Paper for West Midlands Rural Affairs Forum

RRAF Chairs meeting with the Minister – 9 March 2010

I attended the meeting in Nobel House. Dan Norris was only able to spend an hour with us because he had an urgent constituency problem to deal with.
Rural Affordable Housing

The hour was mostly about rural affordable housing. There were presentations from CLG and Homes & Communities Agency. The Minister asked us to jot down on a piece of paper three ideas for tackling the planning problems associated with affordable housing (mine were about creating effective partnerships between local authorities including parish councils, RCCs, RSLs et al; agreeing a single strategy; and assembling local needs data to win the support of the local community). I believe someone in Defra is to collate them and we should receive some feedback. I gave the Minister a copy of the National Housing Federation (NHF) booklet featuring West Midlands case studies.

Later I shared an issue raised with me by the NHF following a meeting I had with Paul Williams last month. This was about objectors making bogus applications to register village greens as a way of frustrating affordable housing schemes even after they have been given planning permission. Matt Dodd of the Homes & Communities Agency felt that such problems indicated that local authorities had failed to engage properly with their communities to secure their support. Someone from CLG said that Dan Norris had met John Healey to discuss the problem and possible solutions.
Rural Broadband

I raised a number of points about recent reports to the effect that the UK targets for 2012 and 2017 were insufficiently ambitious and there was a danger that rural communities would be left behind. Caron Britton briefed us on a meeting between Dan Norris and Stephen Timms during which the Defra minister made the case for doing more for the 10% expected to miss out on Next Generation when the rest of the country has it by 2017. There is to be rural representation on Broadband Delivery UK, the body launched last week by BIS (to replace the network procurement company).
We also discussed mobile phone coverage in rural areas. Defra had raised the issue with Stephen Timms. There is to be a relevant auction later this year. Defra are keen to receive evidence of practical problems caused by poor mobile coverage, e.g. someone losing a contract.

Renewable Heat Initiative

There was a presentation on the initiative by Andrej Miller of DECC. I may be able to obtain a copy of the slides if required. I attach a one-page briefing from the same source. Mr Miller said that DECC still has not reached agreement with the EC about whether feed-in tariffs breach state aid rules but they expect to have the issue resolved before 1 April when the tariffs take effect.
Defra Review of RAFs

Lucinda Paulson of Defra spoke briefly about the review of RAFs. Dan Norris started the process off so much depends on what he wants, but they will be reporting to Ministers shortly. Key recommendations will be shared with RAF chairs but probably not the whole report as they will need to respect the confidentiality of contributions.

Tony Williamson confirmed that Defra have only made a firm offer of funding of RAFs for the first three months of the new financial year. As to whether we will receive money from Defra for the other nine months, much depends on the outcome of the review.

Defra Website

Tony Williamson is revamping relevant parts of the site and in the process will update the information on RAFs and ensure there are links to all of them.
Next Meeting

The next meeting with the Minister is scheduled for 20 May but we expect it to be postponed to June/July or even October. However the RAF chairs are still likely to be invited to meet on 20 May, probably in Cheshire.

At the next meeting with the Rural Affairs Minister the subjects most likely to be on the agenda include RAFs (the basics: how they operate, what they do etc), broadband, RDPE, economic regeneration more generally and regional structures. We are also likely to hear about plans for a new Rural Strategy; Defra have just taken delivery of a large amount of statistical information from the OECD.

David Collier

Vice Chair
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