Connecting Urban and rural learning initiatives: A Network to examine the distinctive learning needs of rural communities so as to find ways in which learning city initiatives can support learning development and community building in rural areas.
Questions posed by Dr Konvitz in his keynote paper – asking how can the network promote and validate innovative solutions in a number of areas pertaining to learning in rural and urban contexts; and the second set relating mainly to particular stakeholders.
The ‘Learning Limerick’ Steering Group has now expanded its membership to include partners from across the wider Limerick Region. This process commenced in late 2013; with new members representing groups in County Limerick coming on board gradually during late 2013 and early 2014. The name of the group during this expansion process was the ‘Limerick Learning Region’ and subsequently changed to simply ‘Learning Limerick’. Limerick City and County Councils have merged into a single structure; similarly with the merged Limerick Clare Education and Training Board (ETB, formerly separate Vocational Education Committees in Limerick City, County and County Clare.)
Profile of Limerick: Limerick is the Republic of Ireland’s third largest City and is located on the River Shannon. The population of Limerick City and suburbs reached 91,454 in the 2011 census; (with the overall county of Limerick having a population of 134,703.) Limerick is the hub of transport, economic, educational and social activities in the Mid-West Region. It is specified as a gateway under the National Spatial Strategy (2002) and an important driver of regional growth.  
Comments from the Learning Limerick Steering Group, particularly those network members from groups in the County: - 

Regarding the wording of the Network’s aim: - “distinctive learning needs of rural communities” –instead should this read: - “the distinctive needs for rural communities in order to access learning” – there isn’t a difference between people in rural communities and urban communities in terms of the “learning needs”.
Rural communities engage with their cities in a variety of ways and there are similarities between rural and urban communities throughout Ireland but rural communities also create and present a complex web of issues for the engagement of people in adult learning programmes.

Some angles for connecting urban and rural learning initiatives

·         Social focus (role and value of green space for health and wellbeing, cultural identity and regional heritage).
·         Environmental focus (sustainable living/ecology, climate change, food chain, biodiversity, etc.)

·         Spatial focus (space for urban expansion, including infrastructure and industry, etc.)

·         Economic focus (Issues raised are the characteristic small size of rural employment units and unsustainable nature of some rural work) - rural growth sectors – e.g. Green economy, Agri-Food, Tourism, Knowledge services, Creative sector, Caring sector, Home based micro-enterprises, social enterprise in communities)

The key barriers to adult upskilling in rural areas (many of these cited by the West Development Commission; that is a statutory body that was set up to promote both social and economic development in the Western Region of Ireland) : -
· Lack of connectivity - Transport (rural transport presents an issue especially for those on low incomes and without their own cars), Broadband access (central provision, libraries)

· Caring responsibilities

· Lack of timely, affordable access to key services such as specialist healthcare or to well-paid employment

· Demographic imbalance

· Rising levels of unemployment (unemployment rates in rural areas are above the national average), or underemployment which is a prevalent issue in rural areas.

· Difficulty in rural areas to access either information, advice and guidance, as well as actual courses.
· Costs associate with Learning, including fees, travel, childcare.

Rural communities are particularly affected by the increase in unemployment levels with the continuing drive to restructure the economy and progress towards high-tech and increasingly knowledge-based economic activity which does not favour persons with low levels educational attainment, poor skills and limited experience of ‘new economy‘ employment, many of whom live in rural areas.

Regarding barriers around accessing courses and particularly the barriers of transport for rural areas, there are many people who never leave Limerick and in turn never leave the specific area of Limerick that they live in. There are examples of individuals living in rural West Limerick who have secured places on further education courses in Limerick city and decided to turn down the opportunity as it was not feasible for them to travel so far (about 38 miles in distance) on a daily basis. This may be a feasible for the younger student just leaving school to attend college for the first time but not so for many adults. The key to this difference or difficulty between the people who travel and leave home to access education/training as third level students meeting issues such as costs of being away from home and those who are unable to move outside their own rural area to access learning opportunities is level of disadvantage that people are experiencing.

The cost of travel and attending courses at any level may be prohibitive for individuals but is absolutely impossible if the course is not locally based. A distance of 10 miles could be the maximum that disadvantaged people in rural areas could consider travelling. For people who have no transport of their own; the public transport system is almost non-existent. In the rural Limerick areas the public transport bus system runs straight through the key towns only. And where the public bus transport system is available, the cost is far too high for individuals.

Also: consider the impact of EU programmes over the last number of years that have also contributed to the development of very different rural economies/communities. It could be argued that the European model of Leader funding allowed for diversification, development and innovation in rural economies and communities. Irish rural communities received 425 million between 2007-2013. This funding has changed the rural landscape and it could be argued that communities are now engaging in new farming, new artisan and craft product development, new ways of thinking and survival.  Current rural development models need to involve the knowledge and skills of local communities and engage aging populations in new technology and new methods of engagement in community. Therefore the learning needs of a rural community must not be explored in isolation but in the context of the rural development agenda and then in tandem with urban development. (Relevant current developments including: local government sectoral strategy, rural development programme 2014-2020, Solas (old Fas and VECs), National Broadband Plan)
Some Possible Future Strategies

· Examine how public policy can support both formal and informal learning for both rural and urban communities and to continue to support voluntary community organisations involved in learning. 
· There should be more use of partnerships, including voluntary-statutory partnerships, to secure progression from informal learning in rural areas to formal learning in urban areas. 
· There should be more promotion and celebration of adult learning, but also emphasising the variety of ways in which this can happen. (Production of material that can be picked up by local press and radio in rural areas.)
Recommendations from West Development Commission include: -

· Close alignment of education provision with job opportunities is required to raise education levels and reduce unemployment among the rural region’s priority target groups: workers in vulnerable sectors; young men in rural areas who left school to go into building; older men including part-time farmers who have lost jobs in construction or traditional manufacturing; and women in the retail, hospitality and other service sectors. 

· Identify and respond to short term skills needs, through establishing enterprise-led regional workforce development for each region.
· Address barriers in terms of childcare and lack of public transport through flexible learning e.g. part-time, online/distance, outreach. This can be particularly important for women who may have greater caring responsibilities.

· Access programmes should take into account and support participants to access training or work placements through public transport or their own transport, as well as taking account of caring responsibilities.

· Engaging priority target groups: Voluntary ‘learning mentors’ should be supported in local communities. These would be peers of the priority target groups who have undertaken upskilling themselves. The community and voluntary sector and local sports clubs could play a key role in helping learning mentors identify and make contact with individuals.
