RURAL ADVICE SERVICE FOR KENT DOWNS FARMERS AND LANDOWNERS PILOT PROJECT

Introduction

This document explains what the Kent Downs Rural Advice Service is and what you need to do to take part in it.

What is the Rural Advice Service?

The Kent Downs Rural Advice Service (KDAS) is a pilot project providing support to farmers and land owners who are seeking to make a change to their land management or business.  The intention is to provide timely advice which will lead to diversification changes that are financially viable, environmentally sound and acceptable in planning terms.

This document explains what the Kent Downs Rural Advice Service (KDAS) is aiming to achieve.

Aims of the Rural Advice Service Pilot

· There are four broad aims for the project:

· To achieve higher quality business diversification proposals by promoting and integrating the business, planning and environmental advice available for rural business diversification.

· To reduce the time it takes to put a rural business diversification idea into practice by providing, quicker co-ordinated advice.

· To pilot a variety of ways of providing rural business diversification advice to find out what works best.

· To strengthen the advisory services available by adopting best practice, encouraging professional development and providing training opportunities.

There are five specific outcomes for the project.

· More viable and better quality rural diversification proposals leading to planning applications improved in environmental and business terms.

· Unsuitable proposals revised at the pre planning stage or removed from the planning system

· Raised awareness among farmers and landowners of the way the local authority planning system works.

· Raised awareness among Planning Development Control Officers of issues relating to farming and rural development.

· Wider appreciation of the trends in rural development identified across the pilot area by sector and location.

Eligibility criteria

This service is geographically restricted to the Kent Downs Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB) and land around the AONB where development proposals would have a material impact on the landscape value or environmental quality of the AONB.  Within this area farmers and land based rural businesses which are small or medium sized enterprises (SME) will be eligible for support. Proposals from private landowners and community projects may also be eligible if they have a material impact on the landscape value or environmental quality of the AONB.

Farmers and land based rural businesses are defined as those growing and harvesting combinable crops, field vegetables, salad crops, ornamentals (including nursery stock, flowers and bulbs), herbage seeds and turf, beef, sheep, pigs, dairy products, poultry and eggs, serviced tourist accommodation on farms (bed and breakfast) self catering tourist accommodation, provision of horse livery and riding stables or farm-based visitor attractions.

To be eligible, the land based rural business must own land, or have a secure tenancy or operate from premises in or affecting the Kent Downs AONB as defined above.  Farmers must be farming in or affecting the Kent Downs AONB.  The farmer must have a County Parish Holding (CPH) number.

The farm or land based rural business must also be classified as a small or medium sized enterprise (SME) in line with Annex 1 of Commission Regulation 70/2001 as amended.  In summary an SME

· Has fewer than 250 employees

· Has an annual turnover not exceeding €50 million, and or an annual balance sheet total not exceeding €43 million, and 

· Is not owned at a rate of 25% by other companies.

European law restricts the amount of State aid given to agricultural businesses.  Aid for agricultural activities under the Kent Downs Rural Advice Service (KDAS) will be provided in accordance with Article 14 of EC Regulation 1/2004 which governs the granting of technical support.  Such support is limited to €100,000 over three years for each business and covers

Education, training, farm replacement services, consultancy or advice, and for participating in competitions, exhibitions and trade fairs.

Any agricultural business applying to the service will need to provide the KDAS co-ordinator with details of any such support they have received from any central or local Government source or other public funds over the last three years. The KDAS project co-ordinator will help applicants with this information if necessary.  The KDAS co-ordinator will also be able to help define whether a business is considered to be land based or not.

Aid for non-agricultural rural activities will be provided in accordance with EC Regulation 69/2001, which governs the granting of de minimis aid.  De minimis aid is a specific category of aid, which does not require authorisation be the European Commission.  Such support is limited to €100,000 over three years for each business and can cover any type of activity.  Any non –agricultural business applying to the service will need to provide the KDAS with details of any such support they have received from any central or local Government source or other public funds over the last three years. 

Businesses which have already received aid up to these limits, will not be eligible (for KDAS support).

How the service operates for Farmers and Land Based Rural Businesses

The KDAS service will give farmers and land based rural businesses free first stage planning, business and environmental advice.  Farmers or land owners might come directly to the KDAS co-ordinator (telephone 01303-815170) or be referred by another agency.  The KDAS co-ordinator will assess eligibility for support.  Farmers and landowners should therefore have to hand details to prove eligibility (CHP and /or address to prove their location) and details of any technical support (for agricultural activities) or de minimis support (for non-agricultural activities) received in the last three years.  Farmers or land owners will be recorded as clients and asked for some basic information including contact details, an indication of the nature of the current business activity and a summary of any ideas that they may already have about how they want to develop their business.

The KDAS co-ordinator will arrange for the farmer or landowner to be visited and advised by specialists with planning, environmental and business expertise.  Clients will be encouraged to take advantage of all three aspects of the advice to help develop their business in a way that will be financially viable, environmentally sound and acceptable on planning terms.  The advisers will provide a report with their recommendations and the KDAS co-ordinator will bring these together in a short action plan to help to take the proposal forward.  A contact sheet will be used to record clients information and a spreadsheet will be used to monitor case progress.

How much aid is available under the service?

The service will fund an average of two days of a consultant on a flat rate fee of approximately £300 per day (excluding VAT). Environment and business advice will be provided under the existing agency arrangements.  The advisers will come in person to meet clients at their farm or business. This could require up to three visits, each around half a day.  Clients will also need time to discuss the resultant Action Plan with the KDAS co-ordinator.  The co-ordinator may also carry out a follow-up call or visit to assess progress a few months after the Action Plan has been agreed.

Upon completion of the advice, clients will be informed of the total cost of assistance granted through KDAS.  This would need to be declared in the event of any further technical or de minimis aid being provided later by another body.

Why the Kent Downs Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB)?

The service will be piloted in the Kent Downs AONB. This area has been chosen for a number of reasons.  Firstly, it stretches from East to West Kent and covers a wide range of different farming character areas.  Its status as a protected landscape means that it is an area where rural development generates some particularly difficult decisions.  The recently published Kent Downs Management Plan acknowledges these difficulties and has identified the delivery of integrated advice as a priority action.  Interestingly, AONBs are highlighted in the Haskins Report as having the capacity to offer first-stop shops to the farming community and the project could act as a regional/national pilot.

On a practical note, the Kent Downs has in place structures that should facilitate the setting up of a pilot such as a local authority planning officers group and a marketing strategy.

Who is involved?

KDAS initially  offered advice across the Kent Downs AONB for a one year period from July 2005 until 31 July 2006 this period will be extended until the 31 March 2007, last payment date 30 June 2007.  A part time co-ordinator was  recruited and based in the Kent Downs AONB unit offices.  The co-ordinator is line managed as part of the AONB team.  The project is being developed and managed by a steering group of partners and funders, comprising Kent County Council’s Rural Regeneration Team, South East Planning Aid, Business Link Kent (BLK), Kent and Sussex Farming and Wildlife Advisory Group (FWAG), DEFRA, Southern England Environmental Development Agency (SEEDA) and the Kent Downs AONB Unit.

There are essentially two parts to the pilot:

· setting up a service to provide pre-application planning advice and support (it is intended that specialist rural planning advisers/consultants will be used and there will be support from South East Planning Aid).

· integrating  this planning service with existing advisory services (primarily BLK and FWAG).

Part 1  Setting up a pre-application planning advice and support service

Recruitment of a network of rural planning advisers (consultants) to provide pre-planning application advice.  The advisers role will involve:

· initial discussions with clients and farm businesses/environmental advisers as appropriate to determine development/diversification potential and the planning, business and environmental implications. 

· site visit/s.

· formulation of proposals with clients.

· consultation with local Planning Authorities and other agencies if required.

· preliminary advice on submission of planning applications if required.

· preparation of full planning assessment clients reports.

· feedback/evaluation of any key issues arising in undertaking the work.

The work of the planning advisers will be linked with South East Planning Aid (which is part of the Royal Town Planning Institute (RTPI)) to determine what their role could be in delivering rural planning advice in the longer-term.  This is likely to focus around three key areas:

· The use of volunteer RTPI members to provide 1-2-1 rural planning advice and support.  The low numbers of volunteer RTPI members in Kent (and the lack of any with specific rural expertise) means that there may be a need to look at a campaign during the life of the pilot to recruit more volunteers with rural planning background.  This would not only provide a vital resource if demand exceeds expectations, but more importantly, it could provide a mechanism for providing rural planning advice beyond the pilot.

The piloting of group advice sessions/open surgeries. 

· The provision of training in rural planning for Kent’s local planning authorities (as part of their continuing professional development programme).

The network of rural planning advisers will be recruited by means of an open competitive tender process with an advert placed in “Planning” the professional journal of the Royal Town Planning Institute inviting expressions of interest, followed by the submissions of tenders and the assessment and award of contracts.  Contracts will be with Kent County Council and the consultants will be managed by the KDAS co-ordinator.

Part 2  Integrating the Advisory Services

Delivering environmental advice

The Kent Farming and Wildlife Group (FWAG) is the key provider of environmental advice to the land-based sector.  They are currently able to offer a half-day free advice to a limited number of farmers across Kent and Sussex (funded by DEFRA).  This provision will be supplemented by funding from the KDAS project to provide a fuller service.  It is also proposed that Kent’s Countryside Management Projects (CMPs) should be considered as a possible delivery mechanism for environmental advice, particularly beyond the scope of the pilot – the CMPs will receive training from FWAG in farm environmental advice as part of this pilot.  The type of environmental advice required to support diversification projects is likely to differ from the standard advice packages already available and may include:

· an environmental audit of the site and its surroundings.

· an environmental impact assessment of the proposal on the site and its surroundings.

· an action plan of how to achieve most environmental gain.

The aim would be to generate a range of site specific and wider farm environmental gains in planning proposals.  These might include:

· Protection of semi-natural habitats.

· Protection of specific species.

· Identification of habitat opportunity.

· Landscape enhancement.

· Sustainable use of soils and natural resources.

· Production and use of sustainable products.

· Mitigation of negative environmental impact.

During the KDAS pilot, this means additional training might be required for existing environmental advisers to ensure that they are able to deliver the agreed advice package. (for example Environmental Impact Assessment).

Delivering Farm Business Advice

The Farm Business Advisory Service (FBAS) hosted by Business Link Kent already offers three days free consultancy for farmers, including help in drawing up a business plan.  Farmers and landowners who have not already benefited from the service but are considering a diversification project should be referred to this service to ensure that their proposal is viable in business terms.  

How will we know if it works?

To participate in the scheme clients would be required to commit to providing data to support the evaluation and monitoring of the scheme.  Records would be kept to show:

· Method of referral.

· Sector and location of proposal.

· Status of case.

Follow-up would also be required after advice has been given to monitor:

· Whether a successful planning application has been made.

· Details of any rural development.

· Resulting economic activity.

How will the project develop?

The project steering group comprising representatives from KCC, BLK, Kent Downs AONB, SEEDA, DEFRA, South East Planning Aid and Kent and Sussex FWAG manages the development of the project.  As well as overseeing the progress of the pilot, this group also has a longer term role in planning how the service could be continued or extended across the county once the pilot comes to an end.  It is intended that the pilot be seen very much 

as a first stage of a process to integrate rural advisory services across the county of Kent.

Where can I get further information about the service?

You can contact the KDAS co-ordinator at Kent Downs Unit West Barn, Penstock Hall Farm, Canterbury Road, East Brabourne, Ashford Kent TN25 5LL

Telephone: 01303-815170



Fax: 01303-815719

Email: mail@kentdowns.org.uk


http://www.kentdowns.org.uk/

