
Introduction
This Factsheet  looks at how voluntary, government and EU policies can
help to tackle the difficulties facing people who live in the remote rural
areas of the UK. In many parts of the United Kingdom these difficulties
have been made worse by the recent Foot and Mouth outbreak. The
knock-on effects this had on rural services and employment such as
tourism have been extreme in areas such as Cumbria and Devon. Upland
farming was already going through a very difficult period, with many
farmers relying on subsidies for their income, as prices were so low for
lambs and young cattle.

Remote rural areas are characterised by their harsh physical
environments, low overall population densities and distance away from
high level services. They are likely to be poorly served by effective
transport links such as dual carriageways or mainline railways. They are
frequently areas of deprivation or social exclusion, with incidences of
poverty, lack of services and transport. Exclusion can be defined as a
prevention from participation or benefiting from those things people need
for a reasonable quality of life, such as jobs, affordable housing and access
to health and education. The cost of living is often higher with the
necessity to run a car, with high mileages driven for basic services, and
also escalating house prices (fulled by counterurbanisation and second
homes).

Fig 1 The remote and deprived areas in the United Kingdom.

Major Issues

1. Housing issues
It has been estimated that 60% of rural households would not be able to buy an
appropriately sized home in their local area on their current income. The main
reason for this is the ‘gentrification’ of the countryside i.e. affluent people
moving in, usually from nearby urban areas, who can afford to pay high prices
for relatively scarce properties and so outbid the locals on lower incomes.
Many local rural people thus have to rent but there is only a limited number of
such properties available (Table 1). The ‘Right to Buy Policy’ (council tenants
given the right to buy their own house), introduced in the 1980s, resulted in a
fall in the availability of rented accommodation. Also, rented properties are
often tied to farming jobs. Between 1990 and 1995 91 000 homes were lost
from the social rented sector in rural England and it is estimated that an extra
80 000 affordable homes will be needed to meet current demands.

Table 1. Housing tenure in England in 1995

The problem of housing shortages has so far been tackled in several ways:
• The Countryside Association has provided 50% towards the cost of

employing 18 Rural Housing Enablers who work closely with rural
communities, housing associations, district councils and landowners
to increase the availability of affordable rural housing. 

• Between 1990 and 1997, 17 700 new houses were provided through the
Housing Corporation’s Special Rural Programme. Also, supplementary
Credit Approvals were given to Local Authorities in the early 1990s to
provide funding for housing. Local Authorities have also been given
the authority to negotiate with private developers to ensure that a
certain percentage of any new development is ‘affordable’.

• The Exception Site Policy, set up in 1991, allows the release of land
around villages for ‘proven local housing needs’.

2. Transport Issues
Many rural areas currently have inadequate, infrequent public transport
provision as rural services are not economically viable. Most rural
families need to own a car for access to schools, village services and
employment, which can be a considerable financial burden. Younger
people, the elderly and low-income groups often cannot afford a car. It is
thus vital to improve and develop public transport in these areas. 

Recently, there has been a major expansion of rural bus services, costing
£132 million. In 1998 it was announced that a further £200 million would
be invested over 3 years into 1800 new or improved services. New Local
Transport Plans are required to take into account transport provision
within their rural areas to provide quality bus partnerships. The Rural
Transport Development Fund and the Rural Transport Partnership are also
funding schemes such as community minibuses and late night services and
dial-a-ride schemes using community taxis.
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England

Rural areas

Urban areas

Privately
owned %

67 

74

60

Council
tenants %

18

12

24

Housing
Association %

5

3

7

Privately
rented %

10

11

9

Highlands and Islands

N Northumberland
and Cheviots

Cumbria and the
Lake District

North Pennines

Isolated areas of
High Peak

Parts of rural
Lincolnshire
and N Norfolk

Welsh Highlands

Welsh Borderlands
including S Shropshire

Cornwall (EU
Category 1 funding)

Dungeness

Parts of the Isle of Wight

Parts of Dartmoor
and Exmoor



3. Rural Services
Due to the increased tendency for centralisation and rationalisation in the
service sector there have been many closures of village schools, shops
etc. and many existing services are overstretched (Table 2). The lack of
service provision has had an uneven impact, affecting mainly the young,
elderly and low- income groups or people without cars. 

Table 2. Village service provision (1997)

* Village shops
These are very important as they are meeting places and points of contact.
Many have closed as a result of competition from supermarkets with their
lower prices and wider range of goods. To discourage future closures a rate
relief scheme of 50% is now available in villages with less than 3000 people.
Grants of £1500 to £5000 are also available to improve rural shops that are
classed as economically viable. Shops are being encouraged to extend their
available services to include photocopying, banking, lottery ticket sales, dry-
cleaning etc. to increase their incomes. New types of stores, country stores
or shops located at a fuel service station have been developed.

* Village schools
Between 1983 and 1997 over 400 village schools were closed, an average of 30
per year or one per fortnight. Tighter controls were set up in 1998 and in 1999
only 6 were closed! In 2000 a Small School Support Fund was set up to pilot
innovative approaches to overcome problems due to falling pupil numbers. This
included the idea of making the buildings ‘full service schools’, e.g. using the
premises for pre-school child care, training, health care etc. as well as education.

* Health
Many rural people have limited access to health facilities. Recent
improvements have included:
• £100 million has been invested in ‘one-stop’ primary health care

centres or mobile units in 100 rural communities.
• Rural Practice Payments are available to GPs to encourage doctors to

work there and to help to offset higher costs of e.g. petrol. 
• GPs in certain areas are allowed to dispense prescribed medicines, so

patients do not have to travel to a chemists’ shop. 
• an increased use of tele-services for contact with hospital specialists.

This is used frequently in the Scottish Highlands.

* Post offices
Rural Post Offices are being revitalised with £270 million of investment.
A pilot scheme in Leicestershire, involving 280 rural branches, will
increase the range of available services by spring 2001. 

4. Employment
Many people in rural areas are on low incomes. The average income from
farming, £9,900 per head, is now at its lowest level since the UK entered the
EU. There are high levels of unemployment (13%). The jobs that do exist are
often part-time, seasonal or insecure. Many people are also self-employed and
there are large numbers who are no longer in the job market (Fig. 2). 1.4 million
rural people also have no formal academic qualifications which reduces their
employment opportunities. Combined with a lack of mobility, which many
experience, this is a major problem. A recent scheme in South Shropshire
equipped many young workers with loaned mopeds to get them to work.

Fig. 2 Employment categories of low-income groups, of working
age, in rural areas.
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Rural Policies
1945 - 1985: Rural policies were mainly linked with:
• the revival and modernisation of agriculture  
• the issues linked with increased urbanisation (green belts, rural-urban fringe

etc.)
• the economic changes (de-industrialisation of quarries and mines etc.) that

were taking place.   

1949: National Parks and Access to the Countryside Act 

1968: Setting up of the Countryside Commission. This was to be an ‘enabling
and facilitating agency’. It published ideas and set goals for the development of
the countryside and then promoted, encouraged and supported other groups to
carry them out. The Commission intended to create:
• a  living countryside - by improving education, health care, social services etc.
• a working countryside - by developing jobs through Rural Development Areas
• One nation - by narrowing the divide between rural and urban areas
• an enhanced environment
• a countryside for all - by increasing access.

1973: The UK joined the EU and thus had to follow their guidelines for rural areas
and policies such as the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP).

1984: Regional Development Areas covering 35% of England were set up by the
Rural Development Commission. 

During the early 1980s the concept of sustainability was introduced at the Rio
Conference. This refers to the idea of ‘an area adopting a lifestyle and
development path that works within nature’s limits, i.e. man takes no more from
an area than can be replaced by nature itself’. So, rural areas should be used and
developed in such a way that there will be no negative or harmful effects.

1985 to present: Since 1985 there has been an increased emphasis on
diversification and conservation and a shift in policies to encourage economic,
social and environmental sustainability.

EU Policies 
There are considerable differences between the various regions of the EU and the
main aim of the regional policy is to: ‘strengthen the socio-economic cohesion and
reduce disparity between the regions’. In 1989 the EU drew up seven objectives
concerned with regional issues, two of which affected rural areas. These were:

• Objective One: concerning the structural adjustment and development of
regions showing delays in development. Ireland was one of these regions
and received considerable funding. Cornwall is currently another.

• Objective 5a: dealing with the adaptation of agricultural structures and
modernising agriculture, marketing and processing of products etc.

• Objective 5b: concerning the development of LFAs (less favoured areas)
and certain other rural areas, the redistribution of labour from other
activities etc. Rural Wales, much of Scotland and Northern England and
parts of eastern England are classed as Objective 5b areas. Between 1994
and 1999 financial help was received from three funds:

* ERDF: European Regional Development Fund
* ESF: European Social Fund
* ECF: European Cohesion Fund.

In 2000 the EU Agenda 2000 reduced the total number of objectives to three and
the proportion of people affected from 51% to 35 - 40%. Priority was also to be
given to the poorest regions. Most of current achievements are related to
objectives 1 and 5a and 5b.

Key:

self-employed

employed

unemployed

long-term sick/carers + out of 
job market

23%
42%

22%
13%

Type of Service

Police Station

Bank or Building Society

GP / family doctor

Daily bus service

General Store

Primary School

Post Office

Library (permanent or mobile)

% of villages without this service

92

91

83

75

73

49

42

12
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Case Study: Cumbria
A large part of Cumbria (Fig. 3) is over 250 metres in height, and is
mountainous or fell country. The climate is harsh with heavy annual total
rainfalls, low summer temperatures, frost and snow in winter and strong
winds. The Lake District National Park and part of the Yorkshire Dales
National Park are found here. The main economic activities are hill sheep
farming and tourism (especially in the southern areas). The average gross
weekly earnings in the area in 1999 were £361compared to the national
average of £405 and over one third of the population earned less than £250.
There is a high level of seasonal unemployment. There are large numbers of
elderly people, reaching levels of 45% in parts of Windermere. One third of
the wards of Central Cumbria have over 30% of retired people.

Fig. 3 Features of Cumbria

West Cumbria includes the coastal lowland areas and has around 50%
of Cumbria’s total population, mainly in settlements of over 2500.
Communities such as Barrow are more industrial and will not be
included here.

The Current Rural Development Strategy, ‘A Fair Deal for Rural
Cumbria’ has five main aims:

1. To create a diversified and sustainable economy:
This will involve:
• developing existing industries and broadening the industrial base.

This is difficult because of limited local markets and isolation from
wider markets unless situated near to the M6 corridor in the east.
Business Link Cumbria has been set up to help the large numbers
of small businesses by improving financial support and offering
advice on business matters such as marketing.

• developing tourism potential without increasing visitor pressure in
crowded areas e.g. encouraging farm visits and a wider range of
activities especially in less populated areas such as Mungrisdale.

• encouraging diversification of farm products to include new regional
specialities, directly marketed to the public at farmers’ markets.

• promoting more sustainable methods in farming and tourism.

2. To protect and enhance the environment:
This will involve conserving and developing the area’s natural assets both as
an end in itself and because of their crucial role in Cumbria’s tourist industry.

3. To create a skilled and knowledgeable population:
This will take place by implementing relevant educational and training
programmes to meet the needs of the current workplace e.g. computer
and IT skills. A number of schemes for tele-cottages exist.

4. To produce a modern services/communications infrastructure:
This will be aimed at meeting the current social needs of the community and
be appropriate to the economic situation. It will concentrate on:
• developing community facilities in areas where requirements are

not being met
• improving public and community transport to increase the accessibility

to economic opportunities and services for those without cars

5. To improve the housing stock to meet the needs of the local people:
There is a severe shortage of affordable housing in the area because:
• wealthy people retire to the area and can afford higher property prices
• there are strict planning restrictions within the National Park, due to high

and exacting design standards, which limit the types of new development
• rural gentrification is taking place as people choose to live here

and work in nearby towns
• Rented properties are used as tourist accommodation, especially

during the summer months.

This can be seen in Fig. 4 where the two rural areas, Eden Valley and
South Lakes, have lower percentages of properties in the two lower
council tax bands. On future large new housing developments some
provision is to be made for affordable housing to meet local needs. 

Fig. 4 Percentage of housing available for rent by value.

The first Transport Strategy for Cumbria, in 1996, was intended to
enable the Lake District to stay accessible but with its environment
intact. Several schemes have been introduced such as traffic calming in
villages and providing secure cycle racks for tourists, cyclists etc.

Many of the upland areas are classed as LFAs and are also eligible for EU
Objective 5b funding.  Schemes to date have included farm tourism
developments, transport provision and the assistance of women’s groups. 

Examples of schemes implemented so far:
Hadrian’s Wall bus: A bus service now runs along the main road,
which follows the route of the wall, every two hours in summer. There
is a reduced service in winter. This will cater for residents and tourists.
It stops at specific points of interest and provides a hail and ride service
along most of its length. 
Fell-runner Bus scheme: This is a voluntary community transport
scheme run by local people with the help of local authorities.
Cumbria Credits scheme: This is an adult learning scheme, mostly IT
related, which employs 108 people and has lead to 457 people finding
new jobs and 3000 passing NVQ at level 2.
Farming Women: This is a joint government and EU scheme giving advice,
funding and training to enable farmers’wives to obtain job and business skills
and return to work or set up a small business to supplement farm incomes.
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Recent National Policies
1997: The government merged former government departments into the
Department of the Environment, Transport and the Regions (DETR) with
the intention of achieving a more integrated policy on such issues. The
DETR now deals with everything in rural areas except farming. In 2001,
following the Foot and Mouth outbreak, a unified ministry for rural
affairs was developed - the Department for Environment, Food and Rural
Affairs (DEFRA).

1999: The Transport Bill: this included measures for improving rural
transport provision.

1999: On April 1st the Countryside Commission and Rural Development
Commission were merged to form the Countryside Agency. A new
programme was drawn up focussing on economic and social
development.

2000: On November 24th, 2000 the government published a White Paper
on Rural Issues entitled ‘ Our Countryside: The Future. A Fair Deal For
Rural England’. The overall aim of the Rural White Paper was to sustain
and enhance the distinctive environment, economy and social fabric of the
countryside for the benefit of all. 

Fig. 5 The aims of the White Paper

The main proposals of the White Paper are:

1. Rural Service Standard
A Rural Service Standard will be established setting out minimum targets
and standards for services in rural areas. This will be reviewed and
updated each year. This standard will be achieved by: 
• more investment in services e.g. schools
• improving Post Offices: 99% of all rural areas are within 3 miles of a

post office and so it is intended to extend the range of services that
they offer. It is hoped that this will include banking facilities, internet
access, prescriptions etc.

• £15 million will be made available for use as a ‘community service
fund’ to help to re-establish ‘lost’ services such as village shops and
also to provide cash points and 100 internet access points.

• health: more one-stop Primary Health Care centres, tele-links and
mobile GP units will be introduced.

• £15 million will be made available for increased rural policing and to
support a farm watch scheme.

2. Rural Transport
The White Paper proposes:
• an increase of 45% in subsidies for rural bus services, as well as

increased finance for minibus and other similar services 
• the provision of a bus service, at least every hour, within a ten minute

walk of a third or more rural homes
• the building of 50 new rural bypasses to reduce traffic speed and

accident levels in certain villages.

3. Housing
3000 new affordable homes are to be provided for young and low-income
rural families. 

4. Employment
• Rural businesses are to receive financial help and support. 
• Existing market towns are to be improved by creating job

opportunities and providing better amenities. They will receive help
from the Regional Development Agencies.

• The government’s Small Business Service will provide additional
support and more training will be made available.

• Rural businesses will receive financial incentives such as rate reductions.
• Additional financial aid will be available to low-income families.
• A committee will be set up to advise on the particular problems of

women in agriculture

Exam Hint: There is a great deal of information to learn about
policies and only the main ones are mentioned here! Divide them
up into national, voluntary and government, and EU and then try
to remember the main purpose of each. 

Exam Hint: The 2000 White Paper is an important topic to learn as
examiners like to see that your knowledge is up to date. Keep up
to date at www.countryside.gov.uk.

Exam Hint: Problems and solutions are always popular with
examiners so make sure that you have some detailed knowledge of
these when revising. Obtain data for your local area (visit
www.countryside.gov.uk) so you can write about precise examples.

RURAL
SURVIVAL

To increase opportunities for
people to enjoy the countryside.

e.g. rural tourism initiatives

To conserve and enhance rural landscapes and
the biodiversity and abundance of wildlife.

e.g. increase in eco-friendly farming schemes
with government and EU subsidies

To provide government responsiveness to rural
communities through integrated initiatives

between central and local government
e.g. environmental management of uplands

scheme

Facilitating the development of dynamic and
sustainable economies in the countryside to

tackle rural poverty
e.g. rural employment initiatives: teleworking

cottages and redundant farm buildings schemes

To maintain and stimulate communities and to
secure equitable access to services for those

who live and work in the country.
e.g. Market Towns Initiative, 

Community Service Fund,
Rural Transport Partnership



Since the White Paper, and the aftermath of the Foot and Mouth outbreak,
initiatives have literally rained down on remote rural areas. An example
of a very recent initiative was piloted in Shropshire (at Wem and Craven
Arms). Market towns are the key settlements or central places for these
remote rural areas and £37 million has been made available as a means of
funding their regeneration to provide a minimum level of service. This
would ensure people living in villages have access to their basic needs.
The Vital Villages policy combines with this.

Fig. 6 Provision of key services in market towns.

These latest national government initiatives are also combined with the
new EU scheme LEADER+. Communities need to form Local Action
Groups (LAGs) to deliver local action plans so that they can apply for
funding for small scale rural development schemes. The emphasis is on
innovative solutions and sustainability, 

For sustainability to be achieved some of the following indicators must
be met. The project:

• provides affordable access to land and/or housing
• enhances public access to the countryside
• demonstrates integration into the local economy and community
• has a strategy which minimises vehicle use
• can demonstrate that no activities or developments will cause undue

nuisance
• minimises creation of waste and will reuse/recycle as far as possible
• has a strategy for energy conservation
• ensures that new buildings are not visually intrusive and are

constructed, as far as possible, from local materials
• embraces sustainable principles of water, energy and sewage

management
• ensures all activities, e.g. farming, forestry and fishing, are

sustainable in their operation
• ensures the site is ecologically managed, e.g. well screened with trees
• involves local people in the development of a management plan which

follows Agenda 21 guidelines
• demonstrates affordability and sustainability by the involvement of

appropriate organisations, e.g. NGO trusts

Conclusions
It is aparent that many remote rural areas of the UK have very serious
problems and face considerable difficulties over their future development.
These are signs that there is something of a revival going on in some areas.
The population totals are slowly rising after many years of decline (the
rural turnaround) in most parishes. However many of the issues not only
require major funding to begin to solve them but also innovative solutions
from integrated planning. The small scale rural initiatives need to be fitted
into a long term strategy. The Foot and Mouth crisis has highlighted the
crisis in the countryside, with increased concern from the bulk of the
population who live in an urban, suburban or accessible rural area.

Further research
The State of the Countryside 2001. This is available free from the
Countryside Agency, PO Box 125, Wetherby, LS 23. They also sell
regional ‘State of the countryside’ booklets.

Useful web addresses
DEFRA: www.defra.gov.uk
DETR:  www.detr.gov.uk
White paper: www.defra.gov.uk/wildlife-countryside/ruralwp/index.htm
EU: www.rurpol.org/what/rurpol.html
Cumbria: www.nwda.co.uk

www.cumbria.gov.uk
Norfolk: www.norfolk.gov.uk

www.wildlife countryside.detr.gov.uk
Any region: www.‘any region’.gov.uk 
Countryside agency: www.countryside.gov.uk

Further Studies
Choose one other case-study region in England, either Norfolk or the one
in which you live, and write an account of its rural problems, and current
planning strategies. Compare your findings with the account of Cumbria
given above, emphasising the differences and similarities. 

Practice Exam Questions (A2 style)
(a) What is meant by the following terms:

(i) rural social exclusion?
(ii)  rural sustainability?       
(iii) affordable housing? (9 marks)

(b) Choose four problems facing rural areas of England at the present
time and assess the success of schemes designed to overcome your
four chosen problems. (16 marks)

Answers to questions
(a) Three marks for a short description of each term as described in the

text above, e.g. Affordable housing is accommodation that the rural
people can afford to buy or rent in their local areas. This is becoming
increasingly scarce due to the gentrification of the countryside and
the newcomers with higher incomes being able to pay higher prices.

(b) Any of the problems mentioned above i.e. housing, transport,
services or employment could be chosen. Reward up to five marks for
each problem – one for identifying it, and four marks for knowledge
of solutions and their assessment.
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Quality bus service to surrounding
villages at key periods (am & pm

for work & market day

At least one bank with
a 24 hour cashpoint

Sport centre &
swimming pool

MARKET
TOWN KEY
SERVICES

PROVISION

Range of housing, including
affordable housing

Range of pubs, restaurants &
some overnight accommodation

Minimum part-time
police force

Range of
convenience stores

Garage & petrol outlet

Arts venue (could be
Town Hall or cinema

Access to other district
& county advice Job Centre & Citizens’ Advice

Secondary school, up to 16

Doctors, dentists,
chemist (pharmacy)

Permanent library service
& internet provision

A farmers’ market for local
produce with a general market


