OVERVIEW REPORT TO THE RURAL SERVICES NETWORK EXECUTIVE ON THE FUTURE STRUCTURING OF THE SPARSE RURAL GROUP
This report seeks to do 3 things:-

1. To expand the group to the size benefiting from sparse activity.
2. To try to give a little more clarification to our relationship with the Local Government Group and its Rural Commission.
3. To give clearer emphasis and role definition between full members and associate members
Sparse Rural has had an interesting existence.  Desperately trying to do the impossible and cling on to a readily identifiable version of ‘most rural’and achieve financial critical mass it has gone from calculations likemember authorities having one person on average per hectare, to 2 persons per hectare, and then when the Government classified rural areas it latched onto the Predominantly Rural definition (now 113 authorities with Districts, Unitaries and Counties). However the recently the fairer funding financial exercise has proven that significant beneficiaries of the sparse grant funding run into the Significant Rural classification.  (Please see other reports on this Agenda).
Indeed even our title wording has had to change.  The most rural authorities like the reference to one of the original names SPARSE, many Rural 50s don’t share that affiliation resulting in the current SPARSE-Rural tag.

At the present time we restrict full SPARSE Rural membership to those authorities in the Predominantly Rural classification at a normal fee of £2095 p.a. The fee for Unitary membership is £2095 plus an adageof 1.2 p for every person living in their defined rural areas. Currently 99 of the 113 are in that form of membership.

In relation to authorities in the Significant Rural Classification we make these Associate members.  Currently 5 out of the 63 pay a £1800 subscription.   Strictly we do not offer these authorities any financial or performance service although probably we are not as clear cut here as we could or should be.

The position may be getting even more complicated.  The 2011 Annual Census report inevitably shows most rural as we have sought to previously define it clearly shrinking with the 10% population increase in England as a whole.
This report suggests therefore that we fall away from attempts to group rigidly by population ratio, or precise classification,  merely promote ourselves to a number of authorities ( likely currently to be around 130) who may be either predominantly rural in character or have significant rural areas to an extent that clearly gives them overall a clearly rural characteristic.

The LGA and the CCN and the Districts Group of the LGA are relevant here as well.

· The LGA have a Rural Commission (strictly SPARSE Rural’s parent body) which is understandably open (and free) to all in the LGA. Those who feel any rural empathy join those who don’t empathise do not. Understandably to its work is limited largely to meetings of councillors and representations from there and obviouslyavoids any work that would be or may be at a cost to other LGA members including detailed research and reports.  The LGA represents all local government and therefore cannot represent any particular sector.
The Rural Commission is also more ‘political’ than the Network. Unlike us it has political group meetings before its proceedings and the Chair (who is a member of the LGA Executive will normally come from the largest grouping in the LGA). It has a Rural Conference every autumn.
It would be good to look at practical ways of linking some of the work the RSN undertakes with the existence of the Rural Commission and this report examines onepractical way of doing that.
· The two tier Shire County Councils obviously take in large areas of countryside. Their overall character will however vary depending on what other areas they take in.  The CCN is therefore often looking at rural issues and has a Rural Officer but cannot be regarded as exclusively rural.  However all Counties bar 2 (Surrey and Hertfordshire) are either Predominantly Rural ( 10 ) or Significant Rural ( 15 ).  All would benefit materially if our present call to DCLG were successful but to take them all into potential SPARSE Rural might not candour particular favour from the CCN who might think we were looking to undermine a portion of their activity.  This is a tricky situation and we do not wish to upset a fellow SIG.  Accordingly we do not recommend any change in relation to our position with Shire Counties where we recommend we only actively seek to recruit from those Shire Counties classified as Predominantly Rural.
· The Districts Group was set up fairly recently. It does good work looking at issues relevant to all Districts but obviouslyagain because of its breadth cannot deal particularly with rural or rural funding issues.

As can be seen from an accompanying report we ourselves are trying to establish a SiG relating to Rural Unitaries.

The RSN group itself of course comprises three components SPARSE Rural (An LGA Special Interest Group) the non Local Government group of organisations the Rural Services Partnership (a Company limited by guarantee) and the umbrella name combining both of these, the Rural Services Network.
SPARSE Rural has to have ‘family connections’ to make a lot of the financial work, the statistical work and the performance work of relevance. If any of the arguments in these areas are stretched across too many authorities they start to lose focus and direction. Even if it were possible (which it is not) to have a Special Interest Group stretching across all Local Authorities registering as having a rural connection and ape the LGA’s Rural Commission it would have far more difficulty in framing a common financial arguments and other strategic situations and in undertaking meaningful comparisons. The Rural Services Partnership can be a lot freer in its membership although in reality the majority of its service members will be from the most rural areas.
WE WOULD RECOMMEND THAT THE POSITION VARIES TO SEE MEMBERSHIP ENTITLEMENT ESTABLISHED AS FOLLOWS.

FULL MEMBERSHIP (normally £2095 Subscription but with an add on as detailed previously for Unitaries)
The most rural District, Unitary and County authorities in England. These authorities will be predominantly rural or have significant rural areas to an extent that they benefit materially from the sparsity factor in the government funding formula or clearly benefit from grouped statistical work or performance comparison coming from a general rural base.
To assist we suggest we would draw up an indicative list of authorities who we feel would fall into that category and who we would actively seek to become members.

Predominantly Rural District and Unitary Authorities (those in red are non members)
Allerdale, Aylesbury Vale, Babergh, Bassetlaw, Braintree, Breckland, Central Bedfordshire,  Cheshire East, Chichester,  Copeland, Cotswold, Craven, Daventry, Derbyshire Dales, Dover, Durham, East Cambridgeshire, East Devon, East Dorset, East Lindsey, East Hampshire, East Northamptonshire, East Riding of Yorkshire, Eden, Fenland, Forest Heath, Forest of Dean, Hambleton, Harborough, Herefordshire, High Peak, Horsham, Huntingdonshire, Isle of Wight, Isles of Scilly, Kings Lynn and West Norfolk, Lewes, Lichfield, Maldon, Malvern Hills, Mendip, Mid Devon, Mid Suffolk, Mid Sussex, Newark and Sherwood, North Devon, North East Derbyshire, North Dorset, North Kesteven,  North Lincolnshire, North Norfolk, North Somerset, North Warwickshire, North West Leicestershire, North Yorkshire, Northumberland, Purbeck, Ribble Valley, Richmondshire, Rother, Rushcliffe,  Rutland, Ryedale, Selby, Sedgemoor, Sevenoaks, Shropshire, South Bucks,   South Cambridgeshire, South Hams, South Holland,  South Kesteven, South Lakeland, South Norfolk,  South Northamptonshire, South Somerset, Staffordshire Moorlands,  St Edmundsbury, Stratford on Avon, Suffolk Coastal, Stroud, Teignbridge, Torridge,Tandridge, Tendring, Tewkesbury, Tonbridge and Malling, Uttlesford,  Vale of White Horse, Waverley, Wealden, West Devon, West Dorset, West Lancashire, West Lindsey, West Oxfordshire, West Somerset, Wiltshire, Winchester, Wychavon. (113)
Significant Rural Authorities identified as having strong association
Ashford, Basingstoke and Deane, Boston,  Bath and North East Somerset, Broadland, Carlisle, Cherwell, Cheshire West andChester, East Hertfordshire, Harrogate, Hinckley and Bosworth, Mole Valley,  New Forest, Redcar and Cleveland, Scarborough, South Derbyshire, South Staffordshire, Stafford, Taunton Deane, West Berkshire (20)
Predominantly Rural One Tier Shire Counties
Cambridgeshire, Cornwall, Cumbria, Devon, Dorset, Lincolnshire, Norfolk, Oxfordshire, Somerset, Suffolk.(10)
TOTAL =133
However this Group will also be open to other authorities from the current Significant Rural classification (including Counties) who wish to join of their own volition. We will not actively recruit from these authorities for this category of membership however.
These authorities are:-
Districts and Unitaries
Amber Valley, Bedford, Bolsover, Brentwood, Bromsgrove, Calderdale, Cannock Chase, Charnwood, Chelmsford, Chiltern, Chorley, Colchester, Dacorum, East Staffordshire, Eastleigh, Epping Forest, Fylde, Great Yarmouth, Guildford, Hart, Hertsmere, Kettering, Lancaster, Maidstone, North Hertfordshire, Rugby, Shepway, St Albans, Swale, Tunbridge Wells, Wakefield, Warwick, Waveney, Wellingborough, Wycombe, Wyre, Wyre Forest (36)
Shire One Tier Counties
Buckinghamshire, Derbyshire East Sussex, Essex, Gloucestershire, Hampshire, Kent, Lancashire, Leicestershire, Northamptonshire, Nottinghamshire, Staffordshire, Warwickshire, West Sussex, Worcestershire (15)
ASSOCIATE MEMBERSHIP (suggested£ 995 Subscription)

 District, Unitary, or County Councils who are members of the LGA’s Rural Commission who wish to avail themselves solely of the Rural Service provided by the Rural Services Network and who not considered automatically eligible for full membership under the definition above and who do not therefore appear on the indicative list.

It is suggested full members will obviously receive all services offered. Associate members will only receive the rural and community services.  Both categories of members will however be invited to the 3 annual member meetings at the LGA but only representatives from full member authorities will be eligible to stand for election to be Chair or Vice Chair.
We would establish a revised system of Home Pages merging the current two category system.  For Full Members (Green Pages) the present menu will continue. For Associate Members whilst there will be Home Pages there will be contact and community information only (Yellow Pages). These members will also be involved in rural evaluation and Calls for evidence.  There will however be no Financial, Statistical or Performance exampling on these pages.

(It is suggested that through LG Perform (Dan Bates’ Company) we can however offer to as many of these authorities who might want it a similar financial analysis, performance and statistical service to the SPARSE Rural one but this would be at commercial rates and not be part of their membership entitlement. It would however not include lobbying on grant settlement etc and the financial benefit accruing here would largely fall to that Company).
