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The research for this largely qualitative 
evaluation of the West of England Rural 
Renaissance Programme commissioned 
by the West of England Rural Renaissance 
Partnership Board; has been carried 
out between February -June 2009 and 
follows a presentation of key findings and 
recommendations at a celebration event on 
June 18th 2009 at Radstock Museum.

The Programme was originally funded for three 
years by South West Regional Development 
Agency (SWRDA) and partners to £2.7 million. 

The aims of the programme were to 
strengthen economic links to overcome 
rural disadvantage and develop economic 
inclusion by:

ffincreasing business productivity and 
employment;
ffcreating new rural workspace;
ffincreasing access to ICT;
ffenhancing networking and partnership 
working;
ffensuring rural development.

The agreed focus of this evaluation was to 
research and report on:

ff

ffthe impact of mid-programme management 
changes;
ffpartnership working; benefits and good 
practice;
ffproject benefits, innovation and good 
practice.

The evaluators used a combined methodology 
of in-depth desk research and 1:1 interviews 
with key stakeholders. Interviews were face-to-
face with most project staff and by telephone 
with programme management staff, board 
members and partners.

The report gives detailed background to 
the West of England Rural Renaissance 
Programme and the partnership. It sets out the 
rationale and methodology for the evaluation 
and gives a brief review with key learning 
points of the monitoring of outputs by the 
programme staff and projects. In section five, 
findings under the three main evaluation focus 
points above are set out with key learning 
points. This is followed in section six by a 
summary of barriers to achieving outcomes 
with suggestions and recommendations in 
section seven.

Executive Summary
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Executive Summary
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Key Outputs

Despite considerable constraints and difficulties with the roll-out of the programme in the early 
stages which are discussed below, the WoE RRI Programme achieved 97% of approved spend 
and exceeded a number of key targets as illustrated below:

Extract from SWRDA Outputs 2007-2009 Totals

Output Measure Target Actual
Employment support - 

numbers of people assisted 
to get a job

44 53

Business creation- no of 
new businesses created & 
demonstrating growth after 

12 months

30 31

Business support
No assisted to improve 

performance, the assistance 
being a minimum of  at least 

2 hours

297 349

Regeneration infrastructure 
–Public investment levered 

(£)
£446.8K £568.5K

Skills- no of people assisted 
in their skills development 

as a result of RDA 
programmes

1939 2846

During a recession it was a particularly good achievement to secure greater public investment 
leverage than planned for.  (see appendix 4 for full output table)



Mid-way management team:
ffthe mid-way change in management was 
wholly positive;
ffre-engaged the Board and rural projects;
ffprior experience of staff meant a quick 
introduction of systems and infrastructure;
ff1:1 support to projects was vital;
ffa cohesive project portfolio was achieved;
ffspend targets were almost achieved in a 
short time.

The West of England RR Partnership
ffthe requirements of the RRI programme 
enabled 4 unitary authorities and their 
rural partners to begin to work together 
effectively;
ffmore effective resource management;
ffimproved skill-sharing and learning among 
the partnership;

The projects
ffRRI enabled rural communities to develop 
projects that met their local needs and 
achieve long-term ambitions;
ffRRI fostered business skills and expertise 
in rural communities;
ffRRI supported the growth of rural social 
enterprises;
ffRRI delivered 3 village shops, a community 
radio station, a maker's collective, a cycling 
and walking route, local food networks, 
rural skills training and business services.

Some other outcomes
ffRRI strengthened some rural networks and 
kick-started others;
ffRRI provided volunteering opportunities in 
rural communities;
ffRRI attracted attention to rural areas and 
issues in the WoE, previously viewed by 
central government as an urban area.

Good practice and key learning
ffa local champion or social entrepreneur 
is vital to rural projects’ success and 
sustainability;
ffcommunity groups are essential to local 
development;
ffrural networks of collaboration and 
exchange at strategic and operational level 
provide vital and effective mutual support 
and access to resources;
ffinvestment and financial reporting must be 
tailored to match rural projects’ practical 
needs;
ffhuman factors for success i.e. key 
individuals offering professional experience, 
skills and face-to-face support make all the 
difference.

Legacy and sustainability- the future
Share and build on the WoE RRI Partnership 
and management good practice and learning.

Publish WoE RRI communities case studies to 
the web site and as a report to inspire others 
and disseminate innovation and good practice.

Resource the co-ordination of projects’ 
networks and events.

Develop a Rural Champions award scheme to 
acknowledge and promote the work of social 
entrepreneurs in rural communities with a cash 
award for their community project(s).

Invest in phase 2 funding to support rural 
communities in taking the work of the RRI 
programme further.
 

Key Outcomes
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Introduction
West of England Rural Renaissance Programme

Rural Renaissance has been one of SWRDA’s main rural regeneration initiatives with a £17.9m 
investment programme for economic development projects in rural areas in the South West 
region. It was launched in 2002 with the West of England Scheme launched in 2005 and 
managed by the West of England (WoE) Partnership. The programme was mainly funded by 
SWRDA who invested £1million, complemented by public and private partner contributions of 
approx £1.7m. 

Modernising Rural Delivery is a Defra funded programme to support more efficient delivery of 
rural services and productivity. The programme included an investment programme for projects 
funded in rural areas using the same regional Partnerships network as RRI. SWRDA invested 
£8m of Modernising Rural Delivery (MRD) funding through Rural Renaissance Delivery Plans 
and £2.8m through Rural Renaissance Partnerships’ MRD stand alone projects.

Rural Renaissance objectives were prescribed by SWRDA to help rural communities 
respond to and influence economic change by supporting the development and 
implementation of sustainable enterprise projects to:

ffCreate prosperity and generate employment
ffImprove delivery and access to services
ffRealise the value of the environment as an economic asset.

The types of projects funded have included business advice, skills development, networking 
groups, community facilities, rural transport, marketing, research, support staff and rural 
workspace. 

In the West of England the RRI Partnership decided to implement the SWRDA RRI objectives 
by funding 18 projects across the area. The Partnership selected projects that would strengthen 
economic links to help overcome rural economic disadvantage, and develop rural economic 
inclusion through new opportunities and prosperity for rural businesses and communities. 
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Rural Economic Strategy

The WoE Partnership’s Rural Renaissance Delivery Plan was informed by the Rural 
Economic Strategy and its strategic aims include:

ffCreate and safeguard sustainable, quality jobs in rural areas
ffHelp people to receive training or re-training to improve their job prospects 
ffSupport community and social enterprises, local facilities and community groups to deliver 
and provide services in rural areas. 
ffSupport schemes that will help rural businesses and improve their viability, including co-
operation and collaboration.
ffHelp to raise business productivity to achieve a gradual adjustment of the proportions of 
employment in key rural sectors
ffSeek to boost overall sub regional Gross Value Added (GVA) by supporting the creation of 
new rural workspace to enable the development of new sectors in rural areas
ffIncrease economic inclusion to achieve a measurable increase in the lowest household 
incomes, particularly in the most deprived rural areas
ffStrengthen rural communities in the West of England through communications and 
partnership, to achieve more cohesive and economically active rural communities with better 
ITC and physical access
ffRealise the economic potential of the sub region’s rural environment whilst protecting the 
exceptional quality of the countryside for future generations.

Eligibility Criteria for Projects

The Rural Renaissance Initiative’s eligibility criteria for projects seeking funding from 
their local RR Partnerships, included: 

ffProjects located in a deprived rural area or benefitting rural communities. 
ffProjects must not have already started, address at least one of the Rural Economic Strategy 
priorities and one of the Rural Renaissance Priorities. 
ffStatutory or voluntary organisation or partnerships can apply for funding. 
ffIf matched funding is difficult to obtain then funding for up to 50% of the eligible costs may 
be available - applicants should contribute at least 10% themselves - plus a private/voluntary 
sector contribution of at least 10%. 
ffOther funding and statutory permissions must be confirmed.
ffOpen competition for tendering and employment must be used. 
ffAll building projects must conform to ‘Future Foundations’ sustainable construction charter.
ffPrivate sector applicants for renovation of redundant buildings grants (up to 25%) will be 
subject to State Aid regulations, which restrict levels of public sector support. 
ffProjects which have not drawn down funding within 6 months will have their application re-
appraised 
ffThe minimum RRI grant awarded for projects is £5,000. 
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Background
West of England Sub-Region 

The West of England is a prosperous area with an excellent quality of life. However, rapid growth 
means that the sub-region faces increasing pressure on its infrastructure, and there are many 
neighbourhoods that do not share in its prosperity. Part of the challenge is that the West of 
England area is perceived by regional government as primarily urban and suburban, rather than 
rural and semi-rural in character. The presence of Bristol and Bath as rapidly growing urban 
economies and cultural centres has dominated perceptions of the wider area. 

The economy of the West of England provides the largest concentration of business activity 
in the South West region. It employs over 500,000 persons with about two thirds of this total 
accounted for by the Bristol urban area, and supports levels of prosperity and rates of expansion 
above regional and national averages. Commuters from across the West of England travel 
to workplaces in the Bristol area and to a lesser extent Bath with the sub-region as a whole 
functioning as a city-region in terms of economic linkages and shopping patterns. 

The Bristol urban area accounts for about two-thirds of the employment in the West of England. 
This reflects the importance of Bristol City Centre and the North Fringe, especially for financial 
and business services, public administration, retailing and leisure; and for the North Fringe, the 
importance of aerospace and advanced engineering.

(West of England Draft Annual Economic Review 2007, WoE Partnership Office)

However, the sub-region is more diverse than ‘a city-region’ in terms of its economic and 
social character. Bristol and Bath sit at the heart of a mosaic of popular coastal and market 
towns (eg. Weston super Mare and Thornbury), old industrial and mining towns (eg. Radstock 
and Midsomer Norton) and rural villages with ‘local food’ producers and processors (eg. East 
Harptree and Almondsbury). 

Demographic and employment data highlights issues for older people and young people 
disadvantage:  

Younger persons age below 24 represent nearly a third of unemployed claimants in the West of 
England. They are about twice as likely to be unemployed as those in the older age groups.

Population projections for the West of England show a prospect of a large rise in the retirement 
age-groups. The ageing of the population and the slowdown in the growth of the working age 
population creates the potential for labour shortages over the future.

(West of England Draft Annual Economic Review 2007, WoE Partnership Office)
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West of England Partnership

The West of England Partnership’s purpose is to sustain prosperity and quality of life in the 
sub-region and to enhance the confidence of public and private investors. Particular attention is 
being given to transport, planning, waste, housing supply, economic competitiveness, inclusion, 
culture, leisure, tourism. 

The Partnership consists of four unitary authorities: Bath & North East Somerset, Bristol, North 
Somerset, South Gloucestershire and a range of social, economic and environmental partners 
A Rural Strategy sub group of the West of England Partnership was in existence at the time and 
acted as the management mechanism for the WoE RRI Programme which had to be developed 
from scratch as there was little history of rural development in the West of England.

Since the close of the WofE RRI Programme this subgroup of the West of England Partneship 
has been disbanded. The main reasons for this were a lack of available funding or control over 
actions required to further a rural strategy.

West of England Rural Renaissance Initiative Programme

The Rural Renaissance Partnership Board (RRPB) acts as the delivery partnership of Rural 
Renaissance in the West of England. The Delivery Plan targets the rural wards of the four 
Unitary Authorities. The Board oversees: delivery plan management; project approval; developing 
and reviewing partner commitments to the scheme; monitoring and evaluation; forward strategy.

Bath and North East Somerset Council (B&NES Council) acts as the Accountable Body for the 
scheme, administering the grant scheme and projects’ casework. It provides financial, legal and 
management systems for SWRDA, the West of England Partnership and the RRPB. B&NES 
Council employs a Programme Manager, who has a responsibility to oversee the delivery of the 
scheme and hosts the Project Support Officer. Following a slow launch in its first year a new 
management structure and staff were introduced in December 2006, to implement scheme 
delivery. 

During the first two years of the programme appropriate application and appraisal systems were 
not put in place and no projects were approved. Since early 2007 the new management revised 
the application and appraisal processes, strengthened and expanded the Partnership and 
Board, enabling the Scheme to make good progress. 
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RRI Delivery Plan Strategic Objectives

The priorities of the West of England Rural Economic Strategy informed the Rural 
Renaissance Delivery Plan’s strategic objectives:

ffHelping to raise business productivity to achieve a gradual adjustment of the proportions of 
employment in the current key sectors supported by this initiative, namely Food and Drink, 
Social Enterprise, Tourism, Local Farm Shops, Co-operative Shops and Outlets
ffSeeking to boost overall sub-regional GVA by facilitating the creation of rural workspace
ffTo increase economic inclusion
ffTo strengthen rural communities in the West of England through communications and 
partnership 
ffTo realise fully the economic potential of the sub-region’s rural environment whilst protecting 
it for future generations.
ff

In addition to the Rural Renaissance Delivery Plan, the MRD Supplementary Delivery Plan 
featured complementary objectives:

ffSupporting rural transport
ffDeveloping mixed community use facilities especially to promote local access to services
ffCommunity use of broadband
ffSocial and economic inclusion in rural areas
ffDeveloping communities as participants in economic and social inclusion
ffSupply of public transport
ffVillage halls and other community centres
ffAccessibility to local services and retail provision
ffElectronic communications
ffDeprivation and economic disadvantage.
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The Evaluation – Purpose and 
Focus of the Work
This evaluation seeks to identify new information and learning about the processes and 
outcomes of the WofE RRI scheme and to make recommendations about the dissemination 
and future application of this learning. It includes research into outcomes and impacts related to 
scheme management at operational and strategic level by the WofE Partnership, and the wider 
outcomes of projects for staff, volunteers, beneficiaries and the localities, beyond the purely 
economic. 

The evaluation has been informed by previous monitoring results and evaluation documentation 
on the West of England RRI. Monitoring and evaluation plans were set out in the delivery plans 
for the main programme and the roll-over delivery plan. 

The West of England Rural Renaissance programme was required to be monitored regularly 
for achievement against key milestones by the Rural Renaissance Initiative (RRI) Board under 
the SWRDA guidelines for evaluating projects. Individual projects submitted quarterly returns 
measuring actual against target delivery. Bath & North East Somerset Council (the Accountable 
Body) is responsible for ensuring monitoring for individual projects delivering outputs after the 
funding is complete in 2009/10. 

Individual projects were required to be evaluated at the end of each financial year. Outcomes 
and impact on the regional economy are emphasised in the roll-over delivery plan.

An external evaluation of the South West region’s RRI scheme was carried out by Roger Tym & 
Partners (Exeter), and submitted in July 2008. 

The report identifies two main dimensions for evaluation:
ffAn Impact Evaluation, which considers the changes in the rural economy as a result of Rural 
Renaissance and MRD, set against the original objectives.
ffA Process Evaluation, which looks at the management of the programmes by SWRDA and 
the Partnerships and how the process has affected impact.

(Evaluation Of Rural Renaissance and MRD, July 2008, SWRDA)
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Methodology
This evaluation is a qualitative investigation of the wider impacts and outcomes of RRI in 
the West of England, to complement previous monitoring and data analysis and report on 
the Roll-Over Delivery Plan. The evaluation reports on:

ffEffect of change in management - how the learning from this change has been applied to 
improve on project management and delivery (or not), at operational and strategic levels.
ffImpact on the RRI of the West of England Partnership since July 2007 - and identification of 
any benefits and learning to be sustained, disseminated and applied post RRP.
ffThe projects’ process and achievements - against the stated aims of the RRP.

Evaluation methods, working closely with the partnership and all stakeholders included:

ffA review of all monitoring and evaluation from the main programme to help identify any 
knowledge gaps - to ensure the evaluation builds on and adds new learning rather than 
replicate or duplicate. 
ffA review of monitoring data gathered during the Rollover period, analyse against targets 
and milestones - identify and disseminate learning (Partnership to supply analysed baseline 
against final output/outcome).
ffAn evaluation of the process, identifying good practice and what could be improved; the 
wider outcomes/benefits and impact for individuals, groups, partner organisations, rural 
communities and locations and the West of England of the RRP Project work, against stated 
aims and objectives in the delivery plan.
ffFace to face and telephone interviews with 10 members of the Partnership and its Board, 
following a topic guide of questions (appendix 2), to identify outcomes and impacts in relation 
to Delivery Plan aims and objectives.
ffFace to face and telephone interviews with key individuals from the 18 funded projects, 
following a topic guide of questions (appendix 1), to identify wider outcomes and impacts in 
relation to funded projects aims and objectives.
ffMake recommendations on ways to disseminate learning from the Projects’ activities and 
achievements across the target areas /among partner organisations and beyond in order to 
embed learning into future work (incorporating learning from the 2008 Evaluation).
ffPresent key findings and learning to at a celebration event in Radstock on June 18th 2009 
attended by all key stakeholders
ffProduce a final report and present findings to the WofE Partnership Board.

The qualitative evaluation work carried out by the Evaluation Trust complements the analysis of 
baseline data of final output and outcomes undertaken by the Partnership itself. 
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Findings
Observations on the Monitoring of Programme Outputs

	             The evaluators would have liked to have 
been able to study a set of reliable baseline 
data from which project progress and 
achievements could have been compared 
with the needs that the programme was 
designed to address. It was possible only to 
review achievements against the programme 
targets which were largely economic.

Individual project teams were required 
to submit output and spend figures to 
the programme management team on 
a quarterly basis and a number of staff 
reported that the requirements were 
disproportionate to the level of funding 
allocated. This diverted their energy and 
resources from delivering the project. This 
was particularly the case for capital spend 
projects.

There is a matrix of project monitoring with a summary of programme lifetime outputs against 
targets in appendix 4 of this report.

The programme was designed before the current economic recession and rolled out in the 
middle of it. This could not have been predicted but may affect the longer-term impact on targets 
such as the number of jobs created and sustained by the programme. The nature of most of the 
funded projects was such that the extent of the outcomes and longer term impact may not be 
seen for a number of years.

Out of the ten project monitoring targets 6 were met or exceeded and 4 not quite met. Where 
targets were not met, the outputs of one project had swung the overall programme monitoring 
figures. The programme particularly exceeded targets in supporting people to obtain jobs and 
supporting businesses to improve performance. 

Targets were not met for jobs created or safeguarded, and the level of private investment 
secured. Targets were not met for the number of adults gaining basic skills accreditation as 
part of the Skills for Life Strategy or for adults gaining Level 2 qualifications. As a number of the 
projects had only just been launched or not yet launched at the end of the programme funding 
period these targets may be met or exceeded following a period of full operation. 
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‘the project was set up to fail and was pushed too hard to spend and meet targets…this put 
pressure on the relationship between SWRDA and the Board’.

Reflections on the Strategic Design of the RRI Programme

Feedback from interviews with the WofE RRIP Accountable Body staff, Board members and 
partner organisations was unanimous in the observation that the programme design had been 
too complex in its operational rules and over ambitious in its targets given the limited time scale 
and funding for projects: 

One respondent commented that:

Another respondent commented that:

‘the plan was ambitious with limited funds and a large geographic area to work in……the 
RDA’s silo funding caused issues for the RRI team to operate within complex rules which 
included EU State Aid rules. This created a barrier to supporting some projects… the 
complexity meant a lack of clarity for projects’.

‘unrealistic expectations from the RDA led to the LA’s over- engineering the project. The 
process needs to be appropriate to the scale of the programme’

Respondents in this group also cited the lack of consideration by SWRDA of the added work 
required in forming the West of England Rural Renaissance Initiative Partnership into a properly 
functioning body in order to drive the project. It was reported that there was no history of the 
four unitary authorities working together in this way to address rural economic issues in the sub- 
region. 

‘ there were four different Local Authorities and four different Local Area Agreements…
building a relationship takes time… we were adrift in the West of England on this and 
SWRDA did not understand this’

‘there is no tradition of rural support in the West of England, it has not been a strategic 
priority and capacity building among the partnership was essential’

‘there was not enough time for preparation…. the programme tried to run before it could walk’

There was much concern about the requirements for reporting being weighted to economic 
output targets which ignored the broader outcomes and impacts for individuals and the local 
community. It is acknowledged that the retrospective and largely qualitative evaluation in this 
report may capture a great deal of this but interviewees reported a need for recognition of 
the importance of broader outcomes by SWRDA as the funding body. This was reported by a 
number of respondents but summed up by one as:

‘ it stifles creativity’ and ‘is set up to control rather than inspire innovation’

12



Key learning points

ffDue to the delay between the announcement of a funding stream, the application process 
and the start of programme delivery, SWRDA need to ensure that strategic objectives 
of funded programmes are reviewed and revised with delivery and management teams 
immediately that programme begins work. This will help to ensure that the objectives are 
appropriate to the capacity of the Board and staff and to the particular history and geographic 
and economic structures of the sub-region or region. 
ffPartnerships require capacity building and time to understand each other’s perspectives in 
order to form strong working relationships and become effective bodies. This is particularly 
true when new partnerships are formed to work on specific programmes. This work requires 
adequate resources from funders.
ffProgramme monitoring and evaluation requirements need to include collecting information 
about a broader range of outcomes than the economic in order to capture the full impact of 
the project work.

Impact of RRI Eligibility Criteria on Projects
It is important to acknowledge that the Rural Renaissance Initiative was planned then launched 
in an era of prosperity in July 2005. However, since early 2008 all the English regions’ 
economies have been affected negatively by the recession, including the West of England. The 
climate of economic downturn influenced the final phase of the Rural Renaissance scheme 
(2008/9) in this area, impacted by: reduced investor confidence and more limited access to 
affordable finance; reduced levels of charitable funding available, plus increased competition for 
funds; falling property and asset values; reduced confidence within the building sector.

The result has been that some of the SWRDA devised eligibility criteria for projects applying for 
the final phase of Rural Renaissance funding for 2008/9, have placed unforeseen constraints 
or had negative impacts on funded projects. Criteria which impacted negatively on projects 
(including those relating to the conversion of redundant rural building into workspaces and new 
build workspace) identified during project interviews, include: 

Projects:
ffApplicants should contribute at least 10% themselves, plus a private/voluntary sector 
contribution of at least 10% (if matched funding is difficult to obtain then funding for up to 
50% of the eligible costs may be available) – this criteria proved to be challenging for some 
community and social enterprise projects as affordable finance and charitable funding 
became more difficult to secure. 
ffOther funding and statutory permissions must be confirmed – this criteria proved to be 
challenging for some projects that applied for the final or extension phase of the RRI in terms 
of securing rapid confirmation of funding.
ffProjects which have not drawn down funding within 6 months will have their application re-
appraised – this criteria presents a short timeframe.

Conversion of buildings into workspace:
ffThe maximum level of grant assistance that would normally be expected to be made 
available from a Rural Renaissance scheme is 25% - this is a lower % than for other types of 
projects, taking into account that access to charitable funding for capital build or conversion 
projects increasingly limited.
ffApplicants are required to ensure that premises are used productively, and maintained to 
a satisfactory standard for 5 years after the last payment – this criteria does not reflect the 
recessionary economy.
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ffGrants will only be paid in arrears, on the basis of actual expenditure – this criteria resulted in 
negative cashflow issues, particularly acute for community and social enterprise projects with 
limited financial flexibility.

New build workspace:

ffEvidence that a Quantity Surveyor has provided detailed costings based on recent plans/
specifications/results of the tendering process – this criteria could not accommodate the 
rapid fluctuations in the building sector, nor delays in the RRI application process, and in 
some cases precluded potential savings as costs changed.
ffWhat the contractual details with the builder are, how long the tender will remain valid - this 
criteria could not accommodate the rapid fluctuations in the building sector, delays in the RRI 
application process, and in some cases precluded potential savings from increasing supplier 
competition.
ffClear milestones before, during and after the main construction phase should be identified – 
this criteria informed quarterly reporting and payments, a process that lacked flexibility when 
applied to new build and building conversion projects.
ffEstimated valuation of completed building – this criteria was problematic where property 
prices and values were uncertain or falling.

WoE RRI Management Change
A number of interviewees from the Board and partner organisations commented that the 
new management team had inherited a largely negative legacy from the first 18 months of 
management by the previous team. They had had to put in extra work beyond the stated aims of 
the programme to repair relationships, re-gain confidence in the programme and rescue it. There 
was much praise for the new management team’s success in this:

 ‘it wasn’t going anywhere previously; there was little action….no apparent systems for 
management’

‘It was confusing with a lack of consistency in information’

Feedback from all stakeholders reported that the mid-way change in management had been 
wholly positive:

‘if it had not changed nothing would have been achieved’

‘it enabled the programme to move forward positively from stagnation’

‘they managed to re-engage the Board and rural projects’

A number of respondents said that the prior experience, knowledge of the sub-region and 
personal networks of the new management team at Bath & North East Somerset Council 
(having managed the SRB scheme and Bath Communities Partnership -BCP), had been a 
significant success factor as it meant that an infrastructure and systems were set up quickly 
‘against the odds’. This was reported to be a key factor in the project having spent most of the 
funding and met most of its targets despite the first 18 months had been very challenging. The 
‘odds’ against success being cited as the short time left for the targets and spend to be met and  
the limited available staff capacity.  This was further exacerbated by the conflicting pressures 
put on the RRI Programme Board. SWRDA were pushing for the project to meet spend targets 
quickly while at the same time, having signed off the projects in March, the Board did not 
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receive delegation for revenue funding allocation until July and the Capital funding delegation 
until October. The RRI Programme staff then had to deal with the frustrations of the projects 
concerning this delay.

It was also reported that there was a lack of capacity in the management team. The WoE RRI 
scheme manager was not available full time as she had other responsibilities as Funding and 
Programmes Manager within Bath and North East Somerset which took significant time away 
from this programme. At times the two staff were not always available to the programme and a 
single point of contact could not always be made available to projects. Sometimes queries from 
projects would be passed to staff not directly connected with the programme who may not have 
had the knowledge to respond accurately or helpfully.

The experience of Bath and North East Somerset Council in being the Accountable Body for the 
BCP work, which included allocation of funds to local projects, was also mentioned as having 
benefited the effectiveness of the programme management and rollout. 

The 1:1 support offered by the management team to applicants at all stages of the process from 
preparing applications, through appraisal to roll-out and reporting, was cited as good practice 
and a success factor by all partnership respondents:

‘Having the proper documents and procedures in place from day 1 of the new 
management….and someone to work with all the projects…offering appropriate support was 
excellent best practice’

It was generally expressed that a ‘good range of projects’ has been achieved, Colliers Way 
cycle path, Tyntesfield Training Centre, a local radio station, community shops and local food 
distribution, Rural business centres to support local businesses and a managed designer/
makers facility . Section 5.5 below will explore the individual project work and likely impact of the 
portfolio in greater detail. 

The management and appraisal panel have funded projects that were likely to succeed, often 
having been seeded by local entrepreneurs some time ago; and enabled other existing projects 
to survive and develop. This meant that the concepts and viability had already been thoroughly 
researched in most cases.

Key learning Points
ffOutreach services in terms of personal face-to-face advice, guidance and mentoring via 1:1 
support, being provided locally in rural communities made all the difference in delivering 
effective rural business support and training services. 
ffThis level of support requires adequate resources for all LA’s involved in the programme 
delivery and management.
ffResources could have been better used if local prior knowledge and experience had been 
researched and used when drawing up initial programme management models. It is crucial 
to the success of such programmes to appoint individuals to the management team with 
the necessary knowledge, experience and participation in or access to local networks. One 
respondent questioned whether a Community Foundation may have been better placed to 
manage the grant-making process.
ffThe programme and all stakeholders would have benefited from increased management 
capacity. One respondent suggested four full time staff, an over all manager, outreach worker, 
finance officer and a full time administrator.
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West of England RRI Partnership 

The West of England RRI partnership consists of Bath & North East Somerset, Bristol, North 
Somerset, South Gloucestershire and a range of social, economic and environmental partners 
as listed above in the introduction to this report. 

Interviewees among the Board, staff and partner organisations cited as a significant factor in 
the success or otherwise of the project that this was a new partnership set up to address the 
requirements of the WoE RRI programme in a sub-region viewed by many as largely urban 
where support for rural enterprise had not been a strategic priority. One respondent commented 
that:

‘there were 4 different local Authorities and 4 different local Area Agreements trying to build a 
relationship…. The WoE partnership were adrift at first and the RDA did not understand this….
we are now working well in partnership and with organisations like the National Farmers Union 
(NFU) and National Trust (NT)’

The forming of new networks and partnerships was reported to have had a positive effect on 
resource management through greater skills and knowledge sharing within the rural enterprise 
communities. This was accompanied by a point expressed by a number of respondents that 
this network needed to be sustained and the collective skills retained. One Board member 
commented that:

‘Bringing people together at this level .(LAs, public service organisations and others)…
opened up dialogue…it helped an appreciation of the aims and objectives of other 
organisations..’

The change in management was mentioned as having a positive effect on the commitment 
levels of Board members to the programme. Programme management staff also reported that 
the new Board, particularly the Chair had been excellent in mentoring appraisal panel members 
and in supporting the work of the staff to deliver the project following a turbulent first year. 

A number of respondents said that the skills sharing among board members in effective project 
appraisal processes was particularly helpful in achieving programme aims. The outcome has 
been a varied, complementary and likely sustainable project portfolio which will be discussed 
more fully in section 5.5 below.

There was praise from respondents about effectively run WoE RRI Board meetings and good 
decision-making processes although quorum was sometimes a problem:

‘Board meetings were good; it was a small group efficient at making decisions’

One person commented that it may have been useful to have more people on the Board from 
the private and industry sectors with expertise in running or supporting SMEs. Another said that 
they felt the WoE Board and staff team had focused on supporting and funding specific project 
work and this was therefore not a strategic approach although the outcomes have been very 
positive and the likely long term impacts in line with the programme’s strategic and economic 
aims. The evaluators have often encountered a degree of tension between high-level strategic 
aims, the accompanying targets and reporting requirements and the drive from local needs and 
individual energies at grass roots level. 
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Key learning points
ffChampioning rural issues in areas viewed as not having rural deprivation requires high level 
political backing
ffSWRDA’s definition of ‘rural’ prevented some potential projects partners in semi-rural areas 
applying for RRI funding
ffThe motivation of the different stakeholder groups involved in a programme need to be 
surfaced, acknowledged and taken account of when reviewing the design prior to operational 
activity, planning the detailed processes of appraisal, roll-out, reporting and evaluation
ffThe skill and experience set required to manage and support the programme at strategic 
level needs to be discussed, agreed and to inform recruitment to the Board
ffThe value of skill-sharing among Board and staff members to the success of programmes 
needs to be acknowledged by funding bodies and time to do this be properly resourced

Funded Projects 

As part of the evaluation process, fifteen out of sixteen project partners from across the WofE 
sub-region participating in the main RRI programme were interviewed. 

The interviews confirmed that the WoE RRI Partnership has succeeded in ‘developing 
communities as participants in economic and social inclusion’ and developing new rural 
enterprise. Funded project partners reported that RRI supported them to achieve their goals 
helping them to successfully deliver a mosaic of rural projects, community-led social enterprise 
and business services. These include: 3 new village shops; a woodland co-operative; a cycling 
and walking route; 2 networks of local food producers and retailers; 3 rural business support 
services; 3 rural skills training provides; a community radio station; 2 new rural workspace 
facilities. 

“I’m really glad I found Rural Renaissance, we would have been struggling without it and 
now it doesn’t exist. We needed it to help us with start-up costs. As you can see we are very 
busy in the shop. After two years if we achieve a £10-40k profit we will look for a permanent 
site to build a purpose-built shop for the village. I’ll be looking at Lottery money and Virsa will 
provide up to £50k.” (Alun Evans, Almondsbury Village Shop)

The RRI application process and quarterly reporting were very demanding and did not favour 
potential project partners who lacked access to professional skills and expertise. Organisations 
and communities funded by the Rural Renaissance programme required skills and expertise in 
funding and finance, business planning and reporting, marketing and promotions – or access to 
expert support – to deliver their projects successfully. 

“It was a lot of hard work but it was worth doing, we are delighted with the results We 
welcome support like this as it has been of huge benefit to meeting business support needs 
in the rural community, it needs to continue but the process needs to be less onerous. I feel 
we have achieved something that will benefit the community.” (Philippa Kindon, Wansdyke 
Business Centre & GWE)

The community-led projects including Almondsbury, Freshford and East Harptree village shops, 
Somer Valley FM and Chelvey Designer Makers all had social entrepreneurs leading the process 
with support from their committees and contacts. 
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“The radio station has a Management Board shaped to maximize links with local business, 
education and community broadcasting, including a local councilor, Deputy Head of the 
school, a local entrepreneur and myself with 22 years experience of the music and media 
sector” (Dom Chambers, Manager Somer Valley FM) 

“For a project like Freshford Village Shop, there has to be somebody who spends their whole 
life working on it. It was hard completing the building of a new village shop in a year but there 
is never a good reason to give up. I can see how pleased everybody is and they stop me 
in the village and say ‘the shop looks great and we can’t wait for it to open” (Gitte Dawson, 
Chair of Freshford & Limpley Stoke Community Association)

Projects delivered by established organisations including ‘Eat Somerset’ by Sustain, Tyntesfield 
Training Centre by the National Trust and Routemap to Business Success by North Somerset 
Enterprise Agency all had access to professional expertise in-house and a wealth of previous 
experience. 

The interviews confirmed that the WoE Partnership has succeeded in ‘strengthening rural 
communities through communications and partnership working’. The funded projects reported 
new partnerships, collaboration, stronger local networks and new rural enterprise. For example, 
the development of Colliers Way facilitated new links between tourist attractions, cafes, 
restaurants, B&Bs and hotels in villages and towns along the trail. Eat Somerset managed by 
Sustain worked with the Radstock Co-operative Society to introduce a new range of local food 
products sourced from Somerset producers into the main Radstock store and eight convenience 
stores including Chew Magna, Chilcompton and Shepton Mallet.
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 “Eat Somerset helped producers to find new markets by providing an intermediary between 
producers and retailers. Participants at our events valued the networking and opportunities 
to meet other food producers and exchange information. Retailers valued the help we 
provided in terms of listings of local producers. Our work is about finding out what producers 
and retailers need and then putting them in touch with each other, providing information on 
marketing and distribution and encouraging buying groups.” (Alison Belshaw, Sustain)

“North Somerset Enterprise Agency has been established for 22 years, it has a good 
reputation supported by strong networking, it is linked into local communities and deep 
rooted in the area. We had an experienced rural development advisor who had worked for 
the Rural Development Commission and Farm Business Service offering outreach and 1:1 
services to businesses.” (Angela Hicks, Director of North Somerset Enterprise Agency)

Some community-led projects have resulted in the development of new community organisations 
as the framework for the management of community enterprise and linked projects. For example 
the Freshford and Limpley Stoke Community Association has been developed to manage 
Freshford Village Shop, an innovative and practical management model. This type of active rural 
community group with a commitment to local sustainable development and a vision for change 
has been essential to the successful implementation of RRI. The development of Freshford 
and Limpley Stoke Community Association designed to manage Freshford Village Shop is an 
example of how RRI supported cross boundary partnership working.

“Freshford is in Bath & North East Somerset but Limpley Stoke is in West Wiltshire, which in 
the past made collaboration and joint projects difficult, but RRI provided an opportunity for 
our villages to work together and make a joint application.” (Gitte Dawson, Chair of Freshford 
& Limpley Stoke Community Association)

Interviewees reported that projects are contributing towards increasing social and economic 
inclusion, raising business productivity and employment in targeted sectors. For example, 
Wansdyke Business Centre and Chelvey Designer Makers have developed new workspaces for 
rural businesses. Tyntesfield Training Centre and Somer Valley Radio are offering access to rural 
skills training and media training respectively. 
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“Somer Valley FM radio studios are very important, we wanted to create an environment that 
could benefit everyone who came here. We are involved with a lot of young people and have 
a close relationship with Somervale School; we provide them with media training and lectures 
on radio techniques. We have employed a Training Coordinator to lead the NCFE course in 
Radio Production Skills. Sixth formers with an interest in media and broadcasting come here 
to develop their careers; they get access to professional facilities and experience. Because of 
the youth scene in DJ land, we can help guide young people towards new opportunities. Also 
we have around 80 volunteers of all age groups; the multi-generational aspect of this 
environment is one of our great strengths.” (Dom Chambers, Manager Somer Valley FM)

Representatives of the community groups that have developed the three new village shops in 
Almondsbury, East Harptree and Freshford reported that they are all providing an innovative mix 
of community services and facilities by combining local food retail, cafés and internet access, 
gallery and community meeting spaces. These village shops are operating as community 
centres, offering local people new opportunities to meet and socialise, shop and sell local 
products, volunteer and learn new skills. The shops are all being managed by networks of 
volunteers, many of them older people and young people on work placements, who have 
benefitted from training in retail, marketing and customer service. 

“We wanted to give the community its focal point back, the village shop is where people 
meet, it holds a village together; it has a strong community function. There is a strong desire 
in the village to stay local, we have lots of farms in the area and plan to source fresh foods 
locally to reduce food miles.” (Gitte Dawson, Chair Galleries Shop & Café)
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Interviews confirmed that projects including Tyntesfield, Colliers Way, Chelvey Makers and 
Forest of Avon have all contributed towards ‘realising the economic potential of the rural 
environment whilst protecting it for future generations’. Tyntesfield is a flagship heritage and 
nature conservation attraction in the WoE. Colliers Way is a positive addition to the network of 
cycling and walking routes in the area. Chelvey Makers and Forest of Avon are supporting the 
development of sustainable woodland enterprise and woodland skills.  

“We need collaboration and networking between project partner organisations so that 
the good work started by the RRI scheme does not lose momentum. We need a meeting 
organised for all the project partners to have the opportunity to build on what has been 
established and achieved.” (Angela Hicks, North Somerset Enterprise Agency)

“I have found the experience of RRI and receiving £30k extremely positive. I would like to say 
lets do it all again but I know RRI has finished. We plan to build on what we have achieved by 
seeking other funding.” (Dom Chambers, Somer Valley Radio)
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Key learning points

ffFor community-led projects a social entrepreneur or ‘local champion’ leading the 
process is important to the successful development of rural enterprise projects, in terms of 
having the skills and expertise to navigate the complex application, business planning and 
quarterly reporting procedures, secure matched funding and affordable finance. They bring 
with them networks of professional business contacts that can be drawn on to help build 
sustainable community enterprise. In contrast, the established voluntary sector and social 
enterprise organisations have access to professional expertise and resources in house.

ffThe combined model of a charitable community-led organisation managing a rural 
enterprise providing local goods and services for community benefit is an innovative solution 
that could be applied to other rural projects. For example the Freshford and Limpley Stoke 
Community Association developed to manage Freshford Village Shop, is a practical model 
of a charity managing a limited company that could be applied to the development of other 
village shops. 

ffEstablished rural enterprise networks offering mutual support and access to information 
and business expertise helped funded partners to develop successful rural projects. Relevant 
networks included the Plunkett Foundation’s Rural Community Shops, Local Food Links, 
Ofcom’s Community Radio Stations and the Enterprise Agencies. In contrast, there were 
limited opportunities for networking and exchange of information between funded project 
partners, so projects relied on professional and personal networks. 

ffCommunity ambition – RRI in the West of England enabled rural communities to develop 
projects that met their local needs and achieve long term ambitions for their areas. Many 
project partners plan to build on the achievements of current projects by seeking further 
funding for future expansion. 

ffGrowth local capacity – RRI in the West of England fostered new business skills and 
professional expertise in rural communities.

ffCommunity enterprise & innovation – RRI in the West of England supported the growth of 
3 new village shops; a woodland cooperative; a cycling and walking route; 2 networks of 
local food producers and retailers; 3 rural business support services; 3 rural skills training 
providers; a community radio station; 2 new workspace facilities.

ffValue of the environment – RRI funded projects delivered new rural goods and services that 
realise and promote the value of the local environment including: local food retail networks; 
village shops and cafes selling local food and craft goods; woodland services and products; 
cycling and walking route benefiting residents and visitors; rural skills training including 
woodland and countryside management. 
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Additional Outcomes 
ffRural enterprise networks - RRI in the West of England strengthened some rural enterprise 
networks and kick-started others.

ffCommunity enterprise – RRI funded projects supported the growth of rural communities’ 
vision and capacity, leading to the development of new Community Associations, social 
enterprises and community-led businesses.

ffCross boundary partnership working – RRI funded projects supported the development of 
rural community enterprises and networks that delivered cross boundary partnership working 
across the West of England local authority areas.

ffProject partners networking – the WoE Partnership did not have the capacity to co-ordinate 
strong networking and communications between funded project partners, which would have 
led to increased learning exchange and strategic added value.

ffVolunteering opportunities - RRI in the West of England provided work placement and 
volunteering opportunities in rural communities that particularly benefited unemployed, young 
and older people.

ffEstablished project partner organisations – funded by RRI in the West of England were 
able to implement projects rapidly, within a limited timeframe, as they were already rooted 
in rural community areas with a strong local awareness of their services and effective 
communication networks in place.

ffPromoted rural areas and issues – WoE previously viewed by central government as a 
mainly urban area - needs to build stronger awareness.
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Some Barriers to Achieving 
Outcomes
Interviews with the full range of evaluation participants and subsequent analysis of the scripts 
made explicit the following factors which were not so helpful to achieving the programme aims:

The WoE Partnership was not provided with standard operational systems for RRI by SWRDA 
which contributed towards delaying the launch of the scheme and resulted in operational 
difficulties in the early days. 

Lack of clear communications, information and guidance at the launch of the RRI in 
the West of England area resulted in slow uptake of the scheme, and some project partners 
experiencing a lengthy process of developing and submitting 2 to 3 different or revised 
applications for project funding before succeeding in securing a grant. Several potentially 
effective projects were denied funding in the early years of the scheme.

Organisations and communities participating in the Rural Renaissance programme 
required professional skills and expertise in funding, enterprise, finance, marketing, 
reporting – or access to expert support – to succeed. The application process and quarterly 
reporting were very demanding and onerous and would have excluded potential project partners 
who lacked access to a wide range of professional skills and expertise.

The financial management and quarterly reporting processes placed heavy demands 
of project partners, particularly community-led projects. Quarterly reporting and payment in 
arrears was not well suited to capital build and workspace conversion projects, particularly for 
community-led projects with limited financial flexibility and management resources.

Rural Investment Schemes need to be tailored to match rural projects real needs, in terms 
of levels of funding, project management, financial reporting and monitoring, particularly in the 
case of community-led projects with limited resources.

Planned scope and strategic outcomes of the RRI programme were unrealistic in relation to 
available resources and time-scale. The RRI and MRD funding schemes required 3-5 years to 
support the slower organic growth of funded projects, enabling project partners to develop more 
local capacity, network and collaborate with other projects, thereby realising greater strategic 
added value of funded projects.
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Suggestions and 
Recommendations 
The West of England RRI Partnership Board and Members should to build on the good 
practice and positive achievements of the Rural Renaissance Initiative Programme and 
take steps to:

Develop an effective sub-regional Partnership, hosted by one of the partners as the Accountable 
Body, including local authorities, Business Link and voluntary sector organisations. There is 
scope to develop stronger links and partnership working with the private sector in order to;

ffAct as a Forum for exchange of information, ideas, expertise and best practice on rural 
issues by co-coordinating networking events for project partners, facilitating joint working and 
collaboration on rural enterprise;

ffSignpost existing funding opportunities such as  the RDPE South West Rural Enterprise 
Gateway and seek new rural funding streams to support WoE communities to build on the 
work endowed by the RRI scheme and take it to the next phase;

ffEncourage and support the development of new markets and networks for rural goods and 
services between rural and urban areas in WoE;

ffDevelop a Rural Champions' Award Scheme to acknowledge and promote the positive and 
often unrecognised work of social entrepreneurs in rural communities, offering cash awards 
to their community projects. The scheme could potentially be developed in partnership 
between the sub-regional Partnerships, SWRDA and the Plunkett Foundation;

ffPublish its funded Projects Case Studies and final report in an agreed format,  to disseminate 
local innovation and good practice, encouraging local communities to develop vision and 
ambition towards new projects that deliver goods and services to meet rural needs;

ffPromote the rural agenda by sharing good practice and learning from management of the 
Rural Renaissance Initiative Programme with its members, sub-regional partnerships and 
decision makers;

ffIn order to capture the full impact of the programme’s project work a further qualitative 
evaluation would be advisable in 6 months to a year’s time when projects have been 
operational for an appropriate period. This is particularly necessary for the final grouping of 
funded projects that were required to deliver at speed against the March 2009 deadline.
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APPENDIX 1
Topic guide for project interviews

Topic Guide - Rural Renaissance Project Partners Survey
Evaluation Rural Renaissance Initiative & Modernising Rural Delivery Programme
Deborah’s intro of Evaluation Trust and the evaluation process for projects.

Name & role of interviewee

Organisation

Contact details

1. What are the main aims of your Rural Renaissance funded project?

2. What have been the benefits (outputs and outcomes), directly or indirectly from your 
project (residents, staff, volunteers, wider community, area?)

2.1 In what way(s)?

Prompts:

ffhelped to develop new enterprise, business productivity or employment in rural and 
disadvantaged areas

ffhelped to increase access to rural services for local businesses and communities? e.g. 
workspace or enterprise support, ICT or transport services, local shops or local food

ffcontributed towards increasing access to new skills, training and qualifications for target 
groups and key rural sectors?

ffcommunications or exchange of good practice and innovation with other Rural Renaissance 
projects? – Was it useful? – Who organised it?

ffdeveloped the capacity of your organisation and /or your own understanding of project 
management and securing external funding?

ffother – unplanned?
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3.  Has your project helped to realise the ‘value of the environment’ – and if so how? – For 
example, rural tourism, local food, rural arts & crafts etc?

4.  What has helped the project in meeting its aims? 

5.  Have you experienced any internal or external barriers to developing and delivering 
your project – what are they?

6.  Have there been any unexpected / additional outcomes from your project compared 
with your original project plan?

7.  Have the aims & objectives of your project remained the same – or changed – since 
your application for Rural Renaissance funding? – If so, how? To what effect if any?

8.  Has your organisation benefitted from being part of the Rural Renaissance Programme 
– (in terms of e.g. skills and capacity, business planning and marketing, partnerships and 
networking.

9.  What has been helpful in the way that the Rural Renaissance Partnership has managed 
and supported your project throughout the scheme (change in management/roll-over/
communications)?

10. Is there anything you would want to change in the way that the Rural Renaissance 
Partnership has managed the scheme

11.  Will the work of your project continue after the end of the Rural Renaissance 
Programme? – If so, how will it be supported - if not, what will be the effect of this on 
participants and beneficiaries, wider community?

THANK YOU FOR YOUR TIME.
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APPENDIX 2 
Topic guide for staff, Board and partner interviews

Topic guide- WOE Rural Renaissance Evaluation -Project staff, Board & partners Interviews:
Maria’s introduction to the Trust and the evaluation process.

Name & role of interviewee

Organisation

Contact details

Date of interview

1.  What has been the nature of your role/connection with the WOE RR Programme?

2.  What do you feel have been the main achievements of the programme in relation to the 
project plan/expected &outcomes?

3.  Do you think there have been any other outcomes which were not in the original plan 
(positive or negative)?

4.  What impact if any do you feel the programme has had on:

ff business and employment in the WOE?
ffon rural service delivery?
ffon communication and partnership working in rural communities?
ffOn preserving and promoting the rural environment?

5.  What has been helpful (good practice points) in the way that the WOE RR programme 
has been managed/rolled out/delivered?

6.  Is there anything that has been unhelpful (barriers) in the way that WOE RR 
Programme has been managed?

28



7.  What has been the effect of the change in management in the middle of delivering 
programme?

8.  How has learning from the change in management been disseminated and applied? To 
what effect?

ffImprovements in service delivery
ffImprovements in support to projects
ffImprovements in strategic management & communication
ffOther?

9.  Is there anything that you would change in the way that the RR Partnership has 
managed the scheme if it were to run again?

10.  What 1 piece of learning would you like to be carried forward into future work in this 
field?
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APPENDIX 4 
Final Programme output data

C
o

d
e

Output Measure Total

Target Actual Var. %

1)
Job Creation - Number of job created or 
safeguarded

82.8 70.8 -12 -14%

2)
Employment Support - Number of people 
assisted to get a job

44 53 9 20%

3)
Business Creation - Number of new 
businesses created & demonstrating growth 
after 12 months

30 31 1 3%

4)
Business Support - Numbers Assisted to 
improve performance, the assistance being a 
minimum of at least 2 hours

297 349 52 18%

4a)
Business Assisted - Number engaged in new 
knowledge base creations

1 1   

5)
Regeneration Infrastructure - Public 
investment levered (£)

£464.4k £558.4k £94.1k 20%

5)
Regeneration Infrastructure - Private 
investment levered (£)

£1,436.2k £1,060.7k -£375.4k -26%

5a)
Regeneration Infrastructure: Hectares of 
brownfield land reclaimed & redeveloped

    

6 Skills     

6)
Skills - Number of people assisted in their 
skills development as a result of RDA 
programmes

1939 2846 907 47%

6a)
Skills - Number of adults gaining basic skills 
as part of the Skills for Life Strategy

81 50 -31 -38%

6b)
Number of Adults in the Workforce achieving 
level 2 or equivalent (or more) qualification

61 56 -5 -8%
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