Northumberland company to help re-build rural economy 

A local company has received government funding as part of an innovative initiative to tackle the economic legacy of the foot & mouth outbreak in Northumberland and other rural counties.

The two year project, “Growing rural businesses through collaborative solutions” will look at how a co-operative approach, both between rural businesses and in their development, can help the rural economy.

”The project is about people working together and finding joint ways forward for their common business needs,” says Keith Richardson of Economic Partnerships. “For example, businesses in a village may decide to develop a festival to draw in more visitors or the owner of the village shop may decide to sell to his or her workforce or local residents rather than let it be closed.”

The project has two main objectives says Keith, the first is about getting businesses to work together to meet their needs. This could be joint marketing, joint branding, joint purchasing or joint service provision to support existing businesses. The second is about preventing the loss of successful businesses. Nationally some 30,000 businesses a year are lost because the owner can’t find a buyer. Here, the staff and/or customers will be supported to come together to buy the business, allowing it to continue and thus safeguarding rural jobs and services. 

As well as Northumberland, the project will target two other regions whose business life has been blighted by foot and mouth disease: Cumbria and Devon. It will target small businesses in all sectors (apart from agriculture and transport) which have been made vulnerable both by the effects of the outbreak and by the long-term decline of the rural economy. 

Within these broad parameters the project will specifically consider the role of women in the rural community, both as employees and business people. They, along with the elderly and disabled people, have suffered disproportionately when rural services disappear. In Northumberland, there will also be a focus on the needs of people with disabilities.

The project brings together experienced agencies, in each of the target regions, into a major new partnership co-ordinated by the Co-operative Union. The Plunkett Foundation will provide research and policy support to ensure the Project has a national impact. 

According to Helen Seymour of the Co-operative Union, the key thrust of the project is about building confidence in the ideas of co-operative working. 

“Many businesses are frightened or mistrustful of the thought of working with possible competitors. This project gives them the information and vision to see that collaboration can bring mutual benefits.” 

“Many business owners don’t know what options are available to them when they retire, or want to sell up, and many communities and employees don’t know that they could run the business, or continue to provide the service, themselves.

The project has been awarded a grant of £350,000 nationally by the Department of Trade and Industry and Small Business Service. The work in Northumberland will begin formally in June. Anyone interested in further information should contact Wendy Goode or Keith Richardson on 01670 516763.

For further information, please contact Keith Richardson on 01670 516763 (work) 01665 830139 (home) 07951 935235 (mobile).

- e n d s -

Notes to Editors:

The Co-operative Union Ltd incorporating ICOM – the worker co-op federation, is the apex body for co-operatives in the UK and its membership includes retail societies, housing co-operatives, employee-owned businesses and co-operative support organisations. Over many years it has become the leading authority in the co-operative movement on all aspects of corporate and co-operative governance and provides legal advice and support to a wide variety of social enterprise organisations.

Small businesses are disappearing in rural areas as a knock-on effect from both Foot and Mouth Disease (FMD) and the restructuring of the rural economy. For example, Devon County Council’s study on the FMD impact (October 2001) reports that, in the south west of the county, business failures increased by 46% in quarter 2 of 2001, compared to a decrease of 13% at the same time in the previous year. A third of all businesses surveyed reported negative effects from the outbreak, with one in ten (19,000 establishments) reporting effects to be severe or very severe. The most severely affected sectors are non-farming agricultural activities, hotels, pubs, restaurants, cafes, camping and caravan sites and a wide range of tourist attractions.  

The North East has some of the remotest and least populated rural areas in England: many parishes do not have a village shop or public house, no locally based GPs or children’s nurseries. 46% of parishes do not have a post office and 16% of villages do not feature a bus service, although, because of the sparse population, some relatively small villages provide critical ‘market town’ services for their surrounding areas. 

Research by the EU identified that some 30,000 small business disappear each year because no successor is found. Potential buyers may be employees, customers or users, the local community, or indeed a combination of these. For example, Biggins Nursery, in Cumbria was threatened with closure as the owner wished to retire and was unable to find a purchaser. Employees were supported to buy out the owner and continue the business.  Also in Cumbria, The Old Crown public house and micro-brewery, at Hesket Newmarket, had been run by Kim Matthews for over ten years. In 1999, Kim decided to retire from running the brewery but it was considered such an important part of village life - for the beer, employment and popularity with tourists - that the villagers decided to buy him out. A total of 58 villagers took shares and the brewery is now run by the community, with Kim running the pub.
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