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Community Regeneration Approaches in a Rural Setting

– Lessons for Elsewhere

SURF Open Forum Outcomes Paper - Summary
Thursday 29th March 2007 in the Columba Hotel, Inverness

Plenary speakers: Chris Higgins, Head of the Enterprising Communities Team in the Strengthening Communities Group of Highlands and Islands Enterprise
Calum MacAulay, Chief Executive of Albyn Housing Society
Other Plenary Panel guests:
Kevin McDermott, Project Manager, Rural Environment Action Plan (REAP)

Piers Voysey, Chair, Community Woodlands Trust

David Stewart, Assistant Director for the Scottish Council for Voluntary Organisations

Polly Chapman, Community Regeneration Manager for the Highlands and Islands office of Communities Scotland

Chair:                      Edward Harkins, SURF Networking Initiatives Officer
Participants: Fifty participants from community and voluntary sector organisations and intermediaries, the private sector, Local Authorities, Housing Associations, NHS, Higher and Further Education Institutions and other partnership bodies and funding agencies, such as Communities Scotland and Highlands & Islands Enterprise.

Some Key Issues arising:
· Evaluation-based evidence and more anecdotal evidence, such as media reporting, shows that where major regeneration initiatives fail, this is more often than not because ‘the community’ was not effectively engaged in the regeneration process. There is a recurrent failure to recognise that effective engagement requires adequate funding and support.
· It was the opinion of most participants that ‘community‘ and community engagement are more readily core to regeneration and development processes in rural areas than is the case in urban areas. Regeneration and development initiatives in rural communities were seen by participants to have better prospects of success and sustainability due, in part, to ‘residual’ levels of social capital and self-reliance being higher than elsewhere. However, the priority should be to develop a regeneration framework that addresses poverty and disadvantage in both rural and urban contexts.
· H&IE has active powers in the realms of social and community matters, as well as in physical and economic development. This was seen at the Forum as an important part of the effectiveness of H&IE.
· Social capital and self-reliance in rural communities were a powerful element in the case for the Land Reform Act. Whilst the Land Reform Act was welcomed, since then there only 30 or 40 community or voluntary groups have registered an interest in land through the Act. There is an issue about an unexplained low level of urban-based successful applications to the Growing Community Assets fund. 
· Culture is an important driver for development and regeneration in the Highlands and Islands. An example is the turnaround in the fortunes of the Gaelic language; another is crofting as a powerful cultural mechanism. 

· Related to culture is the particular importance of the ‘sense of place’ in the rural setting. This is about the relationship of people to the place in which they live or were brought up in; to which they feel some sort of personal and/or spiritual connection. 

· The methods, values and standards for resident engagement ought to be applied in the same ways in rural and urban communities. In this respect, the Standards for Community Engagement published by Communities Scotland are to be commended for use by all representatives, officers and activists.

· In rural communities the need for an appropriate (usually small) scale of housing development is crucial – or it may be that the need is not for housing development but something else. 

· Matters of scale, topography and a dispersed population create inevitably higher costs of delivering public services in rural areas. The Forum identified fuel poverty as a distinctive disadvantage arising out of these conditions. Other participants were anxious that fuel poverty be put in the wider context of poverty – the Executive’s ‘Initiative At the Edge’ report provides evidence of the acute and negative effects of poverty on all aspects of peoples’ lives and well-being. Participants also expressed concern that the constitution and use of the Executive’s Index of Deprivation does not take proper cognisance of rural deprivation.
In the particular challenges of the rural situation, social enterprise was seen as having an important potential role. However, there are significant barriers to this, especially arising from under-funding. The Executive’s recent report ‘Full Cost Recovery in the Voluntary Sector – Impact Assessment’ showed that across Scotland 71% of local public services provided under contract by social economy organisations were under-funded.
· Varying views were expressed about the ‘cocktail’ nature of mixed funding whereby organisations had to seek grant-aid from a number of sources. Some participants called for an effort to rationalise and reduce the access points for grant-funding. Other participants felt that a variety of sources at least offered scope for making application for grant aid to other sources when the first was unsuccessful; moreover a ‘one-stop’ grant system was seen as not capable of having sufficient flexibility or openness.
· Some participants expressed a wish for more strategic approaches to regeneration in the Highlands and for more structured partnership approaches. 

· The perceived high reliance of the rural economy on public sector services and jobs was often articulated as carrying heavy negative implications. However, several participants saw this as an opportunity area for social economy organisations. This would require a more flexible mindset on the part of some institutional players. 

· Global examples of the potential of social enterprise were referred to. One example was where the Mexican Rural Affairs Ministry gave a local social enterprise funding to design and install their own greenhouses. This was so successful that the enterprise diversified into building and selling greenhouse all over Mexico. 

Purpose of this Paper: This paper is intended to encapsulate the general flow of this inter-active forum comprising of the above plenary programme and subsequent workshops. It is not possible to reiterate every nuance and detail. The views stated reflect, wherever possible, the broadest consensus views of participants. The paper is, for purposes of context, necessarily repetitive in parts. A fuller version is available from the ‘Knowledge Centre’ on the SURF website.
Background to the Forum: SURF delivers a national programme of Open Forums with the aim of offering its networking service to all regeneration practitioners and interested parties across Scotland. This networking activity is funded by Communities Scotland. SURF will continue to act as the independent facilitator for the network, bringing together key players, and produce constructive Outcome Papers to help inform policy decision-making and practice.
For any clarification or additional information contact:
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