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Summary:

Rural proofing is the mechanism for local authorities to assess the impact of their policies and programmes on rural areas and rural communities.  The Council has already made considerable progress on rural issues and it is the intention to build on this work to implement rural proofing.  To be successful rural proofing must be integrated with existing decision making processes and adopted across all business units of the Council.  

Recommendations:

It is recommended that to enable rural proofing be implemented across the authority a lead role is taken by the Committee in monitoring the extent to which the Council’s policies procedures and services are ‘rural proofed’.
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1. Background – What is Rural Proofing?

1.1 Rural proofing is a commitment by Government to ensure that all its domestic policies take account of rural circumstances and needs (Rural White Paper 2000). 

1.2 It refers to the procedure of assessing the impact of policies and programmes on rural areas and taking alternative action to address rural circumstances or needs. Rural proofing has been promoted by the Countryside Agency to encourage local authorities to examine their policies and procedures.  Rural proofing is seen as particularly important for part rural authorities that are made up of urban and rural communities. 

1.3
In practical terms rural proofing involves the Council having formal mechanisms in place to consider rural issues.  It is also about raising awareness amongst policy makers and service providers that rural communities may need a different approach to ensure equality in the delivery of public services.

2.
Why should local authorities rural proof?

2.1
The table below sets out the advantages and disadvantages of implementing rural proofing.

Advantages of Rural Proofing

· Demonstrates Council’s commitment to equality of access for all citizens

· Helps improve customer focus

· Should lead to more effective service delivery

· Promotes better engagement with rural communities
Disadvantages of Rural Proofing

· Additional consideration for policy makers and service deliverers
· Risk of over emphasis on rural issues

2.2
The main reason local authorities rural proof is to demonstrate a commitment to rural areas and recognise the different approaches that are needed in urban and rural circumstances.  It is important to remember that rural areas are not homogeneous and different approaches may be needed in different rural circumstances for example between deep remote rural areas, often dependent on agriculture, and more accessible rural areas or commuter areas.

2.3 Local authorities that have implemented or are considering rural proofing have linked the process to the Comprehensive Performance Assessment (CPA) in terms of highlighted weaknesses in rural service provision prior to formal CPA inspections.  

3.
Progress to Date

3.1
The City Council has already achieved considerable progress in terms of rural issues.  In particular a number of decisions to engage the rural community and to embed the consideration of rural matters within the Council’s decision-making processes have been implemented.  The progress that has been made towards rural proofing are summarised below:

· Identification of the Economic Prosperity Portfolio Holder as the Rural Champion;

· Twice yearly reporting on “Monitoring Rural Policy” through the Overview and Scrutiny process;

· Appointment of a dedicated Rural Support Officer to advise the Council on rural affairs and lead rural development work;

· Publication of the Carlisle Rural Strategy - “Listening to the Rural Voice”;

· Establishing the Carlisle Rural Support Group which brings together practitioners from a variety of organisations working in rural Carlisle;

· Production of the Carlisle Rural Newsletter to share information on projects, ideas and sources of support and advice;

· Proposal to form a Rural Office within the Civic Centre;

· Production of the Parish Charter between the City Council and the Carlisle Parish Councils Association;

· Support for the development of ‘Quality Parishes’
· Recognition of the scope for Parish Council involvement in service delivery 
4.
What additional measures are needed?

4.1
There is no definitive definition of what constitutes being “fully rural proofed”.  Rural proofing relies on a judgement by individual authorities as to the degree of rural proofing required and the approach taken.  As can be seen in section 3 of this report considerable progress has already been made in terms of general rural awareness and consideration within the City Council.

4.2 
There are 3 main areas where the Council needs to consider the application of ‘rural proofing’. 

Strategy and Policy Development and Implementation

· Ensure that rural issues are considered as an integral part of the Local Strategic Partnership, City Vision and the City Council Corporate Priorities

· Embed a “think rural” culture across business units and amongst key policy makers

· At the operational level, establish clear reporting mechanisms through the Corporate Regeneration Group to highlight rural regeneration priorities.

Service delivery

· Raise awareness and recognition of specific rural circumstances that affect service delivery

· Utilise rural knowledge and expertise to adopt innovative approaches to rural service delivery

· Challenge existing systems and functions to fully assess impact on rural communities.

Governance

· Maintain and strengthen the Council’s rural governance role particularly through the Parish Councils Association

· Define the Council’s consultation and communication responsibilities through the review of the Parish Charter

· Utilise the Rural Strategy “Listening to the Rural Voice” to demonstrate the corporate approach to rural issues.

4.3
Some of these are already in place or are being worked on, but the question of how rural proofing can be ‘embedded’ in the day to day work of the Council is more difficult to answer and will only come about over time.  The role of the Overview and Scrutiny process will be critical to achieve this. If the Council’s performance under the headings above is to evolve in line with best practice then it will be essential that the challenge of ‘rural proofing’ the Council’s work is adopted by the Committee.   

4.3
The desired outcome is to adopt a “think rural” culture across the authority to ensure the rural implications are fully considered and recorded even if no alternative action is adopted.

5. Monitoring and Performance Management

5.1 Due to the subjective nature of rural proofing the key challenge will be to measure if the Council is making a difference. There remains a lack of accessible baseline data available for rural areas from which to measure change.  It is proposed that through the Policy and Performance social research student this situation be addressed.  In addition specifically rural performance indicators can be developed building on the baseline data which can assist to measure the impact of rural proofing.

5.2
Monitoring of rural policy will continue to take place through the Overview and Scrutiny process on a six monthly basis.   The Corporate Regeneration Group will continue to be the main officer mechanism to monitor and review the Rural Strategy.  The Rural Support Group will continue to be the vehicle to engage other agencies so that initiatives can be co-ordinated and resources shared where possible.  Separate discussions are underway within the Regeneration Group to ensure linkages are made through the Executive Director to the Corporate Priorities.

6.
Conclusion and Recommendations

6.1 
Rural proofing is a mandatory element of the policy making for Government Departments and is also considered best practice for local authorities.  If rural proofing is adopted it will clearly demonstrate that rural issues are important to the City Council and are duly considered in all policies and programmes.

6.2
It is recommended that to enable rural proofing be implemented across the authority a lead role is taken by the Committee in monitoring the extent to which the Council’s policies procedures and services are ‘rural proofed’.  

