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Frequently Asked Questions

The questions and answers set out below have been compiled following five consultation events used by delivery partners for the Rural Development Programme for England (RDPE) in the East of England to consult with stakeholders on the Regional Implementation Plan.  Staged during April and May 2006, they were hosted by the East of England Rural Forum and facilitated by Government Office for the East of England on behalf of the delivery partners.

The delivery partners are: 

· Natural England and the Forestry Commission  -  with responsibility for delivering the environmental land management aspects of the programme;

· East of England Development Agency - with responsibility for the socio-economic elements.

For further information on the RDPE in the East of England or to ask other questions about the proposed programme, lead contacts for the delivery partners are:

EEDA  -  Sean Crawford  seancrawford@eeda.org.uk
Natural England  -  Emma Powlett  emma.powlett@defra.gsi.gov.uk
Forestry Commission  -  Mike Render  mike.render@forestry.gsi.gov.uk
GO-East  -  Alan Bell  RuralTeam@goeast.gsi.gov.uk
Please get in touch if you would like more background or detail.

What will the RDPE deliver in the East of England?

Type of Projects

What size of projects will the RDPE be seeking to support?

In the Entry Level Schemes, agreements will be made with individual landowners or farmers.  Whilst individual farmers and landowners can apply for the Higher Level Scheme or English Woodland Grant Scheme, collaboration between neighbouring land managers will be encouraged to create area-wide integrated agreements which produce benefits across multiple holdings.

The socio-economic parts of the RDPE will generally focus on supporting projects which benefit many businesses, individuals or communities (though no absolute upper or lower limit on project size has been set).  However, this does not mean that good single applicant projects will automatically be rejected where a wider socio-economic benefit can be demonstrated.

How long will projects last within the RDPE?

The priority will be to encourage projects that deliver robust outputs.  Within the socio-economic parts of the programme, there will be no fixed time limits except those imposed by the duration of the programme and any EU requirements.  It is anticipated that a wide range of project durations will be supported and that duration will be determined by the applicant in consultation with EEDA to achieve the best outputs.  Whilst some projects can be completed quickly (in some cases in less than 1 year), it is recognised that the duration of many projects will be longer.

Landowners and farmers entering agri-environment stewardship schemes will normally be contracted for either 5 or 10 years to deliver a set of defined outputs.  

Will cross-Axis projects be supported?

The programme delivery partners are keen to encourage cross axis working where possible.  They will look favourably on projects which simultaneously deliver a combination of environmental, social and economic benefits and outcomes.  However, EU regulations will require that funding for these projects will drawn from only one axis.

This will not preclude the funding of good projects which only achieve outcomes and benefits against a single theme.  

Is the intention to focus on innovative projects or can the funding be used to roll out successful initiatives?

The project partners are committed to both encouraging innovation and rolling out proven successful projects.  The programme will not be confined to continually trying new project ideas simply for the sake of innovation.  However, if alternative appropriate mainstream funding can be identified to roll out successful initiatives it would be wrong for the very limited funding within RDPE to support such projects.

In practice, the programme will seek to strike a balance between stimulating innovation and building on success by supporting the roll out of successful initiatives which cannot be mainstreamed.

How is rural defined for the RDPE, and therefore where can projects be delivered?

Land entering the agri-environmental and woodland schemes operated as part of the programme will normally be expected to be on the rural land register.

For the socio-economic components of the programme, most projects will take place in areas which are easily identified as ‘rural’ by their character.  However, it is recognised that some projects which produce significant benefits to businesses or communities in rural areas may sometimes have to be located in ‘urban’ areas due to planning, the availability of services or for access reasons e.g. large collaborative grain stores, abattoirs etc.  In these cases, the test will be where the beneficiaries are based rather where the activity is based.

Can projects be developed which cross administrative boundaries both within the region and between regions?

Absolutely.  The intention is to support projects which deliver the best outputs in line with the region’s strategic priorities.  In practice, projects which cross regional boundaries may prove slightly more challenging to administer, but the project partners are committed to working with their colleagues in neighbouring regions to deliver the best projects.  It is not intended to constrain participation in projects to particular administrative geographies unless this is vital to project success.

Is it possible to run a small grants scheme?

In the past some EU grant schemes have operated a devolved structure in which an intermediary body has had the responsibility for administering a devolved pot of funding.  So called “global grants“ and “umbrella grants” have allowed these local intermediaries to run small grant schemes.

The EU has not allowed this approach to be adopted within the current England Rural Development Programme and clarification is still being sought on whether it will be allowed within the new RDPE.

What are basic services for the rural community?

The definition of basic services within the EU regulation is quite tightly defined.  In practice, these measures have tended to be used to support community facilities in rural areas that cannot access mainstream government funding.  Thus, it is very unlikely that facilities or services related to mainstream health service, educational or rural transport would be supported.  Village shared community facilities and local voluntary sector groups delivering local services are more likely to gain support.

The Role of Local bodies in project development

How can local partnerships contribute to project development?

Local partnerships have a key role to play in helping to pull together projects which deliver benefits to local communities.  

The programme delivery partners will be seeking to work with existing and new local groups as appropriate to develop locally responsive projects.  These local groups could be formal groupings such as IiC partnerships or less formal groups of businesses or communities who wish to pursue particular projects.

Is there a role for county rural forums and structures to contribute to project development?

It is hoped that county rural forums and similar bodies will be active in promoting the funding available under the RDPE and developing project partnerships to develop local projects which reflect local needs.  In the case of socio-economic projects, these would still be expected to be larger projects with many beneficiaries.

What role is there for existing local support structures and how will they be engaged in helping to deliver the programme?

As well as the role local partnerships can play in project development, they will also have a role to play in the delivery of some projects.  Most projects will need local support to deliver outcomes “at the coalface” and local support bodies are well placed to both identify local beneficiaries and deliver support.

Within larger region wide projects, sub regional delivery partners will often be needed to ensure that the project meets local needs within the context of a region wide set of objectives.
How can individuals and businesses benefit from larger regional projects?

Larger projects will have to demonstrate that they are delivering benefits to individuals, communities and businesses in rural areas.  These benefits could come in a variety of forms including:

· the provision of subsidised training;

· access to capital equipment which the individual business would be unable to afford;

· support to access new markets or to develop new products;

· support to access a land management scheme.

Leader

What is the ‘Leader’ approach and how does it differ from existing Leader delivery?

The ‘Leader’ approach is an EU requirement for the programme which must account for a minimum of 5% of the total budget.  It involves the active participation of the local community in helping to define what should be delivered by the programme and must include community engagement in deciding which projects to support via a competitive process.

EU regulations currently set out that the area covered by Leader projects must contain between 10,000-100,000 people, but the UK is currently working with other member states in seeking to increase the upper population limit to increase the flexibility of the programme.

In the future it is intended to take a more flexible approach to the development of Leader projects and not to award a selected list of specific areas a global grant for the duration of the programme.  Instead it is hoped to offer more areas the chance to participate in the Leader approach.

It is also intended to use existing partnerships to create Leader projects rather than creating additional partnerships for this specific purpose.

Which ‘Axes’ will Leader projects be supported by?

Whilst traditionally Leader has been used to support socio-economic projects, all of the programme partners are committed to finding ways to support more holistic projects, if these are promoted by Leader partnerships.

Can a Leader approach be used to support public access and environmental projects funded from HLS or the EWGS?

The project delivery partners are committed to finding ways to support Leader projects which can deliver environmental and public access benefits in addition to socio-economic outcomes.  Early thoughts suggest that initiatives around linking grazing management to enhanced public access and local food chains could provide one way to do this.  Making community buildings more sustainable by developing local wood fuel supply chains could also achieve multiple benefits through community engagement.

How will the RDPE be delivered in the East of England

Project facilitation

How will project development be facilitated?

All the project delivery partners are committed to providing facilitation to help projects at the development stage.

Natural England already has an active team of advisers in place to help farmers and landowners by providing advice and guidance on the options under the various agri-environmental schemes.

The Forestry Commission will work with groups of woodland owners and contractors to develop a programme of focused projects to help the sector move forward.  This will be in addition to the advice currently provided for woodland management.

EEDA is appointing three specialist advisers to work with projects across the region to facilitate a range of socio-economic projects.  These facilitators will work closely with other staff delivering the IiC, business support, enterprise hubs and regional renaissance programmes to ensure that projects are funded by the most appropriate funding stream.

Across all the delivery partners, there is a commitment to make best use of the RDPE by ensuring that projects are assisted in sourcing a range of funding streams as appropriate.  Whilst other public sources can not be used to provide the match funding for RDPE funded projects, it maybe that different parts of a project can access different funding streams e.g. in a wood fuel project RDPE could help fund the development of a wood fuel supply chain whilst DTI renewal energy end user grants can be used to equip local community buildings with wood fuel burners.

How will the programme be promoted to potential beneficiaries?

The programme will be promoted to individuals and businesses via appropriate media and through intermediary bodies such as councils, local economic partnerships and rural organisations.

The project delivery partners see a key role for local and rural organisations to promote the funding to individuals and communities.

Budgets

Is there a set annual budget and can money be vired between the Axes?

There will be a set annual budget for the region which will be allocated across the three Axes.  This operational budget will be set by the region in consultation with DEFRA nationally, as part of England’s overall budget - which in turn will be determined by the funding received from the EU, Treasury match funding and modulation of the Single Farm Payment.

There will be no automatic ability within the region to vire money between Axes, as any virements will need to be co-ordinated at the national level.  .  Any virements will have to respect the EU rules for the programme such as the minimum 10% for Axis 1, 25% for Axis 2 and 10% for Axis 3.

The programme will be restricted to one national change that incorporates and integrates the range of regional issues each year.

Is there flexibility over the proposed 80:10:10 split between the Axes?

Whilst technically there is flexibility in how the funding is allocated the EU has set minimum spend levels for each Axis as set out above.  

In England the previously announced commitment by the Government to maintain Environmental Stewardship as a scheme open to all farmers, coupled with commitments to fund the English Woodland Grant Scheme and Higher Level Scheme will require close to 80% of the anticipated budget.  The result is that Axis 1 and 3 will both be funded at or very close to the minimum level of the total budget permitted by the EU, namely 10% each of the total budget.

Is there a prescribed split between revenue and capital funding within the RDPE?

There is flexibility within the budget in the split between revenue and capital.  

Is there an ability to change the balance of the programme once it starts?

Once the programme is operational, the project partners will monitor spending closely.  Small changes can be agreed at the regional level by the delivery partners and may include not only the balance of the programme but also the support provided to projects and/or how new project ideas are developed.  It is also recognised that the issues driving the programme may well change over its 7 year life.

It is anticipated that the whole programme will be subject to a mid term evaluation, which may allow more changes approximately half way through the programme.  Any changes at that stage would be based on experience in delivering the programme.

Demarcation with other funding

How will the delivery partners ensure that funding is used to fill gaps and not simply to replace mainstream funding?

The project partners are already working with other funding streams and delivery partners in the region to ensure that the RDPE is delivered in a manner which focuses its comparatively limited resources on issues which mainstream funding can not tackle.

This will inevitably mean that some activities which are permissible under EU rules will not be funded by the RDPE in the East of England as they are, or should be, covered by other funding.  The project partners are all agreed that the RDPE funding must be focused on gaps in current provision.

How will we know where the gaps are?

The project partners have already begun to map other funding streams to identify where the gaps are.  It will important, however, on an ongoing basis for people across the region to help identify both the priority issues on which the programme should focus and where the gaps in current funding lie.

If funding gaps are identified it can not be assumed that the RDPE will automatically fill these.  Many of these gaps will still need to funded by mainstream funding sources.  

The project delivery partners will work with the East of England Rural Forum to press the case for rural communities with all potential funding bodies and routes and the Forum is always keen to hear from people about where they perceive gaps in existing provision to be (www.eerf.org.uk) 

How will skills provision funded by the RDPE be different to skills provision which can and should be funded by mainstream skills funding?

Skills training has been identified as both a priority area by most consultees as well as an area where there is clearly substantial mainstream provision both in schools and via the Learning and Skills Councils (LSC) for post 16 education.

With substantial investment already going into skills provision it is therefore not sensible for the RDPE to fund provision which the LSC can and should fund, or areas which schools will cover. 

Skills development funded by the RDPE will thus tend to concentrate on short, very focused, usually non qualification bearing courses which address specific needs.  For example a course on product presentation for rural businesses attending farmers markets which neither had the duration or content to allow participants to obtain an NVQ (NVQs are funded by the LSC).

There should also be opportunities for funding training activity that supports delivery of agri-environment measures.

How will business support funded by the RDPE be distinctive to mainstream business support provision?

There are already large resources delivering a business support service in the region via Business Links and a range of other provision.  

Business support funded by the RDPE must therefore be focused on specialist provision which can not be funded by mainstream business support funding.  An example maybe support provided to a group of farmers to develop a new collaborative business venture.

What are the links between the IiC programme and the RDPE?

EEDA’s IiC programme is targeted at developing innovative approaches to the co-ordination of public sector investment across the region to promote social inclusion.  It supports projects which local communities have helped to define across both rural and urban areas.

In delivering the socio-economic components of the RDPE, EEDA will ensure that projects are funded by the most appropriate funding stream.  For most community projects this is likely to be IiC and projects proposed in this area will be advised at an early stage which is most appropriate funding route

Programme administration

Where will the admin costs of the programme be borne?

The administration costs of the programme will be borne by the project partners using resources provided specifically for this purpose by DEFRA.  None of the money needed to administer the programme will come from the programme budget.

How will projects be appraised?

Projects submitted to the RDPE will be appraised using standard appraisal processes.  There will be a separation of duties to ensure that the project facilitator will not make the final decision on funding as required by the EU.

Larger projects will, in common with other funding programmes, be subject to more scrutiny and checks and may take longer to be approved as a result.

How will the RDPE be monitored in the future?

Partners are in negotiation with Defra and the EU over a common monitoring and evaluation framework, which will need to be consistent at national level as well as matching regional needs. The aim will be to develop relevant and appropriate performance measures and programme indicators which satisfy EU and national Government requirements.  RDA reporting on the socio-economic axes will be as aligned to their mainstream programme tasking framework as possible to prevent duplication, whilst recognising that the funding is ring fenced.
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