Strengthening the Rural Voice

In the context of mainstreaming rural issues, it is vital to ensure that there is a strong, clear rural voice to articulate the views and experiences of rural communities and the public, private and voluntary and community organisations that provide services in those areas.

The new South East Rural Board, originally the South East Rural Partnership created in response to the Haskins Rural Delivery Review (2003) and Rural Strategy 2004, has a membership that reflects the high level structural bodies delivering on the economic, social and environmental agendas in rural areas. It also links into government at ministerial level.

The Board recognises that to fulfil its functions effectively, it must listen to the views and experiences of those living and working in rural areas. It also needs information about delivery on the ground in order to monitor the mainstreaming process and ensure that the needs of residents in rural areas are recognised and met effectively.

The Board is therefore supporting the creation of a Rural Forum for the South East to replace the South East Rural Affairs Forum with a membership drawn from representatives from Rural LSPs, county-level Rural Partnerships and Fora, the Rural Community Councils (and parishes).
There are four key aspects to the work of the two groups:

· Leadership

· Policy making

· Policy delivery and review

· Communication and networking

The two structures share the same framework to ensure that the linkages are as clear and relevant as possible. A chart on the following page sets out the key elements of the work of the Board and the Forum under each of these headings.

In order for the Forum to be effective, it needs representatives from the rural LSPs, who currently have no identified network or group. There have been indications from LSP practitioners in rural and partially rural areas that they see appreciable benefits from a network that focuses on rural-specific issues. With this in mind, and as there is an emerging framework which has strong links into regional and national governmental structures, Progress through Partnership have agreed to work with Government Office of the South East and the members of the Interim South East Rural Board to explore setting up a South East Rural LSP Practitioners network.

At this stage it is envisaged as the

· Support network for practitioners supporting rural or partly rural LSPs

· Enhanced resource for the South East Rural Board and the Rural Forum for the South East to engage with LSPs

· An aggregated officer voice for rural LSPs

· Support to  LSP representatives on the Rural Forum for the South East
· Arena where rural LSPs can share information, experiences and exert influence collectively

In order to take things forward, PtP and a small working group from the South East Rural Board would like to sound out your views on the proposals over the summer. If there is sufficient interest, PtP will hold an initial event in September for practitioners to meet with the other parties to develop a shared vision for the network, its involvement in the Forum and the practicalities for making it all happen. 

	Purpose and Respective Roles 

	SOUTH EAST RURAL BOARD
	RURAL FORUM FOR THE SOUTH EAST

	
	

	1.   LEADERSHIP 

Provide visible and proactive strategic leadership and engagement at all levels 
	1. LEADERSHIP 

 Provide visible and proactive leadership at all levels by developing and representing the voice of “grass roots” rural stakeholders.  

	
	

	2.  POLICY MAKING 

Understand the needs of the South East through analysis and futures work, so as to: 

· Develop region-wide priorities and policies in a South East Rural Strategy and Action Plan

· Prepare a plan of action to mainstream rural issues 

· Influence national policy
	2. POLICY MAKING

Understand the needs of the South East through local knowledge and best practice, so as to: 

· Develop common consensus of policy issues and advise the South East Rural Board in its policy-making 

· Review rural proofing of sub-regional/local policy and delivery, based on best practice

	
	

	3.  POLICY AND DELIVERY REVIEW 

Act as Watchdog/monitor so as to: 

· Understand the impact of the South East Rural Strategy and Action Plan; challenge what is happening; identify what is working or not; thereby improving accountability for delivery

· Prepare report to Regional and Rural Ministers on the Region’s performance

· Attend quarterly meetings with the Rural Minister
	3.  POLICY AND DELIVERY REVIEW 

Develop common local consensus of impact of policy and delivery so as to: 

· Input into the South East  Rural Board reviews 

· Provide local evidence on rural delivery and areas needing improvement to feed into impact report for the Regional and Rural Ministers

· Attend quarterly meetings with the Rural Minister



	
	

	4. COMMUNICATIONS AND NETWORKS

Achieve the above through: 

· Proactively communicating rural leadership messages 

· Owning and encouraging networks within business, community, regional bodies, and local government sectors 

· Commissioning work from the South East Rural Policy Forum and others
	4. COMMUNICATIONS AND NETWORKS 

Achieve the above through: 

· Taking back clear messages to local stakeholders from the South East Rural Board and vice versa, and establishing best practice examples 

· Developing and maintaining direct links to Local Strategic Partnerships and County Fora 

· Carrying out and/or commissioning specific work for the Board and others

· Holding an annual conference
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