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THE RURAL INFORMATION EXCHANGE
The Rural Services Network(RSN) and the Countryside and Community Research Institute(CCRI) are working together to provide the information needs for rural empowerment.
The Idea

Shifts in the roles of the statutory sector at a local level in rural areas  and the aspirations of the localism agenda require new kinds of information delivery to allow them to be effective. The RSN and the CCRI have come together to provide this. The CCRI’s expertise in rural research and information generation for government and its agencies, and the RSNs emphasis on rural information collation, dissemination and networking through membership of more than 45,000 rural stakeholders, together provide a unique integration of all parts of the information system to serve rural delivery. Working in tandem, they are to provide a new generation of rural information (known as the Rural Survey) and dissemination (known as the Rural Conference) services to assist rural stakeholdersin all aspects of local delivery in rural areas. 
Who are we? 

The Rural Services Network (RSN) was formed in 1990 and is a national (England) membership organisation of 120 Local Authorities (virtually all Rural 50 and Rural 80 authorities and several Significantly Rural Authorities are members) and 100 Other Service Providers (e.g. local police, fire and rescue, health (PCTs, Hospital Trusts and Ambulance Trusts), colleges transport providers, national parks and housing bodies and national bodies such as Age Concern and the Federation of Small Businesses). All members share a common interest in developing the prosperity of English rural areas, through policy, action and service. Within local authorities membership embraces elected members as well as officers and covers all departments. This membership sums to around 11,000 individuals.  The RSN also has a Community Group of membersfor  parish/town councils, primary and secondary schools and chambers of commerce. There are approximately 14,000 community members in the RSN.  The RSN newsletters are  read by some 45,000 people on a weekly basis.  The structure of the RSN thus makes it the most comprehensive network in England for the dissemination of rural information, but also it provides a network through which information can be garnered. 

The Countryside and Community Research Institute (CCRI) began in 1986 to undertake rigorous but applied rural research to improve the understanding of, and ultimately the welfare of, rural areas in Britain and Europe. Since that time it has undertaken a wide range of research (embracing rural housing, services, land use planning, economy, community, social capital, deprivation and the like) for several English Government Departments (particularly Defra) and their agencies (The Environment Agency, Natural England, English Heritage, for example), Welsh and Scottish Government and the EU, both through its Directorates General and its Framework Programmes. It also has a tradition of working with, and for, rural local authorities and other rural stakeholders. Uniquely, it is a federation of rural research interests from the University of the West of England, the University of Gloucestershire, the Royal Agricultural College and Hartpury College and as such it is the largest rural social and policy research organisation in the UK. 

Why have we come together?

The RSN and the CCRI each haveconsiderable experience of providing research, knowledge, information and disseminationservices to a host of rural organisations.Separately but at the same time, both organisations have recognised a sea change in the contemporary information demands for rural governance and action. Salient factors that have triggered this change are:

· significant public service reform;

· the governance shift required in developing successful localism; 

· the improved local delivery aspirations of service users and those ofstatutory  bodies delivering services in rural areasthe shift in emphasis in local authority work from providing to enabling and commissioning;

· a desire on the part of statutory bodies to empower local populations. 

These changes require a new modus operandi for the statutory sector as it becomes the expertise that facilitates mobilisation. The information required to fuel this expertise can be provided through harnessing the combined resources of a practice-based membership organisation and an applied research institute working in tandem.
What can we offer?

The information services that we are to deliver cover the whole ofthe information cycle and fall broadly into two groups, the creation of information through the Rural Survey and the dissemination of information through the Rural Conference. Example initiatives falling withinthis information process include the following: 
	The Rural Survey
	The Rural Conference

	Researching
	Collecting
	Processing
	Interpreting
	Sharing
	Influencing
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Individual Rural Survey initiatives concern both proactive and reactive data collection to address specific issues. Individual Rural Conference initiatives are concerned with creating on-going conduits for information that build and spread the knowledge base cumulatively.  The State of Rural Services Report and the Heart of the Village initiatives are designed to cover all aspects of the information process. Separate papers are available on each of these initiatives.
Whilst the CCRI and the RSN will be seeking start-up funds for these initiatives they have been designed to be self-funding on an on-going basis.  
What will this partnership lead to?

Successful localism in rural areas requires the empowerment of rural people (with the help of local statutory bodies) so that they have a significant influence over their own destiny. In addition statutory bodies both need support to help them organise themselves for localism (i.e. conducting their roles under the Community Rights, Neighbourhood Planning etc) and in their provision of information in encouraging local communities to take up the localism agenda Whist much of this development path will make use of its own ‘bottom up’ local assets, the means by which local stakeholders find out ‘how to do it’ will come from further afield. Support to statutory bodies is presently being overlooked in large measure. The proposed Rural Information Excange outlined here is able to provide the information generation and dissemination infrastructure required to make localism in rural areas a self-sustaining success. 
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Rural Opinion Panel 





Networking For Real





Library of Good Rural Practice 





Annual conference





Rural Vulnerability Service





UK Rural Policy & Practitioners Group





The State of Rural Services Report





The Heart of the Village Research
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