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Note by Luke Dilley
The 2010 Relu conference in Manchester launched the fourth wave of projects under the Relu programme. These projects all relate to the theme of adapting rural living and land use to environmental change. While the conference outlined some of the issues facing rural areas in relation to environmental change as well as launching the projects, the main aim of the conference was to encourage links between researchers and those within the sphere of policy and practice.

The morning session opened with an introduction from Les Firbank (North Wyke Research) who noted that the Relu the programme had been situated within a continually shifting political landscape. With the election of a new administration things were no different for the current round of projects. He suggested that thought needed to be given to how Relu situates itself in this shifting economic and political context. 
Ken O’Callaghan (LWEC Directorate) summed up some of the challenges facing rural areas in regards to a changing environment, including: concerns around food and water supplies, health, infrastructure and how people will respond to risk. He said that the current round of Relu projects is trying to address these challenges. He stressed the importance of interlinked research projects and holistic thinking in relation to these issues. However, he questioned whether the apparent shift towards more localised land use planning would militate against an integrated approach to land use issues.
Philip Lowe (Relu Director) briefly summed up the Relu programme and the key considerations embedded within the projects to date. Relu, he noted, had been committed to interdisciplinary research allowing for more joined up and holistic approaches to some of the challenges facing rural areas. He saw the need for research to be more socially accountable as well as more engaged with those in the sphere of policy and practice and outlined Relu’s ‘Work Shadowing’ and ‘Visiting Fellows’ schemes. These allow both researchers and practitioners to engage more fully with each other’s respective fields and work environments and facilitate a greater degree of knowledge exchange.
Following from Philip Lowe, Claire Waterton (Lancaster University) outlined findings from a Relu research project looking at what adaptation meant in relation to a water catchment area. One of the key notions drawn out of the research was that of the complexity of systems and their interconnections. These complexities and uncertainties meant that any adaptation approaches needed to be flexible and accommodating of a range of stakeholder inputs. A further aspect that she drew out of her research, congruent with the aim of stakeholder engagement, was the development of an innovative mechanism employed within this study whereby local stakeholders could develop small scale research projects.
Kathryn Monk (Welsh Assembly Government) then provided a stakeholder perspective. She noted that Relu has been good at engaging those outside the research arena and that she has benefited from a fellowship placement with the Understanding Environmental Knowledge Controversies project. However, as she saw it, the main challenge for practitioners was the lack of time to engage with research programmes and she stressed the need for stakeholder engagement to be done in an efficient and dynamic manner. 
The discussion focused around questions of engagement and the ways in which research projects could effectively mesh with institutions and practitioners. However, there were also questions relating to the ways in which research could involve those at the ground level, with Mark Reed (University of Aberdeen) noting that stakeholder led small scale research programmes, as outlined in an earlier presentation, provided a novel and interesting approach.
The next part of the programme consisted of three ‘stakeholder-research dating’ sessions. These ‘dating’ sessions sought to engage potential stakeholders with the current Relu projects. Each delegate attended three “dating sessions”. These were designed to allow attendees to discover a little about each of the three projects, facilitate discussion and to provide an opportunity for stakeholders to comment on the research. The afternoon session also allowed prospective stakeholders the chance to offer potentially longer term engagement with the research projects by filling in feedback slips.

Following the ‘dating’ sessions there was an opportunity for those who had attended the conference, as well as currently engaged project stakeholders, to feed back into the direction and mechanisms of the Relu programme as a whole. While it was noted that Relu represented a rare opportunity to engage with, and co-develop, research projects, there were a number of key points raised. 
· Engagement with stakeholders could go further still, practitioner knowledge could be more effectively integrated within the research projects and there needed be better engagement with interested parties from the very conception of a research project, both at a local and strategic level. 
· Messages coming from Relu needed to be tailored to their intended audience and there needed to be efficient and dynamic engagement with practitioners and policy makers. In regards to more efficient and effective engagement a number of suggestions were made, including: early consideration and a crystallisation of the messages coming from Relu, more effective integration into existing networks, more effective use of other ways of disseminating research outputs - not just academic publications and, the need for time to be factored into a research projects for active dissemination of outputs. Finally, it was noted that Relu projects needed to be applicable to many spatial scales thus broadening the scope of their applicability. 

· There are often commonalities between some of the Relu projects. It was noted that engagement with stakeholders and practitioners could be more efficient if these common strands were brought together into a single source of information. Indeed, there was a call for greater linkages between research projects and for the dissemination of a cross project synthesis of research outputs.
· A number of areas were in need of some consideration. It was suggested that there could be greater engagement with the forestry and woodland sector. It was also noted that the ‘landscape agenda’ - e.g. the interaction between people and places - should not be overlooked.
· There needed to consideration over how ‘impact’ could be measured as well as how the Relu programme as a whole could become self sustaining – possibly drawing on the resources of the networks it had developed.
