
Report of the
Rural Advocate
Dr.Stuart Burgess 
October 2006

165x245_2ColV8  4/10/06  3:12 pm  Page 1



165x245_2ColV8  4/10/06  3:12 pm  Page 2



Contents
Introduction 2
What have I seen and heard? 4
Rural England 4
Housing 6
Farming 7
Social justice 9
Rural business 10
Accessibility 11
Community Action 12
A sense of disconnection 13
Priorities for future 14

Migrant Workers 14
Sustainability 14
Participation 14

Final words 16

Commission for 
Rural Communities

Report of the 
Rural Advocate, 
Dr. Stuart Burgess
October 2006

Commission for Rural Communities/Zac Macaulay  October 2006

165x245_2ColV8  4/10/06  3:12 pm  Page 1



2 Rural Advocate Report 2006

Introduction

This is my first report as Rural Advocate, since I
took up the post in September 2004. It is mainly 
a personal record drawing from my visits to 
rural communities in England over the past two
years. In doing the job, I have enjoyed a unique
opportunity to meet and talk to people from all
walks of life and to hear from them about what
they see as the issues that matter most. This 
has included not just those living and working 
in rural England, but those who provide 
services and support to them, from politicians
and public servants, to people in the voluntary 
and private sectors.

My overriding impression is that, wherever 
I go, rural England is undergoing immense
change. It faces probably some of the most
profound changes in its history and is subject 
to unprecedented scrutiny and pressure 
both from within and from outside. Against 
this backcloth, I have been impressed by the
capacity of rural people to respond to these
challenges. Their’s is a story of local enterprise,
community strength and resilience, but also one
of frustration against the constraints and barriers
they feel hamper them and what they see as
urban-centric decisions affecting their lives.
One of the most positive messages emerging is
that the quality of life for the majority of people
living in rural England is good. At the same time,
the lives of a sizeable minority are blighted by
disadvantage, poverty and exclusion, a problem
barely recognised and often not addressed.

My role as Rural Advocate is to put the case for
rural people at the highest levels of government
and beyond, to ensure that their needs and
circumstances are properly understood. It is 
a role I combine with being Chairman of the
Commission for Rural Communities - CRC (and
formerly of the Countryside Agency). It is an
effective and symbiotic relationship, which is
focussed on the prime purpose of enabling 
and maintaining sustainable rural communities.
With direct access to the Prime Minister and 
Ministers across government, I am able not 
only to feedback views and concerns from the
perspective of rural communities, but also to
raise policy issues and possible solutions on
important issues, such as housing, transport,
healthcare, regulation and agriculture.

Talking with the Right Honourable David Miliband MP, Secretary 
of State at the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 
at the 2006 Royal Show.
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3 Rural Advocate Report 2006

At the heart of my work has been a series of
visits to meet people in rural communities,
including young people, pensioners, families,
single parents, businessmen and women,
farmers and Gypsies and Travellers. The places 
I have visited over the last two years are shown
below and cover the length and breadth of
England and beyond. In addition, I chaired the
Commission for Rural Communities’ housing
inquiry, which enabled me (and my fellow
Commissioners) to meet people in eight rural
communities across England to discuss housing
needs. I have also discussed the future of rural
post offices with groups of people from two
different areas in England. Finally, I have 
visited Scotland and Northern Ireland to 
see how they were addressing rural issues in
those countries.

On my visits, I have felt it important not to simply
dwell on the problems. There is a wealth of good
practice around the country, which demonstrates
how communities and service-providers are
addressing the challenges and much thought is
being given to innovative solutions and different
ways of working. On my visits, I have seen many
examples of such good practice. I have also met
people who have ‘a say’ about what happens in
rural areas and who take many of the decisions
affecting people’s lives – Members of Parliament,
local councillors, local authority officials, the
police, voluntary organisations and others.
I have found them all receptive and anxious to
find answers to some of the more intractable
problems facing rural society today.

In pulling together my reflections in this report,
I have also been able to draw upon some
research that the CRC has carried out, providing
statistical information about the views of rural
people, including the results of the 2006 Rural
Insights survey that we are publishing alongside
this report.

Too often rural life is still portrayed as the idyll so
beloved of writers and painters from Wordsworth
to Constable. This report has helped me to piece
together what I hope is a more realistic picture of
rural life in the 21st Century. Inevitably, this can
only be a snapshot, but I hope it will generate an
informed debate and, most importantly, will
result in positive action on the issues that matter
most to rural people.

I should like to take this opportunity to thank all
those people I have met over the last two years,
who have given their time so freely to talk to me
and to share their thoughts and aspirations.
I am also most grateful to all the organisations
who helped with the arrangements for my 
visits and who took me to see some inspiring
examples of action on the ground.

Areas visited and key themes
• Cambridgeshire – economic development 
• Cumbria – hill farming in Eden and rural

regeneration in the county
• East Sussex – regional policies and 

ethnic minorities
• Hampshire – village life in the Test Valley
• Isle of Wight – community issues affecting

people living on an island
• Isles of Scilly – isolation and devolution
• North Yorkshire – older people and 

fuel poverty
• Northumberland – rural deprivation
• Suffolk – young people
• Warwickshire – small rural businesses
• West Berkshire – Gypsies and Travellers
• Northern Ireland and Scotland – rural 

issues in the devolved administrations
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4 Rural Advocate Report 2006

What have I seen and heard?

This report does not attempt to produce a full
record of my visits and meetings. Rather it tries
to pull out the main threads and conclusions 
from these visits. It also provides an opportunity
for me to reflect on what I see as the policies 
and decisions that are most likely to affect the
quality of life in rural areas, especially for those
people facing the most serious problems.
The report, therefore, is focussed primarily 
on their experiences and on ways of tackling
rural disadvantage.

Throughout the past two years, I have discussed
what I have seen and heard with Ministers in 
the course of regular business. But, where
appropriate, I have also drawn attention to
pressing issues, where I felt there was need for
immediate action. For example, after my visit to
Cumbrian hill farmers early this year I wrote to
the Prime Minister and the Secretary of State at
the Department for the Environment, Food and
Rural Affairs about the devastating impact the
delays in the Single (Farm) Payment Scheme
were having on them and their families. In
advance of this public report, I have also made
the Prime Minister aware of my findings and 
the over-riding messages coming from rural
England. The publication of this report is also 
a chance to ensure these issues are in the 
wider public domain. I hope it will be useful 
for policy-makers and service-providers
everywhere, as well as for rural communities
themselves. It also goes without saying that 
there are important messages here for the 
work and focus of the CRC, which I shall be
addressing with my Commissioners and staff
over the coming months.

Rural England

According to the official definition, some 9.5
million people, one in five of the population,
live in England’s rural areas. As anyone who 
lives in, or visits the countryside regularly will
know, the rural reality is one of huge variety,
from communities adjoining major cities 
through to sparsely populated uplands and
island communities, from market towns to
hamlets and isolated dwellings. It is, therefore,
difficult and dangerous, to try to quantify what
constitutes a ‘rural area’ or a ‘rural community’
and it can be misleading to generalise from 
one area to another.

What is clear is how deeply embedded the rural
idyll is in the national psyche. The desire to live 
in the countryside and the pull of village life is
very powerful. It is clear from Rural Insights and
the CRC’s work more generally that the quality 
of life is high for most people living within rural
communities. They benefit from: better than
average health; schools that achieve above
average exam results; crime levels below the
norm; and active and neighbourly community life.

However, this somewhat rosy picture masks the
fact that a sizeable minority of people in rural
communities are unable to share in this high
quality of life. It is sometimes hard to believe 
that one in five rural households live below the
official poverty line, with an annual household
income of £15,000 or less. Certain issues are
particularly associated with rural disadvantage,
such as the chronic lack of affordable housing,
difficulty in accessing key services and poor
access to training and employment opportunities.
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5 Rural Advocate Report 2006

Rural communities are changing. Last year,
105,000 more people moved from urban to rural
areas than moved the other way, a net gain which
is likely to continue in years to come. This flow of
people is changing the nature of rural society in
some significant ways, primarily because many
of the people moving in tend to be more affluent
than local residents. The only group of people
travelling in the other direction are younger age
groups, specifically the under 25s. So, although
rural communities are becoming wealthier, at the
same time they are getting older.

Inmigration is leading to a wide range of changes
in rural areas, the most obvious of which is the
spiralling cost of housing. However, I have also
found many other changes that are often
connected in complex ways. Car ownership,
already high for obvious reasons, continues 
to grow and many rural people are travelling

further and further afield for jobs, services,
entertainment and other opportunities. Half of 
all rural households now own two or more cars,
which has implications for the environmental
agenda, since it has significantly increased 
the ‘carbon footprint’ of rural people. The
diversification of rural economies also 
continues, as service sectors develop and
farming continues to shrink as an employer.
Despite agriculture remaining the dominant 
land use, few rural areas – or rural dwellers – 
can now be said to be economically reliant 
upon agriculture.

Another issue for rural areas is the impact of the
large number of migrant workers, particular from
the Eastern European states, who come to work
in agriculture and horticulture and the service
industries. In some of the areas I visited, this
raises particular issues for the communities 
and the migrant workers themselves.

All the changes taking place mean that many
rural communities feel overwhelmed by change
and the impacts it is having.

“I was born and brought up in this village – 
lived here all my life, but now I don’t 
know nobody here.”

elderly resident of Suffolk Village.

“Since we’ve had all these incomers – they 
live in the posh houses down there, while 
the real villagers live in the council houses.”

village resident in Hampshire.

I was born and brought
up in this village – lived
here all my life,but now I
don’t know nobody here.

elderly resident of Suffolk Village
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Housing

The shortage of affordable housing was the
single issue most often raised during my visits
and easily the one that generated the most
passion. Almost everywhere I went, I found that
rural communities were concerned at what
seemed to be the unremitting rise in property
prices, the increase in second home ownership
and the impact this had on community life and,
in particular, the difficulties caused for many
local people, especially those on low local wages 
and young people trying to get on the housing
ladder. The core message that I took away from
chairing our housing inquiring around the
country was a sense of genuine frustration at 
the apparent lack of progress in tackling this
problem. People wanted to see action, not more
discussion of the issues and they wanted to see 
it happen quickly. They recognised only too well
that the housing market was altering the fabric of
rural life and having significant knock-on effects,
including undermining the viability of local
services and leading to a lack of people to take
up local jobs. Despite media stories otherwise,
I was struck by the fact that very few people
were against new development in their area,
but they wanted to be sure it would genuinely
meet local needs.

Affordability appeared to be reaching a crisis
level in many places.While the poor may be the
obvious losers, people in Brancaster (Norfolk),
Evesham (Worcestershire) and Romney Marsh
(Kent) were clear that even those earning a
reasonable wage now struggle to buy a home in
their area. Similarly, in tourism hotspots, such as
Kingsbridge (Devon) and Keswick (Cumbria),
the numbers of second and holiday homes had
pushed prices and rentals well beyond the reach
of locals.When I visited the Isle of Wight, I was
told that housing was a key reason for young
people leaving the island.

“If we don’t do something we are going to 
end up a village of pensioners with no-one 
to look after us”

village resident in Northumberland

“There’s not enough community any more,
because half of it’s holiday homes”

village resident in Norfolk

In Berkshire, I saw a very different aspect of
housing, when I visited a Gypsy and a Traveller
site. Although neither had particular difficulties
with their current location (one was on a
managed council site), it was clear that these
communities faced a shortage of designated
sites and, as a result, frequently got moved from
one county to the next. They also faced
misunderstanding, and sometimes hostility,
from some local residents.

My conclusion, having talked to those concerned
and others dealing with the issues locally, is that
society must find better ways of understanding
the views of travelling communities and of
meeting their needs.

Earlier this year, with officials from the CRC, I
gave evidence to the Affordable Rural Housing
Commission (ARHC), drawing on our housing
inquiry and the considerable amount of work we
have carried out over the years on this important
issue. I welcomed the Government’s decision to
set up this Commission, particularly as it was the
joint responsibility of the Department for the
Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra) 

There’s not enough
community any more,
because half of it’s
holiday homes

village resident in Norfolk

165x245_2ColV8  4/10/06  3:12 pm  Page 6
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and the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister 
(now the Department of Communities and Local
Government – DCLG), which seemed to me 
to demonstrate both the political importance
attached to rural housing, but also a good
example of cross departmental working. The
Commission’s report emphasised many of the
things we have been saying to the Government
and others over a number of years.What is now
important is that the Commission’s report is
acted upon. It will require concerted action, led
by central government, but involving the many
organisations at national, regional and local
levels, who are involved with housing and
planning policies and their implementation, as
well as input from rural communities themselves.
In many villages, just half a dozen to a dozen new
homes to meet local needs would make an
enormous difference. This was brought home to
me when I met a man in a village in Cumbria,
who had recently moved from a caravan into an
affordable home after years of trying to buy his
own house. His evident delight and sense of
pride said it all.

I shall continue to press the case for more
affordable housing for rural communities with
Ministers and locally, as I travel around the
country, and I am particularly pleased that Elinor
Goodman, who chaired the ARHC, has joined us
on the board of the CRC and will add her weight
to this important issue.

Farming

Many people see farming as the backbone of the
countryside, yet we know that agriculture, both
as an employer and in terms of its economic
contribution to the nation, has been declining
over a number of years. How many young
people, even from farming families, either wish
or are able to start farming as a career? Changes
in support for agriculture, in farming practices, in
food markets and in consumer preferences
continue to have profound impacts upon the
agricultural sector, leaving many with difficult
personal choices about their futures.

During my visits, it became clear that many
farmers feel both under-valued and that their
role as custodians of the countryside goes
largely unrecognised. I found many of them
tackling the major changes that their industry is
undergoing with courage and determination.

Hill farming is one of the most affected parts of
the industry and is very vulnerable to change.
In Cumbria, I met several hill farmers who spoke
to me honestly and openly about the challenges
they face. I found that some were still feeling 
the impacts of foot and mouth disease, both
economically and emotionally, over five years 
on.Whereas some farmers had used the
compensation they received to diversify or 
to leave agriculture completely, others had
soldiered on, despite losing all their stock.
Others had not had their animals culled and had
not been eligible for any compensation, yet they
had had to keep their businesses going, their
animals fed, without any money coming in,
and were still suffering the effects. For all those 
I met, it was a case of trying to maintain their
businesses in a declining sector that has never
fully recovered from the restrictions placed on 
it during this period.

Moreover, from these farmers in Cumbria and
those I met in Northumberland, I heard real tales
of distress about delays in the payment of the
new Single (Farm) Payment Scheme, with a
number saying they were facing bankruptcy.

Chairing a housing inquiry – this issue was the one most often raised
during my visits and easily generated the most passion.
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I have taken this up with the Prime Minister,
with the Defra Secretary of State and the head 
of the Rural Payments Agency. I know that action
has been taken, but the distress and economic
hardship this has caused should not be
underestimated. It is telling that the number 
of calls made to the Farm Crisis Network,
a voluntary organisation providing moral and
practical support to farmers in difficulty, rose by
a third between 2004 and 2005. For all of us who
love the countryside and care about its future, it
is essential that we help farmers to adapt to the
major changes that are taking place and that we
do not allow such a breakdown in the system to
happen again.

Like rural areas themselves, not all agriculture is
the same. In the High Weald and South Downs of
East Sussex, I heard that agriculture is becoming
more dependent upon specialist producers and
the demands of supermarkets. I also heard 
about the growing numbers of migrant workers

Meeting a young farmer

The delay caused by 
the failure to pay the 
new Single Farm Payment 
on time has brought real
hardship – some people
here are facing
bankruptcy

Cumbrian hill farmer

employed by the sector. On the Isle of Wight,
a particular frustration was that there was no
longer an abattoir on the island, so animals 
had to be shipped out and shipped back again,
significantly increasing costs.

“The delay caused by the failure to pay the 
new Single Farm Payment on time has 
brought real hardship – some people here 
are facing bankruptcy”

Cumbrian hill farmer

Few rural residents are now directly connected
with farming, but surveys show that most of them
still know at least one farmer well and they feel
that farming should continue to be supported in
some way. From my discussions with farmers,
I believe that what all of them want most is
greater certainty, with the Government outlining
its vision for the future of the industry and what
support will be available to enable them to make
the transition. There is a strong entrepreneurial
spirit within the farming community, with many
younger farmers recognising that they have to
play a leading role in finding economically
viable solutions, which will mean diversifying
their business still further and responding to the
challenges of the new climate in which they
operate. In this context, I felt that the new
Secretary of State, David Milibands speech at 
the Royal Show this year, setting out his vision 
for One Planet Farming, was a positive step in
this direction.
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difficult to access sexual health services and 
one in 10 young people known to have a mental
health problem. The provision of healthcare 
was also an issue raised by people in North
Yorkshire, where services were apparently
being lost in rural areas. The fear was that this
was because NHS targets could simply be met
by concentrating services on urban centres.

At the post office focus groups that I chaired,
people in Dorset and Cumbria were clear about
the value they placed on this local service and 
its importance in sustaining their communities.
This was especially true for groups like the
elderly, the unemployed and those with no car.
However, with the future of the rural post office
network under review, I am concerned about
how services will be provided to those in most
need, especially since one of the ways that the
situation could be made better for individuals is
to improve the take-up of benefits. Our recent
study of rural disadvantage showed that take-up

Social justice

As I said in my introduction, poverty and
disadvantage can easily be overlooked in the
countryside. It is not until you scratch beneath
the surface that you find individual hardship,
often hidden and dispersed widely. If the 20% 
of people who live below the poverty threshold
of £15,000 per year in rural areas were
concentrated in cities, they would cover an area
the size of Birmingham and there would be a
national outcry. But, because the poverty is
dispersed, the rural poor often do not receive the
recognition or the support they deserve. By any
objective measures, low incomes, poor access to
services and isolation are very real rural issues.

“To get to the doctors and back costs £6.80 
each way. How can you afford that if you’re 
ill and need to go often?”

resident on the Isles of Scilly

Against this rather bleak picture, I have seen 
a number of excellent examples of how
organisations and individuals are tackling the
problems, often against the odds and without
proper resourcing.

In Sussex, I saw an excellent scheme at
Plumpton College, where vulnerable young
people with learning difficulties, or excluded
from full-time education, were being taught 
land-based skills. I was heartened to see the
difference this was making to individual life
chances, such as the young man left homeless 
by the break-up of his family, who now had
training, a qualification and, most importantly,
a sense of self worth.

In the same county, I also had the pleasure of
visiting the Sompriti project, which provides
rural outreach support in twenty languages to
those from black and minority ethnic groups.
The travellers I met in West Berkshire presented
a rather different set of issues: although their
lifestyle was chosen, access to healthcare and
education was problematic.

In Suffolk, I heard that it was hard to deliver
services to young people in some rural areas.
Health is a key concern, with many finding it

Many elderly people 
do not understand that,
by not claiming their
benefits, they are losing 
out on something they
have worked for and 
have a right to.

Energy Watch
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in rural areas was lower that that in urban areas.
This is partly due to culture. I heard that older
people tend to be very proud and see state
benefits as charity, which often leads to non,
or under claiming of their entitlements. But it 
may also be due to the difficulties in accessing
benefits advice. In North Yorkshire and
Northumberland I met elderly people who
chose to spend their pension money on keeping
the car going rather than on heating for their
house, as they were unaware that they could
claim heating benefits too.

I have written to Ministers about the importance
of the rural post office network and to emphasise
the need to find solutions for the future which do
not disadvantage those in most need of the
services it provides.We shall continue to work
with all concerned on this important issue and 
to make sure that rural people are properly
involved in any decisions about the services 
in the future.

“Many elderly people do not understand that,
by not claiming their benefits, they are losing 
out on something they have worked for and 
have a right to”

Energy Watch

Statistics show that 12% of rural households are
in fuel poverty and of the one in five rural
households living below the poverty line, half

have someone in work and a quarter contain
pensioners. Local earnings are also low, average
rural wages are £130 per week less that urban
wages and significant numbers of jobs are
casual, seasonal or part-time.Yet almost half of
rural people do not recognise any disadvantage
in their local area, a statistic I am keen to change.

An important first step is to recognise the scale 
of poverty and disadvantage in rural areas and 
to understand its causes. This is a challenge 
for me as Rural Advocate, but also for policy
makers and rural communities themselves.
Advice and services that can offer help to the
most vulnerable must be made accessible to
everyone, whether they are mainstream
services, such as healthcare, or initiatives
targeted at excluded groups. I believe strongly
that it cannot be acceptable that some of the
vulnerable people in society miss out on vital
support simply because of where they live.

Rural business

It is a little known fact that almost a quarter of a
million businesses are located in significantly 
rural areas, which equates to one in seven of all
businesses in England.The largest sectors by
number are real estate, wholesale and retail and
construction. Over the last few years, business
growth has been concentrated in the Home
Counties and rural parts of the Midlands, with
much lower growth in more peripheral rural areas.

The diversity and dynamism of most rural
economies is not always properly recognised.
Outmoded views of the rural economy as largely
agriculture or land based may explain why the
economic contribution of rural areas, more
generally, is often overlooked or the support and
advice needs of diverse rural businesses are 
not addressed. Policies as varied as planning,
transport, childcare, housing and the location of
jobcentres can impact on businesses. During my
visits, some of the issues raised were those that
might be heard from small businesses in any
location, including the volume of official 
form-filling and the regulatory burden. Others
were more specifically rural in nature. I found
that recruitment difficulties for rural businesses

Meeting young people
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are more likely to occur,because there are
insufficient people interested in the job, as well as
factors, such as the remote location, poor transport
links and, of course, lack of affordable housing.

One specific and very practical rural issue I
discovered involved a small training company
that couldn’t post much of its mail locally,
because the local post boxes did not take A4
sized envelopes. The future of the rural post
office network was as much a concern to
business as it was to individuals.Without a post
office locally, many small businesses face long
journeys to post and collect mail. The main
concerns, however, continue to centre around
the operation of the planning system, which was
seen as overcomplicated and tending to stifle,
rather than encourage, business growth. For
example, in Warwickshire, I was told how tight
planning restrictions meant that a company was
effectively unable to expand its business, unless
it moved. More generally, I found a widely held

view among small business people that small,
and in particular, very small businesses, were
over-regulated. Also that the framing and
implementation of regulations takes little 
account of the impact on small businesses
employing low numbers of people.

“I want to expand my business, but I can’t.
The planning system won’t let me. If I expand I’ll
have to move to an urban area – and then what
happens to the people who work for me here?”

small business owner in Warwickshire

“Our local post box, the opening is too small 
to take A4 envelopes. I have to drive five miles 
a day just to send the post”

rural-based training company owner

It is important that policies intended to advise 
or assist small businesses, including their
training and development needs, reach outside
urban centres and are accessible to business
owners and their employees. In my view, policies
affecting planning, housing and transport in the
countryside should also recognise the impacts
they will have upon small businesses, as well 
as on communities more generally. Sustainable
rural communities must be home to jobs as well
as residents.

Accessibility

Transport is fundamental to rural life.Without it,
getting to training and employment, healthcare
and shops, cinemas and sports clubs, is difficult,
if not impossible. It is hardly surprising that
transport cropped up time and time again
during my discussions with rural communities.
Fairly typical was Kings Somborne in Hampshire,
where I heard that the local bus service to
Salisbury runs just once a day, making anything
other that a one-off trip impossible. The story
was similar on the Isle of Wight, where getting to
work on time and reaching services was difficult
from the more outlying areas of the island.Where
local transport initiatives did exist, some seemed
to work well and some less so. For example, a
taxi voucher scheme for retired people on the
Isle of Wight was still proving too expensive for
many, whilst, in North Yorkshire, taxis laid on for

I want to expand my
business,but I can’t.
The planning system
won’t let me.If I expand
I’ll have to move to an
urban area – and then
what happens to the
people who work for 
me here?

small business owner in Warwickshire
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disabled people appeared to cost them more
than hiring an ordinary taxi. In Cumbria, I heard
that funding to sustain rural transport schemes
was drying up, a view also commonly expressed
elsewhere. One inspiring example of individual
initiative was a youth worker in Suffolk using her
own car to collect two youngsters, who had been
excluded from school, in order to bring them to
youth centre activities. Equally admirable was
the Hampshire lady I met who regularly gave lifts
to the elderly when they needed to visit the
doctor.

For local business on the Isles of Scilly
everything has to be shipped in by ferry or
helicopter – putting both financial and time
constraints on them that mainland companies 
do not face. Even on the more accessible Isle of
Wight, there are real issues for local businesses,
because of their dependency on ferries.

“You’ve got young families here where there 
is no sign of the father, the mother can’t get to
work because she cannot afford to leave her
children at home or with a childminder, there 
is no transport for her to get to work. It’s just 
a cycle of despair sometimes”

villager in Suffolk

Our Rural Insights’ survey of rural people’s 
views and priorities shows that those living in
rural communities, especially in the smallest
settlements, place public transport at the top of
their priority list for things that would improve
their quality of life.

I accept that we can’t provide a bus service to
every rural citizen and indeed, it is probably 
not the best solution for many communities.
However, that doesn’t mean that more should 
not be done to improve current provision and to
utilise resources better. Local transport planning
should involve all the key local players and service
providers. Flexible or tailored transport solutions
must be designed to meet specific local needs,
taking people where they want to go, at times
they want to travel. I will be closely monitoring
the future funding and planning needed to
develop and sustain rural transport solutions.

Community action

Wherever I have been, I have been impressed
by the amount of community activity, by
individuals, local groups and the more formal
voluntary and community organisations. The
wealth of local action is often quite extraordinary;
even in quite small villages people are
supporting a wide range of community groups
and often rising to the challenge of supporting 
or running local services where they would
otherwise be unavailable. I saw a particular

You’ve got young families
here where there is no
sign of the father, the
mother can’t get to work
because she cannot 
afford to leave her
children at home or with 
a childminder, there is 
no transport for her to get
to work. It’s just a cycle of
despair sometimes

villager in Suffolk
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example of this local enterprising spirit in
Haltwhistle in Northumberland, where, in
response to the demise of the local post office,
two local women had got together to provide a
local post office service four mornings a week in 
a shed at the bottom of the garden. This kind of
action by local people is repeated all over the
country and is supported by the voluntary and
community sector, which in rural areas is itself
often over-stretched and under–resourced,
despite delivering much needed services and
help to a scattered population.

It will be important that the Government’s Third
Sector Review, being carried out jointly by the
Treasury and the Cabinet Office, as part of the
Comprehensive Spending Review, addresses
the needs and the capacity of the voluntary
sector in rural areas in its recommendations.

A sense of disconnection

During many of my visits I often heard that rural
communities and business people feel
disconnected from the decisions taken by policy
makers and officials. This may partly be a simple
function of distance, but it is also a reflection of
policies that rural people perceive, rightly or
wrongly, to have been designed to fit the
circumstances of the urban majority. This was not
just a matter of local versus national and a feeling
of distance from Whitehall and London.What I
heard was that, for many people, regional and
even local authority centres seemed just as
remote to those living in an isolated village.
Increasingly, rural people feel disengaged and
under threat. They feel ‘done to’ rather than
participating actively in the decisions that affect
their lives and their futures.

One of the key themes emerging from the
housing inquiry was the strongly held belief,
among rural people, that those who put together
policies, strategies and plans for housing and
planning did not take into account the needs 
of communities like theirs. They cited various
examples, such as blanket policies about
housing density standards and imposing
maximum numbers of car parking spaces 

per dwelling, which may suit urban areas but
make no sense in the context of villages and if
implemented would change their very nature.

Disengagement from politics and decision-
making is certainly not just a rural issue, but
evidence does suggest that rural people feel
more disconnected than their urban counterparts.
Around half of rural people agree that those 
who make the big national or regional decisions
affecting their area never, or only rarely,
understand the needs of their area. In the
smallest settlements, this proportion reaches
almost two-thirds. Conversely, rural communities
often have much stronger local ties and score
relatively well on measures of community
strength and neighbourliness. At the same time,
rural people are more likely than urban people
to have voted in an election, to have contacted a
local councillor, to have helped organise a local
group or club, or to have helped raise funds for 
a good cause.

In practice, I have found that urban and rural
areas and their economies are closely inter-
twined, through such things as commuting
patterns, business supply chains and visits for
shopping or leisure. This is not always sufficiently
recognised. Nevertheless, policy makers need 
to understand the implications of rurality for the
successful delivery of policies, which must be
designed with sufficient flexibility in mind to fit
local circumstances.

I believe strongly in the power of local community
action, active participation and empowerment. In
rural areas, we have the building blocks in the
shape of parish councils, which, where they
work, are excellent, but others need to develop
their roles further. I hope the forthcoming Local
Government White Paper will have a strong 
rural dimension and will look at how to further
enhance and support the role and capacity of
parish and town councils.
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Migrant workers

Rural areas have always been home to migrants,
both from within England and also from other
countries. Currently, the growing number of
migrant workers, many from Eastern Europe,
appears to be causing concern in some rural
areas. This issue was raised, for example, during
my visits to south Warwickshire, Cumbria and
during the housing inquiry, in particular in
relation to the agriculture and tourism industries.
Many rural communities and businesses are
benefiting from the opportunities access to such
workers offer and there are good examples of
where they have integrated successfully.
However, there are some challenges, in terms 
of housing, low pay, access to services and
integration of large numbers of people, often
when English is not their first language, within
small or tight-knit host communities. I shall be
taking a keen interest in this issue over the
coming year.

Priorities for future

It goes without saying that many of the 
issues in this report will remain topical, not
least because they cannot be resolved without 
long-term planning and action by government.
Reversing the chronic lack of affordable
housing, for example, will take action over a
sustained period,not a quick fix.Nevertheless,
there will also be new challenges for rural
England, many of which are beginning to
come to the fore now.

Three issues to which I shall be giving
particular attention over the coming months
include: the impact of migrant workers on the
rural economy and rural communities; how
rural people can respond to the challenge 
of climate change and what will make a
sustainable village in the 21st Century; and
the question of how to encourage and enable
greater local participation in decision-making
and local service provision.
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Participation

Finally, politicians from all the main parties,
nationally and locally, are paying more attention
to the role of local communities in identifying
their own needs, defining their own solutions and
in many cases, playing a key part in the action
needed. The strength evident in most rural
communities should stand them in good stead in
a political world where localism matters, but that
does not mean it will not still require positive
input and support from policy makers. I shall be
making the case to government for devolving
greater responsibility down to rural communities
themselves, where it is sensible to do so.

Sustainability

The nature and life of rural communities both
now and in the future will be affected by the
notion of sustainability and sustainable
development in a rural, rather than an urban
context, as well as the personal contribution 
that individuals and communities can make in
tackling the challenges of climate change. This is
high on the political agenda, as well as increasing
public awareness. I believe there is a pressing
need to examine the rural dimension to this
debate and to articulate much more clearly what
sustainable development means for rural
communities, identifying opportunities and good
ideas that others might emulate. There is also a
need to look at how we can reduce the growing
‘carbon footprint’ of rural people.

Currently, there is a perception that the debate is
dominated by urban considerations and has an
environmental bias, with a sense that rural
communities, because of their size, fewer
services and their dependence on cars, are
inherently ‘unsustainable’. I believe we need to
challenge that assumption and bring other, more
intangible things, like community cohesion and
the opportunities rural areas have for making
greater use of renewable energy, such as local
bio fuels, into the equation.
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Final words

I hope you have found this report interesting
and illuminating. It cannot do justice to the
richness of what I have seen and heard over 
the last two years but I hope it has made 
people sit up and take notice and perhaps,
challenge some preconceptions of life in
rural England today.

One reason for producing this report was 
to stimulate debate and to paint a realistic
picture of rural life in the 21st Century.
If you would like to comment on any of the
issues raised in my report,or others,which 
you think I have overlooked,please write 
to me at;

John Dower House,Crescent Place,
Cheltenham,GL50 3RA or email me at
advocatereport@ruralcommunities.gov.uk

Dr Stuart Burgess
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