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Rural Policy Framework for Northern Ireland
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How to Respond

This template replicates the questions posed in the online survey on the Rural Policy Framework
for Northern Ireland Consultation found at: https://consultations.nidirect.gov.uk/daera-central-
services-and-rural-affairs/rural-policy-framework

The full text of the consultation can be found on the Department’s website at: hitps:/www.daera-ni.
gov.uk/sites/default/files/consultations/daera/20.21.043%20Rural%20Policy %20Framework%20
NI%20-%20Consultation%20Final.PDF It is recommended that you read the full consultation
document before completing your response, whether you choose to use this template or the Citizen
Space Hub.

If you wish to use this template for your response, please reply:

By e-mail to: ruralpolicydelivery@daera-ni.gov.uk

By post to: Rural Policy and Delivery Branch
Department of Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs
Rural Affairs Division,
2nd Floor, Ballykelly House
111 Ballykelly Road
Ballykelly
Limavady
BT49 9HP

Early responses are encouraged but all responses should arrive no later than
Monday 6 September 2021.

Before you submit your responses please read the “Publication of Responses” section below,
which gives guidance on the legal position. If you require any further information on this
consultation exercise, we would encourage you to contact us via e-mail. If you are unable to
access e-mail, you can telephone us on 028 7744 5113. Please note this is a voicemail service
and a member of the team will call you back.


https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/consultations/daera/20.21.043%20Rural%20Policy%20Framework%20NI%20-%20Consultation%20Final.PDF
https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/consultations/daera/20.21.043%20Rural%20Policy%20Framework%20NI%20-%20Consultation%20Final.PDF
https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/consultations/daera/20.21.043%20Rural%20Policy%20Framework%20NI%20-%20Consultation%20Final.PDF
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Publication of Responses

The Department will publish a summary of responses following completion of the consultation
process. Your response, and all other responses to the consultation, may be disclosed on
request. The Department can refuse to disclose information only in exceptional circumstances.
Before you submit your response, please read the paragraphs below on the confidentiality of
consultations and they will give you guidance on the legal position about any information given
by you in response to this consultation.

Section 8(e) of the Data Protection Act 2018 permits processing of personal data when necessary
for an activity that supports or promotes democratic engagement. Information provided by
respondents to this stakeholder engagement exercise will be held and used for the purposes of
the administration of this current exercise and subsequently disposed of in accordance with the
provisions of the Data Protection Act 2018 and UK General Data Protection Regulation.

The Freedom of Information Act 2000 gives the public a right of access to any information held by a
public authority (the Department in this case). This right of access to information includes information
provided in response to a consultation. The Department cannot automatically consider as confidential
information supplied to it in response to a consultation. However, it does have the responsibility to
decide whether any information provided by you in response to this consultation, including information
about your identity, should be made public or treated as confidential. If you do not wish information
about your identity to be made public, please include an explanation in your response.

This means that information provided by you in response to the consultation is unlikely to be
treated as confidential, except in very particular circumstances.

The Lord Chancellor’s Code of Practice on the Freedom of Information Act provides that:

* The Department should only accept information from third parties in confidence if it
is necessary to obtain that information in connection with the exercise of any of the
Department’s functions and it would not otherwise be provided,;

+ The Department should not agree to hold information received from third parties ‘in
confidence’ which is not confidential in nature; and

+ Acceptance by the Department of confidentiality provisions must be for good reasons,
capable of being justified to the Information Commissioner.

For further information about confidentiality of responses, please contact the Information
Commissioner’s Office: https://ico.org.uk/
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About You

Name (Required)

Aidan Campbell

E-mail address (required if responding electronically)

aidan@ruralcommunitynetwork.org

Address (required if responding by post)

Organisation/ Respondent type (required)

Public Sector D Private individual D
Private Sector D Other (please specify) D
Community/voluntary

Please provide further details including the name of your organisation below

Rural Community Network
38a Oldtown Street
Cookstown

Co Tyrone

BT80 8EF
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Q1: Do you agree that the proposed overarching aim ‘To create a sustainable rural
community where people want to live, work and be active’ for the Rural Policy
Framework for Northern Ireland is appropriate?

Yes D No

If you have any additional comments to accompany your answer, please outline below.

Although the overarching aim aligns with the DAERA's overall aim:
"sustainability at the heart of a living, working, active landscape valued by everyone"

In our view the overarching aim needs to clearly state that the Department will work in partnership
with rural people to support them to live, work and be active.

Currently in many rural communities young people want to live and work there but are unable to as
housing either does not exist or is unaffordable, or because of lack of access to services in their
area,. Similarly in more remote rural communities people are forced to relocate to access work
opportunities. The framework needs to state its ambition is to support people who want to live work
or be active in rural NI.
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Q2: Do you agree that the Tackling Rural Poverty and Social Isolation (TRPSI) approach
should continue under the wider umbrella of the Rural Policy Framework?

Yes No | |

If you have any additional comments to accompany your answer, please outline below.

RCN agrees that the TRPSI approach should continue as it has enabled innovative projects to be
developed in rural communities in partnership with other Departments, statutory agencies and
community and voluntary groups. It has also proved to be a responsive and agile investment
process to emerging need in rural communities during the pandemic.

Is DAERA proposing that TRPSI become a separate, discrete programme/theme within the RPF or
will it sit under the Health thematic pillar? If it is located under the health thematic pillar will this
constrain its flexibility to develop programmes under other themes, for example, employability under
the Employment thematic pillar?

TRPSI is currently a standalone budget line within DAERA. The Rural Development Programme was
an EU funded programme matched with funding committed from the NI block grant.

The implications of including TRPSI under the wider umbrella of the Rural Policy Framework are
unclear at this time and the consultation document does not provide any commentary on this topic.

RCN would need further detail on DAERA's analysis of the pros and cons of including TRPSI within
the Framework to enable us to comment further.
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Qa3:

In your opinion, what are the main challenges facing rural communities in
Northern Ireland over the next 5 years? Please select what you feel are the top five

challenges from the options outlined below.

NB: You should only select five challenges from the options provided and rank those
challenges by priority from 1 to 5 in the box provided (with 1 being the most significant

challenge, 2 being less significant etc.)

Access to public services (e.g. health, education and social services).

Availability of appropriate and adequate community facilities/supports
for different age groups.

Broadband/mobile phone connectivity.

Changing demographics (e.g. ageing population, new communities,
and retention of young people in rural areas).

Climate change and environmental sustainability.
Future of farming/agri-food sector.

Jobs and business.

Managing tourism in a sustainable way.

Transport and infrastructure.

4

If there are any other challenges you feel have not been included in the list, please

indicate these in the comment box on the next page.
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Provision of affordable, low energy housing and retro-fitting of rural housing stock to remove fossil
fuel based heating systems, address fuel poverty and reduce carbon footprint.

Climate change and environmental sustainability are fundamental challenges that will have huge
impact on rural communities as climate change legislation is implemented as well as impacting on
farming and the wider agri-food sector.

Many of the challenges identified are interlinked - better broadband and mobile telephony provision
may enable more remote working, reduce the need to commute and promote business development
in rural NI all of which will contribute to reducing carbon. Crucial that DAERA (and other
Departments) consider the broadband/mobile connectivity issue in rural communities from a digital
inclusion perspective as well as a focus on building out the infrastructure.

There is an underlying assumption in the framework that NI has the required community
infrastructure to support the roll out of programmes that will be developed. Citizen engagement and
participation is essential for the successful delivery of these programmes and ongoing investment in
the community and voluntary sector is required. A commitment to capacity building, a recognition
that groups are cyclical in nature and investment in skills development in the sector are essential to
underpin successful delivery.
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Q4: In your opinion, what are the main opportunities facing rural communities in
Northern Ireland over the next 5 years? Please select what you feel are the top five
opportunities from the options outlined below.

NB: You should only select five opportunities from the options provided and rank those
opportunities by priority from 1 to 5 (with 1 being the most significant opportunity, 2 being
less significant etc.)

Diversification within farming/agri-food sector.

Economic development of markets (local, national and international)
and sectors (both non-traditional and emerging).

Enabling communities (e.g. supporting local leadership, groups and

. . n 5
volunteers, enhancing community amenities).
Enterprise and employment: expanding opportunities
(e.g. Social Enterprise, apprenticeships, supporting entrepreneurs).
Joined-up approach from Government on delivering for rural 1

communities in Northern Ireland.

Optimisation of digital connectivity (e.g. Broadband and emerging
technologies) (e.g. remote working, research, development and 2
innovation, and future jobs).

Revitalisation of towns and villages.

Sustainable development and climate adaptation (e.g. renewable energy). 3

Tourism: expansion of options including heritage, recreation and activity tourism.

Transport infrastructure and services. 4

If there are any other opportunities you feel have not been included in the list,
please indicate these in the comment box on the next page.
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Sustainable development and climate adaptation needs to consider how housing stock in rural
communities can be retrofitted to bring about lower energy costs and meet the ambition of zero
carbon standards.

The provision of housing (particularly social and affordable housing) in rural communities is a key
issue and needs to be considered by the Rural Policy Framework .

Addressing community relations/good relations, segregation and the development of shared
community buildings/services also needs to be included in the Policy Framework. Whilst the need to
promote equality and good relations in line with DAERA's duties under Section 75 is referenced as
one of the 14 key principles we believe that addressing these issues needs greater focus by DAERA
and the Rural Policy Framework.
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Q5: Thematic Pillar 1: Innovation and Entrepreneurship: To create a rural society where
innovation and entrepreneurship flourish.

a. Do you agree that Thematic Pillar 1: Innovation and Entrepreneurship is
appropriate for the Rural Policy Framework for Northern Ireland?

Yes No D Not Applicable D

If you have selected Not Applicable, please go to Question 6.

If you have any additional comments to accompany your answer, please outline below.

RCN agrees with the Thematic pillar of Innovation and Entrepreneurship and the three supporting
priority areas for intervention. We would make the following comments

In developing programmes of support under this thematic pillar the Department needs to identify the
innovation/entrepreneurship challenges and opportunities that have a specific rural aspect. What do
the Department and other statutory organisations, need to do differently to foster Innovation and
entrepreneurship in rural communities? How will learning from the implementation of support
programmes for rural businesses under the previous rural development programme be incorporated.

We would suggest that access to decent broadband and mobile infrastructure is one of the key
foundations. The roll out of Project Stratum is beginning to address that issue in rural communities
but we would caution that there is a need to ensure the Project continues to completion and that any
remaining premises unable to access superfast broadband in rural NI are supported by further
government investment.

DAERA also need to consider the issue of digital inclusion and ensuring that broadband
infrastructure is accessible and affordable to all in rural communities and that people have the skills
and confidence to make the most of the digital infrastructure that is being developed.

Fostering Innovation and Entrepreneurship will play a key role in developing solutions to climate
change innovation and adaptation.

DAERA needs to consider how it can encourage more links between Further and Higher Education
providers, entrepreneurs and start up micro businesses who have potential to grow.

DAERA should be working closely with Invest NI and local enterprise centres to analyse the profile of
innovation businesses started/supported. Are there specific sectors that are developing innovative
businesses, or particular parts of NI? By understanding better and promoting these successful
innovation businesses the Department should be able to tailor support programmes better to foster
innovation.

DAERA should investigate how community wealth building approaches currently being explored by
DfC could inform any programmes being developed under this pillar that aim to support the social
economy.

One concern would be that viable businesses that have potential to create jobs but are not
particularly innovative or have little potential to export will be excluded from support. Not every
business will be innovative.

There are additional challenges for women entrepreneurs;for many this means childcare & provision
of social care for older or disabled family members. This is identified in the Working Group's key
findings but is important that the Executive bring forward their Childcare Strategy as a matter of
urgency and DAERA must ensure that the Childcare Strategy meets the needs of rural women.
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b. Do you agree that the three priority areas for intervention outlined below
supporting Thematic Pillar 1: Innovation and Entrepreneurship are appropriate for
the Rural Policy Framework for Northern Ireland?

* Develop a culture of rural innovation.

* Raise awareness, build capacity and capability to engage in rural entrepreneurship
and innovation.

* Invest in and develop our rural economy.
Yes No D

If you have any additional comments to accompany your answer, please outline below.

RCN would argue that a culture of rural innovation already exists, despite the challenges but that
DAERA support schemes developed from the Rural Policy Framework need to support those
businesses and individuals in rural communities that are out there.

More data analysis of the large numbers of micro businesses in rural communities may be worth
undertaking to develop greater understanding of how micro businesses can be supported to grow.
Evidence shows that micro and small businesses have lower levels of innovation and productivity.
Are there examples we can learn from internationally that have successfully developed rural micro
businesses into larger businesses. Are the large numbers of micro businesses in rural areas skewed
by the number of self employed construction workers in rural NI?

Does DAERA need to consider barriers to people starting their own business and particularly the risk
of business failure as a barrier?

Could the model of farm business development groups and peer learning/support that has provided
to farm businesses be adapted for other rural businesses. Need to understand what types of peer
support are useful for micro businesses - timings, content, relevance etc. to provide mentoring
support/networking opportunities to new entrepreneurs.

DAERA needs to be alive to any challenges or opportunities that arise for rural businesses in Border
areas and address these at earliest opportunity through the NI Executive and if necessary with UK
government and EU through the protocol mechanisms.

We need to accept that taking risks is part of innovation and there is an element of risk associated
with support programmes. DAERA cannot design out risk completely if they truly expect innovation
and entrepreneurship in areas where there has been market failure
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Q6: Thematic Pillar 2: Sustainable Tourism: To maximise the contribution that
sustainable rural tourism makes to rural society and to the wider economy
and environment.

a. Do you agree that Thematic Pillar 2: Sustainable Tourism is appropriate for the
Rural Policy Framework for Northern Ireland?

Yes E No D Not Applicable D

If you have selected Not Applicable, please go to Question 7.

If you have any additional comments to accompany your answer, please outline below.

DAERA needs to develop further work with Tourism NI and Tourism Ireland to promote out of state
tourism in rural communities. Too much of current tourism promotion is focused on Belfast and the
Giants Causeway.

Overnight stays are key to maximising tourism spend. There needs to be more consideration of how
we can encourage overnight stays in rural NI as many attractions in rural communities are easily
reachable from greater Belfast as a day trip.

Concern that most data presented appears to be pre-Covid. The pandemic has obviously caused
severe disruption to tourism industry and tourism businesses many of whom may not reopen. Any
programmes of support will need to utilise as up to date data (as possible) on visitor numbers,
origin, priorities and spend. Tourism in NI may need to focus on the island of Ireland and Britain
tourists in the short to medium term as international visitor numbers may not recover for a number of
years. This may be an opportunity to develop more specialised tourism experiences and attractions
in rural NI.

Meaningful action to address climate change globally will involve major reductions in long haul
flights. This will have profound consequences for the numbers of international tourists coming to NI
and DAERA strategy on tourism needs to adjust to this forthcoming reality.

There may be potential to develop tourism related to artisan food and drink production in rural NI.
This may help with farm diversification and added value to agricultural produce.

DAERA, local Councils and other stakeholders need to think carefully about how tourism assets in
rural communities are managed. How many visitors/traffic can a tourist attraction accommodate
before the asset is degraded and the visitor experience is damaged? Whilst the key findings of the
tourism working group does mention (in passing) the carrying capacity of rural tourist attractions and
the need to protect the environment most of the data presented focuses on measuring visitor
numbers and visitor spend. We would suggest that tourism development in rural communities needs
to more rigorously consider and assess the potential carrying capacity of any rural tourism assets
and that development is carefully thought through. Examples of where tourism assets in rural
communities have been damaged include the Dark Hedges and the large numbers of visitors in the
Mournes during lockdown.

DAERA also needs to consider who, in rural communities, benefits from tourism spend. How can
tourism benefit people who don't have products or services that tourists want to pay for? By its
nature tourism in NI is a seasonal industry which may provide part time or seasonal work for most
employees. DAERA needs to commit to placing the issue of a living wage at the heart of any rural
tourism investment it supports to address issues under the Health & Wellbeing thematic pillar and
TRPSI.
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Do you agree that the four priority areas for intervention outlined below supporting
Thematic Pillar 2: Sustainable Tourism are appropriate for the Rural Policy
Framework for Northern Ireland?

» Encourage and support the delivery of compelling year-round, authentic visitor products
and experiences of a quality that will provide international stand out for Northern Ireland.

+ Support a rural tourism sector that is commercially focused and achieves sustainable
levels of growth and prosperity.

+ Facilitate welcoming and supportive rural communities to play an enhanced role in
developing and managing tourism in their locality, thereby strengthening, benefitting and
enriching local areas.

* Recognise, value, protect and enhance Northern Ireland’s natural, cultural and historic
built environment as the cornerstone of its rural tourism.

Yes | | No

If you have any additional comments to accompany your answer, please outline below.

The priority to support a rural tourism sector that is commercially focused and achieves sustainable
levels of growth and prosperity and the priority to recognise, value, protect and enhance Northern
Ireland's natural, cultural and historic built environment as the cornerstone of its rural tourism are two
competing priorities and the Framework needs to state up front that it recognises the difficult
challenge of balancing these two priorities.

As already stated there is a concern that tourism assets in rural areas could be quickly degraded if
not managed sustainably and the tourism experience eroded by excessive traffic or litter or
environmental damage. We support the contention of the Tourism working group that:

"In order to prevent these haphazard development and negative impacts, tourism needs to be
ecologically acceptable in the long term, and financially viable and fair from a social and ethical point
of view for local communities."

Agree with the Tourism Working Group's adoption of the UN World Tourism Organisation's definition
of sustainable tourism.

Development of sustainable tourism and the tourism sector in rural NI also depends on a skilled
workforce so there are potential cross overs with programmes and issues in relation to the
Employment Thematic pillar.

Priority areas identified will need to be underpinned by effective broadband and mobile phone
connectivity to enable promotion, marketing and booking of tourism services.

DAERA will also need to consider how public and active travel can link to enable people to access
rural tourist attractions.
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Q7: Thematic Pillar 3: Health and Wellbeing: To reduce loneliness and social exclusion
in rural areas, to minimise the impacts of rural isolation and to promote the health
and wellbeing of rural dwellers.

a. Do you agree that Thematic Pillar 3: Health and Wellbeing is appropriate for the
Rural Policy Framework for Northern Ireland?

Yes Z No D Not Applicable D

If you have selected Not Applicable, please go to Question 8.

If you have any additional comments to accompany your answer, please outline below.

Yes RCN agrees that health and wellbeing is an appropriate Thematic Pillar for the Rural Policy
Framework but would like to see an explicit reference to addressing poverty in rural communities
under this Thematic Pillar. The TRPSI programme sets out its objective to tackle rural poverty and
social inclusion and it appears as if DAERA intends to locate TRPSI within this thematic pillar in
future.

Definition of social exclusion being used? The consultation document does not appear to set out the
definition of social exclusion that the Department will use.

Before programmes and supports are developed it is important that DAERA engages with
stakeholders and other Executive departments to set out its definition of social exclusion and its
particular dynamics in rural communities. This will shape any programmes developed to address
social exclusion. Elsewhere in the consultation document poverty is identified as the prime
determinant of ill health (p91). We would have expected to see some reference to poverty as the key
determinant of ill health and to ensure that programmes of support will address rural poverty. The
dynamics behind how social exclusion and poverty in rural households has been affected by the
pandemic needs to be understood before programmes are developed.

Priority action areas under this thematic pillar have obvious synergies with the social strategies
currently under development by DFC. DAERA should use programmes developed to:

Secure equality of access to services including health services and advice services

Develop commitments to a living wage economy in rural communities to tackle low pay ,
Further develop community led responses to social exclusion and isolation making use of the
considerable rural asset we have in community groups, volunteers institutions and halls/venues

ADDITIONAL COMMENTS on Q7b

RCN agree that the future viability of villages as social and economic centres should be sustained.
DAERA should explore how the need for additional social housing in rural settlements can be met in
partnership with DfC, Housing Associations and the Housing Executive. Housing has become more
unaffordable in many rural communities as demand for housing in rural communities has increased
as a result of the pandemic.

DAERA also needs to explore measures to address dereliction in villages and towns where a small
number of unoccupied and unmaintained properties can have a disproportionately harmful impact on
the economic and social life of these communities. It may be worth exploring measures to incentivise
building owners to re-purpose derelict or unmaintained buildings in villages and towns to address this
issue.

Absolute poverty amongst pensioners is particularly acute in rural areas and needs to be addressed.
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b. Do you agree that the five priority areas for intervention outlined below supporting
Thematic Pillar 3: Health and Wellbeing are appropriate for the Rural Policy
Framework for Northern Ireland?

+ Champion awareness and understanding of rural social exclusion, isolation and loneliness.

+ Support a rural dimension within the work of other organisations which are promoting
positive health and wellbeing, addressing social exclusion, isolation and loneliness and
build the capacity of rural organisations and people to develop their activities in this area.

+ Establish effective approaches to reducing loneliness and social exclusion in rural areas,
to minimise the impacts of social isolation and to promote the health and wellbeing of
rural dwellers.

+ Sustain the future viability of villages as social and economic centres.

+ Support the strategic development of existing rural community assets as places where
people can meet, interact, access services and enhance their health and wellbeing.

Yes D No

If you have any additional comments to accompany your answer, please outline below.

The Thematic pillar needs to include reference to how health services will be delivered in rural
communities post pandemic as NHS services are rebuilt. Rural communities are concerned that
health services will become more centralised and with chronic waiting lists for treatment already, will
become harder to access for vulnerable rural dwellers. Any centralisation of services proposed,
whilst supported by clinical evidence, must also consider in the round how vulnerable rural citizens
can access services that are now further removed (consideration of ambulance services, road and
public transport infrastructure etc.).

The use of telemedicine and digital clinics has potential to improve access for some rural dwellers to
specialised health services. Any development of telemedicine must carefully plan and identify at the
local level the patients for whom this type of health service is appropriate and those who may be left
behind. If vulnerable people are left behind by virtual health service delivery then public confidence
will be quickly undermined. Important that GP services remain physically accessible in rural areas.

DAERA needs to ensure that any programmes use health data and are flexible and targeted to meet
the specific health needs of target beneficiaries in rural communities.

RCN acknowledges the vital role that community transport plays in supporting vulnerable rural
dwellers access health services and its wider contribution to the well being and health of its users by
facilitating their general transport needs. DAERA needs to further consider the issue of rural mobility
for a wider range of rural citizens who have no access to private transport. These issues cross over
with the work of the connectivity sub group and are key to addressing climate change and reducing
carbon emissions in rural communities.

DAERA also needs to consider how it can work with Department for Health, local communities and
other stakeholders to address workforce issues in health and social care in rural communities. For
example, difficulties in attracting GPs to work in Co.Fermanagh.
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Q8: Thematic Pillar 4: Employment: To increase employment opportunities available
to people living in rural areas.

a. Do you agree that Thematic Pillar 4: Employment is appropriate for the
Rural Policy Framework for Northern Ireland?

Yes No D Not Applicable D

If you have selected Not Applicable, please go to Question 9.

If you have any additional comments to accompany your answer, please outline below.

Absolutely agree that Employment should be a thematic pillar for the Rural Policy Framework as it is
a key foundation to enable people to remain in rural communities.
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b. Do you agree that the three priority areas for intervention outlined below
supporting Thematic Pillar 4: Employment are appropriate for the Rural Policy
Framework for Northern Ireland?

+ To promote rural prosperity by providing support to non-farming rural enterprises to help
increase rural business start-ups, sustainability and growth;

+ To champion the need to address the personal and practical issues which create
barriers to employability for our rural dwellers;

+ To invest in and develop our rural society.
Yes No D

If you have any additional comments to accompany your answer, please outline below.

The broad priority intervention areas should allow DAERA to develop schemes to address the issues
rural communities face and make the most of opportunities.

It is important that further and higher education institutions work more closely with rural businesses
to address skills gaps and to support innovation that has potential to create more employment.

The potential to develop employment opportunities related to retro fitting of insultation, air tightness
of buildings and carbon neutral heating systems are significant but will need considerable support
from government as well as the correct policy signals to ensure private sector businesses are
prepared to take advantage of these opportunities.

DAERA needs to consider how any programmes developed complement and shape the NI skills
strategy.

The rural mobility issue is particularly pertinent to this thematic pillar - how do we get people to job
opportunities in a sustainable way and reduce the need for long distance commuting by car?

Better broadband & mobile connectivity is required to facilitate home working and learning/skills
development.

Affordable, accessible and flexible childcare in rural communities is fundamental to facilitate greater
participation of women in the workforce.

Where are the skills shortages - and how is that communicated to people? How can we support
adults to re-train should they wish to change direction?

How do we create better paid jobs with prospects for people to develop their skills. RCN agrees that
the agri food industry is a significant employer in rural communities but what proportion of employees
are paid minimum wage and what is the potential to raise wages in the agri food industry? (For
example a process operative job in Moy Park - an entry level job with no previous experience or
gualifications required pays £9.04 per hour, slightly higher than national minimum wage of £8.91
(online advert accessed 19.08.21)
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Q9: Thematic Pillar 5: Connectivity: To improve connectivity between rural and
urban areas.

a. Do you agree that Thematic Pillar 5: Connectivity is appropriate for the
Rural Policy Framework for Northern Ireland?

Yes No| | NotApplicable | |

If you have selected Not Applicable, please go to Question 10.

If you have any additional comments to accompany your answer, please outline below.

Improving connectivity is fundamental to rural sustainability and it is absolutely appropriate that the
Rural Policy Framework should focus on it. Improving physical and digital connectivity underpin the
other thematic pillars within the Framework and the pandemic and lockdown has reinforced the
importance of digital connectivity.

Q8b Continued

There are concerns that despite the enhanced connectivity to be provided by project stratum and
mobile network operators, there may remain communities in rural areas of NI where broadband and
mobile connectivity remains poor due to the unattractiveness of providing connections on
commercial terms by the large providers. It is vital that possible solutions to this issue are

explored — this might include community and other smaller scale local initiatives using new

technology and the better access to spectrum facilitated by changes to ofcom licensing — but
resources and support from government to enable these will be required. Such new initiatives may
also link to other thematic pillars and allow development and delivery of new initiatives around health
and education.
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b. Do you agree that the four priority areas for intervention outlined below supporting
Thematic Pillar 5: Connectivity are appropriate for the Rural Policy Framework for
Northern Ireland?

» To support sustainable public transport services between rural areas and urban centres and
encourage active and public transport usage that better meets the needs of rural dwellers.

* To support balanced regional development by promoting better connectivity between
urban and rural centres.

+ To support improved telecommunications infrastructure including high speed broadband
making it available to as many people as possible regardless of where they live.

+ To reduce barriers to accessing services in rural areas.
Yes No D

If you have any additional comments to accompany your answer, please outline below.

The impact of the pandemic has reinforced the importance of digital connectivity for rural dwellers.
The shutdown of schools and move to virtual learning meant that large numbers of children and
young people struggled to connect with education during lockdown. It has also demonstrated which
job roles can be undertaken remotely and has reduced commuting. Employers should be
encouraged to work with staff to encourage remote working to remain post pandemic.

DAERA will need to work closely with Dept for Infrastructure, Translink and local communities to
develop solutions for rural mobility and consider how public and shared transport can work better in
rural communities. Provision of public transport routes has been cut back by Translink over past
decades as many of their rural routes have not met the travel needs of rural people and have been
economically unviable. Provision of public transport for dispersed rural communities is more difficult
to do but we need to consider how rural shared mobility projects integrate with the wider public
transport networks to allow more rural citizens to choose public transport. See the EU funded
SMARTA 2 project for research on demonstration projects across Europe on rural shared mobility:
https://ruralsharedmobility.eu/about/

Particular issue to address travel needs of young people in rural communities to access social
activities in towns and villages with positive impacts on health and well being.

Public transport solutions also need to consider the travel needs of visitors to rural areas and can
contribute to the development of sustainable rural tourism to complement actions under the Rural
Tourism Pillar.

Solutions need to be developed and implemented as soon as possible for those rural premsies that
will not be addressed by Project Stratum. DAERA also needs to continue to plan for future
developments in broadband & mobile connectivity to ensure that the advances made by deployment
of fibre to the premises are secured and future proofed. DAERA also needs to consider issues
surrounding rural digital exclusion. To date the focus has been on providing the digital infrastructure
to rural communities that had no or weak broadband access. The focus now needs to shift to
address issues of affordability, access to devices and skills and confidence to ensure as many rural
dwellers as possible can take advantage of improved digital infrastructure.
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Response Template

Q10:

Q1i1:

What are your views on how the five thematic pillars should be prioritised, ranked by
priority from 1-5 (with 1 being the highest priority and 5 being the lowest priority)?

Thematic pillar 1: Innovation and Entrepreneurship 3 |~
Thematic pillar 2: Sustainable Tourism 5 |~
Please choose
Thematic pillar 3: Health and Wellbeing 2 |~ each number
only once.
Thematic pillar 4: Employment 4 [
Thematic pillar 5: Connectivity 1

Do you agree that the 14 Key Principles outlined below are appropriate for the
Rural Policy Framework for Northern Ireland?

+ Address the needs of rural communities through the delivery of outcomes based initiatives
which provide value for money and also contribute to the outcomes set out in the draft
Programme for Government 2016-21 (PfG);

* Promote the piloting of new and innovative approaches to the challenges facing rural
communities;

+ Encourage partnership working between Departments, other public sector organisations
and the rural community sector;

+ Recognise the important role played by the rural community sector and the need to
encourage rural community empowerment;

* Encourage the mainstreaming of successful projects and the development of suitable exit
strategies;

« Complement other rural initiatives including the Rural Needs Act 2016;
+ Be cognisant of the fact that all Departments have responsibilities for rural areas;

* Promote sustainability through support for projects which deliver long term benefits for
rural communities;

+ Seek to promote equality and good relations in line with the Department’s duties under
Section 75;

+ Seek to complement the aims and objectives of other key Executive policies and
strategies including the Draft PfG and the New Decade, New Approach Deal;

+ Promote the sharing of information (in line with UK data protection legislation), learning
and best practice between organisations;

+ Seek to complement the community planning process;

{< Page 21 }}



Rural Policy Framework for Northern Ireland
Response Template

+ Recognise opportunities for partnership working on a North/South, East/West or
transnational basis; and

» The Framework will seek to use the Tackling Rural Poverty and Social Isolation Framework
(TRPSI) delivery approach under the wider umbrella of Thematic Pillar 3.

Yes D No

If you have any additional comments to accompany your answer, please outline below.

Environmental sustainability, protecting biodiversity and addressing climate change needs to be a
stronger statement across the Rural Policy Framework. Climate scientists have identified the 2020s
as the crucial decade in taking action to prevent global temperatures rising beyond 1.5 degrees
leading to catastrophic climate change. A stronger reference to this principle is needed as it appears
as NI will likely have some type of Climate Legislation in place by the end of this Assembly mandate
with 2 separate Climate Change Bills in the legislative process currently. RCN suggests that
'Potential Implications of Climate Change/Biodiversity Loss' should also be identified under each of
the thematic pillars as this will help shape the development of the Rural Business and Community
Investment Programme.

Cross border working - addressing the challenges caused by Brexit and taking opportunities
presented is crucial - important that this is thought through as new trading arrangements evolve
over the coming years in relation to businesses but also has implications in relation to tourism, health
and service delivery.

How will Rural Policy Framework integrate/complement the Rural Development Programme in the
south of Ireland and Rural Policy Frameworks in development in Britain. NI, as a small regional
economy needs to continue to look out and learn from the work of other regions in these islands, and
further afield, on rural development.

Good relations/community relations issues? - RCN welcomes the acknowledgment of the duty to
promote equality and good relations - it is important that DAERA considers how monitoring and
evaluation of Equality issues will be undertaken as it is designing any support programmes.

See earlier comments on TRPSI at Question 2
A further principle should be added to ensure that the Rural Policy Framework incorporates creative

wealth generation and resource distribution mechanisms such as progressive procurement (using the
example of the Preston model) and Participatory Budgeting.
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Q12: Are there any other aspects of the proposals that you wish to comment on?

Yes No| |

If you have any additional comments to accompany your answer, please outline below.

The provision of housing and social/affordable housing in rural communities. This was a big issue
before the pandemic and has become even more of an issue now house prices are rising and more
people are seeking to return to rural communities (taking advantage of greater opportunity for home
working).

The Framework should also take account of the lessons from implementation of the current Rural
Development Programme. Although the document describes the current RDP from pages 29-31 it
does not state what the Department sees as the key lessons from the current programme.

There is an underlying assumption in the framework that NI has the required rural community
infrastructure to support the roll out of programmes that will be developed. Citizen engagement and
participation is essential for the successful delivery of these programmes and ongoing investment in
the community and voluntary sector is required. A commitment to capacity building, a recognition
that groups are cyclical in nature and investment in skills development in the sector are essential to
underpin successful delivery.

Whilst we welcome the development of the Rural Policy Framework RCN's larger concern is where
the funding for the Framewaork will come from?

The previous Rural Development Programme had a defined EU contribution for a 6 year period with
a substantial addtional commitment from NI Executive Funds which totalled close to £500M in the
period 2014-2020.

As yet we have no indication of where any potential replacement for this level of funding will emerge.
The UK government has initiated the Community Renewal Fund (as a 1 year precursor to the UK
Shared Prosperity Fund which the UK government had indicated was the replacment to tge EU
Structural Funds), the Community Ownership Fund and the Levelling Up Fund. The UK Internal
Market Bill has given the Wetminster government powers to distribute these funds across the UK in
areas of devolved competency which has caused some political controversy in NI.

The question remains - where will the funding for Rural Policy Framework come from and will we, in
effect, be worse off post Brexit in terms of Rural Development funding despite undertakings given by
the British government to at least match the level of EU Structural Funds after Brexit.

A key message from the Stakeholder Engagement Event in January 2019 was that real meaningful
engagement with the rural community was required to identify need/concerns and co-produce
solutions. It is important that DAERA work with a wide range of stakeholders to co-produce solutions
required to support rural communities and businesses develop in a sustainable way to meet the
challenges of the 21st century.
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Q13: Do you have any views on the conclusions reached by DAERA in relation to Rural
Policy Framework for Northern Ireland in respect of:

a. The Equality and Human Rights Screening Template

Yes No D

If you have any additional comments to accompany your answer, please outline below.

RCN welcomes the commitment (subject to approval of the Framework) that individual schemes will
then be developed into a new Programme entitled ‘Rural Business and Community Investment
Programme’ and an Equality Screening exercise will be carried out at that stage. it is crucial that
EQIA is undertaken at that stage to assess any equality impacts on proposed schemes that are
being developed.

RCN strongly urges DAERA to undertake robust monitoring of any such programme, both
applications made to it and delivery to continue to help identify any possible problems that are
specific to groups, individuals or organisations within the rural community. The EU funded Rural
Development Programme had previously had issues with non collection of equality monitoring data
for some schemes.

RCN acknowledges that DAERA has worked to address some of these issues and that more equality
data has been collected in recent years. Nevertheless the RDP has seen under representation from
children and young people as beneficiaries. This has been a long standing issue which needs to be
proactively addressed in the new Rural Business and Community Investment Programme.
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b. The Rural Needs Impact Assessment

Yes No | |

If you have any additional comments to accompany your answer, please outline below.

RCN welcomes the acknowledgment from DAERA that further detailed proposals developed through
the Rural Business and Community Investment Programme will be assessed for Rural Needs
Impacts.
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For further information:

Rural Policy and Delivery Branch

Department of Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs
Rural Affairs Division

2nd Floor, Ballykelly House

111 Ballykelly Road

Limavady

BT49 9HP

Tel: 028 7744 5113 - (This is a voicemail service and a member of the team will call you back)
Email: ruralpolicydelivery@daera-ni.gov.uk
www.daera-ni.gov.uk

Department of

. . & X
Agriculture, Environment 1

N, INVESTORS
,_# IN PEOPLE

and Rural Affairs

www.daera-ni.gov.uk

DMS 20.21.042
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	Name 2: Aidan Campbell
	Name 3: aidan@ruralcommunitynetwork.org
	Name 4: 
	Check Box 1: Off
	Name 5: Rural Community Network
38a Oldtown Street
Cookstown
Co Tyrone
BT80 8EF

	Check Box 2: Off
	Check Box 3: Yes
	Check Box 4: Off
	Check Box 5: Off
	Check Box 6: Off
	Check Box 7: Yes
	Name 6: Although the overarching aim aligns with the DAERA's overall aim:

"sustainability at the heart of a living, working, active landscape valued by everyone"

In our view the overarching aim needs to clearly state that the Department will work in partnership with rural people to support them to live, work and be active. 

Currently in many rural communities young people want to live and work there but are unable to as housing either does not exist or is unaffordable, or because of lack of access to services in their area,.  Similarly in more remote rural communities people are forced to relocate to access work opportunities.  The framework needs to state its ambition is to support people who want to live work or be active in rural NI.
	Name 8: RCN agrees that the TRPSI approach should continue as it has enabled innovative projects to be developed in rural communities in partnership with other Departments, statutory agencies and community and voluntary groups.  It has also proved to be a responsive and agile investment process to emerging need in rural communities during the pandemic.

Is DAERA proposing that TRPSI become a separate, discrete programme/theme within the RPF or will it sit under the Health thematic pillar?  If it is located under the health thematic pillar will this constrain its flexibility to develop programmes under other themes, for example, employability under the Employment thematic pillar?

TRPSI is currently a standalone budget line within DAERA.  The Rural Development Programme was an EU funded programme matched with funding committed from the NI block grant.

The implications of including TRPSI under the wider umbrella of the Rural Policy Framework are unclear at this time and the consultation document does not provide any commentary on this topic.

RCN would need further detail on DAERA's analysis of the pros and cons of including TRPSI within the Framework to enable us to comment further.  

	Check Box 38: Yes
	Check Box 39: Off
	Combo Box 17: [2]
	Combo Box 18: [ ]
	Combo Box 19: [5]
	Combo Box 20: [ ]
	Combo Box 21: [1]
	Combo Box 22: [ ]
	Combo Box 23: [3]
	Combo Box 24: [ ]
	Combo Box 25: [4]
	Name 9: Provision of affordable, low energy housing and retro-fitting of rural housing stock to remove fossil fuel based heating systems, address fuel poverty and reduce carbon footprint.



Climate change and environmental sustainability are fundamental challenges that will have huge impact on rural communities as climate change legislation is implemented as well as impacting on farming and the wider agri-food sector.



Many of the challenges identified are interlinked - better broadband and mobile telephony provision may enable more remote working, reduce the need to commute and promote business development in rural NI all of which will contribute to reducing carbon.  Crucial that DAERA (and other Departments) consider the broadband/mobile connectivity issue in rural communities from a digital inclusion perspective as well as a focus on building out the infrastructure.





There is an underlying assumption in the framework that NI has the required community infrastructure to support the roll out of programmes that will be developed. Citizen engagement and participation is essential for the successful delivery of these programmes and ongoing investment in the community and voluntary sector is required.  A commitment to capacity building, a recognition that groups are cyclical in nature and investment in skills development in the sector are essential to underpin successful delivery. 










	Combo Box 1: [ ]
	Combo Box 33: [ ]
	Combo Box 34: [5]
	Combo Box 35: [ ]
	Combo Box 36: [1]
	Combo Box 37: [2]
	Combo Box 38: [ ]
	Combo Box 39: [3]
	Combo Box 40: [ ]
	Combo Box 42: [4]
	Name 10: Sustainable development and climate adaptation needs to consider how housing stock in rural communities can be retrofitted to bring about  lower energy costs and meet the ambition of zero carbon standards. 

The provision of housing (particularly social and affordable housing) in rural communities is a key issue and needs to be considered by the Rural Policy Framework .

Addressing community relations/good relations, segregation and the development of shared community buildings/services also needs to be included in the Policy Framework.  Whilst the need to promote equality and good relations in line with DAERA's duties under Section 75 is referenced as one of the 14 key principles we believe that addressing these issues needs greater focus by DAERA and the Rural Policy Framework.
	Check Box 8: Yes
	Check Box 9: Off
	Name 29: RCN agrees with the Thematic pillar of Innovation and Entrepreneurship and the three supporting priority areas for intervention.  We would make the following comments 

In developing programmes of support under this thematic pillar the Department needs to identify the innovation/entrepreneurship challenges and opportunities that have a specific rural aspect.  What do the Department and other statutory organisations, need to do differently to foster Innovation and entrepreneurship in rural communities? How will learning from the implementation of support programmes for rural businesses under the previous rural development programme be incorporated.  

We would suggest that access to decent broadband and mobile infrastructure is one of the key foundations.  The roll out of Project Stratum is beginning to address that issue in rural communities but we would caution that there is a need to ensure the Project continues to completion and that any remaining premises unable to access superfast broadband in rural NI are supported by further government investment. 
DAERA also need to consider the issue of digital inclusion and ensuring that broadband infrastructure is accessible and affordable to all in rural communities and that people have the skills and confidence to make the most of the digital infrastructure that is being developed.

Fostering Innovation and Entrepreneurship will play a key role in developing solutions to climate change innovation and adaptation.

DAERA needs to consider how it can encourage more links between Further and Higher Education providers, entrepreneurs and start up micro businesses who have potential to grow.

DAERA should be working closely with Invest NI and local enterprise centres to analyse the profile of innovation businesses started/supported.  Are there specific sectors that are developing innovative businesses, or particular parts of NI?  By understanding better and promoting these successful innovation businesses the Department should be able to tailor support programmes better to foster innovation. 

DAERA should investigate how community wealth building approaches currently being explored by DfC could inform any programmes being developed under this pillar that aim to support the social economy.

One concern would be that viable businesses that have potential to create jobs but are not particularly innovative or have little potential to export will be excluded from support.  Not every business will be innovative.

There are additional challenges for women entrepreneurs;for many this means childcare & provision  of social care for older or disabled family members.  This is identified in the Working Group's key findings but is important that the Executive bring forward their Childcare Strategy as a matter of urgency and DAERA must ensure that the Childcare Strategy meets the needs of rural women. 
	Check Box 54: Off
	Check Box 40: Off
	Check Box 41: Yes
	Name 39: RCN would argue that a culture of rural innovation already exists, despite the challenges but that DAERA support schemes developed from the Rural Policy Framework need to support those businesses and individuals in rural communities that are out there.

More data analysis of the large numbers of micro businesses in rural communities may be worth undertaking to develop greater understanding of how micro businesses can be supported to grow.  Evidence shows that micro and small businesses have lower levels of innovation and productivity.  Are there examples we can learn from internationally that have successfully developed rural micro businesses into larger businesses.  Are the large numbers of micro businesses in rural areas skewed by the number of self employed construction workers in rural NI?

Does DAERA need to consider barriers to people starting their own business and particularly the risk of business failure as a barrier?

Could the model of farm business development groups and peer learning/support that has provided to farm businesses be adapted for other rural businesses.  Need to understand what types of peer support are useful for micro businesses - timings, content, relevance etc. to provide mentoring support/networking opportunities to new entrepreneurs.

DAERA needs to be alive to any challenges or opportunities that arise for rural businesses in Border areas and address these at earliest opportunity through the NI Executive and if necessary with UK government and EU through the protocol mechanisms.

We need to accept that taking risks is part of innovation and there is an element of risk associated with support programmes. DAERA cannot design out risk completely if they truly expect innovation and entrepreneurship in areas where there has been market failure
	Check Box 12: Yes
	Check Box 13: Off
	Name 31: DAERA needs to develop further work with Tourism NI and Tourism Ireland to promote out of state tourism in rural communities.  Too much of current tourism promotion is focused on Belfast and the Giants Causeway.



Overnight stays are key to maximising tourism spend.  There needs to be more consideration of how we can encourage overnight stays in rural NI as many attractions in rural communities are easily reachable from greater Belfast as a day trip.



Concern that most data presented appears to be pre-Covid.  The pandemic has obviously caused severe disruption to tourism industry and tourism businesses many of whom may not reopen.  Any programmes of support will need to utilise as up to date data (as possible) on visitor numbers, origin,  priorities and spend.  Tourism in NI may need to focus on the island of Ireland and Britain tourists in the short to medium term as international visitor numbers may not recover for a number of years.  This may be an opportunity to develop more specialised tourism experiences and attractions in rural NI. 



Meaningful action to address climate change globally will involve major reductions in long haul flights. This will have profound consequences for the numbers of international tourists coming to NI and DAERA strategy on tourism needs to adjust to this forthcoming reality.



There may be potential to develop tourism related to artisan food and drink production in rural NI. This may help with farm diversification and added value to agricultural produce.



DAERA, local Councils and other stakeholders need to think carefully about how tourism assets in rural communities are managed.  How many visitors/traffic can a tourist attraction accommodate before the asset is degraded and the visitor experience is damaged?  Whilst the key findings of the tourism working group does mention (in passing) the carrying capacity of rural tourist attractions and the need to protect the environment most of the data presented focuses on measuring visitor numbers and visitor spend.  We would suggest that tourism development in rural communities needs to more rigorously consider and assess the potential carrying capacity of any rural tourism assets and that development is carefully thought through.  Examples of where tourism assets in rural communities have been damaged include the Dark Hedges and the large numbers of visitors in the Mournes during lockdown.



DAERA also needs to consider who, in rural communities, benefits from tourism spend.  How can tourism benefit people who don't have products or services that tourists want to pay for?  By its nature tourism in NI is a seasonal industry which may provide part time or seasonal work for most employees.  DAERA needs to commit to placing the issue of a living wage at the heart of any rural tourism investment it supports to address issues under the Health & Wellbeing thematic pillar and TRPSI. 
	Check Box 55: Off
	Name 32: The priority to support a rural tourism sector that is commercially focused and achieves sustainable levels of growth and prosperity and the priority to recognise, value, protect and enhance Northern Ireland's natural, cultural and historic built environment as the cornerstone of its rural tourism are two competing priorities and the Framework needs to state up front that it recognises the difficult challenge of balancing these two priorities.

As already stated there is a concern that tourism assets in rural areas could be quickly degraded if not managed sustainably and the tourism experience eroded by excessive traffic or litter or environmental damage.  We support the contention of the Tourism working group that:

"In order to prevent these haphazard development and negative impacts, tourism needs to be ecologically acceptable in the long term, and financially viable and fair from a social and ethical point of view for local communities."

Agree with the Tourism Working Group's adoption of the UN World Tourism Organisation's definition of sustainable tourism.

Development of sustainable tourism and the tourism sector in rural NI also depends on a skilled workforce so there are potential cross overs with programmes and issues in relation to the Employment Thematic pillar.

Priority areas identified will need to be underpinned by effective broadband and mobile phone connectivity to enable promotion, marketing and booking of tourism services.

DAERA will also need to consider how public and active travel can link to enable people to access rural tourist attractions.


	Check Box 42: Off
	Check Box 43: Yes
	Check Box 16: Yes
	Check Box 17: Off
	Name 33: Yes RCN agrees that health and wellbeing is an appropriate Thematic Pillar for the Rural Policy Framework but would like to see an explicit reference to addressing poverty in rural communities under this Thematic Pillar.  The TRPSI programme sets out its objective to tackle rural poverty and social inclusion and it appears as if DAERA intends to locate TRPSI within this thematic pillar in future.

Definition of social exclusion being used?  The consultation document does not appear to set out the definition of social exclusion that the Department will use.  

Before programmes and supports are developed it is important that DAERA engages with stakeholders and other Executive departments to set out its definition of social exclusion and its particular dynamics in rural communities.  This will shape any programmes developed to address social exclusion.  Elsewhere in the consultation document poverty is identified as the prime determinant of ill health (p91).  We would have expected to see some reference to poverty as the key determinant of ill health and to ensure that programmes of support will address rural poverty.  The dynamics behind how social exclusion and poverty in rural households has been affected by the pandemic needs to be understood before programmes are developed.  

Priority action areas under this thematic pillar have obvious synergies with the social strategies currently under development by DFC. DAERA should use programmes developed to:
Secure equality of access to services including health services and advice services
Develop commitments to a living wage economy in rural communities to tackle low pay ,
Further develop community led responses to social exclusion and isolation making use of the considerable rural asset we have in community groups, volunteers institutions and halls/venues

ADDITIONAL COMMENTS on Q7b

RCN agree that the future viability of villages as social and economic centres should be sustained.  DAERA should explore how the need for additional social housing in rural settlements can be met in partnership with DfC, Housing Associations and the Housing Executive.  Housing has become more unaffordable in many rural communities as demand for housing in rural communities has increased as a result of the pandemic.
DAERA also needs to explore measures to address dereliction in villages and towns where a small number of unoccupied and unmaintained properties can have a disproportionately harmful impact on the economic and social life of these communities.  It may be worth exploring measures to incentivise building owners to re-purpose derelict or unmaintained buildings in villages and towns to address this issue.
Absolute poverty amongst pensioners is particularly acute in rural areas and needs to be addressed.


	Check Box 56: Off
	Check Box 44: Off
	Check Box 45: Yes
	Name 40: The Thematic pillar needs to include reference to how health services will be delivered in rural communities post pandemic as NHS services are rebuilt.  Rural communities are concerned that health services will become more centralised and with chronic waiting lists for treatment already, will become harder to access for vulnerable rural dwellers. Any centralisation of services proposed, whilst supported by clinical evidence, must also consider in the round how vulnerable rural citizens can access services that are now further removed (consideration of ambulance services, road and public transport infrastructure etc.).  



The use of telemedicine and digital clinics has potential to improve access for some rural dwellers to specialised health services.  Any development of telemedicine must carefully plan and identify at the local level the patients for whom this type of health service is appropriate and those who may be left behind.  If vulnerable people are left behind by virtual health service delivery then public confidence will be quickly undermined.  Important that GP services remain physically accessible in rural areas.



DAERA needs to ensure that any programmes use health data and are flexible and targeted to meet the specific health needs of target beneficiaries in rural communities.



RCN acknowledges the vital role that community transport plays in supporting vulnerable rural dwellers access health services and its wider contribution to the well being and health of its users by facilitating their general transport needs.  DAERA needs to further consider the issue of rural mobility for a wider range of rural citizens who have no access to private transport.  These issues cross over with the work of the connectivity sub group and are key to addressing climate change and reducing carbon emissions in rural communities.



DAERA also needs to consider how it can work with Department for Health, local communities and other stakeholders to address workforce issues in health and social care in rural communities. For example, difficulties in attracting GPs to work in Co.Fermanagh.                                                          






	Check Box 20: Yes
	Check Box 21: Off
	Name 35: Absolutely agree that Employment should be a thematic pillar for the Rural Policy Framework as it is a key foundation to enable people to remain in rural communities.
	Check Box 57: Off
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	Name 36: The broad priority intervention areas should allow DAERA to develop schemes to address the issues rural communities face and make the most of opportunities.



It is important that further and higher education institutions work more closely with rural businesses to address skills gaps and to support innovation that has potential to create more employment.



The potential to develop employment opportunities related to retro fitting of insultation, air tightness of buildings and carbon neutral heating systems are significant but will need considerable support from government as well as the correct policy signals to ensure private sector businesses are prepared to take advantage of these opportunities.



DAERA needs to consider how any programmes developed complement and shape the NI skills strategy.



The rural mobility issue is particularly pertinent to this thematic pillar  - how do we get people to job opportunities in a sustainable way and reduce the need for long distance commuting by car? 



Better broadband & mobile connectivity is required to facilitate home working and learning/skills development.



Affordable, accessible and flexible childcare in rural communities is fundamental to facilitate greater participation of women in the workforce.



Where are the skills shortages - and how is that communicated to people?  How can we support adults to re-train should they wish to change direction?



How do we create better paid jobs with prospects for people to develop their skills.  RCN agrees that the agri food industry is a significant employer in rural communities but what proportion of employees are paid minimum wage and what is the potential to raise wages in the agri food industry? (For example a process operative job in Moy Park - an entry level job with no previous experience or qualifications required pays £9.04 per hour, slightly higher than national minimum wage of £8.91 (online advert accessed 19.08.21)
	Check Box 24: Yes
	Check Box 25: Off
	Name 37: Improving connectivity is fundamental to rural sustainability and it is absolutely appropriate that the Rural Policy Framework should focus on it.  Improving physical and digital connectivity underpin the other thematic pillars within the Framework and the pandemic and lockdown has reinforced the importance of digital connectivity. 



Q8b Continued



There are concerns that despite the enhanced connectivity to be provided by project stratum and mobile network operators, there may remain communities in rural areas of NI where broadband and mobile connectivity remains poor due to the unattractiveness of providing connections on commercial terms by the large providers.  It is vital that possible solutions to this issue are explored – this might include community and other smaller scale local  initiatives using new technology and the better access to spectrum facilitated by changes to ofcom licensing – but resources and support from government to enable these will be required. Such new initiatives may also link to other thematic pillars and allow development and delivery of new initiatives around health and education.
	Check Box 58: Off
	Check Box 48: Yes
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	Name 42: The impact of the pandemic has reinforced the importance of digital connectivity for rural dwellers.  The shutdown of schools and move to virtual learning meant that large numbers of children and young people struggled to connect with education during lockdown.  It has also demonstrated which job roles can be undertaken remotely and has reduced commuting.  Employers should be encouraged to work with staff to encourage remote working to remain post pandemic.



DAERA will need to work closely with Dept for Infrastructure, Translink and local communities to develop solutions for rural mobility and consider how public and shared transport can work better in rural communities.  Provision of public transport routes has been cut back by Translink over past decades as many of their rural routes have not met the travel needs of rural people and have been economically unviable.  Provision of public transport for dispersed rural communities is more difficult to do but we need to consider how rural shared mobility projects integrate with the wider public transport networks to allow more rural citizens to choose public transport.  See the EU funded SMARTA 2 project for research on demonstration projects across Europe on rural shared mobility: https://ruralsharedmobility.eu/about/



Particular issue to address travel needs of young people in rural communities to access social activities in towns and villages with positive impacts on health and well being.



Public transport solutions also need to consider the travel needs of visitors to rural areas and can contribute to the development of sustainable rural tourism to complement actions under the Rural Tourism Pillar.



Solutions need to be developed and implemented as soon as possible for those rural premsies that will not be addressed by Project Stratum.  DAERA also needs to continue to plan for future developments in broadband & mobile connectivity to ensure that the advances made by deployment of fibre to the premises are secured and future proofed.  DAERA also needs to consider issues surrounding rural digital exclusion. To date the focus has been on providing the digital infrastructure to rural communities that had no or weak broadband access.  The focus now needs to shift to address issues of affordability, access to devices and skills and confidence to ensure as many rural dwellers as possible can take advantage of improved digital infrastructure. 
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	Check Box 29: Yes
	Name 43: Environmental sustainability, protecting biodiversity and addressing climate change needs to be a stronger statement across the Rural Policy Framework.  Climate scientists have identified the 2020s as the crucial decade in taking action to prevent global temperatures rising beyond 1.5 degrees leading to catastrophic climate change. A stronger reference to this principle is needed as it appears as NI will likely have some type of Climate Legislation in place by the end of this Assembly mandate with 2 separate Climate Change Bills in the legislative process currently.  RCN suggests that 'Potential Implications of Climate Change/Biodiversity Loss' should also be identified under each of the thematic pillars as this will help shape the development of the Rural Business and Community Investment Programme.

Cross border working - addressing the challenges caused by Brexit and taking opportunities presented is crucial -   important that this is thought through as new trading arrangements evolve over the coming years in relation to businesses but also has implications in relation to tourism, health and service delivery.

How will Rural Policy Framework integrate/complement the Rural Development Programme in the south of Ireland and Rural Policy Frameworks in development in Britain.  NI, as a small regional economy needs to continue to look out and learn from the work of other regions in these islands, and further afield, on rural development.  

Good relations/community relations issues? - RCN welcomes the acknowledgment of the duty to promote equality and good relations - it is important that DAERA considers how monitoring and evaluation of Equality issues will be undertaken as it is designing any support programmes. 

See earlier comments on TRPSI at Question 2

A further principle should be added to ensure that the Rural Policy Framework incorporates creative wealth generation and resource distribution mechanisms such as progressive procurement (using the example of the Preston model) and Participatory Budgeting.
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The provision of housing and social/affordable housing in rural communities.  This was a big issue before the pandemic and has become even more of an issue now house prices are rising and more people are seeking to return to rural communities (taking advantage of greater opportunity for home working).

The Framework should also take account of the lessons from implementation of the current Rural Development Programme.  Although the document describes the current RDP from pages 29-31 it does not state what the Department sees as the key lessons from the current programme.

There is an underlying assumption in the framework that NI has the required rural community infrastructure to support the roll out of programmes that will be developed. Citizen engagement and participation is essential for the successful delivery of these programmes and ongoing investment in the community and voluntary sector is required.  A commitment to capacity building, a recognition that groups are cyclical in nature and investment in skills development in the sector are essential to underpin successful delivery. 

Whilst we welcome the development of the Rural Policy Framework RCN's larger concern is where the funding for the Framework will come from?  
The previous Rural Development Programme had a defined EU contribution for a 6 year period with a substantial addtional commitment from NI Executive Funds which totalled close to £500M in the period 2014-2020.  

As yet we have no indication of where any potential replacement for this level of funding will emerge.  The UK government has initiated the Community Renewal Fund (as a 1 year precursor to the UK Shared Prosperity Fund which the UK government had indicated was the replacment to tge EU Structural Funds), the Community Ownership Fund and the Levelling Up Fund.  The UK Internal Market Bill has given the Wetminster government powers to distribute these funds across the UK in areas of devolved competency which has caused some political controversy in NI.
The question remains - where will the funding for Rural Policy Framework come from and will we, in effect, be worse off post Brexit in terms of Rural Development funding despite undertakings given by the British government to at least match the level of EU Structural Funds after Brexit. 

A key message from the Stakeholder Engagement Event in January 2019 was that real meaningful engagement with the rural community was required to identify need/concerns and co-produce solutions.  It is important that DAERA work with a wide range of stakeholders to co-produce solutions required to support rural communities and businesses develop in a sustainable way to meet the challenges of the 21st century.
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	Name 45: RCN welcomes the commitment (subject to approval of the Framework) that individual schemes will then be developed into a new Programme entitled ‘Rural Business and Community Investment Programme’ and an Equality Screening exercise will be carried out at that stage.  it is crucial that EQIA is undertaken at that stage to assess any equality impacts on proposed schemes that are being developed.

RCN strongly urges DAERA to undertake robust monitoring of any such programme, both applications made to it and delivery to continue to help identify any possible problems that are specific to groups, individuals or organisations within the rural community.  The EU funded Rural Development Programme had previously had issues with non collection of equality monitoring data for some schemes.  

RCN acknowledges that DAERA has worked to address some of these issues and that more equality data has been collected in recent years.  Nevertheless the RDP has seen under representation from children and young people as beneficiaries.  This has been a long standing issue which needs to be proactively addressed in the new Rural Business and Community Investment Programme. 
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	Name 49: RCN welcomes the acknowledgment from DAERA that further detailed proposals developed through the Rural Business and Community Investment Programme will be assessed for Rural Needs Impacts.  


