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1. INTRODUCTION

The West Midlands Economic Strategy (WMES) underwent a fundamental review
between March 2006 and December 2007. Partners and stakeholders from all
sectors and across the region have participated in a wide-ranging debate to arrive at
the final version of the strategy, launched on December 10" 2007. The West
Midlands Rural Affairs Forum (WMRAF) and the West Midlands Regional Assembly
(WMRA) have been working with Advantage West Midlands to ensure that the review
process includes the best possible practice in terms of ‘rural proofing’. That is to say
that there are the correct mechanisms in place to systematically

» consider whether the strategy is likely to have a different impact in rural areas,
because of particular rural circumstances or needs

* make proper assessment of those impacts, if these are likely to be significant

» adjust the strategy, where appropriate, with solutions to meet rural needs and
circumstances.

Three separate but inter-linked pieces of work have already been completed:

1. The ‘Rural Commentary’ prepared as part of Phases 1 - 3 of the review process
(building the evidence base, developing and consulting on policy choices)

2. The ‘Rural Perspectives’ report on the Consultation Draft of the strategy

3. The ‘Mainstreaming Rural’ report on the draft Delivery Framework

Each report drew together evidence on the nature and functioning of rural economies
across the region already available and the plans and aspirations of economic
development actors at a sub-regional level. WMRAF members and other
stakeholders were invited to a ‘rural proofing’ workshop to discuss each stage of the
WMES review and their views also informed the three reports.

The purpose of this document is twofold. Firstly, drawing on the previous reports, it
comments on the new WMES from a rural perspective, highlighting opportunities for
rural areas and rural communities as well as possible barriers to success. Secondly
it looks forward to delivery, suggesting implications for delivery that will need to be
considered as the strategy moves from high level objectives and priorities to actions
on the ground.

The report is arranged as follows:

Section 2 revisits the key characteristics of the region’s rural economies, taking into
account more recent work on the region’s rural economies completed this year.

Section 3 comments on the vision and strategic approach of the WMES from a rural
perspective.

Section 4 provides detail of how each of the WMES objectives and priorities could
play out in a rural context and considers the implications for delivery.

Section 5 comments on the focus, monitoring and delivery arrangements.



The conclusion of the report highlights the need to continue the rural proofing
process into the implementation of projects and programmes as the strategy is rolled
out over the coming months and years.

2. KEY CHARACTERISTICS OF THE REGION’'S RURAL
ECONOMIES

There is general recognition that the rural areas of the region are an important
consideration in the WMES because rural economies

. Make an important contribution to the health of the region’s economy,
providing diverse and high quality businesses and working environments

. Affect the economic and social well being of the 1.19million people who
live in rural areas in the region

. Offer high quality environments, including important landscapes and built
heritage that are valued by local residents and visitors *

These rural areas are however, very diverse. They vary from remote and sparsely
populated areas on the Welsh borders and in the Peak District, to ex-coal-mining
areas in Staffordshire, to more accessible, ‘commuter belt’ areas nearer the
conurbation, to areas of growth along the technology corridors.

The recent work on rural economies commissioned by AWM and undertaken by
SQW has usefully examined these differences in more detail, unpacking some of the
reasons for these variations and suggesting some implications for the development
of policy.? In particular the conclusion of this work highlights the importance of
understanding the relative dependence on larger urban centres between different
rural areas and suggests a differentiation between those Local Authority Districts
(LADs) that are ‘accessible’ and ‘inside’ the functional geography of the city-region,
and those that are ‘remote’ and ‘outside’ the functional geography of the city-region.
The latter being those districts in the west of the region and East Staffordshire (the
Peak District).

This work on the rural economies of the region reinforces the conclusion that in order
to deal with the diversity of rural economies present in the region, policy responses
will need to adjust to local circumstances. Furthermore, the report suggests that
particularly in more remote rural areas local leaders in all sectors, who are in the best
position to guide the implementation of the strategy in their own areas and
communities, will be have a significant contribution to make.

Without undermining this fundamental requirement to ‘deal with diversity’, it is
possible to point to a humber of key characteristics of rural areas. These hold true
over most rural economies of the region and many tend to be even more pronounced
the more sparsely populated and remote the area is.

* If we take GVA figures as the key indicator of productivity, with the exception of
Warwickshire, all the shire counties are below both regional and national
averages and are at the bottom of the regional ranking.

! Regeneris 2004, Achieving a healthier rural econontlyénNest Midlands Countryside Agency
2 West Midlands Rural Economy Study. 2007 Overview, Workiager 1 and 11. SQW
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* There are high levels of economic activity (and low levels of unemployment) in
most rural areas.

* Rural populations have been growing and ageing faster than regional averages,
fuelled by in-migration of older and (in some areas) out-migration of younger
people, and in some cases by the recent inflow of migrant workers.

* Many rural areas have a resident population with higher qualifications than
average and fewer people with no qualifications (although more remote areas
perform less well than accessible areas).

* There are a high proportion of small and micro businesses in rural areas

» Self-employment is an important source of employment in rural areas, although
the reasons for this vary across the region and it does not always signify high
levels of growth and dynamism in the local economy.

» Economic activity is spread across a wide variety of sectors, but is not as diverse
as the region’s urban economy.

* Average wages tend to be lower in rural areas than both regional and national
averages although incomes tend to be higher (probably due to a combination of
out-commuting to higher paid jobs and unearned income from pensions and other
sources).

* Most rural economies are not particularly growth orientated. They have low
levels of investment (net capital expenditure per business), an under
representation of employment in knowledge based, high tech and fast growing
sectors and over representation in declining sectors. This is particularly the case
in less accessible rural areas.

+ Disadvantage in rural areas is generally not concentrated in particular
communities as it is in more urban areas. Recent research by the Commission
for Rural Communities concluded that one in five households in rural England live
below the poverty line (less than 60% of median income). These households are
found in all types of rural communities and their situation is often masked by the
relative affluence of others.



3. WMES - VISION AND STRATEGIC APPROACH

3.1 The Vision
The new vision of the WMES for the West Midlands is:
“To be a global centre where people and businesses choose to connect”

Although the idea of a ‘global centre’ may not resonate immediately with those living
and working in the more isolated parts of the region, the vision is shorthand for
describing ‘a location in which people and businesses choose to invest, work, learn,
visit and live’. The detail of the vision for the future makes clear how the strategy
aims to bring together economic, social and environmental concerns for all parts of
the region.

“That means

becoming a more prosperous region, but recognising that economic growth must
support overall improvements in quality of life and wellbeing of the region’s residents;

becoming a more cosmopolitan and inclusive region, making full use of the skills and
talents of our people and ensuring equality of opportunity, across the region, in
relation to wealth and prosperity generated through continued economic growth;

becoming a more sustainable region, correctly valuing our natural, historic and
cultural assets, seeking to minimise our use of the planet’s resources and preparing
for a low-carbon future.”

The clear commitment in this more detailed vision to the reduction in carbon
emissions and to ‘becoming a more sustainable region’, will be welcomed by many
rural stakeholders along with others in the region. Rural areas have a particularly
significant contribution to make in moving towards a low carbon economy, in terms of
the production of renewable energy, in developing new technologies and in providing
examples of best practice in fostering the low-carbon living and working communities
of the future.

Rural stakeholders will also particularly welcome the commitment to ensuring that
economic growth is focussed on delivering improvements in quality of life and
wellbeing. The commitment to equality of opportunity across the region is usually
read as meaning equality between different sections of society — men and women,
able and disabled, people from different ethnic backgrounds. There is no reason
however, why this commitment to equality should not include equality between
communities of place. That is to say a commitment in line with the government's
aspiration that ‘nobody should be seriously disadvantaged by where they live’.?

3.2 Underlying principles

These elements in the vision are further backed up by some important underlying
principles, which, if systematically applied, could provide significant drivers for
ensuring that the needs and aspirations of rural areas are adequately addressed as
the strategy rolls out. These underlying principles are:

¥ ODPM 2005 The National Strategy for Neighbourhood renewalir years on



“Pursuing equality, reaping the benefits of diversity”, which includes a clear
commitment that ‘the actions and initiatives undertaken as a result from this Strategy
do not disadvantage any particular group’.

“Valuing the natural environment”, recognising the importance of the natural
environment not just in terms of its impact on economic prosperity but on wider
quality of life and wellbeing.

“Supporting urban and rural renaissance”, which includes a commitment to continued
rural proofing of implementation, a recognition of the responsibility on all groups
responsible for delivery to ‘think rural’, and a commitment to dis-aggregate monitoring
data to a sub-regional and urban/rural level whenever possible.

The success of embedding these underlying principles will depend upon the
commitment at the highest levels in the organisations responsible for delivery and
upon the nature of the mechanisms use to ensure that they are systematically
applied. Success will depend as much on winning hearts and minds as on rigorous
monitoring procedures.

3.3 Indicators

The Rural Commentary on the policy choices and the Rural Perspectives report on
the consultation draft of the strategy highlighted the unintended dis-benefits to rural
areas that could result from an over-emphasis on closing the productivity gap
between the West Midlands and other regions, if not counterbalanced by a
commitment to reduce differentials within the region. That is to say, that if closing the
gap were always the primary focus for investment and resource allocation, then there
would be little or no activity directed towards rural areas. Although rural areas have
the lowest productivity levels in the region, because of their relatively weak economic
‘weight’, they may not contribute significantly to closing the regional gap, even if we
were able to raise the figures locally. This fact, together with the increased costs of
delivering interventions (e.g. business support) can drive activity away from these
areas.

Although the underlying principles of equality, the commitment to rural proof, and to
dis-aggregate the monitoring data are important checks, without a specific measure
to reduce the differentials within the region, there is still a risk that this unintended
impact on rural areas will occur. The strategy states that we do not seek economic
growth ‘at any cost’. Hopefully this will include not ‘at any cost’ to rural areas.
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5. FOCUS, DELIVERY AND MONITORING

51 Focus

The spatial focus of the WMES highlights areas in most need. In a rural context the
Rural Regeneration Zone has been identified as the most vulnerable rural area. This
area is broadly consistent with the ‘sparse’ rural areas, according to Defra definitions
and to the ‘remote’ areas as defined by the Rural Economy study. Other areas of
need exist across the region as well as areas of opportunity, particularly those
identified for growth. The strategy acknowledges that these areas will need some
support to deal with issues and to grasp opportunities. Many of these areas will be in
rural districts.

More accessible rural areas will continue to benefit from activity in the High
Technology Corridors, especially in the supply of high-value, knowledge intensive
jobs. Local economic development actors in areas adjacent to the corridors feel that
more could be done to extend these benefits into their rural economies, by
strengthening the links with local businesses.

The focus on market towns is welcome, as these are often important foci for rural
communities for business, work, services and leisure. There are however, other
villages and larger rural settlements that will require some development in order to
foster sustainable communities, as well as opportunities to continue to make use of
redundant buildings in the countryside for alternative economic uses.

5.1 Partnerships

The review of sub-national economic development and regeneration flagged the
government’s intention to put in place mechanisms for the devolution of power and
responsibilities to regions and beyond regions to sub-regional areas and localities.
Local authorities, acting as local leaders for economic development, will have a
strengthened role, with funding devolved down from Regional Development Agencies
‘unless there is a clear case for retaining funding at regional level”.

In this context the role of Local Strategic Partnerships and the Local Area Agreement
process as a means of uniting local partners around a clear set of local priorities, and
for commissioning area specific actions, is likely to become increasingly significant.
This devolution of responsibility and the increased flexibility that goes with it will be
important for rural areas (as for urban) in devising actions that respond to economic
challenges and deliver the aspirations of the WMES.

The strategy includes mention of opportunities to work across regional boundaries
and with international partners. These are of particular importance to those
communities on the periphery of the region who often rely on jobs and services from
other regions (and from Wales) and can suffer from a disjointed approach to policy
development and delivery.

8 The review of sub-national economic development and regeneration 2007 HM Treasury,
Dberr, DCLG

21



5.3  Monitoring

The need for dis-aggregation of the headline and outcome indicators to sub-regional
and local areas is accepted in the WMES (although, at the time of writing, the
accompanying document that provides this detail is not available). Some more
detailed work on this data may be needed to assess whether any gaps in information
are hampering the effective monitoring of rural economies.

Most importantly perhaps, is the clear commitment given in the delivery framework to
‘mainstream rural’:

“The Strategy identifies the need to support rural renaissance as one of its underlying
principles. The approach to be adopted in implementing the Strategy is to
‘mainstream rural’ which means that all boards, strategies, programmes and projects
that contribute to the delivery of the strategy, need to ensure that they address the
relevant rural circumstances. There is no overall separate rural programme, budget
or strategy and partners designing and delivering regional or sub-regional
interventions are expected to show how their plans take a balanced approach to
meeting rural and urban circumstances, in terms of design, outputs and outcomes.”

This unequivocal commitment to rural proofing is very welcome and puts the WMES
on a firm footing for being a beacon of good practice in terms of addressing rural
needs. The million-dollar question for rural stakeholders however, is how will this
commitment be implemented and monitored? Embedding the capacity to ‘think rural’
in this way requires commitment at the highest level in the delivery organisations,
resources for the engagement of rural actors and stakeholders and clear
mechanisms to scrutinise and challenge progress.

6. CONCLUSION

The challenge ahead then, is to build on the experience or rural proofing already
undertaken and to take the process forward not just into the content of the delivery
framework of the WMES, but into the design of programmes, into the decision-
making processes of investment and delivery agents and into the clear evaluation of
impact and outcomes for rural businesses and rural communities.

This will not happen by chance. It will require commitment and leadership from
regional bodies, specific programmes of activity to embed ‘rural thinking’ alongside
other important impact assessment mechanisms, (notably, for sustainable
development and equalities) and challenging and honest scrutiny of progress. The
aim should be to get ‘thinking rural’ into the bloodstream of policy makers, decision
makers and delivery bodies. Appointing rural champions, demonstrator projects and
exchange of best practice, and improvements to the evidence of the needs of rural
areas, all have a part to play. The likelihood is that rural communities will continue to
need strong advocates, speaking up on their behalf at local, regional and national
level. The West Midlands Rural Affairs Forum has a significant role in this respect,
but so do Local Authority leaders, leaders from the Voluntary and Community
Sectors and other members of Local Strategic Partnerships.

Thinking rural is not just an academic exercise, nor an optional extra — it should be
part of how the region ticks.
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