REPORT TO THE RSN EXECUTIVE (11th June 2012) ON THE SITUATION RELATING TO RSP SERVICE ORGANISATION ACTIVITY
1.
This report sets the current situation.
2.
The Executive has previously been informed of the need to engage RSP service providers by the formation of specific service groups. The need has been identified in respect of Rural Crime (Police), Fire and Rescue Services, Housing, and Health.
3.
Whilst income is normally sought through individual member subscription re-launching the RSP in that way is considered difficult. It is felt that the policy has to be launching with group operation now seen to be justifying subscription as opposed to the other way round.  Merely writing to people asking them to join at a subscription rate of £495 is a futile exercise in this climate.  Re-launching will therefore require a search to find some commercial sponsorship or speculative initiatives involving the general RSN fund subsidising the starter initiatives. Whilst the chances of commercial sponsorship are probably a lot higher in the areas being covered (because they carry a greater degree of public support) there clearly cannot be certainty.
4.
We have brought in a part time officer, Nick Payne, (one day a week) to assist in this
            area.
5.
The present position in relation to the Rural Services Partnership is as follows:-

A.
RURAL CRIME 
As will be appreciated the Police are key to the ability to deliver this group.  A rural policing conference in Kettering last year seemed to provide an opportunity to move this forward through the Chief Constable at Lincolnshire who was the ACPO rural lead. The RSN were intended to be at the centre of that initiative which could have involved as many as 30 forces. However that lead has due to the retirement of that Chief Constable now passed to Cumbria and there is a need to recover some previous ground.  The number of forces in the RSP has dropped significantly and a successful initiative is very necessary.  An important meeting called by Cumbria will be taking place on the 19th of June at which the RSP will be present and the Executive will be updated on the position reached.

If it is not possible to proceed with a Police orientated initiative the alternative might be a rural Community Safety based initiative.

B.
FIRE AND RESCUE SERVICES

A main plank of the current RSP service operation is the number of members who come from County Fire and Rescue Services.  However the number of rural combined forces in RSP membership has dropped rapidly.  One reason for the success of the County Forces has been some financial involvement and this if continued will it is hoped sustain that participation.  However as Combined Forces are larger, and some have urban areas, their interest in financial work is difficult to establish.We are currently investigating with the Executive of the Chief Fire Officers Association (CFOA) how a rural group spanning both County and Combined Services might emerge but there might be a need for such a group to start at rural best practice level and grow from there. The position should become clear by the autumn and hopefully an embryo group formed when we may be asked to present at the annual Combined Fire Authorities Conference to recruit.
C.
HOUSING

There are now a limited number of Housing Associations in the RSP and an initiative is clearly necessary.
We have been trying to think through how we can develop a RSP Housing Group from where we are at the moment. A National Federation of Housing initiative has created a Rural HA Group  but it does, we are told, really represent the interests or concerns of  the smaller Community or LA buy out associations who often feel side lined.  We have the started a working relationship with the Chartered Institute of Housing (CIOH) and have talked about doing some group work with small HA's that also involved LA Housing Managers.  We need however to grow something a bit more concrete out of these embryo ideas so that we can start approaching the HA's.
Obviously the LA Housing staff would get this free out of the SPARSE Rural service.  For the small Housing Associations (present and new members) we are targeting we suggest a fee area might be around £199.
So any group might hang on an inter relationship between CIOH 
HOUSING MANAGERS in Districts and Unitaries
SMALL LOCAL HA's (there are probably? c50 small HA’s who we could target)

It could possibly be entitled the RURAL COMMUNITY HOUSING GROUP

Work wise it might involve:
· An Annual APPG Meeting

· Quarterly Community of Practice discussion forums

· Consultation issues through the CIOH linkage

· An annual meeting with the Rural Housing Link Person or Team in DEFRA

· Bulletin points from an aggregator set on rural housing issues.

· An annual meeting at the CIOH conference (would need a sponsor)

· Quarterly Housing Articles.

D.
HEALTH
We have been working with the Institute of Rural Health and the Nottinghamshire Healthcare Trust in this area. Courtesy of the Trust we are planning a Rural Health Conference on Monday 26th November in Nottingham. Part of the conference package would be membership of a Health Group run jointly with the Institute for a joint fee of £300 per annum. It is hoped a Rural Health Conference could become an annual feature but again there would be a need for sponsorship support.
E.
TRANSPORT
A formal grouping is more difficult in this area. Clearly franchise operators do not easily group together as they are often in competition.
The All Party Parliamentary Group has worked quite well in this area and it is hoped this, perhaps combined with a system of some parliamentary questions, would persuade firms to be involved. This it is suggested might possibly be coordinated with some liaison with those universities who do work on rural transport issues.  Additionally it would be useful to constitute a group of Transport Officers from SPARSE County and Unitary member authorities.
F.
LANDEX AND COLLEGES
We are working with Land Based Colleges through their collective organisation Landex. Some parliamentary work through the APPG has taken place. It is hoped there may at some stage be the opportunity for some student survey work being undertaken.
G.
AMBULANCE SERVICES
When established the RSP comprised a number of Ambulance Service. The change to Regional operation and away from local connection appeared to alter this position and currently we now have only one member from this category.
The last government orchestrated performance management here on towards a time response basis. Rural area consideration is somewhat difficult in this regime as clearly response times are slower in rural areas and there was not a lot of enthusiasm to dwell on this.
The present government is introducing performance management based more towards quality of care and rural considerations and best practice may now be more inviting.
It is recommended we seek to examine the existing ‘rural meeting’ arrangements that occur across the Trusts to see if the partnership can assist here.
H.
UK POLICY AND PRACTITIONERS GROUP
There are over 20 National organisations that belong to the RSP.
An attempt has been made to form a discussion group across the UK entitled the UK Policy and Practitioners Group.  This grouping has not gelled particularly well to date (although there are some enthusiasts) but it is the only internal liaison arrangement for these members inside the RSN.
Further work in this area is felt necessary. It is suggested we seek to discuss the matter with the Scottish Academic Council, who have been very keen on the initiative to see how we can energise the initiative.
A meeting of the Group is to be arranged in late June (the Defra Ministerial statement is due out in May).
CONCLUSION
This report seeks to map the position relating to the Rural Services Partnership at a crucial time. The underlying desire of the Rural Services Network has always been to span services both run by the local authority and by other service providers including franchise operation/community/voluntary/social enterprise.  It is the unique selling point of the whole organisation but at times of severe austerity it is not an easy one to sustain. The position reached is now a crucial one and the success of the initiatives outlined above is key to our ability to continue to deliver this ambition.
At the moment steering the RSP in the way detailed in this report can be done within the present budget. Running the array of groups and arrangements foreseen in this report may constitute a much heavier workload at a consequently higher cost but much will depend on the eventual number of groups and their range of work and this cannot be foreseen at this time.
The position will need to be carefully monitored to ensure income equates with the workload that does emerge.
