
   
 

MERSEY RURAL LEADER LAG EXECUTIVE MEETING  
Monday 11th July 2016, 1:00pm 

Location: Thornton Manor Hotel, Thornton Hough, CH63 1JB. 

Chairperson: David Shaw (University of Liverpool) 

In attendance: Craig Bradley (Rural Payments Agency) 

Andrew Carey (Rural Leader Programme Officer) 

  Ross Clark (Private business)  

  Olly Harrison (Private business) 

  Ann-Louise Hartley (Private business) 

Jonathan Jackson (Rural Leader Programme Manager) 

  Juggy Landay (Wirral Council) 

   Louise O’Brien (Halton Council) 

John Quirk (St Helens Council) 

Richard Shacklady (Private business) 

Helen Sweeney  (Private business)  

   
   

Apologies:  Helen Wainwright (NFU) 

Danielle Lea-Smith (Forestry Commission) 

Keith Hackett (Private business) 

 Vicky Corcoran (Private business)  

Frank Egerton (Sefton Council)  

Irene Johnson (Knowsley Council) 

Ian Lawrence (Private business) 

Lynsey Taylor (Merseytravel)  

Dorothy Sumner (Private business) 

 

Agenda:  

 Minutes of the last meeting 

 Matters arising 

 Defra/RPA update 

 Terms of Reference 

 Full Applications 

 Outline Applications 

 Any other business 

 Next LAG Exec meeting 
 

Minutes of the last meeting  

AC sent out the minutes of the previous meeting held on 25th April 2016. The minutes were approved 
as a true record of this meeting.  
 

Matters arising 

EU Referendum result: DS suggests that, despite the ‘Leave’ result, it will be business as usual as far 



as the LEADER programme is concerned until further direction or clarity is received from Defra. CB 

confirms and adds that the purdah period came to an end at the announcement of the referendum 

result and marketing/promotion activities can resume. However, it was noted that at the moment 

no offer letters and or communication with applicants was possible until Defra gave the all clear. 

Therefore whilst the meeting could make decisions in principle , successful applicants could not be 

provided with an offer letter until the situation was clarified. 

It was AGREED to carry on and ensure that results would be communicated to the applicants as soon 

as possible.   

Terms of Reference: CB requests that the Terms of Reference be amended to include a section about 

‘written procedures’ for making decisions outside of the quarterly meetings. 

It was AGREED that this flexibility should be provided to the LAG to potentially respond with agility if 

necessary in exceptional circumstances   

Actions to be taken: 

 Terms of Reference to be amended and signed, with hardcopy sent to RPA – JJ and DS. 

 

Defra/RPA update 

Grant Funding Agreements(GFAs): CB informs the Executive that the issuing of Grant Funding 
Agreements has been put on hold indefinitely until given the go ahead by Defra.  
 
Staff changes at Defra: CB announces that he may no longer be managing the LEADER scheme on 
behalf of the RPA in the future. He will soon be moving to another role within the RPA due to staff 
restructuring within Defra. The current proposal is that there will be 2 staff members assigned to 
managing the scheme in the North West of England but this is yet to be confirmed.  
 

Actions to be taken: 

 Notify JJ and AC on when GFA’s can be issued - CB 

 Inform JJ and AC of staff changes in the RPA once confirmed - AC 

 

Full Applications 

There were four Full Applications to be appraised.  

Full Application: Carrot and Sprout Processing (Mr Stephen Cook) 
 

Priority Area 1: Increasing Farm Productivity 

The applicant would now like to purchase a new generation polisher for the carrots, to upgrade the 

software on their Odenberg sorting machine and to smarten up their pack houses and improve the 

hygiene so they are able to compete more effectively in tendering for contracts with major retailers. 

Finally, a roller inspection table is needed on the main sprout sorting line to ensure quality is of the 

highest level.  The total project cost is just under £95,000 with a grant request of £38,000 and with 

an aim of creating 2-3 jobs. 

Conclusion: Concerns were raised as to whether the software upgrade would be eligible under the 
scheme. JJ clarifies the type of upgrade needed for the project and CB agrees that this would be an 
eligible cost. The Executive unanimously agreed that the project offers excellent value for money 



and an award to the applicant for the fully requested amount of £37,781.60 should be endorsed.  

Full Application: The Hayloft (Mrs Emily Owen) 
 

Priority Area 2: Support  for SMEs (non-agricultural) and farm diversification 

Using a redundant agricultural building to create a family friendly coffee shop/ice cream parlour. 

Applicant would like to diversify and grow their business to invest in future with the aim of creating 

3 FTEs. Planning permission has been obtained and a grant of £40,000 had been requested 
 

During the appraisal process concern was raised regarding the financial position of the applicant and 

whether they had enough capital to complete the project. The Executive considered this carefully 

and felt that current overdraft facility will provide the applicant with enough funds to carry out the 

project and the bank seems to have enough confidence in the business as they have not taken any 

action to reduce it.   Other concerns included the access road and the reality of the visitor numbers. 

The Executive noted that already the business had good passing trade with selling Christmas trees 

and newly approved housing development would improve footfall. 
 

Conclusion: The Executive unanimously agreed that this appeared to be a solvent business that can 

deliver its proposed outputs and agreed to award the applicant the amount of £40,000, subject to 

final eligibility checks.  
 

Full Application: Manor Farm Barn (Mr Stephen Jones)  
 

Priority Area 3: Rural Tourism 

Conversion of a sandstone barn into a two-bedroom holiday let to provide luxury accommodation to 

tourists visiting the area. The project cost is estimated at £100,000 with a grant request of £40,000. 

However, only 0.6 FTE job will be created. Planning permission and quotes have been obtained with 

the local Chamber of Commerce advising on the business plan. 
 

At the outline stage the Executive had expressed concerns regarding value for money in terms of the 

job outputs delivered for the level of public investment. 
 

 

The appraiser has suggested putting this project under Priority Area 5 (Culture & Heritage) and 

reducing the grant amount to £20,000 as it would not meet the required outputs under the Rural 

Tourism PA.  
 

Conclusion: The Executive agreed that the proposal would better fit under culture and heritage but 

concerns remained regarding the lack of jobs and growth that the project will produce. However, it 

was decided that this would be balanced through the protection of an historic barn within a 

conservation area. The grant would therefore go towards the renovation of the structural 

framework and damp-proofing of the barn. It was agreed the project would be supported with a 

grant of up to £20,000 and that it would need to be switched to a different priority area. 

 

Full Application: Pets Country Manor (Mr Craig Hailes) 
 

Priority Area 2: Support  for SMEs (non-agricultural) and farm diversification 

Applicant would like to expand their business in order to meet growing demand. The business 

applied for funding during the last round of the Leader programme and secured a £60,000 grant and 

created 2 full-time positions. This time, the total project cost is £139,000 with a grant request of 

£40,000. 



Conclusion: The Executive has deep reservations about the applicant’s capacity to deliver the 

proposed outputs and rejects the proposal. The reasons for rejection are: 

 The project offers poor value for money. The applicant aims to create 2 jobs through the 

expansion for a grant of £40,000 yet one of these is an apprenticeship and will be ineligible 

under the scheme. In addition, extra staff will not be taken on immediately after the 

completion of the project; 

 The applicant has a poor track record of delivering outputs following other grants. This 

would be the third grant (if approved) and whilst the first was repaid, substantial previous 

investment had resulted in a few new jobs at great expense. Therefore, these did not 

represent good value for money; 

 Cash flow based on VAT recovery where the timing is unrealistic; 

 Wage bill increases are not satisfactory.  
 

 

Actions to be taken: 

 Appraisal forms to be signed on behalf of the LAG Executive – DS  

 Applicants to be notified of the result once given go ahead from Defra – AC 

 

Outline Applications 

There are three Outline Applications to be appraised.  

Outline Application: Merryville Riding School (Ms Suzanne Ventre) 

Priority Area 2: Support  for SMEs (non-agricultural) and farm diversification 

Project aims to open a horse riding school with access to all. This involves the construction of 
buildings to include toilet facilities with changing area and lecture/common room for pupils. They 
will be erecting a block of eight stables that will house riding school horses. Planning permission 
approval is expected by September 2016. The total project cost for this will be £20,000 and aims to 
create 3 FTE posts. A grant of £8,000 has been requested.  
 
Conclusion: The Executive unanimously agrees to invite the applicant to submit a Full Application as 
it proposes good outputs for the grant requested. While concerns were raised that the objective of 3 
FTE jobs may seem a little optimistic for this type of project, it was decided that even 1 FTE would 
offer the scheme a good return on investment.  
 

Outline Application: James Heyes & Sons (Mr James Heyes) 
 

Priority Area 1: Increasing Farm Productivity 

Applicant would like to market and grade button and 40mm+ sprouts instead of them being a waste 

product. They have interested clients throughout the North of England. They want to install 

equipment to improve staff safety and decrease chance of contamination.  A grant of £15,000 has 

been requested. The applicant aims to create 1 FTE position and expects to increase turnover by 

15% as a result. 

Conclusion: The Executive unanimously supports the proposal and invites the applicant to submit a 

Full Application.  
 

Outline Application: Small Animal Hotel  
 



Priority Area 2: Support for SMEs (non-agricultural) and farm diversification 

 OH declares a conflict of interest and leaves the meeting room while the project was 

appraised.  
 

This is a start-up business and the project will involve refurbishing the barns and adapting them so 

that they are suitable to house small animals. A grant of £11,000 has been requested to go towards 

the renovation costs and 1 FTE position will be created.  
 

Conclusion: The Executive unanimously supports the proposal and invites the applicant to submit a 

Full Application. Concerns were raised about licensing but it was confirmed that this would not be 

needed for the temporary care of small animals. There might also be need for planning permission. 
 

Actions to be taken: 

 Appraisal forms to be signed on behalf of the LAG Executive – DS  

 Applicants notified of the result – AC 

 

AOB 

Application process: CB informs the Executive that Defra is looking at ways to streamline the 

application process, in particular for those applicants requesting smaller levels of grant funding. Any 

changes will be confirmed at the next LAG meeting.  

Quotations: DS raises the issue of quotations and how the current obligations have been causing 

difficulty for some applicants. CB announces that the tendering condition has now been dropped 

and that the RPA is looking at ways to amend the list of requirements to make them more practical 

for applicants.  

Craig Bradley: DS, on behalf of the LAG Executive, expresses his thanks to CB for his support and 

assistance to the Mersey LEADER programme and wishes him well for the future.  

Thornton Manor: DS, on behalf of the LAG Executive, would like to express his thanks and 

appreciation to the team at Thornton Manor for allowing the LAG Executive to hold their meeting 

there and for the tour of the Walled Garden Marquee, so the LAG could witness the impact of one of 

the previous projects.   

Forestry and other Priorities: In the light of the ongoing uncertainty it was suggested that we need to 

open all the other priorities as a matter of urgency, and it was agreed discussions should take place 

with the Mersey Forest about how the woodland monies could be best utilised. 

Rural Growth Programme: It was still anticipated that any calls would be released in the autumn.  

 

Next Meeting 

The next meeting of the LAG Executive is planned for 26th September 2016 at a venue TBC.  

Actions to be taken: 

 Venue to be identified for the next LAG Exec meeting in September – AC.  

 Mersey Forest to be invited to make a brief presentation to the LAG Exec on possible areas 
of intervention – JJ.  

 


