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Good practice stories

Title of project

Greater Manchester ‘On the Edge?’ action research project.
Lead organisation

Greater Manchester Centre for Voluntary Organisation
Summary
The project undertook a research and mapping exercise of rural areas in a metropolitan context that occurred alongside networking with VCS and public sector infrastructure and rural communities/the rural VCS, leading to a report outlining key issues in national, regional and local contexts. The report can be read at: http://www.gmcvo.org.uk/ruralreport
Description of project

Funded by Defra’s Rural Social and Community Programme 2006-08, and led by the Greater Manchester Voluntary Sector Support Consortium, the project was devised to create an evidence base that could lead to further investment and a rural plan for the rural fringe areas in Greater Manchester. 
In Greater Manchester the official rural population is only 66,000 out of 2.5 million but encompasses at least 25% of the land mass. This population is spread across 10 districts, creating extreme rural minorities. 
The project worked across the 10 metropolitan unitary authority areas of Greater Manchester, identifying specific localities that could be considered ‘rural’ or ‘rural fringe’ in relation to the communities that live there and gathering information about their needs. In order to do this the project built on the Defra evidence base by unlocking local expertise and drilling down to district and local levels to access qualitative information through interviews, networking meetings and local rural issues forums. 
Local community and voluntary sector groups in rural areas benefited through local rural issues forums, where the local authority and VCS infrastructure listened to their concerns, which were written up and fed into the research work as part of the project. The rural issues forums presented an opportunity, unprecedented in many of the areas, for stakeholders and rural activists to come together and learn about each other’s activities and discover common concerns and challenges. As such, they could become the starting point of better networking among rural stakeholders in the ten boroughs of Greater Manchester, a crucial pre-requisite for making rural concerns heard by decision-makers. VCS infrastructure gained through improving their reach into rural areas and marketing their services to a wider audience, and local authorities gained access to valuable information about their rural areas, linked into the rural agenda and engaged with communities at the coalface.
The final ‘On the Edge?’ report gave an overview of the issues in each district, and put issues for Greater Manchester’s rural areas in national and regional contexts, making the case for developing the rural agenda further within the metropolitan-rural context. The report has allowed dissemination of key messages to local communities, decision-makers and policy makers, and the final year of the project aims to build on this to secure a future for further interventions and local community development work within the 10 district’s rural communities.  
"The 'On the Edge' report has formed the basis of much discussion during meetings with representatives from rural areas of Bury. The information and discussion it has generated has led to the formation of a Rural Issues Steering group which we hope will feed up to the local LSP and be instrumental in strategic decisions".
Kim Griffiths, Area Co-ordinator, Ramsbottom, Tottington and North Manor, Bury Metropolitan Borough Council
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