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1.0
Introduction 

1.1
Rural Community Network [RCN] is a regional voluntary organisation established by 
community groups from rural areas in 1991 to articulate the voice of rural communities on 
issues relating to poverty, disadvantage and equality. We are part of a wider rural 
community development networking infrastructure with twelve Rural Support Networks 
covering the whole of rural Northern Ireland with over 800 members.
1.2
As the regional rural voluntary organisation for rural communities, RCN focuses its work in 
two core areas:

· Building excellence in rural community development as an agent for change through consultation, training, mentoring and support, networking;

· Articulating a rural voice which is inclusive, confident and effective through community action and issue based research with the twelve sub-regional Rural Support Networks.

2.0 Summary of Recommendations 
a) RCN recommends that the top of priority of ‘Growing the Economy’ be amended across the Programme for Government, the Budget and the Investment Strategy to read ‘Growing the Economy and Promoting Social Inclusion’.  This would ensure that that there is real and sustained commitment to an Anti-Poverty Strategy, and Regional Action Plan by all departments with appropriate allocation of resources. 

b) We are very concerned that the Shared Future Strategy is gone and that there has been no strategy in place to ensure that the Budget, Programme for Government and Investment Strategy is committed to tackling sectarianism, building shared institutions and spaces, and growing good relations. We recommend that a new strategy be published as soon as possible with costed details on its implementation as an integral aspect of the Programme for Government and Investment Strategy.

c) To ‘rural proof’ all the Public Service Agreements, accompanying delivery plans and ensure that ‘rural’ is not just seen as the responsibility of DARD.
d) To immediately publish details of the High Level Equality Impact Assessments with the Executive committed to considering further responses and analyses on this issue during January.  
e) To ensure that the concept of life-long learning and its contribution to personal and community development is retained. This is particularly important in rural areas where 
there is greater risk of isolation. The ‘leisure/hobby’ courses are often the vital first step for an adult returning to education and becoming connected to others and their community.
f) To ensure equity of access to services for families and young children in rural areas which means overcoming the obstacles presented by distance by taking services to dispersed communities or by enabling families to reach services that are not practical to take to them. 
g) DARD to be included in PSA 7 – Making People’s Lives Better. 

h) PSA 7 - An anti-poverty strategy should show an understanding of rural poverty. RCN recommends that the Executive adopts a much more robust disadvantage testing process that also takes into account specific issues relating to rural disadvantage and exclusion.
i)  PSA 7 - There is reference to the ‘roll out of the Benefit Uptake Strategy’ but we would welcome a specific rural dimension to this as anecdotal evidence highlights lower levels of uptake in many rural areas

j) PSA 8 – Promoting Health & Addressing Health Inequalities We also welcome the focus on community based health programmes ‘within the 10% most disadvantaged areas’ but would be 
concerned that the measurement of disadvantage used is based on urban disadvantage rather than recognizing the specific issues relating to rural disadvantage.
k) PSA 10 – Helping our Children The educational targets which use Neighbourhood Renewal areas as comparators are likely to ignore a great many rural deprived areas.
l) PSA 12 – Housing Urban Regeneration and Community Development The key department across the 5 objectives outlined in this PSA is DSD and RCN would be concerned by there is an urban focus to DSD’s work to the detriment of rural community development and wider community / voluntary infrastructure in rural areas. 

m) PSA 13 – Improving the Transport Infrastructure To ensure that free transport to over 60s is achieved in rural areas through access and use of rural transport schemes as well as public transport.
n) PSA 13 – Improving the Transport Infrastructure RCN recommends that the Executive develops a 
more dynamic target as regards the accessibility to rural transport which will ensure that rural dwellers will live no further than 800 metres from an access point to public/rural transport. 

o) PSA 18 - Deliver High Quality Health and Social Services The issue for many rural dwellers is as much about access as it is about delivery. Creative thinking is required with, for example, consultant appointments with either consultants holding surgeries in outreach centres or group bookings from a particular area easing the transport question. 

p) DFP to publish its system of analysis with regards how it will analyse the responses to this consultation including the degree of weight which will be given to individual and organisational responses.  We also strongly recommend that the government publishes its own response to with regards what it has heard during this consultation period, what it has taken on board and what it has not, for whatever reason.

q) To publish as soon as possible the delivery plans for each of the PSAs and departmental efficiency plans which should undergo a full equality impact assessment.
r) RCN would recommend that DFP convene an event during 2008 to reflect on the budgeting process with the community and voluntary sectors and examine what might be done differently, improved upon next time. 

s) RCN would also recommend that the monitoring of priorities and outcomes during this budget and programme for government finds ways of effectively engaging the community and voluntary sectors.

2.0
General Comments
2.1
RCN welcomes this opportunity to comment on the Programme for Government and the 
Draft Budget. We recognize that securing support from a range of political parties to publish 
these draft documents is a not insignificant achievement given the history of the last thirty-
five years. We hope that there will be learning from this process for DFP, the other 
government departments, political parties and the community and voluntary sectors with 
regards what we might be able to do better next time.
2.2
We particularly welcome the commitment to ‘defining the role of the Rural Champion, 
enhancing the Rural Proofing process, and developing proposals for a Rural White Paper 
by the end of 2008’. RCN has campaigned for many years for a Rural White Paper and we 
are delighted that there is now a firm commitment to developing proposals. This would 
finally provide a policy framework and a government commitment to building sustainable 
rural communities.  We are also delighted to see the commitment of a £10 million spend by 
DARD to address rural poverty and social exclusion. 
2.3
RCN welcomes the principles by which the Executive intends to abide:

· providing good leadership and working energetically in the interests of everyone;
· working in partnership as an Executive, and across the public, private and voluntary sectors;
· raising standards across Government;
· delivering fair outcomes and social improvements.


We look forward to working with the Executive and all government departments in ensuring 
that these principles provide a framework for working with rural communities towards 
ensuring ‘fair outcomes and social improvements’ for rural communities. 
2.4 We would support the serious concern expressed by the Housing Rights Service and others with regards the inadequate allocation of resources in the Budget for the target of 10 000 new social and affordable homes to be achieved over the next 10 years and the implications for increasing inequality and poverty.
3.0 Comments on Draft Budget – Economic, Social and Environmental Context
3.1
We welcome both the analysis of Northern Ireland’s economic situation and the focus on the 
economy within the Budget as a means of ‘providing a firm foundation upon which to 
improve the everyday lives of the citizens of Northern Ireland’. However, we would be very 
concerned that growing the economy seems to be identified as the answer to all of Northern 
Ireland’s problems. The last ten years in both in the Republic of Ireland, and in Britain has 
shown increasing income inequality impacting both on health and on social stability despite 
a growing economy. 

Reducing inequality and its impact on health is not just a moral argument but an economic 
one. For example, as the document highlights, one of the main reasons for economic 
inactivity in Northern Ireland is long-term sickness; according to the document, the number 
of individuals removing themselves from the active workforce for health reasons is a 
“particular concern” (Para. 2.41), and within the economically inactive category some 
112,700 people (almost two-fifths) are currently claiming incapacity Benefit.  Another key 
aspect of high levels of economic activity is the numbers of people provide full time 
‘homecare’ [Para. 2.40] whether childcare or other caring responsibilities. This again 
confirms the need to increase the investment in quality and accessible childcare and 
ensuring that 
carers are given the support and remuneration required. 

We welcome DARD’s commitment to developing a Rural Childcare Strategy as a key 
aspect of a sustainable rural community addressing the rights of children and young 
people, families and local communities. However, this strategy, which should recognize the 
particular circumstances relating to accessible, affordable and flexible rural childcare must 
then be matched with sufficient resources which will allow for long term investment in skills 
and infrastructure building. 

Key findings from recent research carried out by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation and the 
New Policy Institute [2006] on poverty in Northern Ireland identified:  
· The extent of low pay among full-time employees – 22% are paid less than £6.50 an hour; There is a higher risk of low pay in Strabane 46%and Cookstown 39%.  
· The high number of people receiving out of work benefits – 19% of working age people receive one of the key out-of-work benefits particularly in the rural West;
· Very high fuel poverty – 24% of households are unable to afford to heat their home to an adequate standard; 

· High number of disabled people especially related to mental health – 9% of working-age population receive Disability Living Allowance; 

· Half the children living in poverty are in working families; 
· Overall earnings inequalities are widening - In 1990 the gap between low paid worker and high earners was just over £300 per week but now it has jumped to £600 [Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings (ASHE), published by DETI (detini.gov.uk) and the former New Earnings Survey]. 

In order to deliver on the over-arching aim to ‘build a peaceful, fair and prosperous society 
in  Northern Ireland, with respect for the rule of law’ RCN recommends that the top of 
priority of ‘Growing the Economy’ be amended across the Programme for Government, the 
Budget and the Investment Strategy to read ‘Growing the Economy and Promoting Social 
Inclusion’.  This would ensure that that there is real and sustained commitment to an Anti-
Poverty Strategy, Regional Action Plan by all departments with appropriate allocation of 
resources. RCN is very disappointed that as yet there has been no announcement with 
regards Life-Time Opportunities Strategy and that there is no anti-poverty framework in 
place to ensure that this budget, Programme for Government and Investment Strategy have 
been developed to deliver on anti-poverty outcomes.
3.2
We welcome the mention made of an over reliance on the economic performance of Belfast 
in measuring Northern Ireland’s economic growth (para. 2.13) when other forms of 
measurement such as household income ‘indicate that the highest household incomes are in 
the Rural East reflecting the transfer of earnings generated within Belfast by commuters – 
with the lowest incomes in the Rural West.’  We also welcome the reference made to the 
fact that ‘average gross weekly earnings in rural areas are below those of people living in 
urban areas with no evidence to suggest that the gap is narrowing’ [para. 2.15]. 

3.3 
There is mention made that ‘Northern Ireland workers make significantly less of use of 
public transport than their UK counterparts.. and that this in part reflects the greater rurality 
of Northern Ireland.’ The high dependence on the car in rural areas is due to the absence of 
public transport. This continues to be a major form of exclusion for those under 17 years of 
age, households on low incomes, and the older population.  We were delighted to hear of 
DRD’s CSR bid ensuring that free public transport for the over-60s would be extended to 
rural transport schemes and would strongly urge DRD to ensure this bid remains a high 
priority in its allocation of the departmental budget. However, the real issue of accessibility 
to rural transport remains a key barrier to increased mobility and the potential of rural 
dwellers to reduce their carbon footprint. RCN recommends that the Executive develops a 
more dynamic target as regards the accessibility to rural transport which will ensure that 
rural dwellers will live no further than 800 metres from an access point to public/rural 
transport. 
3.4 
We are very disappointed in the analysis on Northern Ireland’s ‘social context’ as compared 
with the excellent analysis on the economy; this reflects again the over-emphasis on the 
economy. There is no mention of the last thirty-five years of conflict and the personal, 
community and economic costs. The ‘Cost of Division – A Shared Future Strategy’ Report 
commissioned by the previous Administration on 29 March 2006, and conducted and 
finalised during direct rule identified that 1·5 billion is spent every year in Northern Ireland 
as a result of division. We are very concerned that the Shared Future Strategy is gone and 
again that there has been no strategy in place to ensure that the Budget, Programme for 
Government and Investment Strategy is committed to tackling sectarianism, building shared 
institutions and spaces, and growing good relations. 

3.5
There is no mention of the demographic changes that have taken place in Northern Ireland 
over the last ten years and the increased levels of immigration. The face of Northern Ireland 
has changed with a far greater diversity of people, cultures and possibilities. The failure to 
acknowledge this is deeply concerning again signifying a very limited perspective on the 
kind of society the Government is trying to build. 

RCN’s welcomes to commitment to sustainable development and the analysis on the 
environmental context. There is great potential to develop innovative approaches to 
environmental sustainable in rural areas but it is critical that engaging with and working 
with local communities is central to this approach.

3.6
We are disappointed that there is no section specifically focusing on the challenges facing 
rural communities with regards to, for example:

· access to and availability of quality services;

· lack of transport;

· aging population and the lack of a quality care infrastructure;

· pressures on farming and farm families;

· lower levels of female entrepreneurial activity particularly in the rural west;

· greater nos of self-employed;

· different deprivation factors as compared with urban including poor access to services, low local wages, limited job opportunities, lack of affordable housing.

This analysis might have ensured a greater commitment to ‘rural proofing’ all the Public 
Service Agreements and ensure that ‘rural’ is not just seen as the responsibility of DARD. 
This is particularly important as DARD with DETI are the only two departments where 
there has been a decrease in spending in recent years.  
3.7
We are also disappointed that there is no mention of the role of community / voluntary 
sector in this section. There is mention made that ‘Government alone cannot deliver this 
productivity improvement. The private sector also has an important role to play in 
promoting enhanced economic growth’ but no reference made to the role that community 
and voluntary groups carry out with regards, for example, working with the long term 
unemployed, those living in workless households, those with a disability in developing skills 
and confidence; there is no mention of the contribution of the social economy sector to the 
wider economy. The list could go on. The Compact and Positive Steps were two important 
documents recognizing the critical partnership between the community and voluntary sector 
and government but they are absent from this analysis.
4.0
Budget and Programme for Government – Equality, Good Relations & Rural Proofing 

4.1 We welcome the five key strategic and interdependent priorities as laid out: 
· Grow a dynamic, innovative economy;

· Invest to rebuild public infrastructure;

· Deliver modern, high quality and efficient public services;

· Protect and enhance Northern Ireland’s environment and natural resources; and

· Promote tolerance, inclusion, health and well-being. 


We would welcome a rural proofing dimension to each of these priorities and an indication 
as to how these priorities will be addressed in rural areas or for 30% of the population. We 
note that rural is mentioned under most of them but not with any great detail. There 
are also no details with regards how these priorities will be monitored over the three years 
and whether this will be a process open to consultation. We also welcome the cross-cutting 
themes of ‘a better future’ and ‘sustainability’ but as we have already mentioned, the 
absence of a agreed ‘shared future’ strategy and an ‘anti-poverty’ strategy means that 
there is little evidence as to how these themes will be implemented, monitored and 
evaluated across all the Public Service Agreements
4.2
The theme of equality is treated with extreme vagueness throughout all the documents.  As 
part of the consultation exercise, the information from High Level Equality Impact 
Assessments should have been made publicly available.  Doing this at a later stage when the 
consultation has ended forecloses any possibility of using this information to comment 
meaningfully upon decisions.  The information should be published immediately. The 
conclusion reached in the Budget that ‘in overall terms, there is no evidence to suggest that 
the priorities will have a significant negative impact on S75 groups, rather it is anticipated 
that delivery of the priorities will have a positive impact and will make a significant 
contribution to the promotion of good relations’ is not based on any published evidence.

4.3
References to good relations are even more elusive. With the demise of the ‘Shared Future’ 
Strategy and no indication of its replacement, Section 75 [2] and its commitment to ‘paying 
regard to good relations’ is an indispensable part of the legislation that acknowledges that 
Northern Ireland is still a deeply divided society and ensures that the investment and 
programme over the next 3 years creates a more shared place where there is greater freedom 
of movement with regards housing, employment, education, leisure and relationships.

4.4
RCN recognises the need for government to secure efficiency savings where possible.  We note that £790 million is to be raised through efficiencies in the next three years.  However, there is no indication as to how these efficiency targets have been arrived at and their potential impact on equality, social inclusion and good relations. RCN is also deeply concerned that ‘efficiency savings’ become cuts and that these cuts are easiest the further down the ‘food-chain’ with services in rural areas being at the fore-front. The work of the new Performance and Efficiency Delivery Unit set up to monitor these savings will be crucial.  It should examine the methodology for identifying where savings will be made, and what the impact of this will be on rural communities, equality and good relations.
5.0
Rural Proofing the Public Service Agreement (PSAs)  and Targets

We would hope that the outcome of PSA 17 on ‘enhancing rural proofing’ will be that the 
next Programme for Government and Budget will be rural proofed signalling an 
understanding among politicians and policy makers of the specific issues in rural 
communities and a commitment to developing solutions appropriate to those issues. In the 
absence of such a process with regards this Budget and Programme for Government, we 
wish to highlight some issues against each PSA which might inform the delivery plans for 
each PSA; these by no means represent an exhaustive list.
5.1
PSA 1: Productivity Growth

Economic growth is slower and more fragile in peripheral rural areas.  We would be 
concerned that the 6500 new jobs from inward investment would be concentrated on urban 
centres resulting in an increase in commuting and impacting on the sustainability of rural 
areas. There is scope for imagination with regards new ‘environmental economies’ in rural 
areas around the sustainable use of natural resources and increasing the numbers of locally 
based jobs. [RDC – Rural Policy Perspectives 2006]


There are still areas of rural Northern Ireland that are not covered by Broadband [e.g. 
Eskra]. It might be useful to have a breakdown of the planned increased broadband take up 
by businesses in terms of urban-rural. 


With the lower levels of start-ups by women, particularly in rural areas, we would welcome 
a commitment to increasing the levels of start-ups by women, people with disabilities, 
people from a minority ethnic background.  
5.2
PSA 2: Skills for Prosperity

5.21
Whilst vital that people have the skills that equip them for a well-paid job, we are concerned 
that that learning seems to have been reduced to one of building skills for the economy. It is 
important that we do not lose the concept of life-long learning and its contribution to 
personal and community development. This is particularly important in rural areas where 
there is greater risk of isolation. The ‘leisure/hobby’ courses are often the vital first step for 
an adult returning to education and becoming connected to others and their community. 
Delivery of such courses as close as possible to people’s homes and communities is also 
important in terms of building confidence. This poses specific challenges in rural areas.

5.22
We are also concerned that a number of targets achieved so far have focused on young 
learners and not by targeting harder-to-reach adult learners. Of the 10,158 people who 
participated in the Essential Skills programme in 2006-07, only 1,839 were over 35 and the 
vast majority were aged 16-18. There is an important role for community and voluntary 
groups in rural areas in identifying and working with adults who have been excluded from 
education or find it hard to access education such as those with lower literacy levels, people 
with disabilities, women with caring responsibilities, older people. Recognizing this role is 
critical. 
5.23
Businesses in rural areas tend to be smaller and more dispersed so employees may be less 
likely to go to qualification training and have less choice about training providers. 
5.3
PSA 3: Increasing Employment

When farming is included, self-employment represents a significant component of rural 
employment. The level of dependency on agriculture for all or part of households’ 
livelihood in rural areas is significant particularly in the rural west, the south and the north 
east. [RDC – Rural Policy Perspectives 2006]. In recognition of the reducing dependency of 
agriculture for many farmers through the increasing movement to farm diversification or 
beyond the farm gate employment, RCN recommends that the relevant training to this sector 
be given at a place and time convenient to the farmer and his/her family. 

The social economy sector and the role of community and voluntary groups in starting up 
businesses needs recognized as an important aspect of the rural economy.


Levels of commuting from rural areas to urban areas for work has increased placing strain 
on caring responsibilities, families, with rural dwellers spending more time travelling and a 
greater percentage of their income on transport costs. There are also environmental costs. 
Young people without access to a car or public transport face particularly challenges in 
gaining access to the job market,
5.4
PSA 4: Support Rural Businesses


This PSA focuses on the important dimension of farm diversification and helping people out 
of farming through the development of new skills. We would welcome a wider focus on 
rural businesses particularly focusing on how to support women, minority ethnic 
communities and young people start up their own businesses. There is a willingness 
amongst the business support organisations to address the under representation of women 
and young people but often it is hard to see what to do.  Many run programmes are targeted 
at women or young people and these can certainly be of benefit but they don’t necessarily 
help to remove the barriers that prevent these people from coming onto the wide range of 
‘mainstream’ support. Barriers can be practical, social, cultural and organisational.

For example:

· Social attitudes and cultural barriers

· Personal and professional style

· Family responsibilities

· Access to networks

· Confidence

· Career path barriers

· Access to finance

· Getting the right information at the right time

5.5
PSA 6: Children and Family

The main challenges facing effective service delivery for families and young children in 
rural areas include:

· changing populations with increased migration and immigration;

· different perceptions of need between communities;

· lower expectations of service availability and quality;

· more widely dispersed populations, including those with particular needs, such as a child or a parent with a disability;

· a lower level of existing resources, including trained and experienced staff;

· the risk to sustainability because of lower numbers;

· the lack of suitable premises;

· the additional time and cost required to provide services.

As a matter of principle, it is important that equity of access to services is maintained by 
overcoming the obstacles presented by distance by taking services to dispersed communities 
or by enabling families to reach services that are not practical to take to them by: 

· paying for taxis;

· working with volunteer driver schemes;

· collaborating with other suitable providers;

· buying or leasing minibuses;

· sponsoring driving lessons.

· allowing for a higher per capita cost than in an urban area.


Many of these issues don’t necessarily require a great deal of extra resources but they do 
require imagination and flexibility on the part of service deliverers. For example, if a rural 
childcare centre is receiving children from a Sure Start area but is not actually based in a 
Sure Start area then it should receive the extra resources for each child. 

5.6
PSA 7: Making People’s Lives Better

5.61
This is a very important PSA and it is disappointing that many of the stated actions are 
vague. For example ‘implement a programme to improve societal relations’ with no targets 
associated such as, for example, a reduction in sectarian and racist incidents.  The lack of 
any notional amount of resources attached to the targets that do exist in a tight financial 
context means that at best we need to approach them with a degree of scepticism.


Only three departments, OFMDFM, DSD and DHSSPS, are involved in delivering this PSA 
– issues such as public transport, planning or rurality, are thus omitted.  We feel strongly 
that DARD should be included in this PSA. 
5.62
This PSA introduces a very welcome target for severe child poverty – the first of its kind in 
the UK.  However, as mentioned elsewhere in this response, RCN is very concerned that as 
yet the anti-poverty strategy has no status and we have no clear policies or actions to 
actually deliver on poverty targets.  Given that the UK government is likely to fail to meet 
its targets, Northern Ireland can hardly hope to do better without a very clear policy and 
substantial resources, otherwise targets are well intentioned but meaningless.  We note that 
one of the actions for 2008-11 is to adopt a strategy, however, we believe that this should 
have been done before this budget period even starts.

The recent Save the Children Report Annual Child Poverty Report 2007 identified that there 
are greater child poverty rates in small/medium sized towns than in large towns or cities, 
particularly in the west.

Table: Child Poverty Rates (%) in Northern Ireland (2004/5)

	
	Before Housing Costs
	After Housing Costs

	Belfast Metropolitan Area
	21
	22

	Urban East
	28
	27

	Urban West
	29
	31

	Rural East
	16
	16

	Rural West
	27
	23

	All Children in NI
	24
	24



Regardless of whether a child is living in an urban or rural area, the consequences of poverty 
are similar such low income, poor educational attainment, poor health, low quality housing, 
fewer choices. However, the causes of poverty are often different in rural areas and therefore 
the solutions need to be different. 


RCN argues that any anti-poverty strategy should show an understanding of rural poverty by 
highlighting:

· Limited access to key services – the effects of centralisation / rationalisation of shops, post offices, health services, and schools; rural residents have to travel up to five times further to key services such as A & E unites, pharmacies and GP clinics than those living in urban areas [Source: NI Multiple Deprivation Measure 2005, NISRA]

· Higher transport costs due to greater distances to services and employment;

· Poor transport infrastructure with high dependency on car ownership – this particularly impacts on young people’s access to recreation, leisure and services; 

· High levels of unfit housing – twice the level of urban areas;

· Isolation of vulnerable groups such as lone parents, people with disabilities, minority ethnic communities;

· Fuel poverty with higher heating costs;

· Limited employment opportunities and access to training;

· Lack of affordable, quality childcare. There is substantial variation in the availability of childcare places across Northern Ireland, from 380 places per 1,000 children under five in Ards and North Down, to 80 places in Newry and Mourne.  Foyle, an area which includes Derry, Limavady and two-thirds of Strabane, has around 110 places. Whilst South and East Belfast has 330 places, North and West Belfast has just 160. [source: http://www.poverty.org.uk/I34c/index.shtml#nav]

5.63
There is reference to the ‘roll out of the Benefit Uptake Strategy’ but we would welcome a 
specific rural dimension to this as anecdotal evidence highlights lower levels of uptake in 
many rural areas. This again requires creative thinking such as a scheme in Fermanagh using 
postmen and postwomen to deliver information and inform people with regards their 
benefits.

5.64
Up to very recently, there were no statistics kept by the Housing Executive on where 
homeless people came from and therefore no urban-rural breakdown. This meant that it was 
impossible to determine level of need within rural areas. For example:

· The demand for temporary accommodation 
· Gaps in service provision in terms of advice, accommodation and support 
· Future demand 
· Barriers to accessing advice and temporary and permanent accommodation 
· Support options 


We welcome the NIHE’s new Rural Housing Strategy which includes a focus on rural homelessness 
and would hope that this continues to be adequately resourced within DSD. We have similar concerns about the Fuel Poverty Strategy, as we understand that perhaps only half of the resources necessary are available. This will have particular implications in rural areas where the latest figures show that almost one in three households in rural areas live in fuel poverty compared with one in five in urban areas. [DSD 2007]
5.7
PSA 8: Promoting Health and Addressing Health Inequalities
5.71
RCN very much welcomes the focus of this PSA on creating and preserving good health and 
wellbeing rather than merely treating ill health. Whilst welcoming the focus on community 
based health programmes ‘within the 10% most disadvantaged areas’ RCN would be 
concerned that such disadvantage is calculated through the use of criteria which has an 
inbuilt urban bias. RCN would recommend that the Executive adopts a much more robust 
disadvantage testing process that also takes into account specific issues relating to rural 
disadvantage and exclusion. 

5.72
We also welcome Objective 4 with regards the reduction in the incidence of suicide and 
would urge again the 
need to focus on the specific rural issues with regards to provision of 
services and engagement with local communities.
5.8
PSA 10: Helping our Children and Young People to Achieve Through Education
5.81
 RCN welcomes the objective on early years intervention and the action related to it.  We 
look forward to the delivery of the Early Years Strategy promised and particularly the 
commitment made to ensure that the specific needs of rural communities are included. We 
welcome DARD’s commitment to developing a Rural Childcare Strategy from 0-12 years 
which will link to the Early Years Strategy. We are concerned that there is a gap for older 
children and teenagers. For those who do have notional access to extra-curricular 
activities 
there are issues for particularly young people from poorer backgrounds who are dependent 
on the school bus and therefore have 
difficulty in accessing both informal and formal after-
school activities. The educational targets which use 
Neighbourhood Renewal areas as 
comparators are likely to ignore a great many rural deprived areas. We would also like 
reference made to the need to invest in teaching English as an additional language – the 
absence of this reflects back to the point made earlier about the failure to recognize that 
Northern Ireland has 
changed dramatically over the last ten years with increasing 
immigration.
5.82
 There are significant issues within rural areas with regards the closure and potential closure 
of many small rural schools, particularly in the controlled sector. It is important that local 
communities are involved and engaged in these decisions with local schools and boards of 
governors open to exploring new partnerships and collaborations between schools in a local 
area. 
5.9
PSA 11: Driving Investment and Sustainable Development


We are disappointed that there is no mention of the establishment of an Environmental 
Protection Agency. There is great potential in rural areas to develop ‘new ‘environmental 
economies’ around the sustainable use of natural resources and increasing the numbers of 
locally based jobs. 
5.10
PSA 12: Housing, Urban Regeneration and Community Development
5.101
The key department across the 5 objectives outlined in this PSA is DSD and RCN would be 
concerned by there is an urban focus to DSD’s work to the detriment of rural community 
development and wider community / voluntary infrastructure in rural areas. 

5.102 Social and affordable housing is core to building sustainable rural communities.  We very 
much welcome NIHE’s commitment to developing the current Rural Housing Action Plan 
[2007] and the process they adopted to develop this strategy. We welcomed Margaret 
Ritchie’s comments at its launch:


“People in rural areas suffer the same economic and housing problems as those living 
elsewhere but these are often made worse by geographic isolation. Homes in rural areas are 
three times more likely to be unfit compared to homes in our towns and cities. In addition, 
the latest figures show that almost one in three households in rural areas live in fuel poverty 
compared with one in five in urban areas. There are also growing concerns about lack of 
decent housing, both in the private and social sectors. Compared with urban areas, rural 
areas have a comparatively small but growing social housing waiting list.”

We are however concerned that there is not sufficient money in the budget over the next 
three years to deliver the key targets identified in the Action Plan. These include:

· Review how rural housing need is assessed and continue to test latent demand 

· Set a target for the number of homes built under the social housing new build programme 

· Increase Rural Priority Areas and review the Housing Executive’s replacement grant policy 

· Develop a Rural Housing Forum to represent the views of the rural community 

· Promote energy efficiency and tackle fuel poverty in rural areas 

· Improve homelessness advice and services in rural areas. 


Rural areas have a very high level of owner occupation (78%) compared to urban areas 
(64%). Five year projections show that around 16% of future social housing provision is 
required in rural areas.

5.11
PSA 13: Improving the Transport Infrastructure

5.111
Transport or the lack of it lies at the heart of sustainable rural communities and is the no 1 
issue that gets raised again and again by rural dwellers. In transport terms, sustainability can 
be improved by reducing the numbers of trips made, by reducing trip distances, by 
increasing the occupancy of vehicles, and by using more efficient forms of transport. 
However, the trends in rural areas point to an increase in trips made, longer distances, fewer 
occupants per vehicle and less efficient forms of transport being used.


In rural areas, a key issue is accessibility defined by the ease rural dwellers can get to the 
facilities they require – this is determined by the level and kind of transport available. For 
many, the car provides the answer but not for a significant percentage of the rural 
population, those too young too drive, those on low incomes, and the older population. We 
would be interested in how the target of ‘achieve and maintain 77 million passenger 
journeys per annum across all bus and rail public transport by March 2011’ had been 
calculated and the extent to which this also includes an increase in rural areas. 
5.112
We have referred to a DRD bid with regards extending free transport to the over 60s to rural 
transport schemes and would strongly urge DRD to follow through on this commitment as it 
decides on its departmental allocations and to explore the more critical factor of accessibility 
to these transport opportunities.
5.113
Thinking about rural transport does not necessarily mean a great deal of extra resources but 
rather the removal of bureaucratic, administrative and legal barriers. These barriers can lead 
to the situation as outlined below:  

“The yellow bus (ELB) comes in with a few kids on it, the white bus (HSS) comes in 
with some older people, the blue bus (Ulsterbus) has no one on it and then in 
comes the 
community transport bus in the middle of it all” (Community Transport Worker)

5.12
PSA 14: Promoting Safer Roads
5.121 
It is particularly important to get the road safety message across in rural areas. Over the last 
five years, 70% of our road deaths happened on rural roads and more than three quarters of 
all speed-related deaths and serious injuries occur on rural roads. However, this will require 
additional long term resources to deliver a sustained message across all sectors of road 
users.
5.13
PSA 16: Investing in the Health and Education Estates
5.131
Access to quality services remains a constant aspect of rural deprivation, brought into 


public view each time a school, post-office or hospital closes. It is important that local 
flexible alternatives are developed with regards health and education that provide 
complementary services to those further away.  Community provision, multi-service outlets 
and mobile facilities have all been shown to provide economically viable alternatives. They 
can also serve a social function through bringing rural dwellers together. Similarly local 
shops, pubs, church halls could be better used as meeting places and locations where 
deliveries can be made when people are not at home. Schools could be better used in the 
evenings as run adult education programmes and courses. Small changes can often resolve 
large problems and they can also build relationships across different communities and 
peoples.

5.132 
Increased co-location of public services should be sought and this would involve rethinking 
usage of health and education estates to reflect future rather than current patterns.  Education 
estate should also take account of the recommendations made by Bain about greater sharing 
and the centrality of area planning for education. 
5.14
PSA 17: Rural Infrastructure
5.141
We very much welcome to the commitment to a Rural White Paper, the development of a 


Rural Champion and enhancing rural proofing. To turn these commitments into any kind of 
reality will require the significant and sustained commitment of the Executive and all 
government departments, not just DARD.
5.142
We are concerned that possibly as little as £26 million of the £500 million RDP this will be 
available to rural communities not directly involved in agriculture, environment or business 
creation. There are more social and cultural issues which remain to be tackled across all of 
rural Northern Ireland and RCN would content that just over 5% of the total RDP will not be 
sufficient to effectively address them. .  

5.15
PSA 18: Deliver High Quality Health and Social Services
5.151
The issue for many rural dwellers is as much about access as it is about delivery. Creative 
thinking is required with, for example, consultant appointments with either consultants 
holding surgeries in outreach centres or group bookings from a particular area easing the 
transport question. 

5.152
Whilst laudable in its commitment to a rapid response ambulance target of eight minutes, 
the reality for many rural dwellers is that the response times are indeed much longer as a 
result of removal of local A & E and the limited knowledge of local rural roads by 
ambulance drivers who live outside of the general area. The recent case of ‘doctoring’ of 
response times suggests that even at 
present such targets cannot be met without additional 
investment in localised ambulance stations manned by local drivers.
5.16 PSA 20: Improving Public Services

5.161
Accessing quality and sustainable public services is the right of all citizens, irrespective of 
geography. Ensuring this right is met in rural areas is often less about more resources and 
more about changes in behaviour, and the removal of administrative, bureaucratic and legal 
barriers. It requires creative thinking and a commitment to sustaining innovative pilots that 
are shown to work. 
5.162
We need confident decisions on issues such as co-location of services that will actually 
transform delivery and ensure equality and equity for rural dwellers – with schools and 
health on the same site as libraries and childcare, for example, and single points of access to 
all government services. Services also need decentralised out of the urban areas. 
6.0
Consultation and Engagement Process – What have we learned?
6.1
RCN recognizes that the Budget and Programme for Government were developed in a very 
short time frame and that their publication is a massive achievement. It has been a learning 
process for the government, political parties and the community and voluntary sector. We 
are keen that there are lessons learned this time round which might feed into the next 
planning and budgeting round in terms of maximising public involvement at an earlier stage. 
What are the possibilities to increase the voice of citizens and local communities, in 
deciding budgets, investment priorities and monitoring spent and outcomes? The comments 
below are in that spirit.
6.2
The time between the end of the consultation and publication of the final documents is, as usual, very short.  This raises some concern about whether there is sufficient time properly to consider submissions and incorporate any of their suggestions into the Northern Ireland Executive’s final plans.  As a great deal of effort goes into the preparation of consultation responses of this scale, it is important that respondents have confidence that their views might make some difference.  On this note, it would be very useful, as has happened in some past government consultations, if government could respond to the consultation by saying what it has heard, what it has taken on board and what it has not, for whatever reason.

6.3
There was not a great amount of detail in the three documents which meant that it was hard 
to find anything specific to comment upon. The failure to publish the High Level Impact 
Assessments and the efficiency savings plans alongside these documents was disappointing. 
It is also disappointing that the delivery plans for each of the PSAs will not be open to 
consultation and that the very short time frame means that it is highly unlikely that the 
overall Equality Impact Assessment, when it is published, will lead to any changes in 
resource allocation or 
decisions made. 
6.4
The NICVA Comprehensive Spending Review discussions with each of the departments in 
the summer of 2007 were very useful and an important first step in engaging citizens in the 
budgeting and prioritisation process. We hope that the government departments found them 
useful and that DFP saw value in these with an intent to build on this first step in the next 
round. RCN would recommend that DFP convene an event during 2008 to reflect on the 
budgeting process with the community and voluntary sectors and examine what might be 
done differently, improved upon next time. 
6.5
RCN would also recommend that the monitoring of priorities and outcomes during this 
budget and programme for government engages the community and voluntary sectors. There 
is much the sector can contribute to the process bringing the stories, experiences and 
realities of particularly marginalised and excluded people and groups. Finding ways of
maximising the relationship between government and the sector can only be of benefit in 
ensuring that the vision of the Programme for Government is realised. 
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