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Meeting with the Joint Committee on Rural and Community Development 

12 December 2018 

‘‘Supporting communities and sustaining small rural business within the border 

region after Brexit” 

Statement by Rural Community Network NI 

 

On behalf of Rural Community Network, I would like to thank the Chair and members of the 

Committee for the invitation to meet with you to discuss future support for communities 

and small rural business within the border region post Brexit. 

 

About Rural Community Network  

Rural Community Network (RCN) is a regional voluntary organisation established in 1991 by 

local community organisations to articulate the voice of rural communities on issues relating 

to poverty, disadvantage, equality, social exclusion and community development.  Our 

vision is of vibrant, articulate, inclusive and sustainable rural communities across Northern 

Ireland contributing to a prosperous, equitable, peaceful and stable society.  Our mission is 

to provide an effective voice for and support to rural communities, particularly those who 

are most disadvantaged.   

RCN is a membership organisation with approximately 250 member groups across Northern 

Ireland.  Its Board is representative of its membership base with more than half of its 

representatives (12) elected democratically from the community.  The remaining 

representatives are a mix of organisations that provide support or have a sectoral interest 

within rural communities. RCN’s aims are:  

 to empower the voice of rural communities 

 to promote, support and celebrate community development practice in rural 

communities 

 to actively work towards an equitable and peaceful society 
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 to support rural communities to realise their potential and ambitions 

 

Further information on our work is available at www.ruralcommunitynetwork.org 

The Challenges of Brexit for Border Communities  

Many central border communities are on the periphery of both jurisdictions and citizens in 

this region need to be better connected to opportunity, either locally through more 

dispersed and better funded rural development, or through easier access to opportunity in 

major towns and cities.  Many of these communities are still recovering from the legacy of 

the conflict and the uncertainties caused by Brexit has led to fears about how the UK leaving 

the EU will impact on the daily life of citizens.  Broadband connectivity and a decent road 

network are a pre-requisite to encourage young people to remain in, or return to, these 

rural communities.  The closure of public services, such as schools and GP surgeries can lead 

to a vicious circle where young people and young families see no future in those 

communities leading to further decline. 

The NI Rural Development Programme 2014-2020 

The 2014-2020 Northern Ireland Rural Development Programme is worth up to £623M over 

2014-2020.  c £186.5M was contributed by the EU matched by £436.5 M of NI Executive 

funding.  LEADER funding is worth approx. £70M in the current programme 2014-2020.  This 

funding has been dispersed to farmers, rural businesses and rural communities partly 

through the LEADER approach.  The Rural Development Programme has been a key policy 

driver for rural communities across the EU as well as providing a ring-fenced funding pot 

that can only be spent on development of rural communities.  Rural Community Network 

representatives sit on the NI Rural Development Programme Monitoring Committee which 

along with representatives from other rural development organisations, local government, 

farming organisations, environmental organisations and the agri-food sector. 

The Good Friday Agreement and the EU/UK Withdrawal Agreement  

The Good Friday Agreement Annex to Strand 2 specifically named the Peace Programme, 

INTERREG and LEADER II and their successor programmes as areas of potential North South 

co-operation.  The December 2017 UK/EU Withdrawal Agreement recognises the need to 

protect the 1998 Agreement ‘in all its parts’ at paragraph 42.  However, paragraph 55 states 

that both governments will honour their commitments to the Peace and Interreg funding 

programmes under the current multi-annual financial framework and states that 

possibilities for future support will be examined favourably.  It concerns us that specific 

reference to LEADER was omitted from the Withdrawal Agreement.  We have sought 

clarification on this issue but have received no satisfactory response from officials in NI 

Government Departments. 

Post Brexit Rural Development? 

The Department of Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs (DAERA) has established a 

Brexit rural society working group which has produced an issues paper on rural society in NI 

http://www.ruralcommunitynetwork.org/
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which has been submitted to the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 

(DEFRA) in London.  However, in the view of RCN, Northern Ireland has barely started 

discussing what a future policy or programme for Rural development post Brexit will look 

like.  DAERA has undertaken an extensive public stakeholder engagement on farm support 

policy post Brexit.  As part of that stakeholder engagement DAERA officials explicitly stated 

that farm support policy and rural development would be “de-coupled” as their view was 

that “rural society” would be a separate work stream within the Department.  Our concern 

is that rural development is very far down the agenda amongst the myriad other issues 

affected by Brexit.  This is further exacerbated by the absence of a functioning Assembly. 

The UK Shared Prosperity Fund 

From work with rural development networks in the UK including Action for Communities in 

Rural England and Scottish Rural Action RCN learned that Westminster intends future “rural 

development” type funding to be distributed through the UK Shared Prosperity Fund 

(UKSPF)1.  This was confirmed by Minister for Agriculture, Fisheries and Food George Eustice 

who said that LEADER type funding would transfer to the UKSPF at a meeting of the 

Agriculture Bill Committee in the House of Commons in October: 

“I turn to our plan for delivering for these areas, which is the shared prosperity fund. It will have a 

rural strand. The shared prosperity fund will replace the plethora of EU structural funds. We are 

working very closely with the Ministry for Housing, Communities and Local Government and other 

Government colleagues to ensure that there is a rural programme within that shared prosperity fund 

and to ensure, for example, that LEADER and other grants have some kind of successor scheme.” 

.2 

DAERA officials were previously unaware of the fact that the UK government intended to 

incorporate a rural strand into the UKSPF.  The UKSPF will be managed jointly between UK 

by the Department for Housing, Communities& Local Government in England along with the 

Department for Business Energy & Industrial Strategy.  In England Local Development 

Partnerships will distribute UKSPF money and delivery will be aligned to the new England 

Industrial Strategy.  Plans for the UKSPF are still at an early stage and we understand that 

the relevant Departments intend to bring forward their plans to public consultation early in 

2019.  Agriculture and Rural Development are devolved to the Northern Ireland Assembly so 

                                                           
1
 Ministerial Statement on UKSPF by James Brokenshire https://hansard.parliament.uk/Commons/2018-07-

24/debates/18072456000031/LocalGrowth?highlight=uk%20shared%20prosperity%20fund#contribution-
6E462400-8677-4B4A-8A52-28DF798BC178 
 
2 Evidence given by Minister George Eustice at the 6th sitting of the Agriculture Bill Committee on 

30.10.18 https://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/2018-10-30/debates/bacd62cf-f47b-442e-a74b-

736578c5268e/AgricultureBill(SixthSitting) 
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https://hansard.parliament.uk/Commons/2018-07-24/debates/18072456000031/LocalGrowth?highlight=uk%20shared%20prosperity%20fund#contribution-6E462400-8677-4B4A-8A52-28DF798BC178
https://hansard.parliament.uk/Commons/2018-07-24/debates/18072456000031/LocalGrowth?highlight=uk%20shared%20prosperity%20fund#contribution-6E462400-8677-4B4A-8A52-28DF798BC178
https://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/2018-10-30/debates/bacd62cf-f47b-442e-a74b-736578c5268e/AgricultureBill(SixthSitting)
https://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/2018-10-30/debates/bacd62cf-f47b-442e-a74b-736578c5268e/AgricultureBill(SixthSitting)
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there may be scope for Northern Ireland to deliver a post Brexit rural development policy 

and programme that differs significantly from that proposed in England.  The absence of a 

functioning Assembly means that this is another aspect of post Brexit planning in which 

Northern Ireland is being left behind.   

RCN is concerned that if any future Rural Development type programme is incorporated into 

the UKSPF it will represent approximately 2% of any notional UKSPF compared to the 

amounts of funding typically distributed by the EU Structural Funds.  Any future “rural 

development strand” will be relatively easy to cut if budget pressures force a reduction in 

allocation to the UKSPF.  There may be no guarantee that any part of the UKSPF will be ring 

fenced for rural communities.   

Post Brexit Opportunities 

Governments North & South and in the UK need to put in place policies and programmes 

that sustain North/South networking and co-operation.  Brexit and the absence of the 

Assembly risks a regression into back to back development which marginalises border 

communities. 

Agriculture & Rural development policy are devolved matters a functioning Assembly could 

shape any future rural development policy to more effectively meet the needs of rural 

communities and reduce bureaucracy. 

The NI Executive has committed significant match funding from the Northern Ireland block 

grant in previous programme periods.  From a budgetary point of view previous allocations 

of funding from the block grant means that Northern Ireland won’t be beginning from a 

“standing start” in funding a successor rural development programme. 

Any new policy or programme for rural development in Northern Ireland needs to be as 

compatible as possible with LEADER in the border counties to enable learning, sharing and 

important co-operation projects to continue.  

 

For further information on the issues discussed in this statement contact: 

Aidan Campbell Policy Officer  

T 0044 28 86766670 

E aidan@ruralcommunitynetwork.org 

Twitter @RuralCommNet 

Facebook Rural Community Network 
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