THE FUTURE DIRECTION FOR THE RURAL SERVICES NETWORK

INTRODUCTION
This report takes a strategic look at where the Network has reached and poses possible options for its route into the future which relate to what is termed a ‘Rural England Service.’   

These options can be considered in the alternative or collectively.  The recommendation here constitutes the latter.

The first option sees no change and merely continues the position that has been reached at this time.  That position is outlined
The second option talks of the introduction of a private sector panel of sponsors which hopefully will allow the organisation to grow its field of wider financial options.  This alternative has already been canvassed in recent Executive meetings and the current version is the form worked upon with the two members of the Executive who the last meeting asked to work with officers on this one.
The third option introduces the concept of a service patron. Again this concept has been floated previously.
The fourth option looks perhaps a little to the demise of the CRC and pushes a tad further into seeking to grow a rural service in the organisation in a way that illustrates perhaps that the RSN is prepared to take on some of the central mantle of that organisation and its ilk. 
It is recommended Options 2, 3 and 4 are adopted cumulatively.
We have looked at the options in the light of the service evaluation exercise undertaken in the summer.  Looking at the opinions which came forward none of the general trends identified conflict with any of options canvassed. Certainly the overall view seemed to favour more best practice work and options 2, 3 and 4 facilitate that.
POSITION OF CHAIRS AND VICE CHAIRS OF SPARSE RURAL AND THE RURAL SERVICES NETWORK
Whatever the option pursued here the Chairs and Vice Chairs will remain the elected democratic head of both Sparse Rural and the Rural Services Network and at the core of its Executive decision making process. The executive is similarly placed.  Their position is unchanged by any of the options. The Patron/ Advocate and/or Board for the Rural England service relates solely to that service and in the unlikely event of disputes occurring the decision of the Executive has to prevail. They control the overall budget of the group.
OPTION 1 - CONVENTIONAL ‘SPECIAL INTEREST GROUP’ APPROACH
At the present time the Group operates under a cocktail of names and segments.

Matters can of course continue in that way.
SPARSE Rural - Is the Special Interest Group of the LGA. It tends to deal with and to be labelled with financial representation on Local Government Issues and performance comparison on Local government issues. It is subscription based
RURAL SERVICES PARTNERSHIP LTD - Non Local Authority Grouping operating through the general service. It is subscription based.
RURAL SERVICES NETWORK - Umbrella name for the organisation.  Often used as the collective term and in that way becomes the most commonly used one. 

COMMUNITY GROUP - Members from a very local context associated with main members. It is free membership
One of our problems at the present time is that we are seen more as a Special Interest Lobby Group than anything else.  This can make discussions and inter relationships in non representational work areas more difficult than might normally be the case and clearly inter relationships and working with the private sector becomes tricky.

From this position rather like the County Council network whilst we could clearly contribute to rural issues we cannot so easily claim to be a central 'independent' organisation in presenting rural overviews.  Whilst we have a wider remit because of the membership base and the community group the County Councils in particular may fail to make the distinction between what appears to be two 'SIG' rural services.  This may clearly hold back wider ambitions and could be in some respects be affecting the way our current representations are received.

Diagrammatically our position can be presented as follows:
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OPTION 2 - A PRIVATE SECTOR GROUP APPROACH
This is perhaps some form of a half- way house.  It predicates a private sector panel born from sponsors or supporters.  It introduces the concept of a separately named rural service( named here ' Rural England')  away from the representational work to allow that to happen but it is perhaps a not as heavily separately as might perhaps need to be the case for the last option.  This second option is the one of those which has been floated to Executive meetings during this year.

Because this panel is at the centre of all three options some time is now taken is now taken to detail its remit.
FORMAT FOR A BOARD FOR THE RURAL ENGLAND SERVICE -THE PANEL
It is suggested we now establish a RSN Private Sector Panel. 
This option pursues that goal just by enjoining sponsors.

Suggested Mission Statement for a Panel

· to seek to strengthen, support and improve  the operation of services to meet the needs of rural communities in England

What would be the Panel’s direct functions?

· The opportunity to input into the Annual State of Rural Public Services report, so that issues such as ‘open public services’, commissioning and cross-sector working are better encapsulated by it; 


· A chance to input to the Rural Services APPG, so that it can better consider the private sector dimension to its considerations.   The scope of the APPG would thereby be enlarged to consider the provision of shops, pubs, telecoms, utilities, etc and not just from a community or social enterprise perspective.


·  To steer some specific (new) RSN research on opportunities for and issues concerning private service provision in rural areas.


· To assist generally with the RSN's Rural England Service (See  diagram below)

















· To inform rural service thinking ensuring that the private sector service provider viewpoint is strongly represented in the work of the Network


· To introduce both collectively through the panel and  through its individual members' briefs some new services into the RSN as a whole

Although we might seek to achieve a contribution of around 8- 10k from each of the 'commercial' organisations being approached, in seeking each of these representatives there should it is suggested be a clear purpose for involvement in the networks activities.  Instead of a straight request for money/involvement approaches might therefore be made in the context of a defined area of improvement and sometimes lean towards grant application seeking short term objectives. The approach would always be to underpin and in some areas expand RSN services.

First however it is felt a number of common goals should be established from all those we would like to see involved:-

The following are suggested:-
· Expansion of the e community network to allow us to consult the full rural cross section when we need to. At the moment we have a community section dictated by membership. There are occasions when it is good to establish a view across all rural authorities and on those (rare) occasions it would give the RSN profile with non- members.

· Financing PhD student looking at rural service issues.


· Expanding the APPG to allow it to give more consideration to private sector rural service input issues such as Rural Broadband and Rural Small Business development

· A small quarterly community grant scheme of say 3k every 3 months together with the continuation of a rural grant assistance service.

It is recommended the following 'specific' briefs proposed by the RSN in the agreement with CCRI should be sought to be covered.

These are:-

· A Rural Panel

· Networking for Real

· Good Practice Library

· State of Rural Services Report

· Heart of the Village Study

· Rural Vulnerability Service

· UK Policy and Practitioners Group

· UK Policy and Practitioners Group

In addition if the RSP is to move forward we need sponsorship assist with the following groups:-

· Housing

· Health

· Transport

· First Response ( Fire and Police)

Therefore a total of 12 areas need to be covered here therefore.
There seems to be a strongly arguable alignment through:
- Housing Provider with a Housing Group

- Health Provider with a Health Group

- First Buses with a Transport Group

- First Response with an Insurance Company
In terms of the CCRI aligned areas a possible case should be able to be made as follows:
 - Draegar – State of Countryside Work

 - Calor – Rural Vulnerability Service

 - Spar – Heart of the Village

 - Cooperative Futures—Rural Good Practice Service

 - Scottish Power—UK Rural Policy and Practitioners

 - Brewery— UK Rural Policy and Practitioners

 - Planning Consultant—Rural Panel
It is obviously difficult to foresee outcomes in any detail but a split of the contribution say of 50/50% between the common goals and the specific briefs might suggest itself as a guideline.

Some of the proposals outlined above covers a small proportion of existing expenditure.

Diagrammatically this could perhaps be represented as follows:-



OPTION 3 - A PATRON
It is possible to envisage an overall patron assisting the advocacy for this service in a similar way the Chair often acts as the advocate for the Network’s representational work and the Network as a whole.
The Network Patron
In some ways this arrangement would be similar to the Business in the Community option with a central figure and a board of ‘sponsor’ supporters.
As opposed to the Network writing out to firms seeking sponsorship as we have done to date we suggest we might focus our efforts here around a patron. Hopefully this might be a person with a reasonably high public profile who would then in turn write out to suitable firms looking to establish a panel into which our existing sponsors (  First Group and Calor would be incorporated).

What then would be the role of a Network Patron?
The following are suggested:-

- To be particularly involved with the Network's Rural England Service

- To emphasise areas of the RSN's work away from the representational role 

- To provide a strong media profile to these more general areas of work to give with them identity and drive.

 To chair the Network's Private Sector Panel.

The Director General of the National Trust has just retired. It is recommended we approach her initially.

OPTION 4 - SEPARATING MORE STRATEGICALLY THE REPRESENTATIONAL FROM THE RESEARCH
This option envisages a yet more emphatic split between lobbying and research.  
Here SPARSE Rural become solely a representational or lobbying arm in relation to Local Government matters; the Rural Services Partnership which sees non Local Government organisations clustered through a series of service specific panels with again representation purpose relating to their particular service; and the Rural Services Network operating a Rural England Service relating to research and rural best practice.
Of course for the membership it is entirely joined up as they will avail themselves of all aspects of service but in terms of marketing and liaising with others the position is still clearer, defined and easier to operate.  To emphasise further the divide the Rural England Service has a separate Board made up of 'sponsors' and a group of rural advocates/Trustees.  These advocates could be for example previous commissioners from the CRC who might wish to continue in a rural advocacy role or should it be possible to form such a liaison a group of Trustees from say, the National Trust. 
Our rural works is slowly gaining some recognition. We have now agreed a statement of intent with the National Trust and the CRC have asked us to host on our website the reports they have produced in the last two years ( a report we have accepted).

The service ( free from any constraints that it is a dressed up lobbying organisation) could then through the Rural Services Network work more cleanly with others to  seek and obtain grant funding for particular projects as illustrated in the CCRI accord.  The UK Policy and Practitioners Group could for example be promoted as a separate and expanding initiative in this option and it might involve the National Organisations from the Rural Services Partnership.
Should say some CRC Commissioners wish to become involved the profile offered by the RSN would clearly vary significantly.  However equally clearly they would have to agree to be involved on a gratis basis.  There can be no question of any financial assistance.
It is suggested that if we go for this option approaches be made as quickly as possible.
Diagrammatically this illustrates as follows:
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It is this option which perhaps gives the greatest chance of grant income in the future as it is the most emphatic , splitting the research element the furthest away from the representational role.
RECOMMENDATION
1) The officer recommendation is that we run with option 2, 3 and 4. It is felt that to keep membership across all local government sectors at this extremely difficult time we need to be dynamic as possible and by seeking a private sector panel/sponsorship (Option 2) , a patron (Option 3) and a wider board for the Rural England service (Option 4).  
Rural research is at its lowest ebb for some considerable time. There has to be serious concern about the position. Because of circumstance there is an opportunity for the Rural Services Network to really announce itself.


We suggest to the Executive the RSN seeks to take those opportunities.
2) At the last Executive Meeting the hardy chestnut of the name of the organisation raised its head again. We have given this careful consideration.  It is felt impossible to trade solely under one label as the organisation has evolver incrementally using an array of titles that have clear meaning and identity to different group of people.  We feel the correct title is RURAL SERVICES NETWORK (incorporating SPARSE Rural and the Rural Services Partnership). It is complex but this seems to be the correct detailing.  If the Executive agree we will devise a specific logo to accommodate this.


3) SPECIAL INTEREST GROUPS ON THE SPARSE Rural SPECIAL INTEREST GROUPS.

When looking at the recent Unitary SIG position the LGA indicated that they were not able to service any main new Special Interest Groups.  They had no objection by existing groups covering new ground by the creation of Special Interest Groups of Special Interest Groups and they suggested the Unitary arrangements could fall into that category. 


It is suggested we make all these RSP groupings we are trying to assemble SIGs of the SPARSE Rural SIG at the LGA.


Accordingly we would create the following under the general name of the Rural Services Partnership: - Rural Health, Rural Fire, Rural Housing, Rural Community Safety and Rural Transport as well as the Rural Unitary Group. On the first of April 2014 when the Police Commissioner arrangements have settled a little we would move for a Rural Police Group being added to that list.  We would need at least ten member LA authorities involved to secure the (sub) SIG status in each case.  Obviously however the membership would actually often be a majority of non- local authority organisations paying RSP subscription.


We can pray these arrangements in aid to the Rural Commission etc. (and the LGA as a whole) which would do our overall standing no harm. It might get us a free room here and there.


In terms of recruitment/retention this would seem to be an advantage as it would readily indicate the operational range we are offering very clearly and hopefully act as a deterrent to Local Authorities considering leaving and thus risking imploding all rural arrangements and links across a spectrum of services.

At the moment the RSP and its work doesn't appear to be particularly persuasive on SPARSE members and this would clearly be a way of improving that position.
Diagrammatically this would produce the following complete position:

This is the position is recommended to the Executive.

RURAL SERVICES NETWORK





SPARSE Rural





Rural Services Partnership





Community Group








