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NORFOLK RURAL FORUM


Minutes of meeting held at Easton College on Thursday, 16 November 2006.


PRESENT:  P Holtom (Chairperson) (Norfolk Rural Economy Board), F Broom (Norfolk YFC), C Brown (representing F McDiarmid, Connexions), Supt G Evans (Police), M Garrett (representing R Draper – Children’s Voluntary Sector Forum), M Hand (Norfolk County Council), A Handley (South Norfolk DC), J Keith (Farming and Biodiversity Practitioners' Forum), D Lawrence (County Strategic Partnership), J Middleton (Norfolk Rural Shops Alliance), S Perkin (Norfolk Biodiversity Partnership), S Woodbridge (Broadland DC)
SPEAKERS:  Rt Rev Bishop Graham, Charles Lacoste (Cley Nurseries) and Alan Jenkinson (Waterfront Manufacturing Ltd)


1.  
APOLOGIES FOR ABSENCE were received from:  Sir Nicholas Bacon (Norfolk Rural Economy Board), G Brough (Learning and Skills Council), J Dixon (Norfolk Rural Community Council), B Horner (Norwich and Norfolk Voluntary Services), L Hull (Active Norfolk), B Joyce (Norfolk Wildlife Trust), A Matin (Norfolk and Norwich Racial Equality Council), F McDiarmid (Connexions), J Packman (Broads Authority), R Walker (Breckland DC), T Wegg (North Norfolk DC), 

2.  
MINUTES OF INAUGURAL MEETING HELD 8 JUNE 2006 – were accepted and signed as an accurate record.


3.
MATTERS ARISING FROM THE MINUTES – there were no matters arising.

4.
PROPOSALS FOR OBJECTIVES, PROCEDURES AND OPERATION OF THE FORUM

David Lawrence amplified the formal influencing arrangements and a diagram setting out the various bodies involved is attached.

P Holtom advised that a new Strategic Board has been set up as part of the Eastern Region Rural Affairs Board to see how the Rural Affairs Forum should progress and it is at this level that Agendas will be set.  Each County in the region has a similar Rural Forum although there is no template.  However, common issues are the economy, environment and social and community affairs.


Disappointment was expressed at the number of apologies for attendance which had been received and that there was no representation from the media and Members of Parliament.


It was agreed that existing organisations need to be used to deliver, priorities should be targeted by this Forum and research needs to be carried out into issues, eg the closing of Post Offices.


5. THE ECONOMIC VIABILITY OF VILLAGES AND SUSTAINABILITY OF RURAL SERVICES

The Rt Rev Bishop Graham addressed the meeting.  He believed the Forum could influence delivery agencies.  The demise of the Countryside Agency and the political shift to Defra had resulted in the rural policy being introverted.  A Rural Advocate had been appointed who had access to the Secretary of State and the Prime Minister.  The rural policy had, however,  slipped down the agenda.  


Bishop Graham reported that 1 in 5 of the rural community had an income of less than £15,000 per year.  Villages were changing due to migration and the under 25 year age group was in decline.

Future of Post Offices –Post Offices are significant to some small businesses.  The outlook was bleak.  A campaign to retain them must be focussed.

Migrant Workers – A huge proportion of migrant workers are working for rural businesses in Norfolk. This has had a substantial and important economic impact on rural communities. So far it appears that they have been absorbed by the rural communities in which they work who have dealt well with this integration and this is a model for everyone.  Little research has been carried out but this could be done on a county by county basis.  

Local Democracy – Rural people have disconnected from Government decisions.  Rural people are more likely to:  vote in any election, to have contact with the local Council, to have local organisations and clubs and to assist charities.  The rural vote will be more significant at the next election than at the past three.


A quarter of a million businesses are located in rural areas.  The only increase in manufacturing industries is taking place in rural areas.

Issues include, transport, recruitment, mail (lack of Post Offices and post boxes) and planning.


6.
A VIEW FROM RURAL BUSINESSES

Charles Lacoste (joint owner Cley Nurseries)

Mr Lacoste expressed his gratitude to R Rampton and the Norfolk Rural Business Advice Service for their assistance in obtaining a grant and help with planning difficulties experienced in developing his premises.

Excellent education was available and the area was beautiful and provided quality life especially for bringing up children.  However, the local community has been forced to move nearer to Norwich to purchase cheaper property.  There was a current shortage of properties in his locality.  He experienced difficulty in recruiting young people as they are leaving the villages because of a lack of affordable housing.  Less labour was required to work the land with the introduction of larger machinery.  

A local post office is necessary as he sends out at least 300 roses a week during the winter  and this could also provide his business with a banking facility

His particular concern was property taxation which, together with higher utility costs, could make his business unviable.  He feels a review of property taxation is required; multiple home owners should contribute more.  If small businesses are helped to succeed this would increase employment for local people and the local economy will prosper.  He would welcome help and guidance on growth of his business to enable him to employ more people and contribute further to the rural economy.  There is a requirement for small rural business forums for the exchange of best practice and ideas.  


A Jenkinson (Waterfront Manufacturing Ltd, East Harling)

Mr Jenkinson had started his company in 1999 and moved to East Harling in 2002 since when his business has expanded.

He considers that Government changes will take income away from the local Post Office.  If this was to close it would have a knock-on effect on local businesses.  The sorting office would be lost, posting of franked mail locally would be impossible.  

Roads are not gritted in bad weather.  Couriers will not, therefore, go into the villages and his business almost grinds to a halt.  There is no street lighting, inadequate drainage, poorly maintained roads and inadequate policing compared to towns.  However, all contributions per person are equal.  There is no regular bus service to the village and changes to timetables are frequent.  The transport into Norwich is unreliable and it is impossible to travel from the city to the villages.  


This results in staffing difficulties as basic computer skills are not available locally.  Manual workers also need training.  He employs two people with learning difficulties and special needs through the Quick Step Employment Programme.

A rates reduction has enabled him to take on more space.  There is little opportunity for small businesses to start as there is a lack of suitable small units and larger premises stand unused.


7.
CURRENT ISSUES 
One suggestion made is that rural buses and the Park and Ride services should be integrated.

Bicycles – parking facilities need to be provided.

Mopeds (Kickstart Scheme) could link into County transport.  

Second home owners – do not contribute to the local economy.

No housing is available for those in lower paid jobs.  

Insufficient houses are being built in villages.  

Research needs to be carried out to identify where the young unemployed people are.  This needs to be carried out ward by ward.  Young people are not getting work because they do not have the required skills, they have no money, no transport and no social work.

Investment is required in housing and the infrastructure.  

The micro economy set in villages needs to be studied.  

Communication with Planners needs to be improved.  

Communities need to be able to identify their requirements.

Policing – a trial project will run to 2008 with post offices to improve neighbourhood policing.

ISSUES:


· Housing – a need to build more housing in rural villages with schools/shops.
· Extension of Post Office Campaign
· Economic viability of Post Offices for businesses
· Transport
· Grant Schemes for small rural businesses.
· Taxing of vehicles according to postcode
· More affordable tax for those without access to public transport
· Research needs to be carried out on young people living in rural areas - their expectations, also why so many have left and do they want to return?
· A requirement for business forums to put pressure on planners 

· A need to look at alternative types of buildings for local development, but most of all there is a need for consistency in the planning process.   
· A need to convince highways that not all building development will result in extra road usage.


ACTION POINT:  David Lawrence agreed to write a letter to David Miliband (Secretary of State for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs) raising these issues.

Jason Middleton would wish to consider additional services which could be offered through Post Offices.  Any suggestions should be forwarded by e-mail to: jason.middleton@norfolk.gov.uk.



8.
ANY OTHER BUSINESS

Item for Agenda of next meeting – Biodiversity:  Tourism, Environment and Economic Impact.

9. DATE AND TIME OF NEXT MEETING – Thursday, 15 February 2007 commencing at 4.30 pm at Easton College.
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