DRAFT RSN RESPONSE TO DEFRA CONSULTATION ON ITS RURAL POLICY FUNCTIONS AND THE ABOLITION OF THE CRC
For info (not the response), the planned RCPU package can be summarised as:

· Developing an Evidence Plan and publicly available official statistics on rural England;

· Reinforcing rural proofing arrangements, with Defra working across Whitehall and revising tools for local organisations;

· Investing in the RCAN network to promote community-led initiatives and generate grass roots information;

· Developing relations with a range of national stakeholders, especially by facilitating the Rural Coalition;

· Establishing a Rural & Farming Network to provide two-way communication with sub-national stakeholders;
· Supporting learning and good practice among rural Local Enterprise Partnerships;
· Developing a rural economy strand to the Government’s Growth Review; and

· Leading the production of a cross-Whitehall Rural Policy Statement during 2012.

Q1.  Is there anything more or different the RCPU should be doing to ensure fair, practical and affordable outcomes can be achieved on behalf of rural residents, businesses and communities?

The RSN welcomes the RCPU’s focus on certain key rural issues, such as broadband connectivity, affordable housing, fuel poverty, rural economies and access to services.  This should include access to public services (whether directly provided by the public sector or by others), given their importance to quality of life for rural communities and especially for vulnerable groups.
It is also pleased to see that the RCPU is to develop, maintain and make publicly available national statistics for rural areas.  Having a consistent rural definition and agreed up-to-date rural statistics provides an important basis for considering rural needs and priorities.  It can assist good engagement with the Unit’s stakeholders and Defra should encourage others to produce evidence based on the official definition wherever possible.
The RSN is keen to hear more about how the RCPU intends to promote and support rural proofing across Whitehall departments.  Whilst there is sometimes a need for distinctive rural policy initiatives, the reality is that a great deal depends on mainstream service provision and the effectiveness with which it is delivered to rural people, businesses and communities.  We would hope to see practical examples of national policy benefits arising from rural proofing in due course.  Since the RCPU has limited resources it would be useful to understand how it intends to target its national rural proofing support.
We recognise that Defra is not in the business of deciding what should happen at a local rural level.  Indeed, as a proponent of localism, the RSN supports that stance.  However, we do think Defra could provide a very useful role by helping to support, collate and promote good rural practice at a local policy implementation and delivery level.  This is an area where the RSN would be keen to work with the RCPU, as it aligns with one of its own core objectives.
Q2.  Are there any further steps the RCPU should take to ensure it has up-to-date information, evidence and intelligence?
We support the links that the RCPU has developed so far with groups such as the Rural Coalition, the RCAN network and rural Local Enterprise Partnerships.  These should all be able to provide some rural information and intelligence, by tapping in to their particular sectors and specialist networks.
We believe the Rural Services Network (as well as continuing to input through the Rural Coalition), could help Defra RCPU with evidence and intelligence gathering.  It has reach into a large and unique membership network, which comprises around 100 of the most rural local authorities, 200 other service provider organisations and 1,000s of community groups or representatives.  Moreover, the RSN has established means for running surveys and calls for evidence among this membership base.  Our report on Neighbourhood Planning is the most recent example of this capability.  While the RSN is a broad based membership organisation, we think it worth flagging that it has a strong local authority base.  Principal local authorities will be significant players in rural delivery, but intelligence from them may be missed or superficially captured by the RCPU’s other stakeholder networks.
We would be happy to make this capability available to the RCPU (at no cost if used occasionally or at very moderate cost/cost-recovery if used more frequently).

The RSN also thinks that the RCPU could encourage other Government departments to include a rural flag on the data gathered by their surveys and thus to produce better rural statistics within those survey findings. 

Q3.  Do you agree that the Commission for Rural Communities should be abolished?

The RSN has had a good working relationship with the CRC.  We valued that body’s ability to take an external (evidence-based) view on rural policy concerns and its capacity for developing the rural evidence base.  We did not experience significant duplication of effort between the CRC and Defra in the past, although there may have been some confusion about the respective rural proofing roles of the two organisations.  The financial case for abolition also seems slim, as the CRC operating cost has come down to £600k per annum. 

However, we recognise that events move on and policy contexts change.  Since the 2010 General Election Government Ministers have set out a new way forward on rural policy and have stated their intention to be pro-active from within Defra.  The remaining CRC probably has too few resources left to make a real difference.  It can no longer produce its flagship outputs on rural proofing and the state of the countryside.  With various functions transferred into the RCPU there could now be more confusion and duplication of effort.  It therefore seems more realistic to ask how RCPU can be effective and live up to its promise. 
The RSN does, however, think there would be value in having a fairly regular and independent view taken of progress with rural proofing at the national level (including the RCPU’s cross-Whitehall rural proofing support).  That might be performed by the EFRA Select Committee and/or could be by a small group of independent experts.  This would help to plug a gap that is left by the shrinking (and likely demise) of the CRC.
Q4.  Do the proposals have any direct impact on you (if so, please explain, including any supporting evidence)?

The proposals have important and direct impacts of the partnership working of the RSN, including its ability to share good practice in rural service delivery and to represent the experience and views of its membership.  It was (and to a lesser extent still is) a partner of the CRC and it now sees the RCPU as a key partner.  The RSN will want to maintain strong working relations with whatever rural policy structures central government puts in place. 
