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INTRODUCTION

The report aims to give an overview of the three year scheme. It draws on a range of information about how the scheme operated during its life to identify good practice and operational issues, provide feedback on what users and key stakeholders thought about its impact and to look towards the future. 
SECTION ONE: 
BACKGROUND

1.1 Context

The concept of a rural development funding programme arose from Comic Relief's funding initiative in partnership with two Community Foundations in 1994, which was used to distribute funds at local level in Wiltshire and Calderdale. The evaluation of that programme highlighted the development and capacity building needs of the voluntary sector in rural areas.

To take this forward, in 1997 Comic Relief started to research models which could help develop the rural voluntary sector's capacity and would be underpinned by values that actively addressed issues of social injustice and disadvantage.  The Trust for London pilot Small Group Worker's Scheme (SGW) was identified as an interesting approach. The scheme employed development workers in eight London Boroughs who were based in a Council for Voluntary Service (CVS). Their remit was to help small groups develop skills, capacity and longer-term sustainability. The four-year scheme, which started in 1991, was found to have made a real difference to small groups in the Boroughs where it operated and all the project worker posts had secured refunding.  Comic Relief wanted to see whether the model would be transferable to a rural setting.

Having decided to use the SGW model, Comic Relief consulted the National Council for Voluntary Organisations (NCVO), Action with Communities in Rural England (ACRE) the umbrella organisation for Rural Community Councils (RCCs) and one RCC. On balance there was a positive response to the idea of testing the urban SGW scheme in rural areas.

It was clearly important to set some boundaries on the definition of rural, on the number and sizes of geographical areas in addition to having robust funding criteria, to avoid being flooded by applications. As it did not have extensive knowledge of rural communities Comic Relief sought advice from ACRE on a classification of categories of rural areas to reflect a range of rural deprivation criteria. Three types of rural circumstances were identified: remoteness (to include access and isolation), previous mineral extraction or mining communities  (to cover poor living and environmental conditions, disability and unemployment) and hidden deprivation (to pick up on access to funds or other unrecognised problems). Using this filter ACRE suggested 10 geographical areas from which funding applications would be invited and helped publicise the initiative. 

The funding applications had to provide clear evidence of poverty and disadvantage based on demographic and other data, define voluntary sector needs in their area, specify which agency would act as host managing the project, ensure there were exit strategies and give thought to a local steering group.  Organisations applying had to demonstrate that they had developed their bid in consultation with other local voluntary agencies. The applications also had to demonstrate outcomes from the work measured against the aims and objectives of: increasing small groups' access to income, diversifying their funding base and improvements in their management strategy.

All the projects would have to promote Comic Relief's values of supporting work that addressed poverty and social justice by focusing on excluded and marginalised groups. The bids also had to include a work programme specifying: 

· Training that would benefit a number of organisations in an area

· Initiatives aimed at increasing cooperation between organisations

· Initiatives that would lead to project beneficiary involvement in the development and management of the project itself

· Initiatives that would give a voice to those facing discrimination

· Promotion of equal opportunity within organisations.

This was quite a tough brief.  In the event six applications were received and were shortlisted against 13 criteria by a panel of four. Groups from four areas were invited for an interview in April 1998 at which they had to make a presentation to a panel of five. Although the original intention had been to fund two projects, each with two workers, because of the applications received, Comic Relief decided to fund four project worker posts, two in different areas in Derbyshire (remoteness), one worker in Humber and Wolds (hidden deprivation) and one worker in Durham (former mining area).

1.2
Lessons from this application process

· The reliance on ACRE to suggest 10 areas that qualified for this initiative may have excluded other areas that met the criteria, but where ACRE had no extensive local contacts.

· Potential applicants were encouraged to work with other local groups in drawing up their bids. This relied on a lead organisation ensuring wide publicity and consultation with other local organisations. It would probably have been better for Comic Relief as the funding agency to take more responsibility for ensuring wide publicity of the initiative in the various localities.

1.3
The funding

Comic Relief set aside £500,000 over three years for this project which started in December 1998 and ran until the summer of 2002.

In addition Comic Relief appointed CVS consultants to undertake an independent evaluation of this pilot project throughout its life. 

1.4
The four pilot projects

The project was due to start in June 1998 but it took a year to recruit all the workers.  Rural Community Councils were the host agencies for the workers in Humber and Wolds and Durham and Volunteer Bureaux in High Peaks Derbyshire and Derbyshire Dales
. 

Summary of key features of this pilot funding scheme

· The application of an urban model of community development to rural areas. 

· Project objectives for improving the efficiency and effectiveness of local organisations aimed at strengthening the voluntary sector. 

· A range of rural circumstances and size of geographical area.

· The encouragement given to local organisations to work together in developing their application.

· The use of a local host agency in the voluntary sector as a base for the workers. 

· The emphasis on self-evaluation as well as an independent evaluation.

· The significance placed by Comic Relief on meeting some key objectives.

1.5
Comic Relief's Role

Comic Relief maintained a strong interest and involvement with the SGW scheme throughout its life. The two Grants Officers took a more 'hands on' approach than in other grant programmes through involvement in the project workers' recruitment, attending some of the annual evaluation visits and taking an active interest in exit strategies. In the final year of the programme the UK Grants Committee agreed further funding of £200,000 over three years to support the projects' longer-term sustainability.

1.6
Reporting, monitoring and evaluation

The reporting by project workers

The workers were required to produce an annual report according to a standard format. This had to include a review of the project's annual objectives, whether these were achieved and if not, whether plans were changed as a result as well as a description of the work of the project and its impact. Projects were also required to produce a final report describing the project and its outcomes using Comic Relief's standard format.

The independent evaluation process

CVS consultants were involved with the evaluation of the project from the outset and following a familiarisation visit in summer 1998, wrote to all the project workers enclosing a common monitoring framework. The project workers were asked to record information on how the project was established (such as contacts with other agencies, publicity and any audits of need for support). The consultant also suggested that they should maintain resource files such as a database of contacts, sources of funding, training providers and resources and information on how to build organisational capacity.

Projects were also sent a standard form for recording all initial enquiries from groups approaching each project. This form was piloted for three months and following feedback, slightly revised and then used as the basis for monitoring and reporting throughout the life of the scheme. 

Each project was expected to provide information to feed into the monitoring of the whole scheme. This included the numbers and types of groups helped, the level of intensity of support, training events organised, estimation of additional funding levered into the area as a result of the project's input and any other special initiatives

Each year the CVS consultant organised a workshop for all the workers to share experience, practice and issues. In addition the consultant made an annual visit to each scheme and held discussions with the workers, line managers, Steering groups and where possible local beneficiary groups. 

CVS provided annual evaluation reports to Comic Relief charting the progress of the projects and noting feedback from the workers' workshops and the evaluation visits. 

1.7
Surveys

In the final year of the project CVS carried out two surveys based on short questionnaires sent to a sample of beneficiary groups and a sample of key local stakeholders in each of the project areas. 

The monitoring and evaluation was complex. The projects worked in a context of a number of organisational layers including the worker, the host-managing agency and the Steering groups for each project. In Derbyshire there was an additional layer of involvement by the Peak District Rural Deprivation Forum that administered the grants for the two Derbyshire projects.  

The evaluation process aimed to take account of these different layers. Although the workers in each project were the main focus, the other levels exerted a significant influence on a project's ability to function.

SECTION TWO:
THE SCHEME IN OPERATION

The exclusive focus on small groups and the style of working evolved was in marked contrast to the approach of statutory and larger voluntary agencies.  But there are significant factors relating to the rural context.  Given distance and rural isolation, most groups in rural areas are small by definition and less likely to be specialized. In some of the areas a culture of self-reliance exerts an influence. Parish and town councils can be difficult to engage and have their own parochial agendas. Finally community development approaches were much less developed in rural areas when the scheme started.

The pilot required a new system of management within the host agencies. This entailed separate line management for the project workers, separate financial accounting systems and a different and closer relationship with the funder than is the norm. 

2.1
Identifying needs

Comic Relief’s scheme included a requirement to demonstrate that research on local needs had been undertaken as part of the funding application process. In theory this agenda of needs was intended to inform the distinctive objectives, targets and workplans of each of the separate projects. In practice only the Derbyshire bid included an independently researched needs analysis. Thus as the projects progressed it became clear that some of the targets were too prescriptive and others were too vague. The workers had to undertake further work on identifying needs and to ensure that these were translated into more realistic workplans and outputs. The size of the geographical areas specified for three of the projects (the two Derbyshire Projects and Humber and Wolds) remained a consistent difficulty throughout the life of these projects. 

All the projects had a common objective to deliver training and early on contacted other local training providers to establish what training was already provided and the potential for collaboration in future training provision. One project (Durham) carried out a formal training audit via a questionnaire to local groups. 

2.2
Target groups

During the life of the scheme all four projects were encouraged to identify a smaller number of target groups in order to respond to Comic Relief's own social justice objectives.  The more developed needs framework for Derbyshire combined with the clearer vision and support of these Steering groups enabled a quicker response to this. Derbyshire High Peaks developed work in particular with disabled people, young people and older people and Derbyshire Dales with disadvantage youth, gay and lesbian people and disabled people. In Durham there was an increasing focus on work with disadvantaged young people, and eventually in Humber and Wolds there were some significant initiatives with young people.
2.3
Starting out

The four projects adopted a range of approaches in starting their work with small groups in their area. As already noted the size of the geographical areas in Humber and Wolds and the 2 Derbyshire Projects was an issue. These projects had to try to contain the potential volume of requests for support from more traditional groups at the same time as reaching out to the more isolated and disadvantaged groups. The fourth area in Durham was much more geographically focused based on 8 villages in a fairly confined area.

All the projects had to develop means to publicise the work of the projects to potential beneficiary groups. This was particularly important as this type of community development approach was largely new in these rural areas and isolation and the relative under development of the voluntary sector infrastructure posed real difficulties in reaching the most marginalised groups.  

All the project workers spent a lot of time initially visiting other agencies and small groups and produced leaflets and poster to publicise their work. The 

most strategic approach was adopted in Derbyshire High Peaks where the project worker developed a publicity strategy aimed at covering the whole area but targeting the most isolated groups. This worker produced a poster, leaflet, outreach letter and a quarterly newsletter as well as display boards and press releases. The three other projects used a combination of approaches, including in Durham, a partnership with a local community college to produce a professional newspaper highlighting the work of the project.

In the High Peaks the worker purchased a camera, gazebo and display boards in addition to the funder finder computer package as physical resources which groups could loan. This was extremely popular and proved an effective way of engaging groups and encouraging them to use the project.

2.4
The range of activities

The four projects provided advice and support to 226 groups during the pilot scheme (89 in Derbyshire High Peaks, 66 in Derbyshire Dales, 30 in Durham, and 41 in Humber and Wolds) 

All the projects successfully accessed some training for groups in their area (see discussion below). But initially, advice and support for existing or embryonic groups involved more basic work aimed at establishing structures and methods of working (such as advice on legal structures and constitutions and building committee skills).  When groups gained confidence, the work became more strategic involving reviews of objectives and effectiveness, forward planning and future sustainability. This type of work could then inform more realistic and often ambitious funding applications from a much wider range of sources.

As one of the objectives of this programme was to build a voluntary sector infrastructure, much of the focus of the four projects was on developing new groups, ensuring the sustainability of existing groups through capacity building and developing partnership working. These aspects are discussed further below.

· Developing New Groups

All the four projects were involved in establishing new groups. This could involve very intensive contact for a period of time in advising on setting up a group, writing constitutions, committee roles, premises, setting up a bank account, training and mentoring and advice on strategy and funding applications.  

 DEVELOPMENT OF WORK IN AN ISOLATED VILLAGE - HIGH PEAKS

The approach

Contact with project worker was via a community craft worker who had been approached by someone in the village interested in setting up a craft project.

Context

In December 2000 the project worker met with a local craft worker and a number of villagers. In the course of the discussion it became clear that more than a craft project was needed. The village was very isolated and had no community centre. Although affluent in parts there were pockets of deprivation. People felt isolated as the village was on a dead end and at the meeting complained of no community spirit - there was no natural meeting place, although there were 2 churches (Anglican and Methodist and a pub).

The worker felt the community was pulling in different directions and did research to assess village activities and organisations. She did attempt to get the various sections of the village together to take advantage of the 'Neighbourhood Initiative' 'Planning for Real' exercise and started considering the 'Vital Villages' model as another approach.

Formation of a group

Through meetings the villagers decided to develop a structure for a community group to act as an umbrella for a number of projects. A constitution with a broad remit was drawn 'to provide an umbrella organisation that will promote a sense of community through the provision of a variety of leisure activities for all ages'

Activities and outcomes

As a result of the SGW's involvement, this group developed a number of projects including:

· Rag Rug Project (with funding secured from East Midlands Development Agency and a local employer, donated materials and subsidised room charges).

· Internet and computer (The group successfully applied to BT Community Connections and was due to install the computer in a church vestry).

In addition the project worker undertook a questionnaire to evidence need and succeeded in getting Community Education to provide computer training and keep fit sessions in the village.

The group has a sustainable future and continues to plan and promote a range of cultural and arts activities.

· Ensuring the sustainability of existing groups

The workers employed different strategies in meeting a broad range of small group needs. Often the most appropriate and effective approach was to mentor a key person or key people in a group to build skills and confidence. 

 DERBYSHIRE DALES CARELINE GROUP

The Group

Careline, a very successful small organisation cited in the Rural White Paper, provides a volunteer run, daily telephone service for frail, elderly, disabled and housebound people. Started from an initiative by health, social services, Age Concern and volunteers, it operates in a very dispersed area (187 villages and only 2 reasonably sized towns). For 18 months it operated only with volunteers receiving referrals from a range of statutory services, other agencies, relatives and people in touch with vulnerable housebound people. It then secured a small Lottery Grant for a paid worker. It now supports 60 people with 38 volunteers.

The Approach to the RDP

The Careline worker approached the project worker with a range of operational problems, she felt unsupported and in particular that the committee was holding back the development of the service.

The project's involvement

The RDP worker provided a range of support including access to training, listening and advice, undertaking a review of the committee through an audit, and helping the committee to develop a strategy and form a fundraising committee. 

Impact of the project's involvement

The Careline worker felt that the involvement of the project worker had given her more confidence, offered support and an ear in the background, helped develop her practical skills through training, provided mentoring and was an excellent source of information. The RDP impacted significantly on the service, which is now more professional, more confident in relation to other agencies, more strategic and better networked.

The Careline workers thinks that in future there will be an ongoing but less intensive need for the project's support.

'Its better than having money having a worker. Money wouldn’t have been used to such effect' 

· Developing partnership working

An important objective of the scheme was to encourage more partnership working to access and pool scare resources, break down inter agency and inter sector barriers and to promote creative initiatives to local problems. All four projects participated in existing partnerships and helped establish new ones involving other voluntary agencies, the statutory sector and in some instances private sector organisations. This success is testimony to the project workers' excellent inter personal and networking skills and their ability to think 'outside the box' and beyond standard solutions. 

BUILDING A BRIDGE IN STAMFORD BRIDGE - HUMBER AND WOLDS

The Need

A village in the project area was identified as suffering from a high degree of intergenerational hostility - young people were perceived to be intimidating on the streets and experienced hostile reactions from older people. Given problems of rural isolation, lack of transport and unemployment, a potentially explosive situation was building up in a superficially prosperous and socially homogeneous village.

The Small Group Worker involvement

The project worker worked in partnership with the local youth service, adult education, a primary school and a councillor to develop an initiative to bring the two generations together by recruiting young people as paid trainers to teach the older people computing skills. 

How the project operated

Funding was obtained to recruit and train the young computer 'teachers' in teaching and classroom skills and in the delivery of a six-week computer training programme for people over 60. 

Outcomes from the project

The young people gained confidence and experience as teachers. Following this project one of the young trainers who had been excluded from school started part time work and another was thinking about becoming a teacher. Both old and young participants now saw themselves in a more positive light and many still keep in touch.

The future

The success of this project has led to discussions about replicating this approach in other settlements suffering similar inter generational problems.

Lessons 

The involvement of the SGW project worker provided space for thinking about a creative 'catalysing' approach to community development that involved active partnerships with a range of agencies.
2.5
Training 

One of the key objectives of this scheme was to provide training that would benefit a wide range of small local groups. This was an important objective as all the areas lacked access to training specifically geared to the voluntary sector or focused on the needs of small groups.

The project workers all put effort into developing partnerships with other local training agencies to pool and access resources and ensure there was as little duplication of courses as possible.

The projects used a number of training strategies including one to one and group mentoring on an informal basis, the direct provision of training courses, planning training programmes delivered by external trainers and training programmes in partnership with other agencies. 

NEW TRAINING PACKAGES IN DERBYSHIRE

The two Derbyshire project workers collaborated closely in developing a training package on all aspects of running a small group, which was delivered in the second year of the scheme. Topics included starting a voluntary group, holding effective meetings, minute taking, financial procedures, developing a fund raising strategy and forward planning.  Up to thirty people attended each session, which also provided an opportunity for networking not normally available.

 These two projects also played an important role as part of an initiative of the Peak District Rural Deprivation Forum in developing an Anti discrimination training pack and in acting as trainers in delivering this programme.  The pack and associated training will have a longer-term impact on recognising and addressing the effects of discrimination in rural areas.

2.6
Networking between groups

The work of the Durham project was targeted at improving joint work between the eight villages and a number of this project's initiatives involved networking and inter village collaboration. Examples of this type of work included the Millennium Arts project which involved 8 local schools from different villages, the rural youth initiative involving four villages and culminating in funding for two youth workers, and the Community Allotment and Composting scheme. 

All these initiatives involved people from different villages working together to plan for future projects.

The other three projects provided opportunities for members of small groups in their areas to meet and network together either through training or specific networking events.  This was seen as particularly important given the extent of isolation in rural areas and the difficulties of communication and face to face contact, compounded by lack of transport.  For instance the High Peaks worker organised a very successful networking event during its final year 'Getaway Saturday' and a similar but less formal event had been organised during the first year of the Humber and Wolds project. Through its work in developing three Access groups for disabled people in the area, the High Peak project was also facilitating an embryonic Access group network that had the potential to make a more significant impact on advocacy and policy work.

Three of the projects produced newsletters to keep small groups informed about the work of the project and to provide wider information on voluntary sector initiatives in their areas.

The scheme was also successful in all four areas in linking many 

organisations working within their areas and particularly in encouraging those 

in small groups to think of themselves as part of a wider voluntary sector. 

This work was of particular significance in Derbyshire where the two projects laid important foundations for the two Councils for Voluntary Service that were being established as both projects drew to a close.

2.7
Increasing and diversifying the funding base of small groups

All the workers spent a considerable amount of time advising groups on strategies for fund raising. They put a lot of effort into developing information on a range of relevant funding sources and accessing resources such as the computer programme 'funder finder' to their beneficiary groups.

It is difficult to put a true figure on the extent of funding levered into the four areas as a direct result of the scheme. Apart from particular funding applications developed by the project workers whose outcomes could be tracked, much of the impact of the scheme would have been indirect. With this proviso, it is estimated that the four project workers helped access over £350,000 for the four project areas. This funding went either to individual small groups or towards wider service provision in the area (particularly in the case of Durham). 

As noted earlier, all the projects worked hard to promote inter agency and inter sector work. This took place in a variety of contexts including joint work on a range of committees or working groups, specific funding or service initiatives and in High Peak Derbyshire through the project worker taking the initiative in developing a new network for development workers.   

The importance of all sectors pooling resources and working together in the rural context was brought out strongly in the final feedback discussions with some of the Steering groups during the last evaluation visit.

In summary all the projects used a community development approach in their work which aimed to increase the confidence, skills, longer-term sustainability and self-sufficiency of their beneficiary groups.  

SECTION THREE: 

VIEWS ON THE IMPACT OF THE PROJECT

This section summarises views on the impact of the project using information from two surveys, (one of groups that used the projects and one of significant local stakeholders) and from discussions during the final evaluation visit with Steering Groups, line managers and the project workers.

3.1
What the users thought

During the final year of the project CVS undertook a survey of user groups through a short postal questionnaire and telephone interviews.  The findings from this survey are based on 42 responses.

Nearly half of the groups were formed after 1999. Most had heard about the project from project worker presentations at meetings or from word of mouth recommendation. Groups initially contacted the projects for a wide range of advice on setting up or running their groups and fundraising. 

· Help with fundraising and running groups was particularly helpful

Over half the respondents received help in fundraising, running their groups or ongoing advice and support.

' We needed assistance in preparing our case to become a registered charity, fundraising, with a constitution, budgeting and many other matters'.

' We wanted advice on how to apply for funding and on how to organise our committee'.

' We were a new group and needed help in setting up, fundraising, organising, advertising, and so on.'

' I was told about the small group project by a local policeman and the project worker gave us invaluable information and guidance in completing necessary documentation which led to complete success in being given the full grant'

· The style of support was appropriate and encouraged good practice
A number of groups commented on the project worker's style of work, which was experienced as highly accessible, appropriate to people's differing support needs and ultimately very enabling.

'It was extremely helpful to bounce ideas off a friendly organisation that could advise on emphasis etc'.

''We really valued the opportunity to sit and talk through issues… how to do. To reflect was very important'.

' As a result of this help we have been encouraged to reach out to more people'.

A third of the groups had accessed training as a result of contact with the projects

· The quality of support was rated as being excellent

75% of the groups rated the quality of support as being excellent and 25% as good.  The accessibility of the project staff, the quality of advice and their supportive style were all mentioned as components of this 'quality' service.

''Without the support we received we wouldn’t have been able to have the funding we needed'.

' The project worker was always welcoming; no task was too great and he was very thorough and thoughtful in his work. I could not ask for better quality of help'.

'The support and help is practical and pertinent. It is given in a way that gives people the confidence that they can do things for themselves - it shows respect and care'.

'Although the support is recent we are already benefiting - we envisage joining with other groups in the area and continuing to raise the profile of our group'.

' We have the knowledge that should we experience a problem, large or small, the Small Group Project will be there to help'.

'I had several major dramas when dealing with my previous committee and the Small Group Worker has always been approachable and unflappable'.

In response to a question on the difference the project had made to their group, the highest rated responses were increased funding and access to other resources, more confidence and skills, increased networking and more involvement in wider policy debates.

· Summary

The groups that had used the scheme clearly valued its input highly and in particular the facilitative and thoughtful style of the workers. 

3.2
What the stakeholders thought

In addition to asking user groups for their views on the scheme, a sample of key stakeholders in each of the four areas were also asked about the impact of the project.  The summary below is based on responses from 24 agencies
. 

There had been positive contact with the project

Two thirds of stakeholders had contact with the projects on committees, management, advisory or other groups. Just under a half had received training via the projects and nearly all had received information and assistance from the projects.

' There was good mutual support between workers on the patch'.

'General support at meetings, information sharing, positive support'.

'Partnership work in developing new community groups'.

''We have received loads of support from workers at open meetings, conferences and working groups'

The areas of highest impact resulting from the project were:

· increased funding to small groups (over 83%)

'Funding has been attracted and investment in rural areas made possible through the project'

'There has been an increase in local employment, training and volunteering opportunities'.

'Assistance in funding applications has been very successful and many groups are now financially secure for the next few years or have been given the kick start

they needed to access more funds'. 

· More rural small group activity (over 92%)

'The project has helped build capacity and confidence within local groups. It has assisted groups in becoming constituted bodies so that they can apply for and receive small amounts of funding and resources for themselves'.

'Smaller groups are more confident and able to represent themselves and their activities'.
· Increased skills of people in small groups (92%)

'The project accessed free training for a large number of groups who would otherwise have found this financially out of their reach. The series of sessions dealing with setting up a small group from funding, through accounting, chairing, minute taking and so on were invaluable'.

· More networking and cooperation between groups (96%)

'There is now more cross boundary cooperation and networking'.

· Contribution to evolving good practice (96%)

'The project has been innovative and is recognised throughout the area as developing new ways of engaging previously marginalised people'.

· Contribution to new initiatives and projects (92%)

'The feasibility study commissioned by the SGW scheme has identified a potentially viable project'.

' This project in partnership with ourselves has secured potential 3 years funding for a full and part time youth worker to support and engage young people at risk of social exclusion'.

· Contribution to developments in the rural voluntary sector infrastructure (80%)

' Small groups now have more understanding that they are part of a larger network'.

'The project has clearly demonstrated the value of this kind of infra structure support in developing sustainable funding for small groups'.

· Greater attention in policy and planning to the issues and needs raised by rural small groups (71%)

' The project has helped increase the public knowledge and profile of small groups in the area and this is now feeding into a mapping exercise led by the local CVS'.

· More priority now given to those most marginalised and excluded in our area (71%)

There has been a great impact on groups of disabled people and rural groups that are isolated'.

'The project's work has helped target marginalised groups and tackle equal opportunities issues head on'.

The longer term achievements of the projects

The stakeholder survey also sought information on the main longer-term achievements of the projects. Responses can be grouped under five main themes.

· Greater networking and cooperation between groups

Small groups now provided more peer group support, were networking more and had cooperated on a range of projects and initiatives.

· An increase in community capacity

The work of the project had increased the skills and confidence of small groups. Groups also had more access to relevant information on funders and how to set up and run groups. There was evidence of groups accessing more funding and of greater community involvement. As a consequence there was a greater awareness of the needs of small groups in rural areas.

· Evidence of developments in the voluntary sector infrastructure

The two Derbyshire projects had played a major role in laying the foundation for two new CVSs in the area. The work in Durham had been significant in developing longer term and more ambitious investment into the area.  

· More awareness and insight into discrimination and exclusion

The project had contributed to raising awareness of issues of exclusion and discrimination in rural areas. Small groups had demonstrated that they could play an important role in breaking down social isolation and in stimulating self-help and self-sufficiency. The training on anti discrimination had stimulated reflection and responses to prejudice and initiatives to promote inclusion of all groups. 

Lessons for the future

One of the key lessons identified by respondents was the need for continuity and longer term funding for initiatives such as this. 

3.3
What the Project Managers and Steering Groups thought

During each annual evaluation visit discussions were held with the four project line managers and the project Steering Groups to chart their views on the impact and effectiveness of the scheme and draw out key learning points as the projects evolved.

The final evaluation visit focused on the achievements and longer-term impact of the scheme.

Project manager's views

These discussions were most positive and highlighted a high degree of satisfaction with the achievements of the projects in all four areas. In two of the areas the project managers considered that initial output targets had been exceeded in terms of numbers of groups supported. The most significant achievements were felt to be:

· Small groups in all the four areas have been sustained and developed.

· Formal training sessions or programmes and the less formal mentoring provided by the project workers had significantly improved the skills and confidence of people active in the beneficiary small groups. 

· The training also provided an important opportunity to network, which was crucial given rural isolation.

· In High Peaks Derbyshire the pool of physical resources purchased by the project and available for loan (the camera, display boards and gazebo), were very much valued.

· Groups supported by the projects were consulted and involved in decisions about the future of the project.

· All the projects had managed to lever in additional funding for groups in rural areas that lacked resources.

· The projects had given local people the confidence to get involved in local policy and agenda setting initiatives and had provided a voice for groups that previously had not been included.

· The projects had all contributed to strengthening the local voluntary sector infrastructure. Groups had become involved in wider area initiatives through involvement in other forums.

The views of Steering Groups

The discussions with the Steering Groups focused on the impact of the project. Again their feedback was most positive and the key contribution of the scheme were seen to be:

· Groups had gained more skills and confidence through training, advice on funding and on forward planning and strategy.

· The projects had facilitated greater networking and collaboration between groups and had led to wider initiatives that impacted on whole communities.

· The role of the workers was critical. All had demonstrated sensitivity, creativity and flexibility and had encouraged groups to be more strategic.

· Small groups were starting to have a more significant role within the local voluntary sector and a larger voice within local initiatives.

· The work of the projects had built up useful information on the voluntary sector that could be fed into wider mapping exercises and databases.

· As a result of the projects there was more inter sector joint work and better links between staff working in the statutory and voluntary sectors. 

· The work of the projects had impacted on good practice especially through the focus on marginalised and excluded groups.

3.4
What the workers thought

During the final project worker workshop, views were sought on common themes emerging from the work of the scheme over its three-year's life.

There was broad agreement that the activities of all four projects had highlighted the following common themes: 

· Each project had achieved some success in targeting some of the most marginalised groups but used different approaches in doing this work.

· All the projects had worked hard to promote the longer-term sustainability of their user groups.

· All the projects tried to help break down barriers between areas or different groups through intergenerational initiatives and networked approaches.

· All the projects in different ways had challenged the stereotype of the romantic rural idyll and helped surface information about rural deprivation.

· All the projects had helped develop their local voluntary sector infrastructure.  

· Using a community empowerment approach was novel in some of the areas and contrasted with the paternalism of some local politicians and a sense that 'the council should do everything'. 

· All the projects had survived and learnt from each other's approaches.

· The working context for all projects has altered significantly as a result of new government policies and initiatives. There are now many more development workers and funding initiatives focused on rural issues.

SECTION FOUR:
OPERATIONAL ISSUES

Despite its overall success, some operational issues emerged during the course of the Comic Relief pilot scheme.  These related mainly to the role of the Steering groups; in three projects early difficulties in providing management and support to the project workers; and the short-term nature of the funding.

4.1
The Steering Groups

The guidance from Comic Relief made it clear that there was an expectation that each project would have a 'management committee' in addition to formal line management by the host agency. The terms used for this group and its terms of reference were ambiguous. Reference in the funding application guidance was to a 'managing body' but questions posed during the funding application interviews referred to the 'advisory committee'.

The fluid formulation of this requirement led to a range of expectations regarding the composition and role of this group. Groups referred to themselves as Steering Groups and Advisory Groups but the roles and requirements were not specified clearly at the outset. Some of the Steering Groups were successful in being user led; others operated along more traditional and professional lines. As a consequence, the workers had to invest considerable time and effort in developing the very groups that were intended to support to them in recognition of their isolated position.

4.2
Management, supervision and support

Early on, it became apparent that three of the host agencies were experiencing considerable internal difficulties. This meant that the project workers in these projects did not receive the quality of supervision and support they needed at the critical stage of setting up their project. One worker moved on fairly quickly and a second worker after less than two years.

By the second year of the scheme these problems were addressed. All the workers were receiving good supervision and support and greater efforts were made to ensure that they were better integrated into the staff teams of their host agency. However workers in two of the projects did not really have sufficient working space and this was a real issue in one project. 

4.3 The level of administrative support

All the projects had budgeted for 10 hours a week support. But this was not sufficient given the volume of administrative work and the additional monitoring framework requirements. All the workers struggled with this and felt they needed at least a 2/3 post.

SECTION FIVE;
LOOKING AHEAD

5.1 The key lessons

There is no doubt that the scheme was a success and overall a positive experience for all involved. 

Injecting the modest resource of a dedicated worker for small groups in rural areas had a tremendous impact on the profile and effectiveness of small groups. The projects resulted in more services, facilities, funding and community participation in all four areas and there was a real attempt to target the more marginalised and excluded groups. A high proportion of the groups supported emerged with a longer term and more strategic future secured and with greater confidence and more skills. New partnerships between the voluntary and statutory sectors were developed and the capacity of the voluntary sector in all areas was greatly strengthened.

As noted earlier, there was some ambiguity in the framing of the role of the project Steering Groups. Clear guidance is needed on the expectations of such groups and there should be provision for induction and training if needed to ensure their effective operation in providing support to project workers.

Being a lone community development worker is difficult and at times very stressful. In urban areas workers have more opportunities to meet up, share experiences and work together. In rural areas large geographical areas are an additional problem. Although the two Derbyshire workers were able to work very successfully together on certain projects they operated in different areas and mostly had to rely on their host agencies. The workers in the other two projects were much more isolated.  Future projects of this kind should consider employing pairs of workers. Although this had been envisaged by Comic Relief when the scheme was planned, the applicants did not take this on board.  Perhaps Comic Relief could have been more prescriptive. Funders should pay attention to checking out the capacity of host agencies to provide a teamwork context and good management, support and supervision. Budgets should include for networked computers and for adequate administrative support - possibly the role of administrative/research assistant, and for the workers training and self-development needs

5.2
Comparison of Comic Relief’s Rural Development Project with the Trust for London Small Group Worker Scheme
In many ways, Comic Relief’s Scheme was run in similar ways to the Trust for London one.  Both focussed on small groups. The monitoring and evaluation information collected was complex to take account of the different layers of organisation.  Training provided followed a similar pattern and fund raising support were features of both.  And in both schemes there were steering groups to oversee the work.  A number of the conclusions and lessons from the Comic Relief initiative are similar to those arising from the Trust for London scheme. 

One of the differences between the Comic Relief and Trust for London schemes was in the approach to the identification of needs. Although both schemes were based on research rather than perceived need, in the Trust for London scheme the workers undertook a needs analysis as part of the initial work.

The Trust for London project was able to focus much more on disadvantaged groups such as of refugees, women, black and minority ethnic groups as there are more of these in urban areas. Rural groups tend to be more generalist because of the numbers of people and lack of transport.  Disability was the only shared target group between the two schemes.

One of the conclusions in the Trust for London Scheme final report was that three years funding was insufficient for this type of initiative given the time it takes to establish this type of work. Their recommendation was that such schemes should be funded for at least five years. This lesson was borne out by the experience of the Comic Relief scheme. Although the expectation was that exit strategies should be considered almost from the outset, in practice this proved difficult especially as the Steering Groups in two of the projects did not really have the capacity to take this work on board.  

Whilst the Comic Relief Scheme benefited from the lessons from the Trust for London approach, certain issues emerged which related to the schemes objectives and expectations. As noted in an earlier section the intention was for the projects to work with objectives informed by research into local needs as well as to Comic Relief's own wider 'social justice' values. In practice the research that informed the needs assessment for two of the projects was too vague to inform realistic objectives and targets.  In the future it would be important to ensure that initial work plans and targets are either very broad and non-prescriptive or are grounded in sufficiently robust research to stand the test of implementation.

Finally one of the recommendations arising from the Trust for London Scheme was for an evaluation process to be built in from the outset. This took place in the Comic Relief Scheme. However such an evaluation process needs to be based on some baseline data from which progress or comparison can be estimated. This confirms the importance of properly grounded research into needs as noted earlier. In addition the experience from this evaluation is that the monitoring requirements posed an additional administrative burden on already hard pressed lone workers. Although there was a generally favourable review of the evaluation process, in future monitoring requirements should be kept within realistic limits in recognition of the extra workload entailed. 

5.3
Extending the projects

All the four projects have secured continuation funding for another three years. Part of this funding comes from an additional £200,000 allocated by Comic Relief in recognition of the need for transitional support and of the value of the work undertaken to date.

The two Derbyshire projects are now based in the CVSs they helped to establish. The Durham project will continue within the RCC but the focus of the project's work in this area of high unemployment will be on accessing training and lifelong learning. The Humber and Wolds project will continue to be hosted within the RCC and aims to develop a community resource centre with the longer-term aim of establishing a Volunteer bureau.

List of workers

Ruth Garbutt

Derbyshire Dales

July 1999 - December 1999 

Neil Moulden





March 2000 -

Sandy Schofield
Derbyshire High Peaks 

July 1999 -

John Davies

Durham 


December 1998 -

Kate Honeywood 
Humber and Wolds

Spring 1999 - July 2000

Dan Offord





November 2000 - February 2002

Host Agencies

Ashbourne Volunteer Bureau

Glossop Volunteer Bureau

Durham Rural Community Council

Humber and Wolds Community Council

� There were no CVSs in the Derbyshire area and one of the infrastructure arguments made in the application was that the work of the SGW scheme would make a significant contribution to developing this infrastructure.


� Responding agencies included County, District and Borough councils, Community councils, CVSs, Primary Care Trusts, the Youth service, the Police, local funders, community education and training organisations, and a range of other local agencies.
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