




Many of these changes and trends are brought out in the discussion chapter at the end
of the report, but two key areas stand out for me – the emergence of new issues that
will shape the future of rural England; and also the way that the key issues of concern
have remained prominent throughout the decade.

Ten years ago, only a relatively small number of people would have predicted that
climate change and food security issues would be altering the way we view rural
England. Many had got used to an image of rural England as a place that provides a
dormitory or a leisure facility for many who live in urban areas, where agricultural and
other land-based activities should shift away from the production of food towards
looking after the land. But recent events – such as foot and mouth disease and floods
along with sharp rises in food, fuel and commodity prices – have changed this view
radically. Evidence and discussion presented in this year’s report show that we are
starting to regard rural areas in a very different way.

Alongside this, the persistence of issues that affect and concern rural people stands
out. Affordable housing and access to services have retained their place as the issues
of most widespread concern amongst rural people, and the evidence presented in our
reports has shown the continuing importance of these issues. Also, the notion that rural
England as a whole is better off than urban England (on average) has continued to
mask the significant levels of disadvantage that exist. The difference from urban areas
is that its dispersal pattern is often very difficult to pinpoint in official data, and this
translates into weaknesses in policy instruments for tackling disadvantage. An example
of this is in the finding that while about 2.5% of small areas with the highest levels of
deprivation are found in rural areas, by most measures of deprivation 15-18% of
people suffering deprivation are found in rural areas. 

I have great pleasure in welcoming you to this report and we look forward to exploring
its implications with you.

Stuart Burgess
Chairman of the Commission for Rural Communities

State of the countryside 2008 Foreword 5

Foreword

A State of the countryside
report has been published
every year since 1999, so this
is the tenth in the series. We
have taken the opportunity to
look back over the past ten
years to make a longer-term
assessment of the ways rural
England has changed over
time, and the ways it has
remained much the same.
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The State of the countryside report
This report aims to be a ‘first port of call’ for those seeking factual
information on social, economic and environmental issues in rural
areas. It also adds commentary on the information that we show 
and on the trends that are emerging. 

The report is one of the ways in which the Commission for Rural
Communities (CRC) seeks to deliver the ‘watchdog’ and ‘advisor’
roles set out in the Natural Environment and Rural Communities
(NERC) Act (2006).

We hope that this report provides a valuable resource for policy
makers and delivery bodies as well as those who live in, and care
about, rural England.

This year’s report
The 2008 report is the tenth in the series and we are presenting,
where possible, trend data to show how rural England has changed
over a ten year period. However, this has only been possible in some
cases, since data collection has changed so fast in recent years, so 
we have continued the tradition of showing what is of current interest
today, even if we don’t have data stretching back ten years.
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Figure 1.1
ONS Rural and Urban 
Definitions, 2004

Area definition

Less sparse

Hamlet and isolated dwellings

Village

Town and fringe

Urban >10k

Sparse

Hamlet and isolated dwellings

Village

Town and fringe

Urban >10k

Boundaries

Source: ONS, 2004. Rural
and Urban Definitions.

i) The Office of National Statistics definition. This is the primary definition that we use.1

It defines settlements of over 10,000 people as ‘urban’, and defines smaller ‘rural’
settlements into three categories: ‘town and fringe’, ‘villages’, or ‘hamlets and isolated
dwellings’. In addition, settlements are defined as to whether they are in ‘sparse’ or
‘less sparse’ areas. This definition can be used at most official levels of data collection
from individual address and postcodes up to Ward and Super Output Area.

1 Office of National Statistics (2004) Urban and Rural Definitions.

As in the 2007 report, many indicators remain stable, and we have summarised what 
is already known rather than replicate previous analyses. We have included references
to tables and figures used in the previous three years’ reports at the end of each
section so that readers can find information on those areas.

The evidence
We seek to present as wide a range of evidence as possible on issues relating to rural
England. This limits the level of detail at which we can analyse any one area of policy.
The report does not aim to provide any policy position of the CRC. It does, however,
comment on issues of concern, drawing on feedback we hear when presenting
findings to a wider audience through the dissemination of our analysis throughout the
year. The discussion chapter raises challenges that those governing rural England
need to bear in mind. We present information so others can draw policy-related
conclusions in the knowledge that information has not been selected to ‘make 
a point’.

We look for information that can give a reliable and quantitative picture, that gives us
insight into different conditions across rural England and how it is changing. As such,
most of the evidence is from:

• nationally collected data;
• large scale national surveys; and
• selected information from research reports.

Defining and classifying rural areas
There are many different ways of defining what is ‘rural’. In this report we generally
use two definitions that have been recognised by government – the Office of National
Statistics’ definition of small areas, and Defra’s classification of Local Authorities.
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ii) The Defra Local Authority classification.2 Defra wished to categorise Local
Authorities and developed a classification based primarily on the percentage of rural
population within a District or Unitary Authority. This classification (Figure 1.2) creates
six categories from ‘Major urban’ (the most urban), to ‘Rural 80’ (the most rural).

Place names used in the report
Much of the text, especially related to the maps, describes differences between
different areas of England. Those less familiar with the geography of England may 
find the following source useful for identifying areas mentioned:
http://www.statistics.gov.uk/geography/default.asp

The structure of the report
This year’s report retains the same structure as those for the last three years. Three
chapters contain the bulk of information, dealing with:

• living in the countryside (social issues);
• economic wellbeing (economic issues); and
• land and environment (environmental issues).

Owing to the nature and breadth of each of these topics the chapters take somewhat
different forms, with ‘Living in the countryside’ and ‘Land and environment’ reporting
on a very wide range of topics, while ‘Economic wellbeing’ takes a more in-depth look
at specific aspects of incomes, employment and businesses.

These chapters are followed by a discussion chapter that draws out issues which the
data in this year’s report show to be of particular interest. This year we use the
opportunity of this, as the tenth report, to look back over the issues raised in ten years
of State of the countryside reporting, and to look forward to what we can infer about the
future of rural England.

Finally I would like you to note that this will be the last of the annual series of 
State of the countryside reports. From now on we intend to publish a major report 
less frequently, so there will be no report in 2009. We will use the Internet to make 
our data analysis more readily and speedily available. We will be concentrating our
publishing efforts on more in-depth analyses of issues of importance in our State of
the countryside bulletins.
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Under this definition, people living in rural areas comprise 19.3% of the population,
about half of whom live in small towns. Only 3.1% live in settlements smaller than
villages and only 1.5% are defined as living in sparse areas. Figure 1.1 shows how the
definitions are distributed around England.

Figure 1.2
Classification of Local Authority District
and Unitary Authorities, 2005
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Source: Defra, 2005. Classification of Local
Authority District and Unitary Authorities.

2 Defra (2005) Defra classification of Local Authority Districts and Unitary Authorities in England: an introductory guide.




