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Executive Summary

Introduction

1. This study sets out the economic contribution of Rural Community Businesses
(RCBs) in the Yorkshire and the Humber region. Previous work on community
businesses has focused on their role within metropolitan environments and in
particular as part of the process of urban regeneration.

2. To help address this gap the Humber and the Wolds, and Yorkshire Rural
Community Councils commissioned a Yorkshire Forward funded study in February
2003 to review the scope, extent and impact of community owned businesses
operating in the Yorkshire and Humber region. The study was undertaken by the
Centre for Regional Economic and Social Research at Sheffield Hallam University
and the Policy Research Institute at Leeds Metropolitan University.

3. Rural Community Businesses take a number of different forms and serve different
purposes. Defining what a rural community business is is therefore difficult. However,
for the purpose of this study, RCB is defined as: a community-owned organisation
involved in trading activities that meet local needs and in which any surplus of
income over expenditure is reinvested to improve or widen the range of goods
and services provided, or is used in other ways to benefit that community.
RCBs can include activities as disparate as village shops, cafes, farms, transport
services, childcare, post offices, farmers’ markets and training schemes.

4. The study focuses in particular on the scope of RCBs to address a range of rural
issues and problems. These include the long term decline of the farming economy
in the region, issues of housing shortages and the ageing of the rural population and
the difficulties in accessing services. This final factor is compounded for those without
access to a car by the considerable variation in public transport services across the
region. The existence of these issues varies considerably and reflects the diverse
settlement, physical landscape, social and economic patterns of the region.

Policy Environment

5. Rural issues have been the attention of considerable international, European Union,
national government and regional and local policies in recent years. Much of this has
focused on reforms to the support of the agriculture based economy and in
particular the debates surrounding the reform of the European Union’s Common
Agricultural Policy. In the United Kingdom national and regional policies have also
had to respond to crises such as Foot and Mouth Disease which has had huge
adverse effects on substantial parts of the region.

6. Increasing attention has also been paid to issues beyond agriculture and in particular
the economic, social and environmental sustainability of rural areas. This is
reflected in the 2000 White Paper, Our Countryside: The Future — A Fair Deal for
Rural England, and by the 2003 Countryside Agency report, Rural Economies —
Stepping Stones to Healthier Futures. The focus of this report has been on issues of
access for rural businesses in terms of business advice, training, finance, ICT and
other infrastructure provision.

7. Central to many of these issues is the access of people in rural areas to services,
such as shops, pubs, garages and post offices. These are seen to play a much wider
role in rural and urban areas, both as service providers, focal points for villages and
as employers. The decline of such services is seen to be driven by wider economic
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and social changes, evidenced by the growth of supermarkets. The result has been
that access of services for many in rural areas has become more difficult and some
have been excluded, through for example the lack of adequate public transport
provision.

At a time of rapid change in rural areas, new solutions to the withdrawal of services
have been sought. Greatest attention has been given to the role of social
enterprises as organisations in delivering services which are no longer considered
viable by the public or private sectors. Social enterprises are a form of community
business, have strong community control and are non-profit making. Social
enterprises therefore offer an alternative method of delivering services but also seem
to provide the possibility of delivering public services in ways which better meet the
needs of users. Although greatest consideration has been given to their role in urban
areas, they appear to offer possibilities for rural areas in the delivery of social care,
training, transport and local services such as post offices.

Regional Policy through the Regional Economic Strategy and supported by
Yorkshire Forward have also given increasing consideration to rural issues and to the
scope of social enterprise. Within the region there is already an array of support
agencies which have assisted RCBs. These include the Rural Community Councils,
Countryside Agency, Chambers of Trade, Voluntary and Community Sector forums,
social enterprise support agencies, sectoral support groups (for example for village
shops and for recycling schemes), local authorities and the Business Link network.
Links between these organisations are growing and increasing attention is being
given to RCBs.

Rural Community Businesses and their Economic Contribution

10.

11.

12.

The scope and scale of RCBs varies considerably across the region. The study found
90 RCBs in the region which appeared to meet our working definition. These were
predominately involved in the delivery of local services (for example post office
counter services), transport (for example community transport schemes), social
services (for example elder care) and the provision of local goods (for example village
shops).

These RCBs also took on different legal forms. Many were companies limited by
guarantee and/or registered charities (both having not for profit status). However, we
also found some RCBs having no formal legal status (although this was being
planned), some being private limited companies and one being a public limited
company.

From 20 case studies undertaken for the study, the economic contribution of RCBs
can be summarised as follows:

¢ Employment: most RCBs employ fewer than three full time equivalent staff each.
However, some, which are longer established and have more substantial public
assistance, can employ up to 25 FTEs. However, the smaller RCB is much more
typical. Most employees (58 per cent) were found to live within five miles of the
RCBs. No employees lived outside the same district as the RCB.

o Volunteers: 67 per cent of volunteers were found to reside within five miles of the
RCB. This reflected a strong association between volunteering and community or
village related activities. Some RCBs were almost entirely dependent on
volunteers for their existence (and received few public grants) while others
involved no volunteers at all in the day-to-day running of the RCB. As a rule,
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smaller scale activities and RCBs focused on a single village relied far more on
volunteers than larger RCBs.

Suppliers: the majority of supplies were purchased within the same district as the
RCB. There was also found to be a strong wish on the part of RCB managers to
purchase goods locally. This reflected the commitment to the local area and an
awareness of other local companies.

Customers: just over half of the customers of RCBs resided within five miles of
the RCB. This reflects the strong local market serving role of RCBs. Where
customers were more dispersed, this reflected organisations which were acting as
intermediaries (such as agricultural auction marts), tourist attractions or providing
a social service across a wide catchment area.

Beneficiaries: relatively few RCBs were providing services at no or low cost:
those, which were, could strongly focus on a tight geographical area. Examples of
such providers included community development trusts.

Competitors: the location of competitors provides an indication of the level of
displacement by RCBs. Most RCBs could not identify direct competitors and
where they could they were most often in the nearest town or elsewhere in the
same district and region. This suggests that displacement may be relatively low
(partly because the scale of the RCB sector is so small) and that competition is
not being significantly distorted.

The geographic footprint of different RCBs was found to vary considerably.
However, there was found to be some evidence that the footprint was determined by
the scale of the business. Small, single village RCBs relied heavily on volunteer
support (which was a partial substitute for public assistance), provided goods and
services to a small geographic area and employed local people. In contrast, the larger
RCBs typically resembled fully-fledged social enterprises or commercial enterprises
and were engaged in activities which had a much wider economic footprint. These are
two distinct groups of organisations and contribute to the rural economy in different
ways.

Development and Growth of Rural Community Businesses

14. The 20 case studies undertaken for the report highlighted the key stages in the

development of RCBs, their sources of funding and support, and their strategies for
future development. These can be summarised as follows:

Business Establishment and Start-up: understanding the starting point for
RCBs was found to be critical to understanding its development and its wider
social and economic impacts. Three factors were identified as being critical to
converting local needs into fully fledged RCBs: local leadership provided by an
individual or a local forum such as a parish council; capacity building where
consultation with residents is used as a mechanism to engage residents in a local
activity; and the use of community owned assets, where local residents seek to
maximise the use of buildings such as village halls.

Sources of Funding: RCBs had accessed a range of public and private funding.
This varied from a few hundred pounds through a local fund raising activity to
grants of several hundred thousand pounds to buy a building. The access of
funding sources was typically linked to the purpose and activity of the RCB: those
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delivering a social service or a regeneration and employment initiative were able
to draw down large amounts of revenue funding. However, these were few and far
between in rural areas. More typically, small village focused organisations would
access funding administered locally (for instance by the local authority) and use
this to undertake a feasibility study or to employ one or two part time staff.

e Support Services: there were found to be a wide range of different support
agencies which the RCBs accessed. Many were linked to grant support. Some
had accessed no support and were sustainable without public intervention.
However, a frequent comment was that whilst support for starting up an RCB was
good and getting better, there was a lack of ongoing support. This was seen to be
critical for sustaining RCBs. Relatively small amounts of grant funding (less than
£5,000) were found to be highly effective in providing initial support to local
communities.

e Future Plans: RCBs had different long terms aims. Some did not want to grow
but to consolidate existing business within the village. Other RCBs, often newly
established, felt that they needed to grow quite quickly to become sustainable.
Typically these were RCBs reliant on short-term grant funding which needed to
identify alternative sources of revenue. Some, large organisations, had deliberate
strategies to diversify their businesses, whether by offering new services to local
residents or by making better use of assets. This may involve selling off surplus
asserts or, where there was demand, renting them to private or public sector
tenants.

A number of internal and external factors appear to explain the growth and
sustainability of RCBs. The factors which are internal to the business or community
include: a catalyst for change (such as the closure of a shop), a process of capacity
building in the village, the emergence of a small group of people or individual who can
provide leadership and long term commitment, and the conversion of a local vision
into a plan which can be used as the basis of consultation with local stakeholders and
funding bodies. The external factors include: a supportive policy environment,
support provided by intermediary agencies and sustained investment over time (in the
form of public support and/or volunteer time).

Conclusion

16.

17.

18.

The number and scale of community businesses in rural areas of Yorkshire and the
Humber is at present relatively small. The distribution of RCBs across the four sub-
regions of Yorkshire and Humber also varies considerably. The evidence of whether
RCBs can be self-sustaining is also relatively mixed. This is because they are
frequently operating in very marginal markets which the commercial sector has left.
Where RCBs are focusing on providing goods and services (for example in a village
shop), these activities are often sustained by the time and skills of local volunteers.

Some RCBs operated across wide ranging areas and often from market towns. These
RCBs were typically involved in the delivery of services such as training, childcare,
transport and recycling. These organisations typically relied much more heavily on
public support, often through a contract with a local public organisation to deliver a
service. These organisations tended to resemble social enterprises. The support
needs of these organisations differed from those of RCBs providing goods and
services to individual villages.

The third main group of businesses were found to operate in the private sector but to
be owned and controlled by a community of local producer interests. Examples of

iv
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these include farmers’ markets and agriculture auction marts. Both seem to have a
particular role in supporting the diversification of the agriculture based economy. Their
support needs more typically resemble the needs of commercial businesses.

Recommendations

19. The following three broad recommendations are made by the report:

Creating a supportive policy environment: there is a need for greater
coordination between local, regional and national policies through the setting (at
regional and sub-regional levels) of common aims and objectives for the
development of RCBs.

Coordinating support: recognising that the development of RCBs in the region is
a long term process which requires action to develop local capacity (through for
example the village planning process), and where local plans identify an objective
to develop RCBs, providing assistance from a range of support agencies and the
Business Link network.

Enabling community-led development: the development of RCBs often comes
from very specific responses to a local need or shortage. Public policies and the
work of the support agencies therefore need to see the development of RCBs as
a process which is community-led but which requires support at a range of levels.
This should include awareness raising of the potential of RCBs and over time the
development of networks between RCBs.

20. How the development of RCBs can be supported, at each of these three levels is
outlined in a recommendation for an Action Plan at the end of this report. This sets
out the components that need to be put in place to develop RCBs in the Yorkshire
and Humber region and which address the needs of its rural areas.
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1. Introduction
1.1  Aims and Objectives of the Study

There has been widespread interest over the past decade in the role that community
businesses and social enterprises can play in addressing economic and social problems
at the local level, and in assisting in the tasks involved in regeneration. However, in line
with regeneration policy, the bulk of attention in terms of funding and research has been
focused at activity in large metropolitan and urban areas. Thus, there is a fairly good
knowledge base concerning the ingredients of success for social and community
business, and myriad policy initiatives that have sought to bring these elements together.
In contrast, to date there has been little consideration given to the particular problems in
establishing such businesses in rural areas, and to ways in which their distinctive needs
can be met. Equally, the focus has been on their contribution to social and community
cohesion rather than on their beneficial contribution to the economy of the area where
they operate.

To help begin to fill this gap, Humber and the Wolds and Yorkshire Rural Community
Councils commissioned a Yorkshire Forward funded research study in February 2003 to
review the scope, extent and impact of community-owned businesses operating in the
rural areas of the Yorkshire and Humber region. The work has been carried out by a
specialist team drawn from the Centre for Regional Economic and Social Research
(CRESR) at Sheffield Hallam University and the Policy Research Institute (PRI) at Leeds
Metropolitan University. This report sets out the findings of that study, and presents a set
of action planning points and recommendations for support and funding agencies
operating in the sector.

The study had five objectives:

a) To examine the current policy environment and framework with regard to rural
community business support and encouragement and, if necessary, suggest
helpful changes or developments.

b) To identify exisitng rural community businesses in the Yorkshire and Humber
region and, through detailed case studies of a selection of these, to devise
practical tools to help rural community business start up and develop.

C) To identify the positive role that agencies (voluntary and statutory) can play in
supporting rural community businesses.

d) To devise ways of assessing the effects of these businesses with particular regard
to their economic impact on their immediate locality as well as in the wider region.

e) To recommend actions and approaches designed to stimulate and encourage
further development and expansion of community businesses in rural areas of the
region.

In other words, the study involved a number of different components and issues:

a) The extent to which community-owned businesses act as initiatives that are
designed to meet a particular local need or address a specific issue.

b) A rural focus looking at the feasibility of community businesses in country areas
(for example, a village post office or shop) to develop or retain services.
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c)

d)

1.2

Identification of the ‘secrets of success’ of such businesses through case
studies — particularly with reference to overcoming the problems faced in starting
up and in sustaining the business once set up.

Distillation of the ‘ingredients of success’ as potential guidance for new
initiatives.

Assessment of the contribution to the economy that these businesses make.
Identification of ways in which the development and expansion of the

community business sector could be further promoted in rural areas of the
Yorkshire and Humber region.

Definitions

There are three main elements of the study that warranted further examination and

non

clarification before investigations could commence. These are "rural areas", "community
businesses" and "economic contribution”.

a)

b)

The usual definition of a rural area is a community of 10,000 population or less.
Most rural communities in Yorkshire and the Humber fall under this threshold, and
these have been the primary focus of this research. However, the use of
alternative definitions by different agencies working in the region prompted a
number of additions to these core areas. For example, the ward-based definition
of rural Yorkshire devised by the Countryside Agency excludes certain areas that
qualify for agricultural and forestry funding support under the South Yorkshire
Objective 1 programme. We have combined these different definitions together to
produce a broad-based outline of the rural parts of the region. In doing so it
should be recognised that certain settlements on the fringes of the main
metropolitan areas have been included. However, many of these are former coal-
mining villages set within a rural context, and facing many similar issues in terms
of economic regeneration as the core rural areas themselves. Some consideration
has also been given to the role of community businesses in market towns, some
of which exceed the 10,000 population guideline. In such cases we have only
included those examples that serve a wider rural hinterland as well.

The meaning of the term community business is rather loose, with different
people using it to denote slightly different things in different contexts and at
different times. For the purposes of this research, the following working definition
has been adopted: a community-owned organisation involved in trading
activities that meet local needs and in which any surplus of income over
expenditure is reinvested in the organisation to improve or widen the range
of goods and services provided, or is used in other ways to benefit that
community. The key elements here are community ownership and trading. The
former has been interpreted in its broad sense, encompassing not only the
geographical variety (for example a rural village), but also communities of interest
(for example hill farmers in the Dales) and minority or socially marginalised
groups. In terms of trading, the main qualification is for the business to be self-
supporting on the basis of its economic activity, or to show evidence of aiming for
and moving towards this status. This underlines the fact that there is a strong
overlap between community businesses on the one hand and social enterprise
and the social economy on the other, but that the two are not one and the same. It
should also be noted that while support and development agencies do not strictly
conform to the definition of community business as such, their role as a catalyst in
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establishing and spinning out such initiatives may merit their inclusion as a form of
intermediary business.

This basic definition was supplemented by a functional typology of community
businesses which also outlined possible activity types and economic impacts (see
Table 1.1). This was useful initially as a means of clarifying exactly what was to be
examined, and subsequently as an aid in the identification of community
businesses on the ground and as a framework for the choice of case studies.

Table 1.1: Typology of Rural Community Businesses

Function Form Direct Impacts

A: Local Goods Village Shop Customers
Post Office Suppliers
Pub Employees
Cafe Reinvestment
Food Co-op/Network

B: Local Producers | Farm Producers
Food Producer Customers
Craft Manufacturer Suppliers
Other Producer Employees

Reinvestment

C: Transport Bus Service Customers

Services Community Transport Employees
Car Club
Rail-related Services

D: Social Services | Childcare Customers
Elder care Employees

Support services (respite etc.)
Education/Training

E: Local Services Credit Union Customers
Post Office (see above) Employees
Tourist Facility/Attraction
Recycling Service

F: Intermediaries Farmers' Market Producers
Craft Market

Marketing Scheme/Co-op
Hire Service
Business/Service Centre

C) The economic contribution of community businesses to the rural economy has
been examined using a number of components, such as use of suppliers and
service providers, employees, customers, beneficiaries, volunteers and
competitors. The main focus of the analysis has been to establish the geographic
footprint of rural community businesses in relation to the surrounding area, and
tests out the extent to which this is concentrated or dispersed. It looks at both
positive and negative effects, the first in terms of the benefits associated with
keeping money circulating in an area for longer, and the second around issues of
displacement from, or duplication of, services provided by other organisations.
Interpretation of these negative effects is complicated by a lack of hard data on
the scale and severity of accessibility problems in the particular areas concerned.
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1.3 Rural Issues and Problems

The focus of the study, then, is on community businesses as a response to changes in
the nature and scale of economic activity and service provision in rural areas, and their
contribution to securing improvements in the state of the rural economy. There are a
number of issues and problems facing all rural areas in the United Kingdom, but with
different emphases and impacts in the different rural areas of Yorkshire and the Humber.
Before examining the policy context within which community businesses are developing,
it is worth briefly reviewing the key rural challenges that they face. Drawing principally on
evidence contained in the Countryside Agency's State of the Countryside Report 2003
(and the 2002 regional chapter for Yorkshire and the Humber), these can be summarised
under six headings:

Farming

Although agriculture is no longer a major employer of labour (3.5 per cent of all
employment in Yorkshire and the Humber), it still plays a key role in the rural economy,
occupying around three-quarters of the land area of the region and thus presenting the
most visible face of conditions in the countryside. Continuation of farming activity is
essential in maintaining rural landscapes in the current form, such as the Yorkshire Dales
and North York Moors, that attract large numbers of visitors each year. However, in
recent years the sector has been in decline in economic terms, with farm incomes falling
in real terms by 70 per cent since 1995. This trend has been aggravated over the same
period by a succession of animal health problems: bovine spongiform encephalothapy
(BSE), classical swine fever (CSF) and foot and mouth disease (FMD). These have
particularly affected upland farms where there is less scope to switch to alternative
livestock or crops. In 2001 FMD also had severe repercussions for the rest of the rural
economy in Yorkshire and the Humber, with a general hiatus in the income received by
agricultural support services, and the number of tourists and day visitors falling
dramatically.

While there has been some recovery from this crisis, further threats to farm income levels
remain. These include the uncertainty over global trade agreements following the recent
breakdown in the World Trade Organisation (WTQO) negotiations, and the shape and size
of European Union support following the prospective reform of the Common Agricultural
Policy (CAP). Farmers have responded in a variety of ways, with many leaving the
industry and their holdings being swallowed up by larger more efficient farms. Some
owner-occupiers have continued on a more restricted scale or a part-time basis, taking up
paid work elsewhere to supplement their earnings. In certain areas others have been able
to increase their income by adding accommodation, meals and/or visitor attractions
aimed at the tourist market. There are also possibilities involving a focus on quality
produce, selling it direct to the public or to independent retailers, or in renting out land or
buildings for other purposes such as storage. Around a third of individual farmers in
England have become involved in such diversification, and the income from such
activities averages about a third of the total they receive. At the collective or community
level, the main avenue for increased income generation has been to devise new and
alternative means of packaging and selling farm produce, by organising farmers' markets
but mainly by forging links with the independent retail sector via special marketing
initiatives.

Business and employment

While roughly a third of all businesses in England are located in rural areas, the figure for
Yorkshire and the Humber is much lower (25 per cent). Only two regions fare worse in

4
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terms of the number of rural businesses in relation to their population (North West and
North East). The vast majority of firms in rural parts of the region are very small (85 per
cent employ 10 people or fewer), and unlike most other regions where there has been
growth in recent years, the stock of businesses in rural Yorkshire has remained fairly
stable. In England, growth has tended to be concentrated in more accessible rural areas,
especially in the south and east, and has been closely linked to the in-migration of people
from urban and suburban areas. The more remote rural areas, by contrast, have
experienced very sluggish business development, and in some cases decline. The main
areas of business activity and hence employment in rural parts of Yorkshire and the
Humber are wholesale and retail, public services, tourism and manufacturing.

The rural workforce in the region is relatively well educated and skilled, with a higher
proportion than average holding National Vocational Qualification (NVQ) Level 3 or
above. In line with England as a whole, there are higher proportions of part-time and
seasonal workers, as well as self-employed, than in urban areas, and claimant
unemployment rates are relatively low. However, while rural Yorkshire has a lower per
centage of households with an income of under £20,000, the majority are found in the
£20-30,000 bracket, with fewer affluent households than nationally.

These patterns provide conflicting signals in terms of the prospects for community
business development and success. Thus, higher rates of part-time working and the
highly qualified nature of the workforce could free up more people with the appropriate
skills and time to help develop such businesses, either as directors or volunteers. On the
other hand, the relatively high nhumber of self-employed may mean that the attention of
those with entrepreneurial skills is already focused elsewhere.

Population and housing

The population of rural areas has grown over the last twenty years, particularly in villages
and small towns with good access to the main urban employment centres. This increase
has been mainly as a result of net in-migration, with commuters, pensioners and those
taking early retirement moving out from the towns, and mainly young people and families
moving in the opposite direction. The latter trend is only partly related to job opportunities.
It also reflects the extent of house price inflation resulting from the competitive bidding
process where a large number of affluent people are seeking to purchase from a
relatively limited stock of properties. As they all tend to be car owners, newer residents
have a high degree of mobility and are more likely to buy goods and obtain services from
outside their home area. Those who commute long distances to work are also unlikely to
have much time to devote to voluntary activities such as helping with a community
business. On the other hand, those who have retired could provide a range of useful skills
and experience to such ventures, providing they are welcomed or can be persuaded to
become involved.

The other consequence of these population trends is that rural areas generally (and those
in Yorkshire and the Humber are no exception) have a much higher proportion of
residents in the older age groups (45 and over). In the medium to long term this will
inevitably impose a much larger burden on a wide range of services such as social
support, health and elder care and transport. In more remote rural locations the issue of
in-migration is less acute, but again the lack of opportunities has prompted many young
and skilled people to leave in search of work and housing. Houses for sale may be
slightly less expensive in such areas, but in this case the prices are again pushed out of
the reach of local people by investors looking to buy properties for holiday use, either for
their own visits or for rental to others. This again has implications for the viability and
sustainability of locally provided services, in particular in terms of residents' capacity to
mount their own response to what is required.
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Access to services

Geographical access to basic services is a key component of people's quality of life in
both urban and rural areas. In the latter, however, the scattered nature of the population
makes it difficult to maintain a customer or user base of sufficient size. This is especially
the case at present as both public and private sector providers seek to contain costs or
improve profitability by centralising and rationalising their networks of service points. In
many cases this has led to the withdrawal of local provision of services and amenities,
with banks, building societies, post offices (and associated shops), pubs, libraries and in
some cases hospitals all affected.

Data for 2000 indicated that rural parts of Yorkshire and the Humber had average or
above average accessibility for primary and secondary schools and supermarkets when
compared with England as a whole. However, for all other indicators it had a below
average score, being placed in the worst three regions in terms of automated teller
machines (ATMs - cash points), petrol stations, libraries, job centres, doctor's surgeries,
banks and building societies.

Mobility and transport

Car ownership is much higher in rural areas (involving 85 per cent of households) than
the national average (70 per cent). Almost 40 per cent of households own two or more
cars, compared with 25 per cent nationally. Given that cars are often tied up all day in
people's journeys to work (travelling in either direction or parked at the workplace), then
there remain mobility issues for other members of the household. Typically those without
access to private transport are those who face disadvantage in the labour market, and as
a consequence tend to have much lower incomes. In this context, it is also instructive to
note that in 2002 around a fifth of all rural journeys in the region were on foot or by
bicycle. This suggests that there is considerable scope for maintaining locally provided
services in rural areas, and that it may be possible to justify them on environmental as
well as social and economic grounds.

Public transport services can play a key role, but given potential patronage levels these
are inevitably variable in frequency and coverage. Indeed, apart from the West Midlands,
in 2001 Yorkshire and the Humber had the lowest proportion of rural parishes with a bus
service every day of the week. The region is also less well served by "dial-a-ride" and
community minibus/taxi services than other parts of England. The geographical nature of
rural areas mean that transport services are of key importance, and different forms of
community-based provision are already making a contribution to these. However, in
addition to the difficulty of gaining access to a sufficiently large customer (or passenger)
base, such provision also needs to solve the geographical conundrum of multiple and
dispersed origin and destination points.

Social needs

Rural areas generally fare well in comparison to towns and cities where indicators of
economic and social deprivation are concerned. As already outlined, unemployment
rates, standards of health, income levels, car ownership, educational attainment and
incidence of crime all compare favourably. However, this is not to say that problems of
social exclusion do not exist in the countryside, just that they are less concentrated and
therefore harder to detect. Nor is the issue merely a product of geographical rather than
economic or social isolation. For example, the same processes will be at work in
hampering a person with learning difficulties or other disability in securing employment,
irrespective of where they live.
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What is distinctive about rural areas in this context is that those with social and economic
needs are likely to be widely dispersed within an already sparse and scattered
population. It is then very difficult for any organisation to mount cost-effective initiatives of
sufficient scale to provide the types of training, employment or support services that are
often available to their equivalents who live in urban areas. This essentially captures the
challenge in terms of what community regeneration and the social economy can offer to
rural residents who are in need.

1.4  Report Structure
The remainder of the report is set out as follows:

o Chapter 2 examines the policy environment for rural regeneration, community
business growth and social enterprise development. It does so firstly by
summarising the main thrust and underlying principles of the government's
strategy, and secondly by reviewing the support structures and funding streams
currently in place in Yorkshire and the Humber, at regional, sub-regional and
local levels.

o Chapter 3 presents the main findings of the research on community business in
rural parts of the region. Following a brief outline of the patterns and types of
business identified, there is a more detailed analysis of the economic linkages
and impacts that the twenty selected case study businesses have had on their
local economies.

o Chapter 4 seeks to take this analysis a step further, by examining the main
ingredients involved in establishing and running a range of community
businesses, based on the in-depth case study research.

o Chapter 5 draws together the main conclusions from the research study, and
presents a set of more general recommendations aimed at policy-makers in the
region as well as nationally.

o This is followed by a free-standing Action Plan for the stimulation, support and
development of community businesses in rural parts of Yorkshire and the
Humber. This is organised around the principal elements of the rural community
business development process identified in the study.
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2. Policy Environment
2.1  National Policy Framework

There have been a range of developments in national rural policy in recent years,
principally in response to the economic problems facing British agriculture, to unforeseen
events such as FMD, and to the reduction in locally provided services. Some of these are
specifically aimed at helping individual farmers develop new products or activities as a
means of expanding their income base, while others are concerned with the development
or recovery of private sector businesses, particularly in the tourism sector. The emphasis
throughout tends to be on ensuring local or community involvement and action in meeting
the needs and requirements of a particular area. By implication, this includes the
establishment and development of community businesses and social enterprises.
However, apart from a few exceptions, most documents on current rural policy contain
little in the way of precise or definitive measures by which such initiatives can be
stimulated and helped to progress.

The Rural Economy

The 2000 Rural White Paper, Our Countryside: The Future - A Fair Deal for Rural
England, sets out the government's aim of sustaining and enhancing "the distinctive
environment, economy and social fabric of the English countryside for the benefit of all”.
Central to this is a vision of thriving rural communities, characterised by access to high
quality services, and a diverse rural economy. This involves support for key village
services through a number of regional and local support mechanisms. The White Paper
also outlined an increasing role for Parish Councils as a means of giving power to local
communities by enabling them to shape the future of their towns and villages through
parish plans, consultation exercises and small project funding. Such developments are
intended to build the capacity of rural communities, and to encourage participation which
is essential if there is to be a growth in the number of rural community businesses. Parish
Councils are increasingly seen as the democratic forum for rural communities where
debate can sow the seeds of community action.

A recurring issue in recent policy documents is the need for rural business support and
the creation of a favourable environment in which rural businesses can flourish. The 2003
Countryside Agency paper - Rural Economies: Stepping Stones to Healthier Futures -
proposed ways in which public sector bodies can strengthen the rural economy by
building on its distinct aspects. One of the key reasons put forward for public intervention
is the significant contribution of rural businesses to the national Gross Value Added
(GVA). In order for this to continue and for the countryside to be a viable location for
businesses from all sectors, the appropriate infrastructure must be in place. The
Countryside Agency maintains that rural businesses "must be able to access appropriate
business advice, training, finance, ICT and other infrastructure" if they are to remain
competitive. This is perhaps even more of an imperative for rural community businesses,
which do not always possess the full range of business skills required for growth and
sustainability. With this in mind continued support over a significant period could increase
the chances of survival, growth and sustainability for many community businesses, thus
increasing their contribution to the regional and national GVA in the long term.

The Rural Delivery Review conducted by Lord Haskins is expected to draw attention to
the infrastructure for rural businesses. One of the seven Guiding Principles listed in an
early statement on the review is a 'customer focus', which calls for greater accessibility
and transparency in the services available to rural businesses and communities. The
details of what this might involve remain to be seen pending release of the review in
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Autumn 2003, but there will clearly be recommendations aimed at creating a more
suitable environment for all types of rural business.

In addition to the £1 billion allocated to rural programmes in the Rural White Paper, there
is also continuing expenditure of the £1.6 billion available under the England Rural
Development Programme (ERDP) 2000-2006. While its main aim is to help farmers
respond better to consumer demands and to become more competitive and
environmentally responsible, the ERDP also contains elements that relate to the wider
rural economy and places a particular emphasis on encouraging and developing ideas at
grass roots level. This includes community business responses to local needs. The Rural
Enterprise Scheme is the principal ERDP measure that can support initiatives of this type
(see box below).

Rural Enterprise Scheme (REntS

RENtS is governed by Articles 4 and 33 of the European Council Regulation 1257/99, and is
aimed at creating "more sustainable, diversified and enterprising rural economies and
communities". It is backed by £152 million of government and EU money, and is currently
scheduled to run between 2000 and 2006. Its coverage is wide-ranging but the primary aim is to
help farmers adapt to changing markets and develop new business opportunities. Three of the
nine measures that comprise the REntS are potentially applicable to community-based business
activity:

e "Marketing of quality agricultural products": potential projects that could be supported
include the formation or development of collaborative groups to market quality products,
consumer and quality assurance schemes, the establishment of farmers' markets and
regional or local branding of foodstuffs.

e "Basic services for the rural economy and population”; this is targeting pump-priming
projects designed to support local communities and the rural economy, such as minibus
links, voluntary carer or 'out of school' childcare schemes, information and communication
technology links and other types of infrastructure for dispersed rural communities.

e "Encouragement for tourist and craft activities": possible activities include the marketing
and promotion of local tourist initiatives, upgrading accommodation, facilities for on-farm
tourist activities and craft activities and links to local food catering.

The Rural Enterprise Scheme is available throughout England, except designated Objective 1
areas (including South Yorkshire), where separate funding schemes apply. A particular target for
aid are projects which benefit designated EU Objective 2 rural areas, to reflect their special need
for assistance within the EU context.

Reform of the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP)

Impending reforms of the common agricultural policy (CAP) set to be introduced in 2004
and 2005 represent a shift in the thinking and approach towards the rural economy, with
an emphasis on rural development and environmental protection as opposed to
subsidising agricultural output. These changes could provide more scope for the support
(and funding) of rural economic activity and service provision, and thus be of benefit to
community businesses and the rural economy in general. The new approach is for
subsidies to be decoupled from production, taking away the incentive for farmers to
overproduce. The introduction of a single payment scheme linked to criteria such as
respect for the environment, food safety, animal and plant health and animal welfare
standards will replace direct aid. Thus, the aim will be to redirect funding towards rural
development and environmental schemes with an emphasis on tourism and leisure.
There is also great emphasis being placed on farm diversification and looking beyond
food production as a means of income for farmers. This should also throw up new
opportunities for rural community business and collaboration with the agricultural sector.




Contribution of Community Businesses to the Rural Economy of Yorkshire & the Humber

The Curry Report and the Strategy for Sustainable Farming

The Cabinet Office Policy Commission on the Future of Farming and Food issued its
report, Farming and Food: A Sustainable Future, in January 2002. Its central argument
was that British agriculture could only become successful again through a process of
reattachment with the rest of the food chain (food processing firms, wholesalers, retailers
and consumers), and with the wider ecological environment in which primary production
takes place. On the basis of wide-ranging analysis, the report formulated an extensive list
of policy recommendations that would help to achieve these aims. While most of these
were geared towards specific elements of the farm support regime and to appropriate
actions required at individual farm level, there were a number that related to the
development of business initiatives, including:

o tapping the potential of collaborative ventures for all farmers, large and small,
via the establishment of an English Collaborative Board;

o high priority for and increased assistance with investment in collaborative
enterprises seeking to develop product processing and marketing;

o mainstreaming of locality food marketing in RDA's regional economic strategies;

o wider promotion of "product of designated origin" and "protected food name"
schemes involving farmers and producers in a given area; and

o examination of public procurement of food to ensure that it supports healthier
nutrition and lower environmental impacts.

The core recommendations have been since incorporated into the Government's Strategy
for Sustainable Farming and Food, launched in December 2002. Amongst other things,
this included "measures to improve farming competitiveness, by reconnecting farmers to
their customers and developing a more joined-up, efficient food chain."

Rural Proofing
Another important initiative has been the introduction of "rural proofing" to ensure that all

major policies are assessed for their impact on rural areas. The Countryside Agency
definition of rural proofing is outlined below.

Rural Proofing
Rural proofing means that as policy is developed and implemented, policy makers should
systematically think about the impacts in rural areas and make adjustments to their initiatives if
appropriate.

Rural Proofing is intended to ensure that the interests of the rural population, rural
businesses and people wishing to visit the countryside are considered. The Countryside
Agency has produced rural proofing checklists for use by policy-makers and regional
government offices, and proofing activity is already under way in areas such as the health
service funding review, forestry and healthy eating.

Rural Services

Central to current rural policy developments is the issue of access to rural services,
propelled on to the agenda as a result of the dramatic rise in service withdrawals from the
countryside. Village shops, pubs, post offices and other rural outlets have been
disappearing as the number and size of supermarkets increases along with the range of
goods and services they offer. Recent policy has sought to halt the demise of rural
service provision and at the same time revitalise those areas which have suffered
economically and socially.
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A range of initiatives has been developed to ensure the delivery of these service
commitments including:

o a £15 million community service fund towards the re-establishment of lost
services;

o a 50 per cent mandatory rate relief to pubs, village shops and garages that
benefit the local community; and

o the renewal of the rural Post Office network with an extension of services to
incorporate banking, internet access, prescriptions and health advice.

£450 million has been allocated in support of the rural Post Office network, and Rural
Transfer Advisers have been appointed to cover all parts of the country. Coupled with this
support is a modernisation of services aimed at harnessing the opportunities available
through information and communications technology (ICT). This will provide 100 internet
access points across the country. All of the above can contribute to the development of
rural community businesses through creating a favourable environment which
acknowledges their unique circumstances.

A major pledge in the Rural White Paper is "to maintain and stimulate communities, and
secure access to services which is equitable in all circumstances”. One of the means of
achieving this measure has been the recent introduction of the Rural Services Standard
(RSS), which details the level of access to services that rural communities can expect to
have. For instance, the 2003 version states that 50 per cent of the rural population should
live within about 10 minutes' walk of an hourly bus service by 2010. However, in general
such detailed geographical standards tend to be the exception rather than the rule, with
the result that some of the standards are quite vague. For example, the document says
there is a requirement on the Post Office to maintain the rural network, but offers no
indication of an acceptable distance that rural people can be expected to travel in order to
access this service. That said, the document could prove a useful tool for identifying
opportunities for community business involvement in the delivery of rural services. Where
gaps exist there is scope for the promotion and support of community business as a
means of correcting market failure. Communities could use the standard as additional
justification for securing funding and/or business support by highlighting areas where their
village does not meet the set standards. The standard is reviewed and updated every
year by the Committee on Rural Affairs and the Countryside Agency who then
recommend improvements where necessary. The standard also contains details on how
to access rural services in a range of different ways.

Transport is also an area earmarked for big improvements and funding is available to
promote alternative, flexible transport schemes such as car clubs and dial-a-ride services
through the Countryside Agency's Rural Transport Partnership (RTP) scheme. This has
financed over 70 local and four national (across England) RTPs, including the Community
Transport Association's English Rural Transport Initiative. There are also grants of up to
£10,000 available to parish councils for community-based solutions to transport issues.
The rejuvenation of market towns is increasingly seen as the key to a vibrant rural
economy and ensuring people have regular transport links to their nearest market town is
central to this.

The Countryside Agency is also exploring new models of rural service delivery, often
through social enterprise, and in particular the idea of 'joint provision' in villages where
outlets are not financially viable. This typically involves a range of services delivered from
one point, which could include: a shop; a post office; a Citizen's Advice Bureau; legal and
benefits advice; internet access; and a cash point for instance. The agency is also
creating more scope for community participation through its recent initiatives:

11
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e Vital Villages Scheme: the Vital Villages programme is a small grants initiative
administered regionally by the Countryside Agency. Its aim is to give rural
communities control over decision-making in their village. The community decides
what is required through a grant-funded parish plan and can then apply for grants
in three categories: community services, parish transport or rural transport
partnerships. The scheme has so far delivered £12 million to rural communities
and in many cases provided the incentive for community action, which in some
instances has resulted in the establishment of community businesses.

e Market Towns Initiative (MTI): this initiative is operated jointly by the Countryside
Agency, DEFRA and the RDAs, and is backed by a fund of £37 million as a result
of its endorsement by the Rural White Paper. The aim is to rejuvenate small rural
towns as service hubs providing core services for its residents and for those living
in the surrounding rural hinterland. Support is available for facilitators and project
managers to help local communities carry out the health checks and to devise and
implement action plans. To date 14 towns in Yorkshire and the Humber have
been identified for inclusion in the programme. These are as follows:

North Yorkshire: High Bentham; Malton & Norton; Pateley Bridge; Richmond; Thirsk;
Whitby.

North Lincolnshire: Brigg.

East Riding of Yorkshire: Hornsea; Market Weighton.

South Yorkshire: Thorne; Penistone; Hemsworth.

West Yorkshire: Todmorden; Otley

The key task at present is for the MTI to develop relationships with funding bodies
at national, regional and sub-regional levels so as to channel project funding into
the programme. Research is also currently under way investigating appropriate
ways in which market towns can act as service centres for hinterland
communities. This is due to report in late 2003, and should contain ideas and
recommendations about the role that community businesses could play in this
process. This scheme is now being developed to include further settlements under
the 'Renaissance Market Towns' banner by Yorkshire Forward.

DTI Strategy for Social Enterprise

The prominence of social enterprise as an item on the policy agenda is illustrated by the
large number of recent government studies in this domain. In July of last year the
Department of Trade and Industry (DTI) published a document, Social Enterprise: A
Strategy for Success, which put forward the strategy for supporting and promoting social
enterprise as a means of delivering government objectives. This vision of the social
economy taking on a significant role in the delivery of core objectives including public
service delivery, regeneration and wealth creation centres on 3 broad actions to be led by
the DTI Social Enterprise Unit (SenU). The first of these is to ‘create an enabling
environment' through: the promotion of successful social enterprises and their values;
ensuring the appropriate legal frameworks are in place and that they do not hinder social
enterprise growth; and opening up procurement processes to the social economy. The
second aim is to 'make social enterprises better businesses' which involves the provision
of quality advice and training and ensuring the availability of suitable finance for the
development of the sector. Establishing the value of social enterprise is the final goal
encompassing research into the sector, recognition of success and examples of these to
encourage other enterprises.

In establishing the value of the social enterprise sector ECOTEC Research and
Consulting has produced a report to the DTI entitled Guidance on Mapping Social
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Enterprise. This is seen as imperative to informing strategy development, monitoring
programme delivery and assessing the economic contribution of social enterprises. The
report proposes that three tests in the areas of registration, trading and the pursuit of
social objectives be applied in identifying social enterprises. There are also
recommendations as to what key information should form the core of any mapping
exercise to maintain a degree of consistency and enable comparability.

Funding Sources for Social Enterprise

There are also policy developments that have focused on the financing of social
enterprise and specifically the need to broaden the options and move the sector away
from a culture of grant dependency, which is seen as an impediment to growth. The Bank
of England (see The Financing of Social Enterprises) has made a number of
recommendations to facilitate this which involve widening the awareness of alternative
funding sources and encouraging borrowing through highlighting success stories. A range
of actions relating to the supply of finance are also being implemented, such as an
increase in the amount of funds available to Community Development Finance
Institutions (CDFIs) and the encouragement of the take up of Community Investment Tax
Relief (CITR). There is also a concerted effort to encourage banks to be more flexible
towards the needs of social enterprises in light of their higher rejection rates relative to
private small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). The document also emphasises the
potential of ‘patient’ finance whereby investors accept lower financial returns where there
are positive social outputs.

From this brief review of the current national rural policy climate it is evident that while
most programmes contain some elements where rural social enterprises or community
businesses could make a valuable contribution, there are very few measures that make
specific reference to their potential role or particular needs. This implies a lack of
consideration towards the unique challenges that rural social enterprises face and the
particular conditions required for them to develop and be successful.

2.2  Regional Priorities and Initiatives

The recent revision to the Regional Economic Strategy (RES) updates the framework for
the delivery of economic development initiatives within Yorkshire and Humber for the
period 2003-2012. The Strategy is intended to guide both the delivery of the Single Pot,
the resources at the disposal of the regional development agency Yorkshire Forward, and
all other public investment in economic development. The RES is delivered through a
Regional Action Plan and a series of four Sub Regional Action Plans (SRAPS). The
SRAPs are intended to become ‘investment plans’ for coordinating public sector
economic development investment in each of the sub-regions.

There is no direct mention of rural community businesses in the Regional Economic
Strategy. However, it is evident from the strategy that rural community businesses could
be supported from a number of key interventions, or deliverables, contained within the
strategy. These appear under the following two strategic objectives in the RES:

Objective 2: To achieve higher business birth and survival rates: to create a
radical improvement in the number of new, competitive businesses that last

Deliverable A under this objective is intended to: “Create a long term culture change to
value entrepreneurs, enterprise and creativity” and one of the three year actions identified
is to support social enterprises. Deliverable C under the same objective aims to “develop
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entrepreneurial skills and business skills” and one of the three year actions identified is to
“work with communities to promote social enterprise skills”.

Objective 5: Connect all of the region’s communities to economic opportunity
through targeted regeneration activity

Under this objective, Deliverable H aims to “create a broader and stronger economic
base for rural communities” with a specific three year action to “support the renaissance
of market towns”.

The RES also contains six cross-cutting themes, one of which is “geographic adaptation”.
The aim of this is to reflect the “differing needs and characteristics of places across the
region and makes a flexible approach sensible. Delivery will differ according to local
needs, in both rural and urban areas”.

The RES therefore contains scope to develop rural community businesses and in
particular to provide business support, support the skills needs of entrepreneurs and
more broadly to implement local initiatives which strengthen the rural economic base.

Ideally, programmes delivered within the region should be aligned to the RES. However,
as many programmes were agreed prior to the recent revision of the RES, this is
inappropriate, although where possible supported initiatives should take account of
changes to key regional priorities (as set out in the RES). Examples of programmes
where there are likely to be such residual mismatches include the Structural Funds
Programmes in the region (in particular Objective 1 and 2) and the English Rural
Development Programme. There are also likely to be some SRB programmes which are
still committing funding, although recent SRB programme funds have now been
incorporated into the Single Pot.

Yorkshire Forward has combined its key rural actions under the Rural Renaissance
banner. This incorporates the Market Towns Initiative in the region (see above), support
for rural businesses (including Dales Action for Local Enterprise (DALE) aimed at young
people), and the production of a Tourism Action Plan in collaboration with the Yorkshire
Tourist Board.

Several organisations in the region have also collaborated to produce a Development
Framework for the Social Economy in Yorkshire and the Humber (issued in October
2002). This has been led by the Regional Forum, which represents the voluntary and
community sector, but it has also involved all the other major agencies: Yorkshire
Forward, the Government Office, The Regional Assembly and the Small Business
Service. The Framework highlights a number of aims and goals for the region over the
next two years:

growth in social economy activity;

a more secure funding base;

increase in the ability of social enterprises to take on long-term contracts;
stronger links with private sector firms;

creation of a social economy support network in partnership with Business Link;
increase in business skills, mentoring and sharing of practical ideas and
solutions;

o development of loan and equity investment routes and sources.

The document does give recognition of the special needs and challenges facing social
enterprises in rural areas, although it contains no concrete proposals on how they could
be met other than via the Market Towns Initiative. Indeed, many of the suggested
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mechanisms look to take advantage of urban economies of scale, such as the promotion
of clusters of growth activities and the provision of "social enterprise parks". Other ideas
are more generic, including improved access to different types of finance, local and
flexible training courses and an improved position with regard to public agency
contracting.

It is envisaged that most of the support for social economy development will be provided
at a sub regional level. At the regional level the main task is to link the development of the
sector with the activities of regional government bodies on the one hand and national
initiatives and agencies like the Social Enterprise Coalition on the other. The Social
Economy Task Force (SETF) has been established to perform this role, and to ensure
that the Development Framework is updated on an annual basis. During the preparation
of the original Framework there was no representation on the SETF from rural bodies, but
this has recently changed with the inclusion of the two Rural Community Councils that
serve the region (see below).

2.3  Support Structures

Interviews with key agencies in the region revealed the diversity of support structures
which have developed in Yorkshire and the Humber. In addition to the formal government
funded support agencies such as the Business Link network and Yorkshire Forward, a
range of other support mechanisms have developed. These can be grouped under the
following categories:

e Rural Community Councils: there are 38 Rural Community Councils (RCCs)
across England. These are county-based charities that provide support to people
at grass roots level who are working to improve the quality of life of their local
communities. RCCs supply information and practical guidance and advice on a
wide range of village services and related issues including: transport; banking
schemes; availability of grants; retention of village services (especially post offices
and shops); village halls; and youth issues. There are two RCCs serving Yorkshire
and the Humber. Humber and the Wolds RCC covers the East Riding and
North/North East Lincolnshire, whilst Yorkshire RCC covers the rural parts of
North, South and West Yorkshire. Although they receive a certain amount of
public funding, most of the support activity they provide is delivered on a grant-
funded project basis. They are heavily involved in initiatives to improve rural
services, including housing enabler projects, rural transport partnerships, healthy
living initiatives and village hall advisory services. They can also provide a limited
amount of advice and guidance to groups looking to develop service provision or
other local business ideas, although lack of dedicated resources hinders a greater
involvement in this task. Finally, they act as the home for the county branch of the
Local Councils Association, representing and serving all Parish Councils in their
area. In performing these varied roles, RCCs maintain a vital link between policy-
making and funding bodies and local rural communities. Their core work is
capacity building and community evaluation.

e Countryside Agency: The Countryside Agency is a non-departmental public
body and has been in existence for four years (est. 1999). It was formed by a
merger of the Countryside Commission and part of the Rural Development
Commission. It took over the rural and business development elements of the
Rural Development Commission. The Leeds office of the Countryside Agency
supports three main theme teams. These include: Vital Villages (including
transport work and activities on active communities and social exclusion); Market
Towns (managing the MT Initiative with Yorkshire Forward); and Rural Economies
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(this is within a wider land management team and also includes work on rural
transport links).

e Chambers of Trade: these organisations are membership bodies which support
and provide services to businesses within particular sectors. Examples include
local chambers of tourist businesses and agricultural marts. They can often play a
significant role in linking mainstream services (provided by Business Links and
Learning and Skills Councils) to the needs of members.

e Voluntary and Community Sector forums: at a regional level this role is
provided by the Yorkshire and Humber Regional Forum. This is supported by sub-
regional groups such as the North Yorkshire Forum for Voluntary Organisations
and the South Yorkshire Open Forum. These forums are membership
organisations which represent and advocate voluntary and community sector
issues in wider sub-regional and regional partnerships. The forums also provide
support to help the development of the voluntary and community sector. The
forums do not have a specific rural focus. An exception is the West Yorkshire
Rural Forum.

e Social Economy development: typically supported regeneration funding at a
range of local, sub-regional and regional levels. At the regional level social
economy development is overseen by the social economy taskforce. At a sub-
regional level organisations such as the Social Economy Support Centre (SESC)
and West Yorkshire Social Economy Link (WYSE Link) have been established.
WYSE Link is a collaborative venture between the West Yorkshire Business Link
and SESC. At a local level initiatives such as the Rotherham Social Enterprise
Unit have been created. The majority of the social economy development
infrastructure does not have a rural focus, although social enterprises in rural
areas can be created.

e Specialist Support Groups: these include organisations such as the
Development Trusts Association (DTA), Business in the Community (BITC),
Village Retail Services Association (ViIRSA), Co-operative Movement, Yorkshire
Chapter of Credit Unions. Many of these bodies are national organisations but
with regional delivery teams. Some such as ViRSA have a strong rural focus.

e Local Authority Rural Development support: support for rural community
development varies across local authorities. Some local authorities have rural
development officers, either located in economic development departments or in
planning departments. Rural development officers play an important role in
providing support to rural communities, providing a route for parish plans to be
reflected in local authority plans and a focal point for rural communities to gain the
support of agencies. Apart from local economic development departments, a key
role can also be played by transport department staff in local authorities.

e Grant Funded Initiatives: many of the above organisations deliver services
through grant funding, provided through Structural Funds programmes, the Single
Pot, the English Rural Development Programme and other local programmes. The
existence of programme funding in the region, much of it geographically targeted,
has a strong bearing on the development of support for rural community business
development.

Although initiatives such as the Countryside Agency’s Vital Villages can be accessed by

any village within the region, the existence of other, less inclusive grant programmes has
had a significant bearing on the support infrastructure which has developed in the region.
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The most striking contrast is probably between South Yorkshire and the Humber. Grant
programmes in South Yorkshire have given far greater support to developing a support
infrastructure for social enterprises and community businesses. Support how includes, a
social economy support network, grant and loan aid accessible through a key fund and
training and mentoring support through the Regen School. This is in contrast to the
Humber where the support infrastructure is far less developed. Although much of the
infrastructure developed in South Yorkshire has an urban focus, it still highlights
differences in the support which is likely to be available.

Interviews with key agencies stressed that community businesses in general can best be
developed where there is sustained investment in the sector and its capacity, where there
is a strong emphasis on opening up public service delivery to community businesses and
social enterprises and where the comparative advantage of the sector is recognised,
namely the strength of the community and voluntary sector in addressing particular
problems such as homelessness.

However, the key agency interviews also revealed that social enterprise and community
business is weaker in rural areas and tends to take on different forms. This issue is
discussed in more detail in the case studies. Rural community businesses based on
single villages may also lack the critical mass to effectively engage in public service
delivery (seen as the largest opportunity for growth in the sector). Under these
circumstances, rural community businesses will have a much closer focus on addressing
specific local needs. However, this also needs to be recognised by support agencies: the
support framework for rural community businesses needs to be conducive to supporting
smaller scale initiatives with a smaller impact.

2.4 Local Rural Infrastructure

The generation of successful community-based responses to rural economic needs and
problems is not only dependent on external grant funding, support and advice, but is also
crucially reliant on the existence and positive use of local infrastructure and facilities. The
role played may vary considerably. For example, it might just provide a forum where
people get together to discuss an idea or proposal, or it might also be in a position to
mobilise financial and other resources to progress the scheme as well. Alternatively, it
might provide a physical base (premises) which enable the activity to operate.

The main items of rural infrastructure in this context can be grouped under four main
headings:

Parish councils;
Village halls;
Churches;
Other facilities.

Parish Councils

Parish councils (PCs) act as the primary level of government in rural parts of England and
Wales, and are made up of a number of elected Councillors (typically 10 to 15, depending
on population). They are able to perform a wide array of functions - one list contains 35
different headings, from allotments to water supply. These include powers for the direct
provision of basic amenities and facilities, such as bus shelters, public toilets, parks and
open spaces, village halls and other public buildings, and the right to be consulted by the
District and County Councils on planning and highway matters. In this regard PCs have
strong potential to play a key leadership role in local rural communities. However, the
capacity and willingness to take the initiative in this way varies considerably between
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PCs. At one extreme, many are very proactive and innovative in fostering and co-
ordinating community activities, including responses to service withdrawals and needs,
the generation of ideas to improve village amenities and facilities, and the mobilisation of
physical, financial and volunteer resources to help these bear fruit. At the other extreme,
however, some PCs are virtually moribund, with little interest shown by local residents in
keeping them going or resuscitating them. That said, PCs could be afforded a more
prominent role at local level via the government's current local government modernisation
agenda, and may have access to more resources to fulfil this local leadership role in the
future.

Village Halls

One of the most valued of rural community-owned assets is the village hall. The various
roles that village halls can play may be summarised under five broad headings (drawn
from ACRE's report 'The Role of the Community Building"):

e governance and participation: venue for full PC and committee meetings, public
meetings, consultation events;

e social support: premises for pre-school playgroups and out-of-school clubs, Senior
Citizens, etc.;

¢ social interest: venue for local clubs and societies, village shows and other events;

e social benefit: home for village services such as shop, post office and even
doctor's surgery

e private events.

According to ACRE, this range of potential uses points towards a role for village halls in
rural regeneration which places them as "central to the cross-government agenda of
community engagement and empowerment”. Within this there may be scope for the
village hall to become a sustainable enterprise with joint provision of services
supplemented by income from 'private events'. However, the charitable status of village
halls places a major constraint on the extent to which they can expand in this direction.
Permanent use of any part of the building for what are considered to be commercial
purposes has to be approved by the Charity Commissioners, and needs to be justified on
the grounds that the room or space to be used is no longer required for the core functions
of the hall.

In spite of that, there are examples where village halls have been designed for dual use
with other facilities such as primary schools. This can have benefits in the form of lower
costs for the village, the local education authority and the wider community. Clearly this
approach raises issues such as the security of pupils and shared management
arrangements, and these inevitably involve a willingness and ability to work in partnership
with different organisations and sectors. The opportunities and potential of village halls
are wide ranging and vary 