Regional Studies, Lancaster University

INTRODUCTION

Alan Whitaker, Pro-Vice-Chancellor, Lancaster University

Lancaster University is undoubtedly one of the highest ranked higher educational institutions in the United Kingdom.  It does not really matter how you put together the league tables, we come out as one of the best for our research and our teaching.  There are many world-class researchers here, to be found in all areas of the University.  For example, we have a 5* rated Management School which is one of only three in the United Kingdom, we continue to invest in the sciences and in the expanding environmental centre.  Some of you may have seen the new building as you made your way to the Conference Centre.  We will soon have one of the leading centres for environmental research and teaching, broadly defined, not simply in this country or indeed in Europe, but in the world.  

We continue to attract and retain high quality staff to the University.  If you ask the question why that is the case, I think it is quite clearly a number of elements, but it certainly has something to do with the North West region itself, and the quality of life to be found here.  People are attracted to Lancaster, they come and they stay.  I mention these aspects of the University not simply to blow our own trumpets, but to make an important point, and the point is, that the region has a leading university which has much to offer.  But in itself this is not enough and this takes me to my second point.  Lancaster University is not simply an asset within the region, it is a part of the region, it is committed to the region, it is a stakeholder in many respects, and it is committed to the success of the North West.  As a stakeholder, we see an important component of our corporate mission as reaching out and engaging with key regional issues.  Equally important, we want to do that in collaboration, in partnership, with various agencies and institutions.  

There are many challenges facing the region.  Lancaster believes itself to have a part to play in meeting these challenges.  Let me just pick out a couple of examples of where Lancaster's research strengths are playing a part in taking forward the interests of the region.  The first one that came to mind in putting these introductory remarks together is what is known as CLEO (Cumbria and Lancashire Education On-line).  This is a project network for primary and secondary schools across Cumbria and Lancashire, something like 1100 schools.  It is funded by central government and by two local education authorities.  The university is providing the design, implementation and subsequent support for the high-speed computer backbone network.  Phase One has been successfully completed. It is on target and on time.  The target for the end of August next year, is for some 550 schools, 50% of the total in the two counties, to be connected.

I would also like to mention the work of the Geography Department here.  This Department is working on a number of major projects.  Last year a forum run by the Centre for North West Regional Studies (CNWRS) focused on the subject of tourism and the region.  This led to the project ‘Learning Tourism’ which makes the expertise of Lancaster University's staff available to the region’s small and medium sized tourism and leisure enterprises on priority topics which they need to enhance their competitive advantage.  It is delivered to them in ways they can access.  It is essentially a knowledge-transfer project. There are dozens of other ongoing projects.  Our commitment to the region is also evidenced by this event today.  As a part of the region, this Forum testifies that the University is keen to take a lead in bringing together key players in the region to work together to address the issues that the region faces.  That is the purpose of today.  The Forum is a working meeting and there will be outcomes.  It is designed to do more than talk and exchange ideas.  CNWRS will publish and distribute summaries of the proceedings, not just for information, but as an agenda paper for action in the future.  I have had the benefit of seeing and reading the papers from some of the contributors to today's event and I am confident that issues will be raised that will provide the substance of a stimulating and challenging session and one that takes us forward.  That is crucial.  

KEY QUESTIONS FOR THE FUTURE OF THE RURAL NORTH WEST: THE STRAGEIC CONTEXT

Neil Cumberlidge, Director, Environment  & Rural Group, Government Office for the North West 

In this paper I intend to provide a strategic policy overview.  I will try to map the landscape and flag up some of the key issues which need to be addressed, and in doing so hopefully set the context for the presentations which follow.  I have got a massive amount of ground to cover in the time, so forgive me if I do not mention something that you think is important. Unfortunately, I will have to keep things at a fairly general level.

My talk is structured to try to answer three simple questions: What are the key issues? What is already happening? What else is needed?

I think before we go any further we need to start by answering one fundamental question.  Why are we bothered about rural areas?  Let me give you some facts.  People want to live in rural areas. They are queuing up to move out to rural areas.  When they get there they are healthier, they are richer, they have greater entrepreneurial spirit, there is less unemployment, they are safer, they are better educated.  So, what is the problem?  Should we just pack up, have lunch, go home and perhaps come back and CNWRS can organise something on a more relevant subject for next time? 

Of course there is a concern about rural areas.  They are important for a number of reasons, and the first one is the fact that over a quarter of the population lives there, so rural communities are important for that purpose alone.  It is actually a substantial work place.  I was quite struck when I saw that five million people work in rural areas, and that over one-third of businesses are located there.  The fact that most of our land is rural, and that land and the rural environment provide a range of benefits that are not just for people who live in rural areas, but for people everywhere.  

There is also the issue that, unlike in urban areas, the deprivation of rural areas is mostly hidden.  Deprived people in rural areas are very inconvenient; they do not live together in deprived neighbourhoods as they do in urban areas.  So you cannot point and say “that area has got problems”.  Rural deprivation is much more scattered. It is much more difficult to put your finger on where it is and what to do about it.  Access to services in rural areas is a real problem if you have not got a car and you are reliant on public transport.  But it is also a problem for those delivering the services because they have got to deal with the problems of sparcity, the fact that people often have trouble getting to central access points for services.  I have selected these few facts to indicate that there are problems with rural services.  

Of course there are some really serious issues affecting rural areas.  I have selected two as examples. The question of providing affordable housing in rural areas has been discussed over many years but has not yet been solved.  Also, the issue of building local capacity in rural areas, helping communities to help themselves.   Last of all, rural areas are going through quite substantial change in agricultural terms.  Farming remains very important to all areas.  If you look at it in straight economic terms, farming contributes less than 1% of national GDP, but what you have to recognise is that farming provides a product, the landscape, the wildlife habitats, access to which so much other rural business depends.  So the point I am making is that what happens to farming is critical to rural areas.  Farming is going through massive change at the moment, not because of the FMD crisis, the FMD crisis just highlighted what was already happening, brought it into sharp relief, but it has given it a new focus.

I will now show a few slides to give the North West context, to show just how much of the North West is rural.  When I show this slide in an urban context I have to point out that rural areas are so different, contrasting, diverse, that it is  a mistake to draw a simple distinction between urban and rural.  This map shows how diverse they are in environmental terms, in all the various designations.  In economic terms, this shows the proportion of households with less than 6% of the median household income, the dark blue means more deprived.  The slide shows a very contrasting pattern.  Also, with health deprivation.  Little pockets where health is not as good as the norm.  Services. Just one example, access to rural post offices, there is a very uneven spread throughout the region.

So there are a lot of issues related to rural areas.  What is being done about them?  We will begin with the Rural White Paper which is two years old. I am not going to go through the content of the RWP because I have not got time.  It remains the cornerstone of rural policy.  Government confirmed this last year in its response to the various reports following FMD.  It also announced that it is going to undertake a review of the RWP, how effectively it is being delivered, how to get it delivered more effectively in future.  And then there was the creation of the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA).  In some ways this was a massive change because now there is a specific Rural Affairs minister, Alan Michael, and a specific Rural Affairs directorate.  So instead of having rural issues being dealt with by different departments, MAFF dealing with agriculture and the DTR dealing with other matters, it is now pulled together.  It is now at the centre of government in a way it was never before.  A specific new public service agreement target has been agreed with the Treasury for rural areas, and this is taking it one step further. It is saying that rural policy is not just about listing a series of objectives in a paper; it is about achieving some outcomes. The two outcomes the government is signing up to are, first of all, to reduce the gap in productivity between the least well performing rural areas and the median by 2006.  The second part is about improving rural services for everybody.  There is a third part, which is in a general government target aimed at regenerating communities, and that will be used to measure progress and to hold the government to account where it has not happened before.  

There is the England Rural Development Programme (ERDP).  I met a farmer three or four months ago who claimed that ERDP stood for extremely ruddy difficult process. Sam Alston will talk about the ERDP in a lot more detail later.  There is a Market Town Vital Villages Programme, £100m behind Market Towns, Chris Kolek will tell you more about that later.  The budget for the Vital Villages Programme is about to be expanded to £20m from next year.  We have got the new Rural Affairs Forum for England, chaired by Alan Michael, bringing together issues at national level, engaging stakeholders in a way that has not happened before.  And then this concept of rural proofing, which I think is critical for taking forward the future rural agenda.  

Basically, it is about getting people to think rural.  In other words, when you are developing a policy on housing, education, crime, planning, health or transport, you should be thinking specifically about the impact on rural areas for those policies.  And if there is a significant impact, is it a good one, is it a bad one?  If it is a bad one, can you be doing anything about the policy, and how it is delivered, to take account of those negative impacts? That has been driven very hard by DEFRA. DEFRA does not have all the levers for rural policy.  It is charged with delivering rural policy but key components of rural policy are in different departments, including Home Office, Education and Transport.  This concept of rural proofing is very important as a way of getting other departments to think rural and deliver on the rural agenda.  To help this process the Countryside Agency has produced checklists. They are doing an annual report to hold departments to account. To give you an early indication of how rural proofing can actually deliver results, we have already got presumptions against the closure of rural post offices and small rural schools.  We have now got a specific rural pilot for the Surestart initiative to address the problems of rolling out Surestart in rural areas.  We have already got specific recognition that left to itself and market forces, rural areas will not get broadband.  So we have got a specific North West Broadband Initiative driven by the Northwest Development Agency, aimed at delivering broadband to rural areas.  Cumbria to start with, but I am sure others will follow.  

We need to have a better understanding of exactly what is happening in rural areas.  Too often in the past, and as an ex-MAFF official I am guilty of this, if a minister asked what was happening in rural areas we would give him the agricultural census, we would tell him a little bit about forestry, but that was it.  The rural agenda goes far, far wider than those areas.  DEFRA recognises that there is a lot more work needed to get a better handle on what exactly is happening in rural areas.  We are collecting better data to try to get a better handle on the thorny definition of what is a rural area.  When does urban end and rural begin?  It is very important because you have got to collect statistics based on that definition, so you have got to get it right.  There is also a challenge for the North West on this issue.  We have not got a centre of rural excellence.  Cumbria is lucky because it has Newcastle picking up rural needs in the county.  But from where I sit, the rest of the North West has got nobody at the academic level pulling things together, contributing to the debate.  I would like to throw that open as a challenge, as I am in an academic institution and you are making me work, so I would like to make you work.  I would like you to think very seriously about that point.  

The new Sustainable Farming and Food Strategy will almost certainly be out before Christmas. I cannot give away about too much of the content, but do not be surprised if it implements just about all of the Curry Report on Farming and Food published earlier this year.  

The last point I am going to mention here is the Haskins Review of Rural Delivery Arrangements which has been aired in the press recently.  This is a recognition that with the creation of DEFRA we have got a lot of people running around rural areas delivering various things.  We have got the Countryside Agency, the Rural Development Service, English Nature, Government Offices, RDAs, to name just a few.  For the user of rural services, it is all very confusing; 78 funding streams and 20 different bodies to deal with.  So this review is about simplification, about trying to get a more cost-effective delivery, and I know from supporting Haskins in Cumbria last year, if he gets engaged in something, he wants fundamental change.  So I expect this review to really change the landscape.  

So, what is happening at the regional level?  Just a few highlights. First of all, the fact that I am here today is an indication of the changed thinking of government about rural areas, because I joined the Government Office as MAFF Director, but now I am the Rural Director. I am also the Environment Director as well for my sins. This does two things. First of all it has recognised that the government offices before were very urban focused.  That is all they looked at - urban areas.  Putting rural teams in is meant to say to government offices you are about more than urban areas.  But it is also about trying to join up DEFRA's rural policies with other policies in the region, to try to get a much more joined-up approach to regional delivery.  

Rural Renaissance, which John Dunning will cover in his presentation, is a really groundbreaking initiative.  It is welcome not just because the Northwest Development Agency is putting in a lot of money in support of rural policy objectives. It is about the programme itself, because it is probably the first time that anybody has ever attempted to introduce a programme that pulls together all the various funding streams and unite them all behind a set of common objectives.  We expect great things of Rural Renaissance.  We set up a North West Rural Affairs Forum, which meets twice a year, with a steering group which meets four times a year to try and drive the work forward.  That is a rural voice for the North West.  Also, it links in to the National Rural Affairs Forum for England, chaired by Alan Michael.  We are pursuing rural proofing at the regional level, in particular the Regional Economy Strategy, prepared by the Northwest Development Agency.  Regional Planning Guidance, Action for Sustainability and local strategic partnerships are all being pushed hard at regional level.  We have also got regional delivery of the programmes I mentioned earlier, which people will tell you about later, and I have put a question mark against that because it is still to be finally resolved.  It is intended that when this new strategy comes out it is not going to be a Whitehall document that gathers dust on a shelf somewhere.  The idea is to have regional delivery behind it.  So it is likely that I am going to be charged with taking forward some sort of regional delivery plan to make sure that things happen, rather than say that they are going to happen.

Below regional level, I cannot hope to do justice to what is going on in the time available.  It has been a real eye-opener for me, coming from Whitehall, to see how much people just get on with things and sort things out for themselves.  Here are just a few examples.  We have got the work that is going on in Cumbria, in Lancashire and in Cheshire, about joining up advice and delivery services.  We have got Farm Care Co-operative Solutions, going around the region, trying to stimulate collaboration between farmers.  We have a whole range of local regional food initiatives.  We have got a lot of initiatives which try to boost rural capacity, boosting the ability of people to solve their own problems.

So what else do we need? There is a lot happening, but is it enough?  I am going to duck that question because I think that is why we are here, to try and answer that question at the end of the day.  It is about working out how we can harness what is already there. Are we using it all? Could we use it better? Is there anything that is not there that needs to be there in order to help us in our task?  But I think what we need to do is recognise that there are some quite significant forces at work in the rural arena.  I just want to go through these very quickly.  The first one is a real move away from ‘Whitehall knows best’, a real desire to decentralise decision making.  We have seen it with devolution in Wales and Scotland, we have seen it with the strengthening of regional government since 1997, with the setting up of the regional development agencies, regional chambers, assemblies, enhanced government office role, a real desire to have more bottom up, less top down.  Decentralisation really is the name of the game. Local strategic partnerships are about equipping people on the ground to sort out problems for themselves.  We have got the ERDP. Classic Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) is subsidies agreed in Brussels applied in the same way by all member states.  The Pillar Two of the CAP in the Rural Development Programme is different.  It is about tailored programmes to meet specific national and regional needs.  It is driven down far more.  Of course the other side of the coin with decentralisation and regionalisation is that you have got to empower people.  You have got to build their capacity to help themselves.  This needs to be looked at a lot more closely in my view.  We have got the quality town and parish council proposals which have been out to consultation, but they are all about recognising that parish councils, particularly in rural areas, could play a critical role in addressing and taking forward many rural issues.  But they need the tools to do so, they need to be trained to do so, they need to have standards that they aspire to.  I am told that DEFRA and ODPM are intending to roll out this initiative in the very near future.  The Vital Villages Initiative is all about improving village infrastructure, helping people to help themselves.  The buzzword at the moment is ‘social enterprise’.  I was having a laugh with Bob Clark before we came in when both of us confessed that neither of us really knew what it means.  But it is being pushed, the idea that you do not need businesses making profits to drive things along, you can get people doing things on a non-profit basis.  

“Integration” is happening in a way that has never happened before.  At the strategic level I have given you examples - creation of DEFRA, Rural Proofing, Rural Renaissance. At the local level county partnerships are delivering Rural Renaissance.  Things like Cumbria Farmlink in the past and the Bowland Initiative are great examples of how things are becoming more joined up.  

Number 10 is focused on delivery, delivery, delivery. It does not matter what you are doing, what matters is the outcome, the results that you achieve.  It is getting away from processes and structures that suit organisations, towards getting processes and structures that deliver results on the ground.  It is focusing on the customer, not the organisation.  It is also focusing on the outcomes. What are you trying to do by putting all this money in?  Well basically it is about creating jobs, isn't it?  It is about enhancing the environment, attracting wildlife back, preserving wildlife.  The focus now is not on how much money you are spending on an area, not on how many applications have you received for the scheme, but what are the positive outcomes on the ground.  That is what really matters; that is what we are really here for.  

Partnership and co-operation,  compared to a few years ago, have come a long way.  I think we have got a lot further to go here, particularly in certain areas.  It is an obvious one, because of course you can achieve more by working together than you can on your own.  It is often difficult in practice to make it happen.  I think we have got some excellent examples in the North West, of partnership working in action, but I think more work is needed in particular areas and I think we particularly need to engage, to persuade the farming community of the value and benefits of co-operation.  Linked to that, it has been argued that change is the only constant.  Change is always happening and rural areas will continue to change.  CAP reform will come, believe me, it is going to happen.  It might not be next year, it might not be the year after, but within the next five to ten years we will have significant change in the CAP and that is going to have massive knock-on effects for rural areas. The challenge is to recognise that this is coming and use it as an opportunity not a threat; an opportunity to create a more robust rural economy and communities.  

Improving knowledge and rural re-skilling are very important - getting the right advice, support, facilitation framework to assist rural businesses and communities.  DEFRA are taking a fundamental review of skills and knowledge of rural occupations to try and identify what their needs are and the extent to which these are being met.  It is all about building capacity at local level, equipping people with greater knowledge and the skills to do what they have to do. 

I hope I have succeeded in what I set out to do - basically to give you a broad strategic context, flag up the key issues and highlight some of the themes that we are going to explore later on in the day. The rest of the day is over to you.  But may I make one final comment. Since arriving back in the North West after 20 years in London, I have been struck by the amount of energy and creativity there is amongst people in the region.  I could give a dozen examples of the way in which the North West is leading the way on resolving rural issues; for example, the Bowland Initiative, Cumbria Farmlink, Rural Renaissance. Some of the work of Voluntary Action Cumbria is amongst the most groundbreaking work amongst voluntary and rural community councils in England, I know that, because I asked my colleagues about it.  The last message I want to leave you with is this. There is no doubt that the will is there, I think we need to be sure that we have identified the way and we are all following the same way.    

THE ROLE OF GOVERNMENT IN THE COUNTRYSIDE

Professor Tony Gatrell, Head of the Institute of Health Research at Lancaster University, chaired the session on the Role of Government in the Countryside

John Dunning, Chair of the Rural Sub-group, NWDA Board

My job is to look at government intervention, but I do it from a standpoint which is rather different, in that my role in the Regional Development Agency  (RDA) is as a farmer and a private business person. I look at the public sector with a critical eye and point out where it is not working.  Neil Cumberlidge has given us a list of the things the public sector is doing. What I am going to do in my short talk, is concentrate on the things which are happening in relation to Rural Renaissance, a very important thing which is happening both here in Lancashire and in Cumbria. I think we can focus on this to see where the public sector is doing rather well and where it is perhaps missing the mark.  What we have at the other side are policies themselves, and there is a change of direction taking place.  This is the important thing which Neil  Cumberlidge emphasised this morning.  There is a complete change of direction, I do not think many people understand how complete it is.  It is a change of direction from a rural policy and an agricultural policy which was based on the primacy of food production, across to a rural policy which is perhaps more strongly based on conservation and recreation in rural areas, with the rural situation perhaps serving as an addendum to urban life, much more related to what is happening in urban areas. We have to try and bring a much stronger concentration on the well-being of those who actually live there.

With the shift in the objective of policies you have to look to see whether those policies are relevant to the thing we are trying to do now.  Several things will be shown in the next few minutes. One is the way in which existing programmes relate to the new direction we are trying to take, and the other is the enormous growth of bureaucratic intervention which has almost made movement impossible.  I think many of us will wish to comment on that.  Then we come to the structures and the way in which they operate.  Many of those structures are valuable and I think one of the things that Neil Cumberlidge pointed out earlier, is that in this part of the world, to a large extent, we have got it right.  The structures may not be as they were intended originally, we have moulded them a little. I look at a few people in the audience who have great skill in moulding these organisations for the tasks they need to do.  One of the things I would point out are the differences we have between different authorities in what we are trying to achieve.  

What is the support that the public sector currently provides?  We have had a trebling of support for the rural sector in this region from the RDA.  I think it is fair to say that other organisations have also increased their support quite dramatically.  This post-FMD funding has come at a curious confluence of events, where we have had a recession which has hit agriculture and which has ricocheted through the rural economy. FMD then hit it causing this terrible collapse, this terrible situation.  We have got a public response to that.  In a way it has been quite helpful to us in focusing on the problem and bringing the attention of public bodies to it and how we should deal with it.  The support comes from a whole range of bodies whose objectives were rather different in many respects and therefore need some interpretation.

I will now show a slide which is going to confuse you.  None of these figures is absolutely accurate, but the general gist is interesting and correct.  On one side you have the different organisations which are providing funding, taken from ‘Next Steps for Cumbria’, but applicable generally.  Across the top are the objectives we have in doing that.  So there is a matrix of objectives and people providing funding.  As you can imagine, as you run down any one of those columns, you see several people making contributions towards those particular objectives.  But they all have their own little policy silos in which those objectives were devised, oblivious to what the others were doing. Therefore, whether they come together is purely fortuitous; they may or they may not.  A great deal of our effort has to be at ground level in trying to bring those different objectives together and make them work.  We look carefully at the objectives which may cover most of the ground but not all of it.  There are particular areas that we look at. If we take the huge problem of rural housing, it does not seem to appear anywhere, although the NWDA is being given some more responsibility for housing and more funding for it.  It is nevertheless one of the huge problems we have in rural areas.  The bottom figure does give some guide as to what a trebling of funding actually means in an area like Cumbria.   The other thing it says, if we get our act together, is that there is an enormous opportunity, an opportunity such as we have not had before, to try and get it right.  

Planning and Development. I have got to say a little about this, because this is an initiative that was taken by the NWDA.  One of the most difficult things we have had to cope with for a long time is a difference of view between those concerned with protecting the environment, because we have lots of national parks here and Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty, and SSSIs and so on, and those looking at developing the economy and keeping a community there.  That interface has been completely unnecessary.  There are the means to get over it, and the Planning Facilitation Service which has been introduced by the NWDA and which is run by the Cumbria Rural Enterprise Agency has been extended throughout the North West region.  It is aimed at bringing the entrepreneur together with the planners to talk it through, developing those first thoughts along the lines that would be acceptable to a planning authority.  If we can approach many of our problems in that sort of co-operative, conciliatory way, we will make quite a bit of progress in time. 

I think one of the huge problems is that the RES in ERDP is only 5% of the funding and I think that is a huge problem that needs to be addressed.  Preparation of applications, the need for supporting implementation, the rigidity of programmes and the need for regional flexibility - these are the things I think we need to give attention to.  The strong support that is needed for farmers (the point that Neil Cumberlidge made earlier that we need to explain the vision and to take people with us) has completely failed.  Nothing has been introduced that actually carry the farming community and the rural community into the huge changes that have to take place and convince them (a) that it is a good thing and (b) how to do it.  That brings with it the need for business support, the need for planning and regulatory support, and the capital support that is needed.

Andrew Ashcroft, Head of Rural Policy, Lancashire County Council and lead officer for the Lancashire Rural Partnership

I think the key issue that we need to address today, and in looking at the way that things have changed, is to suggest that the role of local government is to co-ordinate and facilitate the regeneration of rural areas.  The key aspects of integrated partnership working in the Action Plan and the Rural Renaissance document, recognise the need for integrated delivery across the board: the three legs of the stool that we talk about today, economic, social and environmental delivery.  

In terms of delivery, funding programme integration is essential and the secondary issue is “capacity”, the ability to deliver programmes.  I think the key issue that we all recognise as delivery agents (and we are talking about vast sums of public money being available for rural regeneration) is not the headline, it is not the big number that you start with, it is the expenditure of that resource at the end of programme. There is a big issue to be addressed here by all agencies.  

Just a brief background then in terms of the role of local government.  I have a slightly different interpretation to the previous speaker on the role of rural government.  I think it has changed, I think it has evolved over recent years.  We have gone away from the structure plan and development plan-led focus that has been the principal driving mechanism for local government activity in the countryside.  It was supported by traditional public realm works, works which are relatively comfortable.  Conservation projects and environmental projects were a safe area of work for the public sector to get involved in.  I would like to think that where we have moved to is an area which is more imaginative, an area which recognises the need to work with and integrate our work with both rural businesses and farming and rural communities, and that is a different agenda.  It is a much more involved agenda for local government and requires a different set of skills.  

I think in terms of change, and reflecting on some of the issues that we identified in the Rural Recovery Plan for Lancashire, there is an increased need to develop what I like to call an investment environment.  Now, that is akin to the former public realm works, but it is rather different. It is not standing in isolation, it is looking at how the investment can encourage other entrepreneurial development or business investment within parts of the rural county.  So there are issues there in terms of encouraging rural tourism and development or transport, where they can link in and support either the provision of services for rural communities or support business development because there is an increased volume of visitors within a local area.  

I think to this end there is a prime challenge. If that is the way local government is looking to develop then what it needs to do is engage effectively with the regeneration process. This is not just about bringing money in for those public realm works but it is how local government can enable delivery from the beneficiaries at the end of the day, supporting rural communities and rural businesses.  The development of the Recovery Plan, as John Dunning  indicated, has been driven by the NWDA and that approach is more than welcome.  Being involved in a number of other funding programmes in the past, whether they have been EU Programmes, Objective 5b, or Leader or funding through the NWDA, I have gone through the tortuous task of trying to put together a single funding package at the local level.  I think we have the potential here to evolve a programme where we start to link those funding packages together at a more strategic level.  That is going to cut out a whole lot of wasted time, wasted effort from applicants and wasted bureaucracy, which invariably takes up a substantial part of programme resources.  It is a more efficient and effective way of trying to deliver resources on the ground.  I welcome the lead the NWDA has taken in looking at delegating its resources.  I think there is a challenge there for other agencies and organisations to follow suit in terms of enabling efficient access to resources at the local level.

In terms of how the overall programmes are going to be delivered, it is a tried and tested route these days to look at partnership working.  But I think in terms of looking at that issue of integrated working, we need to recognise that it is not just local government that provides responses to rural issues. It is across the board. It is business support agencies and community organisations - and that needs to be an effective group which understands the work of each of the other partners. In the past that has not happened, and as a result of that misunderstanding, we have not achieved the effective level of delivering development within rural Lancashire.  I hope what the NWDA started is to provide a culture change, not just for local organisations, but for those more strategic governmental, quasi-governmental bodies, who  look at their funding regimes and should integrate those far more efficiently.  The key behind all this is to have a partnership structure, and hopefully the structure that we have established in Lancashire with Lancashire Rural Partnership, gives us a basis for ongoing development.  The Rural Partnership was in gestation in many respects before FMD. I hope  this will give it longevity because, as many of us will be aware, partnerships get put together, resourced and then disappear.  What I hope we have with the Rural Partnership is a platform for development.  I am not looking at five years, I am very grateful for the NWDA money, but I am looking for ten years.  So hopefully at some point we will be able to come back and negotiate for additional resources.  If we are going to address the fundamental issues of rural Lancashire it needs at least that level of platform for development.  

Overall, I think in terms of partnership working, what it can do at its best, and what it should do, in terms of efficiency, is to remove all of the inter-competitiveness within a locality.  Within Lancashire what we are trying to do is build partnerships that work together and develop initiatives together, because, and I experienced this with the Objective 5b Programme, Lancashire did not achieve what it could have achieved with that Programme. There were too many contradictory and confusing bids that came into the process which meant that a lot of applicants did not get the funding, they did not deliver on the ground and those organisations suffered. But, at the end of the day, it was the beneficiaries that suffered because they did not access the funding that was available.  So I am hoping that the partnership structure will  move us along on that agenda.

In terms of deliverability then, two key issues: John Dunning has already mentioned this, funding programme integration.  We are still not in a position whereby we have access to a range of delegated programmes from different agencies.  That is the vision that I have for rural regeneration, not just in Lancashire but across the board.  That is a position that we need to establish. I hope we will be somewhat closer in five years time, and I hope we will definitely be there in ten years time.  The issue is to convert regional and often national EU programmes to a level whereby they are understandable and deliverable at the local level.  I would like to see that turned on its head completely.  It is the local level that should be setting the agenda and the agencies then working collectively to address issues within a particular locality.

Capacity in terms of delivering the programme is a key issue that all organisations are familiar with, and I think there is one key message that I would like to pass back to the agencies.  Agencies want to see delivery on the ground. What you have to understand is to achieve that, if you are working through local partners and local organisations, is that you have to put the resources and manpower in place to deliver those packages.  That is crucial, because if we have not got that capacity, at grass roots level, we will not achieve what we want to achieve, beneficiaries will not get the benefit of your programmes and at the end of the day you will not deliver your programmes and you will be going back to the Treasury explaining why.

Sam Alston, Technical Team Manager, DEFRA’s Rural Development Service

A lot of the ground has already been covered very ably by Neil Cumberlidge  earlier today.  I want to run through very quickly what the ERDP is, how it is funded and give a few examples at the end. 

I cannot really say anything about the ERDP without beginning with FMD.  Not necessarily from everybody else's perspective, but just as Neil Cumberlidge was involved heavily in the day-to-day management of FMD when it was with us as a crisis, so were all the RDS people were. Those of us with livestock were involved in writing licences and handling queries and problems over the telephone, and some of our team, particularly the Cumbria team, were involved in the frontline work of everything from slaughter, cleansing, and disinfection, right through to disposal.  So in terms of practical experience there is no shortage of that in RDS.  Mention has already been made of the metaphor of the oil tanker of the CAP switching from an agricultural support system to a rural development system. 

To put it into financial context, under the second pillar, that is the ERDP bit, we are funded solely by modulation of monies across from support payments, i.e. Pillar One 0.02%.  John Dunning mentioned that 5% of the fund goes into RES (regional modulation) and that exemplifies why that is so.  The programme itself, where is it coming from, what is it doing?  It has been said already that with the move from agricultural policy through to rural policy the funding has been too little and too slow. But it really is the first time that money has moved from agricultural commodities through to rural areas and rural development.  In essence, it is important to note that agriculture is at the centre of all rural economies. We know it is only a small component financially, but it certainly does play a very important part. Neil Cumberlidge mentioned the examples of tourism, recreation and additional things that occur in the countryside and I want to reiterate that; also the stool with three legs analogy, social, environmental and economic issues.  That is actually the logo from ERDP.  I think the real challenge is to refine and streamline those ERDP schemes and we have heard John Dunning mention the bureaucracy, the problems in getting through the red tape, and indeed the difficulty of accessing the schemes and so on.  The real challenge is that we work together, not only with the partners within the region, but we work together with the schemes that are currently on offer, those 79 schemes from x numbers of partners.  We must not use the schemes as an excuse to not deliver, because the people out there that are not accessing those schemes are the ones who suffer.  We should work together. We do try, but we must increase that effort, both as organisations and to mix those schemes so we can effectively balance what we deliver.  

Capacity building has been mentioned, as have skills development and multi-functional countryside, and all the buzz words.  Multi-functional countryside has been with us for some time. We have perhaps lost focus a bit, through the funding that took place through support payments.  What we need to do, and it has been mentioned again, is to build on those skills that are not common.  Rural skills are very important within the countryside - the forestry, the agriculture-related skills that are all important in developing and maintaining that countryside.  We need to build the capacity of the communities.  We need to develop the skills of the farmers' families, as much as the farmers, to ensure that they do not just look to agriculture for income, they look to those fringe activities, some off-farm income and so on.  We are perhaps looking back historically at times to the way in which rural communities worked and delivered and produced an income for their families, not just from agriculture, not just single streams of income.  They were big enough and bold enough to go out and develop things in their own ways. 

I want to very quickly run through some case studies.  This particular case study is a farmer up in east Cheshire just inside the Peak District National Park.  It is a good example of the way in which the Rural Enterprise Schemes  (RES) worked with an agri-environment scheme and the ESA. This man saw  that the writing is on the wall for small dairy farmers, he had a 70-cow herd, was struggling to make a living, with increasing pressure on the farm and the family, to maintain an income and a quality of life in the particular farming type, in the uplands where it is also harder.  He entered  an environmental scheme that gave him more time.  He took on some more land, and he managed it more extensively.  He had help under the ESA scheme to convert a traditional building and then came to us with an idea for producing high-quality ice cream marketed through local shops.  He came to us, through the RES, for the money for the machine. He had a daughter who was qualifying through a catering course. She came out of college, everything married up nicely. He got her in place on the farm, got the machinery in place and started to manufacture the ice cream. He saw that they had not got enough cream within their own dairy herd to make the home-made ice-cream and married up with a couple of local producer-retailers, whose main outlet was skimmed milk, through doorstep consumption.  They now sell the cream to him and he supplies them with some of what is waste to him, the skimmed milk.  So a real success story, that is, collaboration with other farmers, local employment and of course these things, if they are a success, generate ideas for others.  

The next example is a good example of other ERDP schemes, the organic farming scheme and energy crops.  Again, extensification occurred through agri-environment schemes.  The pressure is taken off them and they start to look at other forms of income and they go as far as they can.  They use the buildings, they run teaching courses there, hold meetings there and they use the better environment they have created, through the Stewardship Scheme in this case, to encourage people into the area.  

Next, a very simple scheme. Classically we do lots of  barn conversions for holiday accommodation.  It costs a few thousand pounds and is a great example of where we have achieved diversification for an individual. It could not have happened without income from us. We accept that holiday conversions and holiday accommodation are not necessarily what is needed in all areas, but in the example here in west Staffordshire it was just right.

The last example is of one man who was struggling to farm, just over the border from our region in Shropshire. A pump-draining system was the method of draining the highly productive land.  He could not maintain it and was struggling to stand still with agricultural prices where they were.  He put all his farm over to Countryside Stewardship and created some cottages. Now he does not have to market them at all, he has repeat visits through the RSPB and their members. He created a bird hide because of the interest and he needs traditional beef to graze the land that is now less productive than it was previously as intensive grassland. He markets that meat at a premium through the Rare Breed Survival Trust traditional meat system.

Discussion

Audience:  I just want to learn about future funding of the ERDP. My question is: will our level of funding continue after 2004?

Reply 1: If you look at the spend that the government has signed up to, of which they commit 50% of the funding as well, it is on a fairly hefty curve and I owe it to everybody in the audience to say that we cannot spend the money at the moment.  We would like to generate more interest to try and spend more money, but the commitment is there certainly until the end of the Programme.  There is a mid-term review of the ERDP, 2003 I think from memory.  Certainly there will be an evaluation at the end but things are not going to stop, they have got  to carry on. I do not think there is any worry at all, particularly in this region with all the partner involvement. We have certainly got no fear whatsoever.

Reply 2:  I think the positive thing with the RES is that the RES as a proportion rises steadily over the next few years and I think it will achieve 15% in the next four years, I think that's right.  So that becomes quite an important element in the whole thing.  That is the one of which I was particularly critical because that is the pivot on which the whole of rural development depends.  If the RES fails, the whole purpose of ERDP will fail because the business of creating viable enterprises and a viable farming community that can sustain an environment and so on, is not going to be there unless you can redirect incomes so that those people are in a sustainable position.  That is what is vitally important.  So I think we have got to keep pressing DEFRA to make sure that more funding is put into that particular sector to enable farmers to redirect their sources of income.

THE SUCCESSFUL RURAL COMMUNITY

Professor Monica Lee of the Management School at Lancaster University, chaired the session on the Successful Rural Community.
Richard Halhead,  Country Harvest

Briefly just as a background, I was born and brought up on the family farm, just to the west of this University on the fertile coast which grows grass like no other part of England.  Suited primarily to dairy farming, and that is what we have been doing there.  I took over the farm in 1965 when my father retired and at that time farmers were still enjoying the respect and support of the country generally for reacting so successfully to the war-time and post-war rallying cry to feed the nation.  We were urged to specialise and I did just that, producing milk, doubling the size of the herd and installing modern housing and technology.  But my son who is 30 now, is in charge of the farm and is at the cross-roads of his career, as to whether he sticks it out in a loss-making business, or gets out of it before he is too old.  

But to move on to Country Harvest. In 1991 at a supper party in a neighbouring farmer friend's house, the conversation, not for the first time, turned to diversification.  He and his wife are considerably younger than me and had wanted to try their hand at something outside their farming business.  I, on the other hand, was looking for something to gainfully employ me away from the farm when my son returned from college and was capable of running it.  So diversification was not for reasons of survival but an extra challenge and an adjunct to our existing businesses.  I do feel that in harsh economic times diversifying is a last gasp effort to save a failing business and does not augur well for success.  We had the initial concept of supplying the discerning housewife with the best of traditionally-produced local food, but at that stage not from our own farms.  We realised that we had a much better chance of success if we took our business to the people instead of expecting them to find us down a quiet cul-de-sac on the Lancashire coast.  We searched for premises to buy a lease on the A6 between Lancaster and Preston, but every time we came up against the planners, so we eventually had to cast our net wider. We knew of an existing derelict filling station on the A65 at Ingleton. I do feel a bit of an impostor here, the business is in Yorkshire, but it has got an LA postmark. I feel very strongly that if Cumbria Fell Bred can source their beef and sheep from an LA postmark which stretches nearly to Blackpool, I have a right to be here.  

The down side to it all is that it is a 40-minute drive from home. However,  there is tremendous traffic movement on that road, from the conurbations of West Yorkshire and East Lancashire, to the Yorkshire Dales, the Lake District, the West of Scotland and vice versa.  Planning permission was obtained, but an RDC grant or loan was not.  Despite my partner spending time and money submitting forecasts, budgets and business plans, we did not get a penny.  We cleaned up a long-standing eyesore, in a very beautiful area, we provide employment for almost 30 local people and an outlet for the best of local produce, but not a penny did we get.  At our opening in October 1993 we had an in-store bakery, cheese, deli and butchery counter. The usual vast range of jars, pots, packets of everything, confectionery and of course fruit and vegetables. We also had a small craft and gift area to add interest and to attract customers.  I make no bones about it, the first two to three years were very hairy.  We had no assistance financially and we found ourselves very financially stretched.  We had to think on our feet and be prepared to play to our strengths and drop our weaknesses and compromise on our original aims and objectives.  It was very quickly apparent that we had to provide some form of refreshment for the travelling public, so within two months of opening we re-jigged our retail area next to the kitchens to accommodate a 20-cover tea room.  So successful was this that within twelve months this area doubled to 40 covers.  Meanwhile we drastically reduced our fruit and vegetable operation to a small display in the entrance porch.  We had not the volume turnover to keep a fresh display, it always looked tired and weary and it made me feel ill every morning I went.  The waste was abominable.  We had a full butchery operation supplying beef and lamb from the Lune Valley and my partner's own pigs and employed a full time butcher.  As with all our departments it was costed monthly and it sometimes made a profit, sometimes broke even and sometimes made a loss. But the amount of space and hassle it occupied behind the scenes and the retirement of our butcher led to yet another change.  We now buy in pre-packed sausages and dry-cured bacon from a renowned producer in Raisbeck, Cumbria.  Pre-packed Mansergh Hall lamb and Gloucester Old Spot pork, all from a local supplier in Kirkby Lonsdale. This can be retailed very conveniently by our shop assistants.  Soon after we opened I can remember walking into Lancaster cattle market and a farmer put his arm on my shoulder, and he enquired as to how the butchery department was going.  Before I had chance to reply he said, "I bet tha's not complaining about those thieving bloody butchers taking all the profit now".  And he was absolutely right.

So we have evolved into a speciality food outlet.  Our cheese department, with over 120 predominantly British cheeses, won the Independent Cheese Retailer of the UK Award in 1999.  We have a renowned coffee shop, a cookery and country bookstall, crafts, gifts and an interesting range of country clothing and accessories.  Twelve months ago we opened our new extension which gives us 90 covers in our coffee shop, with panoramic views over the surrounding countryside, including Ingleborough, one of the three peaks.  We have new kitchens to service it with office accommodation above.  At the time the decision was taken to expand, we were assured yet again that we would be eligible for a 5b Area Tourist Grant.  So at a cost of several thousand pounds we engaged the services of a reputable consultant.  But guess what?  Yet again, nothing.  So you understand that I have got a very jaundiced view of all this largesse that is supposed to be coming down from above.  Or maybe I am just not clever enough to know how to tap into it.

Whenever we are in London, we check out the food halls of Harrods, Fortnums and Selfridges  to see what the latest trends are in the food retail business.  Five years ago it was becoming apparent that they were expanding their organic ranges.  Being conventional farmers, Mike and I had always been sceptical about the claims of the organic lobby and the inference that anything we were producing was vastly inferior.  But we thought we ought to go with the flow, as they say.  So we set up an organic section at Country Harvest, we sourced a range of pickles, chutneys, preserves etc. from a small organic producer in Somerset.  They went out on the shelf at approximately £1 a jar dearer than our non-organic products and that is where they stuck.  A year later they were reduced to a £1 a jar to clear and shortly afterwards, sell-by-date was reached and most of it was binned.  So I say to you, it might be alright for Kensington and Islington, where they can afford to indulge their whims, but the Yorkshire lasses are far too canny for that.

So here we are, almost ten years since opening, and we should turn over a million pounds this year. We have survived the opening of a Booths retail supermarket, six miles to the west in Kirkby Lonsdale, and more recently another of their stores, eight miles to the east in Settle.  So we are getting there, but as I said earlier, it has not been easy.  The first few years were very scary.  It has been a rapid learning curve and required a tremendous amount of time and energy, worry and effort.  But I think we have all enjoyed the challenge, and now we have got a quiet feeling of satisfaction that comes with achievement.

Bruce Crowther, The Fairtrade Town Initiative

Garstang was declared a Fairtrade Town during the town council’s annual public meeting held in April 2000.  This was done primarily to promote Fairtrade, a system where farmers in developing countries are guaranteed a fair price for their produce, such as tea, coffee, bananas, cocoa.  A fair price means it will cover their cost of production and give them a little bit of an income, albeit very small.  While addressing the council at this meeting, I made the point that becoming a Fairtrade town, would not only be good for Fairtrade, it would also be good for the town and the local farming community.  The initiative has succeeded in promoting Fairtrade.  Making Garstang a Fairtrade town has increased recognition of the Fairtrade mark in Garstang to 70% and that compares to a national average of just 20%.  The Fairtrade Foundation now have formulated their list of criteria enabling other towns and cities across the UK to gain Fairtrade status.  There are now seven Fairtrade towns and cities across the UK, with 47 places working towards Fairtrade status, including our own Lancaster and Morecambe, and places such as Edinburgh, Oxford, Cambridge, Birmingham, Liverpool, just to name a few.  

We hope that in future Lancashire will take on the role of becoming the first Fairtrade county.  Becoming a Fairtrade town has also been good for the Garstang town itself, putting us on the World Development map.  It has attracted a lot of interest to Garstang, including a lot of media interest, including prime-time viewing on NHK which is Japan's number one TV channel.  

So how has becoming a Fairtrade town benefited the local farming community?  The honest answer is that it has not, not up to now at any rate.  I do not feel that is the fault of the Fairtrade campaign, nor is it for the want of trying.  But I feel it is an opportunity that has yet to be grasped by the local farming community.  Before Garstang became a Fairtrade town, I remember seeing a march of dairy farmers along Garstang High Street, carrying a banner stating "we want a fair share of the bottle".  About the same time I remember watching a documentary on TV and hearing a UK sheep farmer talk about how he was forced to sell his lamb at less than it cost to produce.  It occurred to me that that farmer could easily be a coffee farmer in Peru or a cocoa farmer in Ghana.  

As the result of the Fairtrade campaign, we have built up links between the Garstang community and the cocoa farming community in Ghana.  Myerscough Agricultural College has since twinned with Kwadaso College in Ghana, and earlier this year Garstang itself twinned with the cocoa-farming town of New Koforidua outside Kumasi in Ghana.  When I visited Ghana last year I went to Kwadaso college and was struck by a cocoa farmer who said to me "why is it we are constantly asked to produce large amounts of poor quality cocoa at a cheap price which in turn forces the price down further.  Does no one care about quality any more?"  I also visited a Fairtrade banana plantation, where due to a huge reduction in the use of pesticides, the bananas had more of the little black spots that you see on the skins, caused by the insects.  Although the blemishes do not harm the fruit, in fact you could argue that it was better fruit because less pesticide was used, due to market forces way beyond their control the farmers were unable to sell the blemished bananas for export. They had to sell them at a loss to the internal market.  It occurred to me that farmers in developing countries are not the enemy of the small farmers in the UK, but colleagues suffering from exactly the same external pressures which they are powerless to change.  

Who does have the power to enforce this change?  I believe that is where Fairtrade comes in.  Because I believe the answer to that question lies with all of us, that is the consumer.  For decades farmers in developing countries have suffered poverty at levels that farmers in this country will never know.  This poverty is partly due to market forces and the injustices of the present trading system.  According to a recent Oxfam Report, called ‘Rigged Rules and Double Standards’, developing countries lose $100 billion a year due to an unfair trading system.  That is twice as much as all the money they receive in aid.  

After Garstang became a Fairtrade town, we held a Fairtrade breakfast to celebrate, attended by George Faulkes, who was then Under-Secretary of State for the Department of International Development.  After much discussion about Fairtrade, the local NFU representative said:  "This is all well and good, but what about cheap pork from Thailand?"  The reality is, despite the lower production costs in developing countries, the EU accounts for over 50% of the world's pork exports.  During Fairtrade fortnight this year, we held an event at Myerscough College entitled ‘Garstang and Ghana: why do their farmers get a raw deal?’  We invited various players in the food industry, including local farmers and farmers in Ghana to give their testimonies in answer to the question posed.  We then had a student jury giving their verdict.  The testimonies and the verdict can be seen on our website. 

I did not know what to expect before the event, but was very pleased to hear  local farmers endorsing the Fairtrade system.  One local farmer, in response to comments about how consumers buying dolphin-friendly tuna, had saved the dolphin, remarked "I want Fairtrade to make me the next dolphin".  For too long UK farmers have seen farmers in developing countries as competitors and not as colleagues.  I see all farmers across the world as victims of a system aimed at producing large quantities of cheap food resulting not only in social costs, but also costs to the environment, public health and food quality.  I believe that in rural areas the Fairtrade town initiative can bring local farmers together with farmers in developing countries.  I would like to see small farmers in the UK working towards a Fairtrade mark for their produce also.

In a recent survey, conducted locally in Garstang, 88% of people said that they try to support local farmers by buying local produce.  This compared to only 60% who said they had bought Fairtrade mark products. This shows the consumer will indeed support UK farmers, but they need to be shown how to do it.  At the moment we have got plenty of logos around for various things, but we do not have one that guarantees the most important thing, which is, that the farmer is receiving a fair price for his product.  That seems to be one logo that nobody seems to want to introduce.  Would it not be nice to see a Fairtrade mark on products like milk and British lamb, so that when we do our shopping we can be sure that UK farmers are also receiving a fair price for their produce as well?

I would like to just finish with the words of Nuruddin Boateng of Kuapa Kokoo the Fairtrade cocoa farmer in Ghana. He said during his visit to Garstang earlier this year: "farmers produce to make people live, why then do we deny their basic rights to survive".  

Chris Kolek, Market Towns Initiative

What I want to talk through is the Market Towns Initiative and tell you why I think it is delivering a number of the objectives it was designed to achieve, and why it should fit into this category of successful rural communities. 

I feel I should start by explaining what  the Countryside Agency contributed to the Market Towns Initiative.  The Market Towns Initiative is a direct result of the government's Rural White Paper.  It is supporting 190 market towns across the country and working together with NWDA, currently supporting 17 market towns directly through financial support in the North West region at this present time.

What I am going to talk through is the tool kit which we promote via our website to all market towns, not just the 17 we provide financial assistance to.  I want to explain why we feel market towns are so important. It may be common sense to some of you.  I will explain the process which we are encouraging market towns to go through and I will finish by making reference to an ever-increasing resource which is available to market towns on the website.

We have recognised the role market towns have always had, as centres for commercial activity and for social activity and in their value as a hub and a centre for rural communities.  The role of market towns has changed, whether it be social reasons, increased mobility, people being able to travel greater distances, the loss of manufacturing to other countries, or whether it is to do with all the changes we have seen over the last two decades in agriculture.  Some towns have adapted to change well, developed good service-based economies and are generally thriving and certainly give an impression of thriving.  Others are struggling.  Boarded-up shops are a good indicator of such a town. Others are struggling, but you might not notice it, not on the surface at least.  

Our vision for market towns is essentially seeing the market towns as a means by which you can buy the things you need for everyday life, being able to obtain basic services such as dentists, GPs, being able to find different types of housing, hopefully to be able to afford to buy or rent.  You should be able to access a broad range of jobs, gain access to the training and learning opportunities which are available.  But we must not forget other things, such as being able to eat out, go to the cinema and theatre.  These are all important aspects of people's quality of life.  The Market Towns Initiative is not just about the towns themselves, it is about the rural hinterland and the people who live around the town.  There is a need for those who do not have access to their own vehicles to have access via public transport to towns, and we are encouraging market towns to develop their function as a centre for public transport.  

In practical terms what we are doing with the tool kit is to provide a means by which towns can take themselves through a health check, to identify their strengths and weaknesses, and look at the opportunities and threats to the town. We do that by involving the community.  Now we  do not just  hand over the money and say "there you are, help yourselves, we are going to leave you to it".  What we do is draw upon the experience of a range of other initiatives across the country, and the experience of towns who have gone through this Single Regeneration Budget (SRB) process for a number of years.  We have drawn upon an American programme called Main Street, which is being piloted in the south-east of England, to look at the lessons which have been learned. From that we have devised a Health Check Handbook which hopefully provides a useful guide to communities to work their way through a health check in their town.  We also include guidance on how you go about producing an Action Plan and what it might include.  We identify ways in which projects can be developed to be included in an Action Plan, and how we might address the needs which have been identified.  

In terms of financial support, the support we are providing is essentially for somebody to help those communities go through that process.  There must be a health check co-ordinator or a project manager to help put together project applications.  There is a recognition that there is a need for somebody to help facilitate, at the local level, to help people through this process.  We also include advice on training and funding and, because it is a developing programme, much more besides.  The health check and action plan is essentially in six stages. Because of the time limits today, I cannot go into this in any detail.  Any experience I have says something different, because I am seeing new partnerships becoming established within towns and already the outputs are coming.  They are not relying on public funding. They are not waiting for outside assistance.  They are getting together, looking at the issues in the town and are actually beginning to address some of their problems.  I think the creation of partnerships in market towns has been a success in itself.  Gaining community support is a much longer-term aspiration.  The government has set us a target for towns completing this process, with our support, within six months.  My experience over the last 18 months clearly demonstrates that six months is not long enough for that process.  It is an ongoing process and it does take time to get people involved, to motivate people.  There is always this difficulty between raising expectations so high that you then have to say "I'm sorry, we can't do that" and let everybody down, and I get the impression that an awful lot of people have been through that process.  There is the balance in terms of raising expectations sufficiently to get them motivated and involved.  It is a very difficult balancing act.  

The guidance on the website is what we call a snap shot, which is effectively a ‘paint by numbers’ audit of what is in the town. There is a series of worksheets which various working groups within towns are working their way through.  They are presenting a vision of their town. 14 of the 17 towns we are currently helping in the North West have now produced an Action Plan.  We are now working with a number of partner bodies to ensure that the resources are there to help those towns implement their Action Plans.

One final point.  The resources I am referring to are on the website. It is an enormous resource. There is a directive there which shows all the range of literature from academic institutions across the country which have looked at market towns issues, so I would hope that if  they do create a centre of excellence in this region they will be able to build upon the learning from right across the UK and beyond I might add.  The Health Check Handbook is also  available there.  Directories which include details of community participation techniques, and a whole lot of other information besides.  A very useful resource for market towns has been created.

Discussion 

Q  Could I ask Richard Halhead, I found your presentation fascinating. Why do you think you couldn't achieve any of the funding you applied for?

A:  The latter one, the 5b funding, we were turned down at the last minute because of the management structure within the business plan.  The catering operation was licensed out, and that did not fit in with the criteria that was prevalent at the time.  Initially, I honestly do not know, but I do feel that if Mike and I had got together and had an isolated barn somewhere in the marshes of Cockerham, that nobody could get to, and agreed to do it there, we would have got the money.  But because we had the foresight to get it off the farm and do it, I do not think it matched up with whatever was prevalent then.

Q  I was very interested in Bruce Crowther's talk, but I would like him to define what a fair price is.

A  That is a question that I couldn't answer in the time given to me really.  There is a lot of debate on that.  In developing countries we are talking about giving them a price that covers the cost of production plus something that gives them some sort of a livelihood.  There are more complications where the Fairtrade mark is concerned, but basically the issue when we are referring to the mark for UK farmers, is to cover the cost of production and provide an income that they can make a livelihood on.  Where the Fairtrade mark in developing countries is concerned there's also various other things like community funding of hospitals and schools and such like.  But that is the basic principle.

Q  How are the market towns chosen for the Market Towns Initiative to start with, because there has obviously been a huge selection process from across the country.

A  We looked at the government's criteria for intervention, the rationale for intervening in market towns in the first place.  Much of it related to declining services at the local level and also a concern over the vulnerability of market towns because of a narrow economic base.  In a nutshell we used those criteria to commission research by consultants to look at all the market towns in the North West, but first they had to define those by looking at the characteristics of market towns.  They looked at the functionality of the towns using a series of indicators, the result of that was a list of 58 towns.  Those towns were invited to bid, effectively in a challenge process, to make their case. From those 58 we were able to select initially 15. We have since worked with Cheshire county authority to select another two because there was an issue over the way in which they were making their case in Cheshire. As I am sure a lot of people in this room are aware, some parts of our region are actually more familiar with chasing funding and putting their case together than other parts and we needed to address that issue and balance it.  

THE RURAL KNOWLEDGE ECONOMY
Dr Gordon Clark, Senior Lecturer in the Department of Geography at Lancaster University, chaired the session on the Rural Knowledge Economy.

Lorna Tyson, Director of Enterprise & Business Development, Myerscough College

A knowledge economy, forget rural, is one that emphasises a service or product that requires advanced levels of knowledge to add value to provide revenue.  So it is about generating income from the mind, quite often linked with technology, rather than practical skills. It is the ability to access information that is very important to a knowledge economy.  If you cannot access information you have not got a knowledge economy because it is dependent upon it.  If we are going to have a knowledge economy in rural areas it is going to require a different infrastructure from the one we have got now.  That is really my fundamental point this afternoon.

As often happens, things happen that help you understand all this. I was at the Big Chip Awards in Manchester last night, for Manchester Digital.  There were 330 people and lots of razzmatazz and it was about the best e-commerce site, the best e-business site, the best public community site. Design awards.  Pretty rich people judging by what they were wearing, drinking and eating.  Suddenly some of this became clearer to me; NWDA have done some research and there are 5,000 digital businesses in the North West.  We are the second biggest area in Europe for digital-type businesses.  Of those 5,000, there are 4% in Cumbria and 51% in Lancashire and Manchester, mainly south Lancashire and Manchester.  They employ 65,000 people, but if you include the supporting industries as well, the total is 167,000 people and that is just in the North West.  

We are going to need a different infrastructure if we are going to attract knowledge-based businesses into the rural areas.  Traditionally we have thought of infrastructure as roads and sewers and so on, but what we mean is that we have got to be able to support the information and ideas coming into rural areas. We have got to be able to support intellectual services, which is quite different to what we are used to doing.  So, if you have got a rural area with broadband, that will be able to attract some of these knowledge-based businesses into that area.  It will give that area a competitive advantage over another area.  So Cumbria is about to take the lead.  

What you will also need, if you are going to attract these businesses into rural areas, is technical assistance to support them.  You are going to need a culture shift.  In the rural areas we tend to have a culture of fierce independence.  What you are going to need are people that go from being independent, rugged individuals to ones that can actually work together.  The networking that was going on at this event in Manchester last night was just amazing.  You cannot just have one of these businesses in rural areas, you have to be able to provide accommodation for them so that there can be groups of them so they can network.  We need a different culture. We have got to have people who are prepared to do that in those areas.  Those people have got to have a willingness to learn and unlearn and relearn, because that is what it is all about.  It is about change, change, change.  They have got to be prepared to take risks, and they will need access to venture capital.  This infrastructure has got to be provided if we are going to attract these types of businesses into rural areas.  They will need talented staff. We need to recognise the value of collaboration and co-operation and I know that is what this event today is about.

I am married to a farmer.  There are two points I want to make about that.  One of them is related to what Bruce Crowther said. I would like a fair price for milk; we are getting 14.5p a litre at the moment and it costs 17p to produce. So I would very much like a fair price.  But the other thing is, that in all the documentation that we see, one of the ways for future farming and sustainable farming is co-operation.  I think at times that we are a bit arrogant because if we in this room cannot co-operate, if the funders cannot co-operate, if the providers cannot co-operate, then what right have we got to say to farmers co-operate.  We have got to look at ourselves first and we need people who can see the application of cutting-edge technology.

What do we do next?  We have got to recognise that in rural areas we have got a unique selling point – it is a fantastic place to live and work.  People not only like to live there, they would like to work there.  We have got to share the vision. If you read the Rural Renaissance document, the Strategic Objective 1 is about broadening the economic base of rural areas, and that is all I am talking about, another way to broaden that economic base.  NWDA have set some of this agenda, but we all need to buy into it.  I would like to support the people who say the strategy has got to be joined up with the funding.  I spend 80% of my life trying to reconcile strategy with the funding and the work on the ground and that is an awful waste of my time.  

We need to develop a plan.  We need to co-operate and collaborate on the implementation. I realise I am probably running out of time, but if you don't remember anything else today you will remember these slides.  First of all, why have we put this slide in?  Any of you that have seen the film, Field of Dreams, might know that Kevin Costner was in it.  It is about a farmer who took out his crops and built a baseball pitch, and he did it because he believed that if he put that infrastructure in, the players would come and the public would come and they would play baseball.  So if you build it they will come.

Alan Heywood, Project Manager, Learning Tourism Project

The Learning Tourism Project is a European Regional Development Funded-project  (ERDF) in conjunction with Lancaster University.  It is aimed at transferring the knowledge and skills we have here on campus to businesses in the tourism sector.  The University took a unique approach to this in that it did not allocate it to academics within the University, they went outside and recruited tourism professionals to run the project itself.  To that end they brought me on board and they brought my colleague, Tara Sewell, on board.  Both of us have tourism backgrounds in different parts of the industry.  

Rural communities and agencies have co-operated and worked together for many years.  The University coming into this brings a new perspective.  To start, the University needs to know what is wanted by the rural community and how we can work with the agencies.  We need to understand those needs and react to them, and by doing that we can then work to transfer the skills and knowledge to help businesses to grow and add value to the communities.  Then we get a situation where both sides are learning and understanding how we can work together, and how we can get something going in the communities and businesses that is going to benefit everybody.  From our perspective the catalyst to all this is the Learning Tourism Project.  With two people and the back-up of the University, we can go to businesses and see how we can interact to help them grow.  

The first part of the Project has been looking for the trends while we have been talking to people.  I have to say there are a number of people we have talked to already in the audience here and we are very grateful for the input they have given us.  The very first thing we have noticed is that there is a general acknowledgement that the rural tourism sector faces many challenges.  It is not just the FMD last year that has shown us that tourism is in trouble, the rural economy is in trouble. There was an underlying trend before then that perhaps people had not picked up on and that FMD highlighted. We need to do something in the rural communities.  We have spoken to a number of operators this year, and they have told us in the last couple of months that 2002 has not been the miracle year that everybody expected.  There was a feeling that once we got our troubles behind us, trade would return.  It has not happened.  They have told us that the Jubilee massively affected business.  The wet summer took visitors out of the areas.  What they did say though, was thank goodness for September. The long warm September has made it possible for them to survive through this coming winter.  

This has led us to note that incomes have been squeezed, not just in the tourism industry, but in the associated sectors.  We also have had businesses say to us, "I can't recruit people; they can't afford to live in this community.  There are empty homes that are second homes, the house prices are so high that local people can't survive in this area and have to move out. If we manage to recruit people into the area, especially during the peak tourist season, we cannot find them low-cost accommodation."  One or two agencies have told us that farmers have said that if they are going to do bed and breakfast, they have got to have the ability to have caravans in the fields next to the bed and breakfast to accommodate the workers.  Speakers have identified this as a skill shortage across the industry.  Agencies are working full time to try and redress this situation but we need more work, we need more skills.  On the plus side, there is an acknowledgement that tourism is of great importance to the rural economy, that without tourism, we would have a much worse situation and many industries and people would not be able to survive.  

There is a well-established trend to farm diversification but other farmers are now looking at this and saying "how can I get into this" and we are starting to see some very innovative ideas.  We have spoken to farmers, and I do not want to reveal what their ideas are, because we want to work on them, but they are getting something that is out of the ordinary and they expect that their ideas are going to have a large draw from a very large area because they know nobody else is in this business.  

We are also identifying that villages, communities, businesses have got a desire to work in clusters.  They have got a desire to form those partnerships where they can hand visitors on to each other, enhancing the visitor expenditure, enhancing the visitor experience and retaining income within the area.  We have also discovered that there is an openness to receive help.  We have not yet had a business say to us "sorry, I don't want your help".  It has been more a case of whether we help them with the limited funds we have got.  

So, how is Learning Tourism helping this economy?  We have got a number of activities.  There is a series of Tourism Briefing Papers that we are going to issue.  These are going to be of a strategic or operational nature.  They are going to be written by professionals or academics, but they are going to be targeted at the tourism industry.  We have got a series of Action Learning Sets which are executive clubs, where we invite businesspeople to sit down and explore the opportunities they have got for working together, creating those partnerships, or putting a product in place that is going to help everybody.  

We are also using a system of 50 Business Consultancies and these are drawn from the population on this campus.  We are using graduates from Lancaster to put their knowledge in place, to put their skills into businesses.  For a four-week period we will loan that person to the business, we will pay for that person to go and write the marketing plan, go and do the business plan, or any other part of the business they want.  If they have got an innovative idea, let us look at how we can put that idea into practice.

Finally, we have got the website, and the website is central to communication in this project.  We have got a number of people out in Cumbria and Lancashire who are now using this website to convey ideas to each other.  It is very much in its infancy and we are still preaching the fact that it is there, but we are hoping, especially people in the Action Learning Set, will use that to communicate ideas. We are there using our skills and the University's resources to enhance the product.  We are looking to build on what business is there, to add value.  We have got the overall objective of increasing tourism spend, increasing the multiplier in the rural economies, so businesses associated with tourism also benefit.  We want to increase community wealth both from a financial point of view and from a social point of view.

Dr Tim Burnett, Farmers’ Health Project

The Farmers’ Health Project was a two-and-a-half-year project.  It was always called the Farmers’ Health Project but in fact the proper name is Improving Access to Health Care for Farming Communities.  Its origins were mostly in the anecdotal and other experience of people working on the ground.  That included NHS workers, particularly people in mental health and primary care; it also included people in charities such as MIND, and agencies such as the Citizens Advice Bureau.  In 1998 a paper was published by Dr Cath Gerrard on the gap between farmers’ health needs and the provision of health services for them.  She reported that farmers would rather see a vet than a doctor. It was also increasingly difficult through the 90s for farmers to access doctors if you think of the introduction of appointment systems and the centralising of health services and health centres.  I know from my own experience as a GP over 25 years, that when I started in 1975 I was available in my own practice for, on average, 86 hours a week. By the time we got to 1995 that had reduced to 38 hours a week because of the introduction of co-operatives.  So farmers had great trouble accessing doctors.  

What we were worried about at that time was in fact reflecting what had been happening in the farming community.  The aims of the project were partly to identify the health needs of the farming community, because we all had our stories about what was wrong with them, for example, mental health problems. My own particular interest was accident incidents.  We wanted to know more precisely what was happening and we wanted to take the health service out to where farmers were.  Another part of the Farmers’ Health Project was testing the use of the nurse practitioner. This was a relatively new breed in the health service in this country, although they have been in America for many years.  We used the nurse practitioner to deliver health services to where farmers could be found.  

The funding came from quite a broad base, mainly from the NHS Research and Development Funds, but also from the NWDA and the Bowland Initiative. The Foundation for Nursing Studies were interested in the nurse practitioner side and later on the Countryside Agency also gave us some money for disseminating the work of the Project.

The organisation was basically to send a nurse practitioner with a support worker in a dedicated converted clinic van to auction marts and other places where farmers gather.  The other aspect of it was the management group that met each month and that included quite a broad spectrum of people who were interested in the Project.  It was certainly somewhere where there was conflict as well as co-operation.  The Project covered a huge area, including three different health regions. This created some problems for us as well.  

The target groups were farmers and their families and others involved in agriculture.  There was also considerable effort put into creating networks among all the agencies. There are something like 60 agencies and charities that are involved in the rural area and it was deemed very important to have a good liaison with these agencies because very often the problems farmers present with are extremely complex. They are not just straightforward problems.

What about the findings?  There are far too many for me to tell you now, so I will pick out one or two of them.  One thing I would like to point out is the very high number of self-referrals.  We had no idea that so many of the patients who presented would be self-referred, simply because of the way in which the service is delivered.  We thought there would be far more referrals from GPs who got practically none at all.  

The second thing is that 56% of people who came for health checks had serious problems.  As a GP, when I do a health check, I would expect to find about 10% with serious problems. So there are five times the number of serious problems found among this group of farmers.  There is also a culture of stoicism. The Report shows a large number of serious mental health, musculo-skeletal problems (arthritis and so on) and cardiovascular problems.  We are dealing mainly with a group of people who are in their mid-to-late 50s, so this is not unexpected. However, the fact is that they were putting up with these problems without coming for help. Our evidence shows that they had had problems for some length of time, the largest proportion over 31 days.  This is in contrast to my brother-in-law’s experience  as a GP in Cambridge. I remember his story about someone coming in with a sore throat, and he asked “how long have you had it” and the reply was “since twenty past nine”.  

I would like to talk about the nurse practitioner role because it is a very interesting one, and nurse practitioners do have the skills which GPs also have. Their role was a most important one in this Project. In particular, because of the large area covered, our own nurse practitioner was able to acquire expertise beyond what any GP could acquire.  In this area there are something like 90 GPs but no GP could get the overview that the nurse practitioner could.  There is also the question of developing expertise.

I won't bother about conclusions, I would just like to say a bit about the aftermath.  The Project came to an end in July 2001, it was extended for a year in what was called the Rural and Farmers’ Health Service, based at Carnforth and run by the same nurse practitioner and support worker. It was very successful, with more than 100 new patients registering with the service following the lifting of FMD restrictions. However, in May 2001, Morecambe Bay PCT decided it could not fund a continuation of the service beyond July.
Discussion

Q:  Not a question, just a statement.  To thank Tim and his team for what they have done over the last two years.  I have been closely involved as chairman of Lancaster Auction Mart until last year, and I know how much that service was appreciated and how they got through to the people at the grassroots. These chaps live in isolated situations in the hills, they are very stoic and they do not complain. The staff who were present at the auction mart in those mobile clinics got the trust of these guys initially by just being there and then by beginning to talk to them. They found all sorts of problems. I would just like to publicly express a vote of thanks to Tim and his team.

Q:  (Head of John Ruskin School, Coniston) First of all a comment to all the speakers.  I think all the speakers have done really well today to give us such a breadth of experience in a short seven minutes. I think they deserve congratulations for that.  I am one of the head teachers in the Rural Academy of Cumbria, and it really is an example of how something is working on the ground.  I have trouble accessing funding streams, just like Richard. My results are too low or too high to get some of the finance that is coming down from central government. We were also too small to become one of the specialist schools.  Neil is right, the government is listening.  I had a conversation exactly a year ago with government ministers, about how unfair it was that small schools could not become specialist colleges and they have changed the rules for us.  We are now going forward as a group of nine schools working together in co-operation as a partnership to be a Rural Academy and that is within inches of success at the moment.  It is an example of something that does work if you get the co-operation of people working together.

Q:  (Lorna Tyson) I agree entirely with what you are saying.  As a result of FMD (it is quite often dire straits that helps partnerships come together) we ran a very successful partnership last year with Newton Rigg, Voluntary Action Cumbria, Myerscough, Reaseheath, North Cheshire Training Group and Mill House Training Group, where we did a lot of delivery of computer training using laptops, in village halls and pubs all over Cumbria, Lancashire and Cheshire, places where there had never been any training before. People were coming on these courses who had never done anything like that before.  We used very special teachers who knew that when a farmer hit a key on the keyboard they would have 20 digits on the screen and when they had pressed one key they would hit four.  So you have to do it with the right people, the right language, on the ground, and it was very successful. Our challenge now is to sustain that partnership.  We have got funding problems and that is always going to be the case, but we have to sustain the good practice and the sharing of the experience we got out of that partnership and keep it going.

SUCCESSFUL RURAL PARTNERSHIPS

Magnus George, Project Manager, Entrepreneurship Unit, Lancaster University, chaired the session on Successful Rural Partnerships
Kate Braithwaite, Director, Voluntary Action Cumbria

I understood that this event was going to be quite action orientated so I have got some challenges. I thought having so many funders in one room at the same time was too big an opportunity to miss.  Both in Lancashire and in Cumbria, with the huge amount of resource that is going into rural recovery, the mechanism for delivery is a partnership. I spend my life in partnerships, some are good and some are bad.  I wanted to share with you some of my experiences of partnerships and how they function and how they could function better.  

I often sit in rooms with the same people.  The meetings are called different titles but generally speaking it is only a permutation of about 20 people and you get about 12 of them at any one time.  I think the balance of strategic thinkers and implementers is really important. I remember Chris Haskins when he was in Cumbria, he made a big impression on me. The first thing he said was:  "Kate, Cumbria seems full of strategic thinkers does anyone do any bloody work?".  I think that was a really good question.  If you get a lot of strategic thinkers in one room all you end up with is a load of paper.  

Implementers are people who are risk takers and I have got a really good definition of whether you are an implementer or not.  You can be an intrapreneur, and I think I am an intrapreneur, or you can be an entrepreneur and be an implementer.  These people wake up in the middle of the night wondering how they are going to pay their salaries. Strategic thinkers generally don’t.  If  you have got a partnership that is functioning, you have to have people who are risk takers, and you have got to make it worth their while being there, because they are obviously spending time that they could be spending doing entrepreneurial things.  The other thing is about valuing non-cash contributions. People get round the table often by virtue of working for local government or a government agency.  Many of the people who would be most use around the table are not there.  Sometimes they are stroppy individuals, sometimes they are completely off-the-wall, but in fact if we are going to deliver innovation and recovery they are the very people we need; an eclectic group of people.

My next point is about project development because the strategic documents are full of project ideas that will never happen, never in a million years, because they have been dreamed up by somebody who is not an implementer.  In order to get a project off the ground, it takes a lot of graft.  If you are taking people along with you, it means going to village halls and rooms above pubs, in meetings that go on to half past eleven and the meetings are sometimes really, really difficult.  I have been in front of groups of farmers, and the nastiest thing anybody ever said to me was: "you're an instrument of DEFRA". I really do think you have got to go through all that pain in order to get good projects developed, that really have the backing of people.  You have got to change and convince a lot of people that it is worth doing something really well.  

Why is that not recognised?  The investment in project development is money well spent.  Project development is often done through the night by people with day jobs and you can see that I am speaking with the bitter scars of experience.  Bids are often judged by the NWDA to be rubbish, and that is because they are.  It is because they have been written through the night by people who have done a day job.  Why can't we properly resource project development and be able to buy in some decent skills and talents for specific pieces of work?  Why do we have to have a fully-formed fully-fledged piece of work out of the blue sky?  Some of the projects that now rest within the strategy documents are huge and I think we are going to hear about one.  

If they are going to happen, they are going to require an entirely different way of working and I still do not see a lot evidence of organisations being willing to give up their own identity on behalf of the bigger ideal.  I think it means secondment of people, staff, time and resources to a project from authorities, agencies, the voluntary sector, all working alongside each other, and losing the identity of those people who pay. That is true multi-agency working.  

I am talking a lot about barriers, but this is bitter experience.  We need advocates for good projects like Country Harvest who are going to make sure that funding gets through. I have seen grown men weep at the process of going through a RES application.  It should not be this difficult.  These are good projects and there are over-zealous civil servants who want to try and prevent things happening, make it as difficult as possible.  I call it the ‘state aids rule syndrome’.  I helped a little wool co-operative; they were hardly going to challenge world trade.  But the response when they tried to get one lot of funding was: “we will have to get state aid approval for this”. You know we have really got to challenge some of this stuff.  People see a set of guidelines and turn them into rules. 

Can I tell you a bit about the tyranny of retrospective funding?  Because partners who are implementers also have to take the risk of funding and almost all funding comes late, after you have done the work and paid the bills.  If you were to look at my balance sheet sometimes, you would occasionally see up to £300k of bills, debtors.  And if you look at the list of debtors it is DEFRA, local authorities, Europe.  And this really interesting document came out, it is from the Treasury and it is a cross-cutting review, and - guess what - they are spilling the beans on retrospective funding.  Treasury rules: There is a wide spread perception that so called Treasury rules are so inflexible that no payments ahead of actual expenditure are possible.  This perception is simply incorrect. The latter, in the case of the principle is, that no payment should be made in advance of need.  Now clearly a lot of people are in need of the money and the challenge here is that we get a degree of flexibility, a sharing of the risk, partly up-front funding.  Now there are a lot of people and a lot of communities, who will never participate in any rural regeneration programme unless this is tackled because they do not have the cash.  A lot of businesses will not participate, they do not have the cash, and yet they have got good ideas.  So we need to sort it.

Monica Lee, Chair, NW Gateway Initiative

The partnership of the NW Gateway Initiative first met in June 2001 with the intention of aiding rural regeneration in the North West.  At that stage, the core of the partnership included Lancaster University, Lancaster Farmers Auction Mart (LFAM), DEFRA, NWDA, Business Links, Cornerstone and Grosvenor Estates.  The partnership has always intended to be widely collaborative, and now also includes Lancashire Rural Futures, Lancaster District Council, Wyre District Council, Lancaster City Council, Hilton Dawson MP, NW NFU, NW Tourist Board, Countryside Agency, Old English Meats, The Wildlife Trust, Forrest Hills, Myerscough College, and the Marts of Ulverston, Brock, Gisburn, Bentham, Kendal and Clitheroe.

The partnership sprung from the realisation (illustrated by the Health Project) that one of the best ways to address rural needs is through existing rural networks – the hub of which are the Auction Marts.  The intention, however, is to do more than just address current needs, rather it is to help sustainable economic, environmental and social regeneration within the rural communities, developed hand in hand with associated urban and tourist concerns.

Baron Isherwood, Director of Regeneration, NWDA, recently outlined eight strategic objectives, namely:

1. Broadening the economic base of rural areas

2. Renew and strengthen sustainable recreation and tourism

3. Assisting the restructuring of agriculture

4. Enhancing the competitiveness and capability of primary agriculture

5. Rural skills development

6. Development and promotion of countryside products

7. Sustaining the environmental inheritance

8. Delivering social and community regeneration.

We support all of these, and believe that maximum impact will be obtained from an integrated approach that makes full use of the Auction Mart as the trusted hub of the existing social and economic rural networks.  

We intend to build upon these networks in order to create what Baron Isherwood called ‘The Big Idea’ or ‘Honey-Pot’ for Lancashire, with parallels to the Eden Project.  Our intention is to create a rural regeneration park that entertains, informs and inspires, whilst also meeting current needs and developing inclusive economic, social and environmental activity.  It is a large project which, if successful, will have a significant strategic effect upon the social and economic climate of Lancashire. We are examining its feasibility at present, and will have to wait to see if it can be implemented successfully.  

The partnership, however, has already produced some successful outcomes.  The Marts, and their farming members, are working more closely with Business Links on a range of projects; The Entrepreneurship Unit at Lancaster University has become closely involved in individual entrepreneurial initiatives within the rural community and is considering the establishment of a Masters course in rural entrepreneurship, and LFAM and the farming community are actively involved in establishing research projects, such as looking into the economic and social impact of wireless broadband on disadvantaged hill farming communities.  

Key Features of the NW Gateway

This is a large strategic initiative specifically designed to meet the recommendations of the Curry Report (and others) in a coherent and integrated fashion, thereby maximising economic and social support whilst minimising costs that would otherwise go to disparate initiatives. It springs directly from the farming community (in collaboration with a range of partners including Lancaster University, NFU, DEFRA, Business Links and Grosvenor Estates) and uses the Mart as the core, as has been shown by research to be one of the most effective means of directly accessing farmers.  

Lancashire farmers and the rural community have been badly hit by FMD, but have not received the compensation awarded elsewhere.  Their needs are different from those that were compensated for FMD, and are urgent.  Because of the nature of Lancaster Farmers Auction Market (LFAM), benefits arising from this will go back to the farming community and not into the pockets of a few shareholders. The social and economic benefits of an integrated initiative directly supported by farmers cannot be overstated.  Whilst there are several different threads to the initiative, it is the way in which they work together with the rural, urban and tourist communities that gives this initiative its impetus.  This will be threatened if the threads are seen as separate minor initiatives and the wider strategic import of this is lost.  Lancashire, and its rural and urban communities will also achieve long term benefit from this, primarily by increased tourism, sustained job creation and transparency and effectiveness of developments in the food chain.  This will also involve enhanced environmental, educational, and developmental opportunities and will offer a centre of excellence for rural regeneration.

Whilst intending to work collaboratively with other initiatives, the needs and catchment of Lancashire are distinct and are unlikely to compete or conflict with initiatives elsewhere.  This initiative is based around an already existing and thriving Mart.  It is therefore about enhancing existing provision within a proven catchment area, rather than establishing something entirely new or unproven.

Background

The NW Gateway Group comprises a collaborative partnership of leading bodies and members of the rural community and is concerned with establishing a form of ‘rural enterprise park’ designed around Lancashire’s regeneration plans.  The central plank of this is the physical and metaphorical relocation of LFAM.  Metaphorical relocation includes the restructuring of its activities to include a wide range of facilities to encourage rural business entrepreneurship.  In essence, this is a project that combines spatial development with community regeneration activity in the form of training, ICT/business facilities, social and welfare activity, and tourism attractions.  It also establishes the Mart as a centre for general business support. Its facilities will include access for rural businesses to a range of SBS.  In particular, it will establish the site as a gateway for tourism, both as a tourist attraction itself, and to foster tourism throughout the North West.  In this way, the NW Gateway is intended to support a cascading of entrepreneurial principles and small business development; urban and rural education about rural issues; foster tourism; and develop environmental awareness. The full plan offers integrated provision that fulfils the themes of NWDA’s Rural Recovery Strategy in the North West, and accords with the strategic objectives outlined in the Lancashire Rural Partnership Report.  

Lancaster Farmers Auction Mart Ltd (LFAM) is similar to a farmers’ co-operative in that there are 500,000 shares of which 250,000 are allocated at present.  Only farmers or those in farm related business can hold shares to a maximum holding of 2% or 10,000 shares.  LFAM is a key voice for Lancashire farmers, and as research into the Rural Health Project has shown, their needs can be best addressed through it.  LFAM has undertaken a feasibility study, which concludes that the best way to support sustainable rural activity for the Mart and the farmers in Lancashire, is to progress the plans developed in partnership through the NW Gateway Initiative.  

LFAM is arguably the best Mart in the area and has already diversified considerably, and currently acts as a site for a wide range on non-agricultural auctions and as a community and educational centre.  The premises are used for weekly car-boot sales and occasional sales of other goods.  It is actively engaged in several research projects with the 5* Management School at Lancaster University and is working towards creating a new business and knowledge resource, centred on a relocated and revitalised Mart.  These activities are ripe for expansion, and would benefit considerably if done in conjunction with other commercial and not-for-profit organisations that have expressed interest in this initiative, and would be spawned and supported through this initiative.

This Gateway to the Hills and Fells will link farmers with the wider community and provide a regional focus for developments in tourism, knowledge exploitation, food craft production and selling, ICT training and connectivity. The Gateway seeks to exploit the strengths of the University – research excellence, links with SMEs and larger businesses, world-class reputation in environmental science and IT, and design of bespoke learning programmes – together with the good commercial and social practice of LFAM.  Others in the project working group include representatives from the Small Business Service, the local MP, Grosvenor Estates and other Auction Marts and Agricultural Colleges.

Such a Gateway to the Hills and Fells located near Lancaster would serve Lancashire, South Cumbria, The Fylde and parts of Yorkshire and could be linked with other similar developments in the region and further afield.

Aspects of the Gateway project include;

· The establishment of a large tourist attraction, that introduces the unique countryside and products of the North West, educates and entertains about rural issues; offers art, craft and theatre facilities, and; sign-posts tourists to other attractions throughout the North West.

· Contains processing, marketing and distribution facilities to shorten the food chain and enhance the development and sale of local products.

· Craft production of specialist foods, with demonstration facilities on behalf of the NW Food Alliance and high class catering outlet

· Support for Countryside market in Lancaster City (LFAM co-operative venture)

· Development of LFAM activities in a new location, to include video-based, remote auction facilities, meat and livestock distribution centre, state-of –the-art auction ring and abattoir

· Rural Business and Innovation Park, to include ‘diversification’ businesses, communication facilities, boardroom, admin/IT support, business advice in conjunction with the Small Business Service

· Social and community centre; health and welfare facilities (RHA-funded)

· Education centre: facility for training courses  - for farmers, the tourist industry and others; Learndirect (UfI) centre, countryside interpretation facility, craft skills, introduction to the Hills and Fells ‘experience’

· Research and development base for Rural Regeneration, linked into Lancaster University and other relevant HEIs to include: community engagement, health issues, sustainability, (SME) business success in the new rural economy, environmental protection, new tourism opportunities.

This initiative is directly in line with all the recent major reports on the area, and offers a coherent, integrated sustainable and environmentally sensitive response to the points they make.  This is particularly important because many of the previous initiatives focused on rural development had a tendency to focus on only one or two aspects of that development, and thus their impact was weakened.  

This initiative addresses the themes of the Rural Recovery Strategy in the North West post-FMD 2001, namely: a) Broadening the economic base, b) Sustainable recreation and tourism, 

c) Assisting the restructuring of agriculture, d) Competitiveness and capability of primary agriculture, e) Rural skills development, f) Development and promotion of countryside products, g) Sustaining the environmental inheritance, h) Delivering social and community regeneration, and I) Strategic actions.  Similarly, it supports the focus of the Hills Task Force on sustainable business enterprises that contribute to the upland economy, society and environment, which recommends that auction marts be encouraged to develop and co-operative ventures, and that measures be advanced to encourage auction marts to assume a greater role in developing and managing local markets for livestock, including holding and monitoring stock to high welfare standards and organising appropriate haulage.  It is also in line with the Haskins report which concludes that the various stakeholders must demonstrate their commitment to co-operating with each other and there must be co-operation between farmers and farm service businesses, to improve their efficiency as producers and marketers, including joint buying and selling.  Lord Haskins also gave particular support to those Marts that have a high percentage of farmers on their Boards.  

Similarly, the Hartington Group report concluded that a collaborative approach is needed between producers and all other stages in the supply chain. The report recommends the setting up a farmer–owned group to market livestock (mainly prime stock) on a planned basis, to advise producers on customer requirements and to provide feedback on quality after slaughter. It would act as a collecting centre and delivery service to the abattoir. Under the NW Gateway Initiative, LFAM would be ideally placed to extend its operations in this way.  

The objectives of the NW Gateway Initiative fit in very well with the findings of the Curry Report: Farming and Food.  This initiative would enhance profitability by reconnecting farming and food production to the rest of the food chain and with consumers. It would enhance benchmarking and statistics by facilitating the collection of the relevant data and, through its partnership with the University, help in the creation of an ‘Applied Research Forum’ which could commission work from Further and Higher Education and link with the research Councils.  It would help in the creation of a Food Chain Centre Creation to develop supply chain analyses.  It is a prime example of multi-stakeholder collaboration.  It would help disseminate and educate farmers in advances in Animal Health Strategy, particularly through its partnership with DEFRA and local veterinary services.

Finally, the NW Gateway Initiative fits extremely well with the strategic objectives of the Lancashire Rural Recovery Partnership and offers an integrated and flexible project by which these objectives can be met.  Their vision is ‘a dynamic rural economy for Lancashire which is financially, socially and environmentally sustainable’, for which they identify three key drivers for recovery, namely: positive management of sustainable change in the countryside; making the most of the benefits and opportunities of links between countryside and urban areas and; putting in place the necessary basic infrastructure and capacity that enables rural communities and businesses to thrive.

Relocating the Auction Mart - focus for social and economic development

The initiative is much wider than the relocation of LFAM, and, in theory, could develop separately from LFAM, however, in many areas the local Mart is an important centre for both business and social transactions in the community – an essential meeting place throughout the year for farmers and their business associates.  LFAM, because it is farmer owned, is a particularly strong example of this, and is already a partner in a number of regeneration initiatives.  The question of relocation for LFAM is complex. Its focus as a centre for social and economic development needs to be maintained and strengthened such that the development fosters a well-regulated mart as part of a wider facility and continues to provide a focus for rural life whilst opening its doors to tourism and urban activities.  

Without losing this end-vision, however, there is a need to break the implementation of it into manageable stages.   The first stage of this project, therefore, is to establish the Mart, abattoir, processing facilities and general purpose rooms, so that they provide a clear economic base.  Establishment of the core elements will greatly improve existing facilities for food generation and processing within Lancashire; it will enhance transparency within the food chain and will support local produce, and will prevent job losses.  It will also enhance productivity and diversification, thereby creating new jobs. Once these are established the other parts of the initiative will follow, serving and tapping into the Mart's customer base. 

Discussion

Q:  (to Kate Braithwaite) How do you think we can influence government and others to do some of the things that you suggested?  Your presentation was music to my ears and makes me realise that I am not the only one.  I am not very proud of this, but I have been reduced to tears by RES applications and I am a professional who has been writing bids for eight years. So what hope is there? How can we  make it happen? How can we change it?

KB:  If you would all like to leave this room and go and write to Tony Percival in Crewe and suggest he pioneers the North West as the region to work with this question of retrospection, as I have done, that would be a positive action from today.  I think we have got to do it in bite-sized chunks.  The problem of getting communities and other groups engaged in rural regeneration, financial structures, community and asset reinvestment trust pilot, that might provide some up-front funding for micro-enterprises that might enable them to start engaging in regeneration.  I have got a whole shopping list of things and I think you have to do it in bite-sized pieces.  Partnerships are the key to unlocking the funding red tape because one organisation on its own cannot do that.  I am hopeful that the Rural Regeneration Company that is about to be set up in Cumbria will bang heads seriously together.  People who want to cling on to their own little funding initiatives because their job depends upon it, they have got to give way, give ownership over to the greater good.  So I am pinning my hopes on the Rural Regeneration Company in that respect.

SA: Tony Percival is my boss and I don't want to prevent any of you writing in to Tony, and I will probably get into big trouble for telling everybody this, but I saw a letter that Tony wrote a couple of days ago beseeching London to allow him to do a fast-track process for the RES. Many of you will have met Tony, many of you will have seen Tony at the front of various gatherings. I am not making eye contact with Neil Cumberlidge on my right when I say this, but in defence of Tony, he does a really tremendous amount, as does Neil behind the scenes, to try and address the issues you have all raised here today.  In defence of Tony, I just want to say he is doing as much as he can.  And Kate, you don't know me, you know Simon Humphries very well, you know Mervyn Edwards very well, you know Tim Young very well, who is doing the agri-environment review. We will shoulder whatever Chris Haskins decides.  There is no one in my team or Simon's team who is not prepared to accept whatever the Review decides, providing it is right. I think I have not made the point well enough or loud enough, whatever is right for the rural communities, we will accept it and continue to deliver.  

PLENARY DISCUSSION
Andrew Humphries, President of Voluntary Action Cumbria [the Rural Community Council], member of the Cumbria Foot and Mouth Inquiry panel, Chairman of Cumbria Upland Management Group and a member of the Government Hills Task Force, led the final discussion session. 

During the discussion a number of pertinent points were raised and these are summarised here. 

Changing to a multi-functional countryside will take longer to achieve, because it is a more complex task, than the step change in agricultural production after 1945.

The 'extension service' to assist rural businesses in making these necessary changes will have to be multi-skilled and set up in an accessible way, just as ADAS was in the past for farmers.  The rural renaissance groups in each of the counties of the North West will go some way to achieving such an integrated development system.

The importance of local knowledge in identifying new opportunities or threats was stressed, as well as the need also to meet externally imposed criteria and targets.  The regional and county food strategies were seen as a good way of helping the locality to help itself using its local resources.  Such a strategy is a way of harnessing public and private money to a common goal, which is seen as a good general principle to work towards.

The division implied by the words 'rural' and 'urban' was questioned.  It was asked whether many people in a small region like the North West did not live lives which regularly crossed the rural-urban divide wherever that might be drawn. 

The complexity of the institutional structure for the rural North West was the subject of discussion.  Accepting that the delivery of programmes is under review, there was discussion of the relative roles of more 'distant' bodies like the county councils, DEFRA and NWDA, and more local groups.  There was felt to be a need for 'translators' who could explain to both the public and other agencies what funders were looking for, how to write the complex documentation to get the funding and generally act as guides to the institutional jungle.  If different agencies' criteria and priorities could be more fully aligned that would also be useful.    

There was some discussion of the need for a group who could take a longer-term view of the rural scene than is set by budgets and political shifts and which could provide a coordinated view of the multi-functional future for the North West countryside.

Finally, several contributors suggested that, having successfully discussed general issues about rural futures in this conference, there would be merit in follow-up forums on specific themes in the next couple of years.
ACTION PLAN
Based on the discussions at the Forum at Lancaster University on 15th November 2002, the following Action Plan is proposed for taking forward rural issues in the North West. 

A number of priority areas for action presented themselves:

1. Establish a programme of desk research to identify good practice across the world, and to disseminate that practice to those who need it. 

The discussions in the North West may have become rather limited in terms of our own stock of experiences in rural affairs.  A programme of desk-based studies should be used to identify the successful practices in rural matters across the world particularly in developed countries where rural and urban areas are as close to each other as they are in the North West.  This will tell us what we could learn from other regions and countries.  That good practice, assuming it will prima facie transfer to the conditions of the North West, needs to be disseminated so that those who need to review it in detail can have access to the research. 

2. Establish a working and action-focused forum to look beyond immediate funding horizons to a long-term sustainable future.   

One consequence of the new output delivery-driven style of policy making is that targets have to be met quarterly and annually, yet in five years’ time the government, funding streams and policies may all have changed.   How is one to maintain consistency of direction in this fluid environment, given that changes in people’s ideas, buildings or new practices always take time to settle in?  The argument was put that we need a group to look at the longer term – and the longer term is where the logic of sustainable development enjoins us to look.  What is the likely future of the North West’s countryside in 10, 15 or 20 years’ time?  One needs to know because much of our current investment in bricks, mortar and people will still be around then. 

3. Establish mechanisms for simplifying the policy environment to those who need to access those  resources 

Much approving comment was passed on the progress towards a more integrated policy system for rural areas – DEFRA, rural proofing and the rural development programme at both NW and county levels, for example.  Yet mention was also made of the possible gaps in this, for example the relative separation of planning and housing, and the general gap perceived to still exist between, broadly, the conservation and planning functions and the development ones.  Are these views of substance or baseless? 

Several speakers complained about the complexity of the policy environment, for experts as much as for the public seeking assistance.  Perhaps the multi-functional countryside has made the policy scene more complex still.  The review of rural delivery may solve this issue completely; if not, there is a task in the simplification at least of the policy world’s public face, so its resources are more easily accessible to those deserving of assistance.   

4. Develop a mechanism for bridging the apparent divide between the public and private sectors, and for stimulating public-private interaction

It was noticeable how there seemed to be some element of mutual incomprehension between some of the public-sector and private-sector speakers at the Forum. How is that lacuna in integrated rural delivery to be bridged?

Perhaps we are at the start of a new form of public sector which seeks to move beyond its familiar world of regulation, land-use planning and public goods not supplied because of market failure (such as safety, standards, environmental and landscape protection).  How can the public sector stimulate and guide private-sector investment on a large enough scale to meet job targets?  And what if jobs and turnover are inadequate measures of how conditions are improving?  Do we need different metrics of the quality of life in the North West countryside over the next 20 years?  

5. Deliver leadership training for the rural leaders of the future

Who will lead the new-style rural programmes of the future?  Does the region need more capacity in developing programme leadership and delivery?  Who will train the new leaders? The subsequently announced Leadership College, led by Lancaster University Management School, is geared to delivering such development programmes.  It would therefore provide a ready-made vehicle to support the development of leadership skills.

These were among the key questions the meeting posed.  They form the initial agenda for future action.  It is planned to hold other Forums to follow-up the one in November 2002, to pursue and develop these agenda and their implementation.
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