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Introduction

Irish Rural Link welcomes the opportunity to make this submission to the Department of Education and Science’s Higher Education Strategy Group. As requested this submission outlines 3 significant issues we wish to see addressed in Irish higher education, namely: 

1. Adult Education & Community Education

2. Access to Education

3. Linking Higher Education & Regional Development

Approximately 40% of the population live in rural areas. The need to ensure that people in all areas in Ireland have access to re-skilling and up-skilling opportunities is hugely important. Higher education has major national economic and social objectives but it also addresses the personal and individual goals of people who wish to realise their full potential. The Higher Education Authority should ensure that regional development and the needs of rural populations are adequately addressed in any recommendations in the National Strategy. 

The education and training systems must ensure that all rural dwellers can develop to their full potential and that the needs of disadvantaged and socially excluded groups are addressed. Children born into disadvantaged households or who live in deprived areas are at greater risk of educational failure and subsequent labour market exclusion. The connection between poor educational qualifications and poverty becomes more pronounced over time and those without qualifications face high probabilities of both current unemployment and future long term unemployment. Higher numbers of rural people cease education before progressing to the higher levels and this must be remedied. The lack of discussion of the rural challenge in the HEA’s 2008 National Plan for Equity of Access to Higher Education 2008-2013 is disappointing.
1. Adult & Community Education
Education and training in local development is particularly important to ensure that voluntary associations, occupational groups and community groups have the capacity to participate in, co-operate with and contribute to, the development process and to work collectively on their own behalf. Adult and community education must be supported and appropriate measures to achieve this outlined in the National Strategy. The people best equipped to assist in rural development are those closest to the issues. The role of higher education is to assist them in that task.
In the coming years greater investment in adult and community education will be required to increase the opportunities for adult education with a particular emphasis on re-skilling or up-skilling certain sectors such as farmers and smallholders, women, new communities, unemployed etc. Further education opportunities need to be embedded into local community and industry structures and greater links need to be forged with employers and more emphasis needs to be placed on adult education, particularly in areas where traditional industries and employment in construction is in decline.
The university education system is mainly concerned with the development and provision of new knowledge. The development of knowledge related skills is strategically important but not formally provided for by the current system. 
Rural communities have a strong track record of innovative thinking and adapting to changing circumstances, with the group water scheme just one example. Irish Rural Link is aware that rural communities are curious about, and receptive to, knowledge regarding environmental protection and sustainable development. However our work has identified a gap in the information available to rural communities on such matters.

Barriers

To meet these life-long learning requirements, the universities and other third level institutions need to have a more proactive and systemic approach to the provision of adult and postgraduate training programmes in rural areas. In addition to this, the long standing and well documented deficit in the provision of nationally accredited industry training programmes, for both communities and those employed in a wide range of sectors, including renewable energies, needs to be properly and urgently addressed. 

2. Access to Education
The Government is committed to the provision of a comprehensive and all embracing education system, consistent with what is practicable and economically feasible given the competing demands and priorities, on a geographically dispersed basis. This will include the provision of distance education and outreach facilities with an emphasis on technological supports and resources. 
-White Paper on Rural Development, 1999
This ambition must be recognised in the Strategy. Improved access to education and training programmes is vital to raise the human resource capabilities of rural businesses, and of rural populations generally. Increased access to outreach educational facilities for those living in rural areas and are unable to travel to the major urban centres to avail of education opportunities must be a priority. This requires that all counties should have a significant 3rd level presence via outreach centres or through the establishment of new institutions. The availability of financial support (either in the form of grants or higher tax rebates on course fees) for part-time study would also significantly benefit rural communities. 

Regional discrepancies exist in 3rd level education attainment exist. For example the Border region (at 23.4%) had the lowest proportion of persons with a 3rd level qualification of the Irish regions. The reasons for these discrepancies must be examined and a mechanism to address them outlined in the Strategy.
Barriers

Poor broadband and communications infrastructure acts as a brake on educational development and reduces the opportunities for e-learning and training. The cost (or unavailability) of public transport is also a barrier. This is compounded by the absence of outreach centres in many parts of the country.
Improved provision of information on available education opportunities, supports etc. is also required and ‘roadshows’-perhaps in association with the Citizens Information Board, LEADER companies etc., may be a mechanism for the HEA to deliver this information to towns and villages.
A survey in a 2009 Offaly Outreach Education Project report on Equality of Access to Higher Education in the county where the majority of respondents were mature students on low income, showed that the greatest barriers to third level access to be financial cost, lack of information and lack of confidence. Respondents also identified the need for greater 'support from tutors / lecturers' and the need for 'educational career guidance' as necessary supports to enable them complete their course. A measure to address this is enhanced financial support for part-time third level students, who currently are ineligible for any financial assistance from the 'free fees initiative' or student grants. Many of these students are on low income and the courses they pursue carry high fees.

3. Linking Higher Education & Regional Development
Education and training have a vital role in generating and sustaining economic activity. The availability of a well educated and flexible workforce facilitates economic diversification and the attraction of income and job creating opportunities to rural areas. The development of new technologies, for example, requires a flexible labour force with a high level of general education and possessing good basic skills in handling information technology. The Institutes of Technology in particular have a major role to play in the promotion and location of industry in their areas and in supporting the concept of regional development.
-White Paper on Rural Development, 1999
The National Strategy must reflect this ambition. Higher education is vital to foster entrepreneurship in regions. An economic strategy for the region must be closely linked with the educational assets of the region. The 3rd level institutions in the region play an integral role in this. The institutions must seek to ensure they focus on the assets of the region and its population in order to develop enterprise in the region. This will go towards addressing the ‘brain drain’ where those with high educational attainment are ‘pulled’ towards urban centres 

While the Institutes of Technology constitute a broad regional network of third-level provision, this in itself is not always enough to encourage participation in higher education among people in rural areas, particularly in more isolated, and therefore geographically disadvantaged localities. The answer to this particular problem is not to simply keep opening new institutions. County participation rates are not directly correlated with the presence of a third-level facility in the county. Many counties with no higher education facilities have high participation rates, e.g. Leitrim, Roscommon, and Longford. Innovative strategies are needed, aimed at increasing the accessibility of the established Higher Education Institutions.

This can only be achieved through the development of an agreed strategy involving the institutions themselves, industries in the Region, and the state agencies that support enterprise and innovation. Higher education institutions must link with County Enterprise Boards (CEBs) and Enterprise Ireland, while addressing the needs of local LEADER groups.

Barriers

A pro-enterprise culture needs to be developed within regions and that the higher education sector, among other public institutions can play a significant role in this.  There is a clear requirement for entrepreneurship training at primary, secondary and third levels. This would also help to counteract the “brain drain” from the Irish regions. There is also a role for Higher Education Institutions through the provision of graduate enterprise and enterprise platform programmes. These initiatives should be mainstreamed in all institutions and sufficient resources should be put in place to enable this to occur.

We agree with the 2005 Rural Foresight reports conclusions that:
The central role of knowledge in driving national and regional innovation and economies points to the need for the development of new models for the organisational structure and delivery of research and innovation. To meet the specific context-dependent needs of rural regions, an analogue of the US Land Grant Colleges may be appropriate. These colleges have a strong extension role in delivering new knowledge to potential adopters in rural areas. Such an extension model would position the higher education organisations to act more directly as intermediaries in developing clusters of indigenous businesses.

This innovation driven approach to research needs requires a radically different funding system from that conventionally applied to higher education institutions and state research institutes. To raise the capacity of rural regions to generate, absorb and integrate research and technological innovations and transfer them into economic growth, the fundamental requirement is a dedicated strategic funding system. This needs to be designed so as to enable rural regions to capitalise on their comparative advantages while taking advantage of best practices and models available in relation to the governance, organisation and delivery of integrated research and innovation systems.

Conclusion

As an over-riding general principle, the Government is committed to the “rural proofing” of all national policies so as to ensure that policy makers are aware of the likely impact of policy proposals on the economic, social, cultural and environmental well-being of rural communities.





   -White Paper on Rural Development, 1999
A common theme and presumption throughout this submission is the need to ensure that national, regional and local policies do not have a negative impact on rural areas and communities. This is equally relevant when delivering higher education in rural areas. As stated above, the issues facing rural areas can often be very different to those faced by urban areas or may have different underlying reasons for a similar problem. 

Irish Rural Link: the Organisation

Irish Rural Link (IRL), formed in 1991, is a national network of organisations and individuals campaigning for sustainable rural development in Ireland and Europe. IRL, a non-profit organisation, has grown significantly since its inception and now directly represents over 300 community groups with a combined membership of 25,000.

The network provides a structure through which rural groups and individuals, representing disadvantaged rural communities, can articulate their common needs and priorities, share their experiences and present their case to policy-makers at local, national and European Level.

Irish Rural Link is the only group represented at the national social partnership talks solely representing rural communities’ interests.

‘Our vision is of vibrant, inclusive and sustainable rural communities that contribute to an equitable and just society’

Irish Rural Link’s aims are:

· To articulate and facilitate the voices of rural communities in local, regional, national and European policy arenas, especially those experiencing poverty, social exclusion and the challenge of change in the 21st century.

· To promote local and community development in rural communities in order to strengthen and build the capacity of rural community groups to act as primary movers through practical assistance and advice.

· To research, critique and disseminate policies relating to rural communities including issues such as sustainability, social exclusion, equality and poverty.

· To facilitate cross-border networking between rural communities.

‘Our mission is to influence and inform local, regional, national and 

European development policies and programmes in favour of rural

communities especially those who are marginalised as a result of

poverty and social exclusion in rural areas’
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