







Ref:
BB/AON









Date:
22nd July 2008

Kieran McCrory

Development Department

Omagh District Council

The Grange

Mountjoy Road

Omagh

BT79 7BL

Dear Kieran,
 


NI Rural Development Programme 2007 - 2013

It is in the context of the Investing for Health Strategy that I would like to take this opportunity to feed into the Strategy and Action Plan for the West.

Investing for Health is the Government Strategy for Public Health, which has been signed up to by all Government Departments, including the Department of Agriculture and Rural Development (DARD). Indeed DARD are key partners within the Western Investing for Health Partnership and a number of activities have already taken place where we have sought to improve the health of the local population, working with DARD. These include issues such as rural support (dealing with stress that farmers are dealing with), mental health and debt (looking at the impact debt has on rural communities), rural priority wards (working with the Housing Executive to identify social isolation and poverty), Rafael (a public procurement policy encouraging health and education to procure local produce and supporting local producers to meet quality assurance standards) and rural transport, to mention just a few of the initiatives we have already been involved in.

The Investing for Health Strategy has seven very key objectives that we have to address, these are issues such as:

· Addressing poverty and social isolation - which are very key issues in rural areas, particularly areas of under employment, 

· Education and skills - particularly around re-educating, ensuring young people have the appropriate qualifications, providing adults with the necessary literacy and numeracy skills, through to supporting graduates.

· Emotional wellbeing - particularly with stress in the workplace and that includes the agricultural sector.

· Homes and the working environments - ensuring everyone has the right to live in a safe environment. This also provides opportunities for dealing with issues such as fuel poverty, in which there are opportunities for diversification from the agricultural sector.

· Neighbourhoods & Community Renewal - this looks at urban renewal, through neighborhood renewal and also the opportunities for rural renewal and village enhancement through the rural development programme.

· Accident prevention in the home, workplace and roads - rural roads have taken many lives, particularly young rural people. There has also been many accidents in farms, which are also peoples homes and there are opportunities here for development.

· Encouraging people to make healthier choices - includes the promotion of physical activity, i.e. access to the countryside and seeking more nutritional diets and purchasing of rural produce.

Within the context of the six measures in the strategic objectives, I would like to give some context where agriculture and rural development can work in partnership with Health and Social Care and other partners in the concept of the Investing for Health Strategy.

In respect of diversification into non-agricultural activities there are a number of opportunities, particularly around public procurement and added value around food produce. WIFH have already worked with a number of farmer's groups to ensure that we get access to added value for food production and packaging so that they can meet the necessary requirements. We brought in Regional Supplies Services and procurement agencies to look at where they can support local producers to meet the necessary standards. There are genuine opportunities within this to support diversification into non-agricultural activities.

In respect of support for business creation and development, I believe there a number of opportunities to take forward in terms of the IFH agenda. One of the big opportunities would be that of tackling fuel poverty, a major issue in the current economic environment. We have a action plan around fuel poverty and one of the real opportunities we can identify is renewable energies to support existing businesses and private homes and also look at future developments where renewable energies can be a key part. We also believe there is a chance here to develop opportunities for access to providing renewable energy to major public sector outlets such as the new hospital in the Southwest and the new local hospital in Omagh. Also through the capital build programme that is proposed for the west of the province, there are real opportunities where business creation and energy renewal can be exploited. We also believe there are other opportunities for business creation and development around graduate returnees. Many young people leave the west of the province to study such areas as dentistry and don't return yet there are genuine career opportunities that address service gaps where working with yourselves, we can encourage young graduates to return to the west and exploit the opportunities for business development. It should be realised that Health and Social Care businesses such as dentistry or other Allied Health Professionals can be run as small businesses and do provide real alternatives for young graduates, while bringing them back to look at possibly working part-time on the family farms. 

In terms of encouraging tourism activity, we see a very close link between tourism products, recreation and leisure and public health. We would be keen to promote greater access to the countryside, bringing about the renewal of the strategy, and also look at where other tourist attractions could be used to promote physical activity as well as creating jobs within the rural sector.

In respect of basic services for economy and rural population, we have already identified a number of opportunities around renewable energies and services such as dentistry, but we believe there are other opportunities, particularly around childcare projects, social economy and services for young people in particular. The rural community has been blighted with issues around suicide and self-harm as many young people feel isolated and there is a lack of opportunities. We believe working through this we can jointly work together to promote alternative activities that will promote a healthier population, give access to job creation and training opportunities.

In respect of village renewal and development, IFH are very strongly committed to urban regeneration through Neighbourhood Renewal and equally we would be keen to support village renewal and development. We believe there are real opportunities for some schemes to be developed within a context where not only Health and Social Care services can be provided but other agencies can come together to create new rural centres and these will be fundamental in terms of job creation and also give a sense of community and worth.

In respect of conservation and upgrading of rural heritage, again we would be keen to support this as part of our broader responsibility under sustainable development to ensure that we work with other partners to support conservation and upgrading of rural heritage.

Western Investing for Health, along with their colleagues in Strabane and Omagh Council have worked on issues such as the West Tyrone Area Plan and would be keen to see the recommendations developed from that Health Impact Assessment on the plan, be brought to life through this Rural Development Strategy, which will bring about real opportunities and change for individuals and organisations. We see opportunities around the social economy developments, particularly in relation to a new initiative, the European Centre for Connected Health, which aims to link new technology and service delivery for those with the most chronic conditions and living in the most isolated and vulnerable areas. It would be a real opportunity to see where we could bring together initiatives such as the Connected Health Centre and opportunities through the Rural Development Strategy. We also believe there are opportunities in the context of RPA, we must all work together to ensure we get the right opportunities for public sector jobs in the west of the province in advance of the findings from the Bain report. 

We appreciate you are going through a very complex process in developing a new strategy for the west and if you have any queries in respect of the points raised here, please do not hesitate to contact me.

Regards,
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_____________

Brendan Bonner

Investing for Health Manager
