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Business Updates

WEST MIDLANDS RURAL AFFAIRS FORUM

RDPE Programme 2007-13 

UPDATE (May 2010, from AWM)

The £54.9m budget for the West Midlands region is focussed on the four thematic areas of Livestock, Food & Drink, Tourism and Environmental Technologies and is being delivered via the following four key delivery mechanisms.  
1) Strategic Investment Grants

The extended suite of Strategic Investment Grant (SIG) bids were opened in June 2009. The processing of organic wastes and resource efficiency calls for bids closed on 22nd September 2009. All other calls for bids were closed at the end of April 2010. The response to bids and budget commitment to date is now being reviewed to assess where future support requires to be targeted and, budget permitting, a revised Strategic Investment Grant (SIG) call for bids will be issued in July 2010.

The following 8 projects have been approved since the last report in December 09:

Burnt House Grain Store, Cobhouse Fisheries Leisure Development, Festival Drayton, Freshfields Fruits, Leintwardine MUF, Much Fawley Farm, Redstar Growers, Wheels to Work

In total 20 projects have been approved to date under the various SIG with a total project value of £21.69m and grant approved of £9.73m with a further 17 projects currently in development and appraisal with a total project value of £30.85m and £15.74m grant applied for.

2) Smaller Grant Schemes
A) Rural Enterprise Grant (REG)
To date the REG team have received over 1000 enquiries and have approved project grant support of over £1.3m. Following a review by the REG steering group the scheme has been broadened and now allows for all farm diversification activities deemed eligible under Measure 311 to be considered. The current level of interest in the scheme indicates that the full available allocation of £5m grant will be awarded to projects by March 2012. 

B) Woodland Enterprise Grant  (WEG)

To date the WEG Steering group have approved 4 grants to forestry businesses. Total budget allocation for the scheme is £400,000.

C) Farm Health Capital Grant (FHCG)
To date over 100 stage one applications have been received following completion of farm health plans and the FHCG steering group have commenced approving grant applications. Current budget allocation for the scheme is £500,000 but this is being reviewed and further additional funding may be made available if demand and average grant value warrant it.

D) Resource Efficiency Grant
This scheme is in development and due to be launched in July 2010 with an anticipated overall budget allocation of £3m. This will be focused on nutrient management, in particular the storage and distribution of farm slurries and rain water harvesting. The grants will be conditional on engagement with the Business Link Going for Growth project that will assist with the production of a nutrient management plan. The grant will be subject to a max limit of £10,000 per farm holding and provide support to the acquiring of capital items identified within the plan.

3) Skills and Advice projects
Business Link West Midlands have been awarded a £3.2m grant to provide enhanced advice support and guidance. This includes free business reviews and planning activity in support of capital grant applications and part funding of feasibility studies where required. These plans and studies being used to ensure that RDPE grant investments maximise their potential economic impact. 

The Lantra Landskills scheme offers skills and training opportunities to rural businesses and the agricultural industry within the region. Due to regulatory issues the procurement of the training providers became protracted and required a revised procurement and selection process to be implemented.

In addition to the above two schemes there are three specialist industry bodies partly funded by RDPE to support supply chain and collaborative activities and provide enabling projects to livestock, tourism and food and drink sectors. These are:

England Farming and Food Partnerships (EFFP)

Destination Management Partnerships (DMP)

Heart of England Fine Foods (HEFF)
4) LEADER
Leader is the chosen approach to deliver the social and community measures of RDPE enabling a ‘bottom-up’ community involvement approach to rural development. 
8 Local Action Groups (LAGs) now operate in the region to deploy their approved Local Development Strategy (LDS) and are now beginning to receive expressions of interest and approve project applications. 

Establishing the LAGs has taken longer than originally envisaged and there is now a need for accelerated delivery and closer monitoring of actual against forecast expenditure to ensure that the £11m allocated can be fully utilised.

5) EERP Update
The rural broadband project has been approved and a preferred supplier selected.

AWM continue to hold discussions with the NFU on implementation of the suggested support initiatives to the dairy sector using EERP funds.

6) REGIONAL COMMUNICATIONS UPDATE 
The fifth issue of the Advantage West Midlands RDPE quarterly e-newsletter was issued in March 2010. A number of press releases and case studies on RDPE projects supported to date have been featured in a range of sector publications and local press in the last quarter.
Programme communication materials are being re-designed to comply with the Solutions for Business branding requirements.
We are also currently re-designing the RDPE section of the AWM website to take into account activity to date, improve end user interaction and reflect the four key delivery areas of strategic investment and small grants, skills and advice projects and the leader approach. 
The re-designed website will also contain:

· RDPE Partners Group minutes and papers;

· Guidance for project managers;

· Tender opportunities information;

· A range of case studies demonstrating activity to date.

Chris Findon

Rural Development Programme for England
European Programmes Team

Advantage West Midlands

RURAL DEVELOPMENT PROGRAMME FOR ENGLAND (from RDPE Partners group)
Introduction

The Rural Development Programme for England (RDPE) is a funding scheme for land-based businesses (farmers, growers, foresters, and primary processors), rural tourism organisations and other small rural businesses.

The RPDE aims to safeguard and enhance our countryside, to improve the competitiveness and sustainability of our rural businesses, and help communities to thrive. 

The programme, which runs until 2013, is funded jointly by the EU through the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD) and the UK Government.  In the West Midlands, Advantage West Midlands has a budget of £53 million to deliver the social and economic development elements of RDPE.

RDPE Partners Group

The RDPE Partners Group last met on 6 April 2010. The following are my brief notes.

Axes 1 & 3

Headlines from AWM’s report on axes 1 & 3:

· Defra have confirmed that AWM can progress with use of £400k of European Economic Recovery Plan (EERP) money for rural broadband they still required more info from RDAs about the use of RDPE monies. AWM was unaffected by the delay as they were using the EERP money for a pilot.

· RDAs were still awaiting national policy decisions regarding ROCs & FITs – delaying decisions on e.g. AD plants and extension of Re:Think.

· Defra decided not to divide technical assistance money among RDAs. This is likely to affect the way they appraise project applications.

· Co-financed budget spend target of £3.96m was achieved before year end. Total programme spend now >£10m.

· Defra had provided an indicative budget allocation for 2010-11 of £10.35m. This is made up of £2.2m Co-financed budget, £7.59m voluntary modulation budget and £0.54m EERP budget.

· Over 68% of the overall programme allocation is now committed. Axis 3 is fully committed and Axis 1 is nearly half-committed. ‘Committed’ is not the same as ‘spent’, of course.

Reviews

· Tourism review already done. Budgets already achieved so future tourism activity funding must be smart and focused on maximising benefit to rural tourism. In future most tourism funding is expected to be via REG not SIG. Enthusiasm for complementary projects, e.g. food & drink plus tourism.

· Food & drink review already done as well. Budgets already achieved so future funding needs to be focused on innovative activities with regional significance rather than projects similar to what has already been supported. On SIG, keenness to support projects (e.g. abattoirs) where demand has been limited but strategic importance is proven. In future most food & drink funding is expected to be via REG not SIG, and focused on on-farm activity.

· Reviews of Livestock and Environmental Technologies strands to follow.

Axis 2 (agri-environment) 

· 09-10 budget: target spend for West Midlands was £38 million, and expenditure was c £40m (105% of budget); this should not be a problem as NE were mopping up underspend elsewhere in the country, though they had to suspend payment of claim ten days before the end of the financial year.

· Similar picture for Higher Level Stewardship and Organic HLS: target was £3.9m and formal commitment was £4.1m (105%).

· The budget for HLS increases in 10-11; regional target had not been confirmed but would be a maximum of £4.9m.

· There are currently 4,475 ELS/OELS agreements and half will come up for renewal in 10-11.

· There will also be renewals of ‘classic schemes’ (Countryside Stewardship and Environmentally Sensitive Area): 248 CSS and 50 ESA agreements during calendar year 2010. 

· Renewal of agreements is a high priority as it is needed to contribute to the Campaign for the Farmed Environment (CFE) and NE targets.

· NE also want to increase the new area under Environmental Stewardship to offset any losses owing to farmers deciding not to renew their agreement.

· Upland ELS is a new scheme launched in 2010 to assist farmers in Severely Disadvantaged Areas. It replaces the Hill Farming Allowance, though one crucial difference is that farmers need to apply for it; payment is not automatic.

· The UELS regional target should be known before July.

Leader 

Summary of Local Action Group reports:

· Herefordshire – Vital Herefordshire: five projects approved, with £429,730 committed.

· Shropshire – Shropshire Hills ‘Happy, Healthy & Prosperous’: 11 projects approved of which five are contracted; £425,589 committed out of total £1 million budget.

· Northern Marches – two projects approved and under contract (£45,228).

· Staffordshire – ‘Communities mean business’: 20 applications received.

· Peak District – ‘Raising the Game’: no reply.

· Central Warwickshire – two full applications received; to be considered at a meeting on 19 April 2010.

· North Warwickshire – no applications received as at 6 April 2010.

· Worcestershire – four projects approved (£128,586) and seven more applications received.

Woodland Schemes 

Forestry Commission reported that Defra realised that there would be underspend nationally (marginal in WM) and clawed back money. Woodland regeneration grant is available until 30/9/10. Woodland management grant is closed to further applications for 2010. Woodland improvement grant is continuing. Woodland creation grants have been extended using FC’s woodland opportunities map.

Points for Discussion 

· Lack of technical assistance money threatens to make appraisal process worse: in-house appraisal may not be proportionate.

· Reviews of tourism and food & drink concluded that public sector organisations should be given access to the funds. Need to try to channel as much as possible to the private sector.

· There is much dissatisfaction with the time taken to appraise SIG applications, and this is deterring people from applying.

· Much of the SIG money has been committed, and there is a risk that some very good projects will be declined funding.

· Several weeks ago we were promised that a link directly to the RDPE pages would appear on the home page of AWM’s website, but it is yet to appear.

· There are concerns about the possibility that Defra funding of RDPE might be cut as part of the government’s spending cuts.

· There are also concerns about the implications for RDPE should RDAs be abolished.

David Collier

Vice Chair and WMRAF Representative on RDPE Partners group

25 May 2010
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Evaluation of Redundant Buildings Grants

Advantage West Midlands has completed an evaluation of the successful Redundant Buildings Grants scheme.  AWM has funded two stands of Redundant Buildings Grants (RBG) in the West Midlands, the first being the RRZ strand (since 2003) and the second being the Staffordshire, Warwickshire and rural Solihull strand (since July 2007).  Across the two strands AWM has invested £4.6m on RBG between 2004 and 2010.  

The RBG evaluation has demonstrated it is a successful programme generating a return on investment of £10.37 for every £1 AWM investment.  This is above the Agency average of 1:7.45.  The level of match funding secured exceeded expectations, amounting to over £5m per every £1m of RBG investment.  To date projects have reported 495 jobs created and the safeguarding of a further 226 jobs.  Over 130 buildings have been brought back into economic use across the region.  The range of enterprises supported reflects a microcosm of the rural economy: 21% manufacturing, including food and furniture, 11% retail and 11% hotels and restaurants.

The evaluation reviewed the whole operation of the programme.  We are sharing the lessons learnt with delivery partners, AWM staff including RDPE REG and Local Authorities.  For example, a scheme is being developed in Coventry and Nuneaton through ERDF Priority 3 using the same mechanics.  Unfortunately this option is not available to rural areas and the current budget position has prevented AWM committing to extend the current scheme beyond March 2011.  

The full RBG Evaluation report is available on the Agency’s Rural Evidence Base http://www.advantagewm.co.uk/what-we-do/improving-places/rural-evidence-base.aspx
Market Town Response Package – Retail Location Model
	Last May the Regional Taskforce endorsed a targeted recession response package to support market towns across the region.  Market town high streets were a particular concern with reducing high street shop occupancy rates threatening the viability of these vital service access centres.  One element of the response package was to commission Skillsmart Retail (sector skills council for retail) to review and benchmark the customer experience in market towns using the tried and tested Location Model.

The Retail Location Model intervention was commissioned by Advantage West Midlands in response to the recession. and was undertaken in 15 of the regions market towns:

Evesham, Droitwich, Stourport on Seven, Tenbury, Leek, Rugeley, Atherstone, Ross on Wye, Leominster, Oswestry, Ludlow, Market Drayton, Ellesmere, Whitchurch and Bridgnorth.

Skillsmart Retail were contracted to deliver their Location Model across the 15 towns between September 2009 and March 2010.

The Location Model was particularly aimed at towns with a high proportion of independent retailers and where positive intervention could secure benefits.  Skillsmart Retail, Advantage West Midlands and local councils from across the West Midlands worked together to:

· Create a profile of consumers

· Determine the competitive position of each retail centre

· Analyse the findings from street interviews, mystery shopping and town centre assessment

· Benchmark mystery shopping results with other locations in the West Midlands and Great Britain where Skillsmart Retail has already worked with communities of small retailers and other partners

The results will enhance the level of local and regional knowledge about retail skills and of future challenges facing the independent retailer community in each town.  In addition to the partners involved in the project the reports have been shared with local partners and Business Link.

Each of the towns were allocated £2,000 to help start addressing the issues identified in the study.  In addition Business Link West Midlands undertook a Retail Profit Improvement workshop in each of the towns helping the individual business to access mainstream business support opportunities.

Individual reports for each town can be downloaded from the Skillsmart website:


	


http://www.skillsmartretail.com/SR/Research/LocationModelAWMProject/default.aspx
Claire Robinson

Rural Policy Manager

Advantage West Midlands
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WEST MIDLANDS RURAL AFFAIRS FORUM

BUSINESS UPDATE June 2010

Regional Forestry Framework 

West Midlands Forestry Framework Refresh
The refreshing and updating of the Framework has been completed; aligning more closely with the Strategy for England’s Trees, Woods and Forests and other national and regional strategies. It should result in the continuation of what has already been working well - the development of new benefits for the trees, woodland and forestry sector and local communities and an improved environment in urban and rural areas. The Framework is now web-based and sits alongside the three-year rolling Delivery Plans which are updated every year highlighting the work to be done and the resources needed. Please visit the website: www.growongourfuture.org 

Framework Monitoring and Evaluation 2009-2010
We have now completed the annual monitoring exercise; a review of the fifth year’s implementation of the Forestry Framework in consultation with some 120 lead partners and stakeholders. The Annual Report will be presented at the Woodland and Forestry Forum at the end of June.
2010-2013 Delivery Plan & Manifesto
Using the feedback from the monitoring exercise and feedback throughout the Refresh process, the updating the rolling three-year Delivery Plan is now being carried out and it is anticipated that the 2010-2013 Delivery Plan can be “launched” at the Woodland and Forestry Forum Meeting on 30th June. Accompanying this will be our manifesto that sets out to our plan is to increase woodland cover, secure millions of tonnes of carbon and create more green jobs.

Sara Roberts

Bill Heslegrave
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Rural Economy Group – 6 May 2010

The Rural Economy Group considered the future of the food manufacture sector in the region. In particular, there was a focus on the takeover of Cadbury’s by Kraft and the future of the Northern Foods’ biscuit plant in Uttoxeter.

The Group had made strenuous efforts in meeting with Northern Foods executives to persuade the company that it should remain in Uttoxeter. In addition, the Advantage West Midlands representative stated that detailed discussions between the agency and the company had also taken place. The West Midlands Leaders Board representative committed to discussing with East Staffordshire Borough Council whether planning restrictions around the plant could be relaxed to enable the plant to expand, if necessary.

In terms of the Cadbury’s issue, there was some optimism that Kraft will retain the Cadbury’s presence in the Midlands after Kraft announced new R&D investment in the region. It was agreed to seek the support of Birmingham Chamber and Herefordshire and Worcestershire Chamber in communicating to Kraft the willingness of the business community for the company to maintain its key role in the regional economy.   

Business Support

The Regional Development Agency had refined the business support offer to enable rural businesses to grow and prosper, thereby creating local jobs. 

As Advantage West Midlands has stated: 

A £4m RDPE grant will enable Business Link West Midlands to provide enhanced business advice, support and guidance to agricultural businesses and rural enterprises in the region. Support will include free business reviews and business planning activity along with mentoring and support for those pursuing capital investment grant opportunities. Part-funding towards the costs of feasibility studies to support potential grant applications will also be available and these will be invaluable in ensuring sound rural business investments that create the greatest economic impact.

In terms of other aspects of the RDPE programme, it was noted that:

· Defra have confirmed that AWM can progress with use of £400k of EERP money for rural broadband they still required more info from RDAs re use of RDPE monies. AWM unaffected by delay as they were using the EERP money for a pilot.

· RDAs still waiting for national policy decisions – delaying decisions on applications

· Defra decided not to divide technical assistance money among RDAs. This is likely to affect the way they appraise project applications.

· Co-financed budget spend target of £3.96m achieved before year end. Total programme spend now >£10m.

· Defra had provided indicative budget allocation for 2010-11 of £10.35m. This is made up of £2.2m Co-financed budget, £7.59m voluntary modulation budget and £0.54m European Economic Recovery Plan (EERP) budget.

· Over 68% of overall prog allocation is now committed. Axis 3 is fully committed and Axis 1 is nearly half-committed. Not the same as spent.

The Group expressed concerns that: 
· Lack of technical assistance money threatens to make appraisal process worse: in-house appraisal may not be proportionate.

· Reviews of tourism and food & drink concluded that public sector organisations should be given access to the funds. Need to try to get as much as possible to the private sector.

· There’s a lot of dissatisfaction with the time taken to appraise SIG applications, and this is deterring people from applying.

· Much of the SIG money has been committed, and there is a risk that some very good projects will be declined funding.

· Several weeks ago we were promised that a link directly to the RDPE pages would appear on the home page of AWM’s website, but it still has not appeared.

Business Voice WM

Albert House

Quay Place

92/93 Edward Street

Birmingham B1 2RA

T: 0121 245 0140

F: 0121 245 0141

E: info@businessvoicewm.org.uk
W: www.businessvoicewm.org.uk
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An approach to seeking to increase EU funding to rural areas in West Midlands 
In 2008 Rural West Midlands was successful in securing €345,000 in terms of EU Trans-national funding. In 2009, we improved to €2.2 million but we could still do a lot better. 

The scope for EU funding for rural areas was set out in a leaflet jointly produced by EU Connects and the RAF last year

Life long learning programmes which support apprentices and training   for disadvantaged groups can be funded at 100% to cover cost of work experience or training in another EU country.  Further Education Colleges are well placed to take advantage of these programmes and it is intended to encourage rural FE Colleges to be more active for bids in 2011. Each College should be able to put together at least one apprenticeship project.

Other funding streams require very often 50% match funding. At a time when public funding budgets are being squeezed it may not look the best time to be looking to increase bids where match funding is required However, match funding is most often provide in terms of staff costs.  In other words, if priorities for budgets and staff costs can be directed towards European funded programmes, here is the potential to realise 50% or sometimnes75 % of staff  costs from the EU. In the current economic climate, this must be worth looking at harder.  But we need to prioritise where we should concentrate the effort. Generally, our approach is to identify where other EU regions are developing initiatives for projects and then joining them. Discussions within the West Midlands rural areas identify that there are six areas where we might concentrate our future efforts to join more trans- national EU projects:

1. ICT Connectivity for businesses in rural areas.  In particular,  solutions to providing high speed broadband
2. Developing entrepreneurship in rural areas and looking at how value can be added to SMEs

3. Encouraging innovation and new products in the food and drink sector

4. Waste to energy and development of bio mass  opportunities

5. Services to an ageing population ( e.g. health and transport) 

6. Apprenticeships and development of skills

The Rural Affairs Forum is asked to endorse this approach to EU trans-national funding

Stephen Fox

Rural Bidding Champion, West Midlands European Service
� A search for ‘rural development’ on the AWM home page produces 676 results, some more relevant than others. Alternatively ‘RDPE’ yields 168 results but with no guarantee that the reader will quickly reach the page they need.





