The Great Land Use Debate: on-line 7-17 March 2008
Steps for success in this project were:

· Questions that would capture key themes on land use

· Snappy and provocative headline opinions from key thinkers

· Well-targeted publicity that would draw contributors into the debate

· Good planning to refresh the debate throughout the week

In order to refresh the debate we decided to take three topics, starting with just one then adding the other two at intervals over the course of the week.  The topics we posted were:

1) Have we got the balance right between protecting the environment and food production?

2) Is rural land management the problem or the solution to flooding in our towns and cities?

3) What is rural land for?

How did we prepare?
· We drew on expertise and opinion from our key stakeholders in the Relu People and the Rural Environment Forum and our land use policy analysts to arrive at three key questions.
· Members of the PRE forum provided our headline opinions – we are fortunate in having influential thinkers who are also practitioners in land management.  

· We approached the Secretary of State’s office and he provided the first comment for the debate.
· Our publicity strategy targeted three main groups:


i) Land management professionals and other special  interest groups

ii) Our stakeholders

iii) The public
· For i) we built links with the Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors, the Town and Country Planning Association, Farming and Wildlife Advisory Group, Royal Agricultural Society, Council for the Protection of Rural England and Defra and achieved links to the debate on their organisational websites and articles in their electronic/hard copy newsletters.  We also managed to get prominent articles and links onto NFU on line news, Farmers’ Weekly Interactive and an interview on BBC Radio 4 Farming Today with link on the BBC website

· For ii) we circulated email “newsflashes” as each new topic came on line to encourage people to contribute their views

· For iii) we achieved two articles with links on the Guardian interactive website with links to the debate and a letter flagging up the debate in the Guardian newspaper and an article on food prices that advertised the debate in The Times and on the Times website, as well as a double page spread about Relu that advertised the debate in the Newcastle Journal.
What did we achieve?

· Around 100 people contributed to the debate.  

· The ideas and discussion were wide-ranging on all the topics.  Topic 1 attracted the most posts, followed by Topic 3 and then Topic 2.

· There were over 4,500 “hits” on the blog as visitors came to read the debate
· The debate attracted more than 660 new users to the Relu website who had never visited us before.

What have we learned?

· The work we put into timely publicity and links with other organisations before the debate paid off.  We had a considerable number of visitors coming onto the site from the linked websites, both the organisations such as CPRE who had put in links for us and from media sites such as the Guardian website.
· Having three topics coming on line during the week was effective in refreshing the debate and encouraging people to revisit.  Several posters commented on more than one topic.

· The debate was effective in raising Relu’s profile and attracting new visitors to the Relu website.

What would we do differently?

· The pattern of visits (see graph) suggests that more people visited on weekdays than at weekends.  If we launched a further debate it might be more effective to do this on a Monday rather than Friday (although this was chosen to coincide with the launch of the Festival of Social Science/National Science and Engineering Week). 
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What next?

· The comments are all posted on the Relu website as a source of public information.

· They will inform the work of our land use policy analysts and will feed into the research and dissemination of results from the Relu programme.

· They are also contributing to the Government’s Land Use Foresight project.
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