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Hampshire County Council – Developing a Rural Delivery Strategy

Case Study by the Commission for Rural Communities
Introduction

Through its recent Rural Delivery Strategy project, Hampshire County Council has developed an innovative approach to embedding rural delivery as part of its mainstream decision making processes. Their consultative, evidence-based approach represents a considerable step towards tackling the challenge of delivering services in rural areas.

Rural policy background

Creating policies that take account of both urban and rural areas is a challenge faced by policy and decision makers at all tiers of government. According to latest estimates, England’s rural areas account for 9.6 million or 19.1% of the total population. Policy makers and those responsible for service delivery are continually faced with the issue of the ‘rural premium’, the perceived higher costs associated with equitable service delivery in rural communities. As a result, many policies fall victim to an ‘urban pull’, meaning those living in rural areas often experience a disparity in their ability to access services compared to their urban counterparts. 
Local authorities are often the most successful government tier in terms of meeting these challenges. In their position as the most visible and directly accountable tier of government, local authorities have both a responsibility and opportunity to lead the way in achieving equitable policy making. This has often been achieved through effective rural proofing, the process whereby policies are examined and modified to ensure that they do not unfairly disadvantage rural areas. Rural proofing directly supports national level policy to mainstream rural delivery.

Hampshire – a rural county

With a population of over 1,285,900 (ONS Mid-Year Estimates 2008) and covering an area of almost 368,000 hectares, Hampshire is one of the largest shire counties in England. Eighty-five per cent of Hampshire’s land area is classed as rural. The success of a county like Hampshire therefore relies heavily on its thriving rural areas and crucially, a healthy interdependence between its rural and urban areas. Whilst in many respects Hampshire’s rural areas symbolise the ‘jewel in the crown’ for the county, they also present a range of complex problems for the council, with higher costs in equitable service delivery often leading to poor accessibility and a resulting isolation of some service users.
The change of Southampton and Portsmouth into two unitary authorities in 1997 led to an increasing emphasis on Hampshire’s rural areas. The County Council also led the 2005-2007 Defra sponsored Rural Pathfinder for the South East region, which tested innovative ways of delivering services in the county. These factors led to the council asking itself whether it was doing all it could for its rural communities. The appointment in 2008 of an individual Cabinet Member with responsibility for rural affairs prompted the council to revisit its approach to considering rural areas as part of its overall policy making process.
The overarching focus for the council’s subsequent work was based on the need to heighten the importance of rural proofing across the council, and to ensure that the interests of its rural communities were fully recognised within its mainstream decision making processes and structures.

Consultative approach

Hampshire County Council began its revised approach by developing a sound evidence base from which to conduct any future work on rural service delivery. Involving the local community in identifying priorities for the area was seen as essential to achieving this. The council held a Rural Delivery Strategy consultation during autumn 2008, which sought feedback from rural stakeholders on the issues faced by Hampshire’s rural communities. The consultation document mapped all of the council’s services to rural areas and divided them into seven key themes, highlighting examples of initiatives already underway in tackling certain issues. 
A series of seminars and facilitated workshops were also held, which sought views on the priority areas of the council’s work, as well as providing an opportunity for attendees to discuss key issues around rural service delivery in the county. The findings of the workshops, together with detailed responses to the consultation by nearly 60 organisations and individuals, enabled Hampshire to identify both short and long term actions to improve the delivery of services to its rural communities.
‘Immediate interventions’ 

Following the consultation process, Hampshire identified 11 changes to service delivery that could be implemented immediately, with no new resources required. These ‘immediate interventions’ were aligned to the key themes identified in the Rural Delivery Strategy consultation paper. The interventions included: 
· using Hampshire’s ‘Putting People First’ Personalisation programme to develop flexible approaches to care and support for people in rural areas;
· bringing specialist children’s services to rural areas in partnership with the NHS; 
· applying rural weighting as part of the Early Years service; 
· providing additional arts and performance activities in villages; 
· combating anti-social behaviour by adding 24 villages and small towns to patrols by Accredited Community Safety Officers; and 
· supporting a Village Hall Adviser post for which Government funding had been withdrawn. 
All of the immediate interventions were either underway or complete within a year of the Rural Delivery Strategy consultation being launched, which represented a significant step to achieving action on the ground.

Strategic Action Plan

In parallel with the immediate interventions, a strategic action plan was developed and agreed at the Council’s Cabinet in spring 2009. The action plan was prepared along seven themes or ‘emerging priorities’ that were most relevant to service delivery in the county’s rural areas. These themes included:
· Adult Social Care; 
· Children's Services; 
· Community, Leisure and Culture; 
· Environment; Food, Farming and Forestry; 
· Rural Economy, Employment and Skills; and 
· Rural Transport and Accessibility.  
Non-rural specific lead officers were given responsibility for developing specific objectives for each theme. This more holistic approach towards creating combined objectives across council directorates was designed to tackle a previous reliance on existing departmental arrangements, which in the past had presented a barrier to developing innovative, joined up solutions to service delivery in rural areas. Following Cabinet agreement in spring 2009, lead officers for each theme now have responsibility for ensuring objectives are progressed. 
Assigning responsibility for implementing action plan themes to officers with non-rural specific remits has greatly increased the potential for objectives to become embedded within mainstream council policy. Whilst advice and guidance is available via the council’s Culture, Communities and Rural Affairs Department, accountability for delivering the action plan theme rests firmly with mainstream policy makers and service deliverers at the council.

Cross-council support

Cross-team and directorate working groups aligned to the specific action plan themes have been convened across the council. These groups link officers with joint responsibility for meeting the objectives within the individual action plan themes. Crucial to the success of these groups, and the broader cultural change associated with cross-directorate working, has been endorsement from both the Leader of the Council and its Chief Executive, who have encouraged collaborative working within their respective Cabinet and Corporate Management teams.
Buy-in across the council for the rural action plan has been high and there is a general acknowledgment that good policy making is occurring, through policies that take into account varying needs and geographies. Moreover, there is agreement across the council that effective rural proofing of service delivery is leading to more successful corporate collaboration in general policy making.

The Rural Delivery Strategy consultation also highlighted many examples of good practice already taking place across the council. For example, a cross-directorate group has developed advice for pupils in rural schools on access to transport. It has also developed a ‘wheels to work’ moped scheme where mopeds are loaned to people in rural areas who have no other means of travelling to work. 

A new multi-disciplinary team, with representatives from Adult Services, Children’s Services, Culture, Communities and Rural Affairs, and Chief Executive’s Department, has also identified a need for improved access to adult wellbeing services in rural areas. As a result, plans are in place to develop outreach wellbeing services using an existing high-specification mobile Children’s Centre vehicle.

In order to identify areas of the county most at risk of missing out on specific services, the council is also making full use of  ‘Mosaic’ data modelling, which it combines with other existing data, Place Survey data, and information on population wealth and distance from key services to build up a richer picture of its local communities. This has enabled officers to identify areas of rural isolation within the county, and has led, for example, to the council agreeing to provide funding to improve transport access to hospital services within rural areas around Andover. It has also been used to target areas in need of improved access to library, healthcare, and other services.

Partnership working

The council’s close relationship with partner organisations is crucial to the future success of the Rural Delivery Strategy. Engaging the community in achieving sustainable rural communities featured prominently in feedback from the initial consultation, and the resulting action plan involves a range of external organisations. Working with others, particularly district and parish councils to develop a new approach to tackling issues such as rural spatial planning and local housing and service provision, will be crucial to the success of the various action plan themes. 

Organisations such as the Hampshire Alliance for Rural Affordable Housing (HARAH), which works to address the need for affordable rural housing, are also crucial to the council’s future working in rural areas. Successful partnership working has already taken place in the village of Ropley, where twelve affordable homes were recently completed. Although it is the responsibility of Hampshire’s district councils to provide statutory housing provision, buy in from the county, town and parish councils, as well as HARAH, has gone a long way towards making this development possible. 
The county council funds a third of the cost of providing a team of Rural Housing Enablers (based at Community Action Hampshire, which is the Rural Community Council - the umbrella body for the local voluntary and community sector), who provide a key support service for local communities and parish councils in helping them bring forward schemes such as the one at Ropley.   In the past two years since the Council funded the Rural Housing Enablers, 63 affordable village homes have been built and a further 39 are under construction.  The County Council has recently initiated a project with district partners to build 500 affordable homes as a contribution to its Local Area Agreement target. This will use county council land holdings at below market value with a significant emphasis on rural affordable housing delivery . The Local Area Agreement, which embodies the collective improvement priorities for Hampshire, includes an affordable housing target. The county, district, town and parish councils are also represented on the HARAH steering group.  The impact of the scheme at Ropley has not stopped at affordable housing. A local community shop has also resulted, in which all of the scheme’s residents have a share. This has contributed considerably to generating strong community spirit in the area.

The community and voluntary sector are also crucial to the council’s current and future partnership working in rural areas. They provide an invaluable source of information and route for service delivery for both the council and its rural residents. The council is working with district partners, parishes, the Hampshire Association of Local Councils, and Community Action Hampshire to develop an agreed approach to community led planning and is currently piloting this new approach.  The council has taken considerable steps towards furthering community-designed solutions, including encouraging small businesses to develop innovative solutions to local problems. 
A number of changes to the ownership of the shop in the village of West Meon had caused a gradual decline in the vital services it provided to the local community. However, with assistance from ViRSA, a number of forward-thinking local people purchased the site. West Meon Community Shop Association has raised nearly £40,000 for the community, as well as £91,500 in grants, including funding from Hampshire County Council through grants such as the council’s Village Community Grant Scheme. 
This has been used to improve the shop’s facilities, including the transformation of the shop’s disused storeroom into an internet café with a wireless broadband connection. As well as selling local produce, providing a delivery service, café, take-away service and outreach post office, the local police also hold a regular surgery at the shop, and it also provides internet training, particularly for older people. The shop also acts as a Tourist Information Point, as well as being one of the county council’s Customer Access Points. 

To further develop partnership working, the council has also set up a county wide ‘Rural Forum’, which includes a wide range of rural stakeholders and links with other relevant partnerships. It is hoped this will provide a valuable route for effective partnership working in the county, and the council’s Members have identified this type of improved partnership working as forming the crucial next step for the Rural Delivery Strategy project. 

Performance measurement

The emerging Comprehensive Area Assessment (CAA) framework and the targets in the achievement of Local Area Agreement (LAA) targets has brought into sharp focus the need to harness joint resources with partners such as district, town and parish councils. The council recognises it’s essential to monitor performance across the organisation and also ensure that LAA target reporting covers rural parameters effectively. The action plan developed as part of the Rural Delivery Strategy project has assisted the council considerably in meeting its LAA targets, together with a focus on addressing rural inequality for young people, and affordable rural housing.
The council’s Corporate Performance and Efficiency Group, involving a selection of Cabinet Members, Directors and Assistant Directors, will also be monitoring the progress of the Rural Delivery Strategy Action Plan, and will be ensuring that departmental action plans are rural proofed. The group have also made addressing rural deprivation and inequality a key priority within the council’s Corporate Business Plan.

Resources

At the beginning of the project, the council set out to establish whether it was delivering services to rural areas in the most efficient and effective way possible. Instead of including a specific objective for the project around increased spending or cost savings, the council took the more holistic approach of seeking to ensure that as much as possible was being done with existing resources.

Although no direct savings have been made as a result of the Rural Delivery Strategy project, the council’s staff and partners are delivering improved services and increasing value for money. By using qualitative feedback such as Place Survey data, the council is also aiming to evaluate the extent to which its rural residents feel a greater sense of satisfaction as a result of rural strategy interventions.

The council has also identified funding to help progress the outcomes of the project. £200,000 of pump priming investment has been identified in the council’s budget for the current year, which will be used to support new initiatives and projects in rural areas. Initiatives include Grant Aid support for communities, and a pilot to deliver broadband in an area currently without coverage. Six projects have recently been agreed, all focusing on delivering specific outcomes and maximising partnership involvement. 
Each county councillor also has £10,000 to allocate towards their own projects, and which they can spend as they wish. Some of these grants inevitably benefit rural areas. £10,000 has also been allocated to a Community Challenge Fund to enable parish councils and voluntary groups to bring forward small-scale projects in their communities.

Conclusion

Through initiatives such as the previous Defra Rural Pathfinder, and now the Rural Delivery Strategy project, Hampshire County Council has had considerable success in addressing the issues associated with delivering services in rural areas. The turnaround lies in strong leadership across the council, and specifically the support given by the council’s Members. The council is now well coordinated internally, in contrast to previous projects which operated in isolation. Joined up working as a result of the Rural Delivery Strategy project has not only led to more effective mainstreamed decision making and service delivery at the council; it has also helped avoid the risks of duplication of service delivery. However, this change has not happened overnight and is very much a continuing process. 

By mainstreaming rural proofing into the council’s overall policy making, Hampshire County Council has found a way of securing involvement across the whole authority. It is hoped that the Rural Delivery Strategy will assist departments to meet their targets, and set an example for different parts of the council to work more collaboratively.

As well as delivering its Rural Delivery Strategy action plan, the priority for the council is to develop its approach to partnership working, tackling the associated challenges, including the need for the council to justify its investment in resources, and managing competing agendas and expectations of its partners. These are increasingly important issues in the current economic climate, where local authorities across the country are being required to do more with less.
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