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News Release

23 September 2010
AirS Annual Conference Rural Futures 2010 – Policy and Practice. The challenges of the Big Society Agenda and Public Sector cutbacks 

Action in rural Sussex’s Annual Conference on Thursday 23 September at Slaugham Manor Conference Centre concluded that rural communities in the county can and are delivering the Big Society and can manage the challenges and changes that public sector cuts will bring.
However they can only do this if the new policies introduced are clear; if local authorities and other public sector organisations are committed to true partnership working; and in a way that ensures that implementation takes account of current culture and practice in rural areas. 
These were the overwhelming messages from the Conference, attended by over 170 delegates. The venue was full to capacity and AirS had to turn possible delegates away from late August onwards. 
Representatives from town and parish councils, voluntary organisations, village hall committees, rural organisations and local authorities attended to discuss the Big Society and the challenges that public sector cuts might bring to rural communities. 
The conference heard from a range of speakers all uniquely placed to comment on changing policies and priorities of the new Coalition Government and how they could affect rural communities. These were Sylvia Brown of Action for Communities in Rural England (ACRE) providing a national overview; Margaret Paren, Chair of the South National Park Authority outlining the role of the new National Park; Councillor Louise Goldsmith, Leader of West Sussex County Council, Becky Shaw, Chief Executive of East Sussex County Council and Jeremy Leggett, Chief Executive of Action in rural Sussex. 
A key feature of the conference were the displays by 13 rural communities from across East and West Sussex about the successful implementation of new services or facilities within their communities. These ranged from new village halls, local transport schemes, affordable housing schemes, youth provision, and community hubs to much more wide ranging village and market town community led plans.  

cont’d over / ……
Sylvia Brown of ACRE  said ‘The whole conference provides proof that the Big Society is already being achieved across rural Sussex but we must ensure that this existing rural community effort and practice , and particularly the role of town and parish councils is recognised rather than ignored in the new policies and proposals.’
Jeremy Leggett, Chief Executive of AirS said ‘. We know cuts in public sector are coming and we must also ensure that rural communities are not disproportionately affected by these cutbacks because of an urban area focus of funding allocations. Public sector organisations must recognise that communities are best placed to make their own decisions and will spend money wisely. However we do need continuity and a period of transition to any new arrangements. Change is good but not if it does away with existing best practice and innovation.’ 
Ends

Note to Editors: 

Photo attached – The speakers at the AirS conference answer questions from the audience – from the left – Sylvia Brown (Chief Executive ACRE), Margaret Paren (Chair South Downs National Park Authority), Patrick Shanahan (Chairman AirS), Jeremy Leggett (Chief Executive AirS ) 

Action in Rural Sussex began life in 1931 as Sussex Rural Community Council, a registered charity, and has served rural communities ever since.  It changed its name in 2002. The role of Action in rural Sussex is to identify problems and to respond to the needs of rural communities - providing practical help and supporting villages in Sussex to remain vibrant living and working places. AirS’ agenda includes supporting communities to develop local action plans, distributing valuable grants for rural projects, developing innovative schemes for young people and campaigning on a range of key issues from affordable housing to rural transport.
The 13 communities represented at the AirS Conference were 
Ardingly – Community led Plan 

Billingshurst – Community led Plan / Children’s Centre
Dial Post – Eco Village Hall 

Fishbourne – New Community Centre  

Funtington –Affordable Housing 

Hartfield – Social Group and Lunch Club / Community Support Scheme/ Older People’s 
                  Forum / Community Transport Scheme

Hassocks – Community Cycle Hire Project

Heathfield – Youth Express bus scheme for young people

Henfield – Community led Plan / Community Bus

Plumpton – Community led Plan / Plumpton Goes Green

Selsey – Timebank and Mobile Job Centre Plus

Storrington – Community led Plan / Community hub

Tangmere – Youth Hall / Community allotments
For more information contact Chief Executive, Jeremy Leggett on 01273 407331 or 07825 506650 or Teresa Gittins on 01273 405442 or 07825 506652. Email teresa.gittins@ruralsussex.org.uk
