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“Sustainable Communities”

• Dominant discourses of ‘sustainable communities’
are applied in planning arenas.

• Sustainability concept developed by Brundtland in 
terms of equity, between and within generations.
– sustainability tends now to be equated with environmental goals,

and specifically with reducing CO2 emissions and car use.
– ‘Sustainable Communities’ defined by DCLG principally in terms of 

presence of services and access to public transport, so discouraging 
new investment in rural settlements. 

– Dualism created of sustainable and unsustainable communities, 
distinguished by crude ‘sustainability checklists’ which offer only a 
static view of sustainability and deny agency to rural people…



DCLG: Sustainable Communities

“A sustainable community is a place where people want to 
live and work now and in the future... For communities to 
be sustainable, they must offer:

• Decent homes at prices people can afford 
• Good public transport 
• Schools 
• Hospitals 
• Shops 
• A clean, safe environment” (DCLG Website, April 2007)

Across the country, investment and housing are prohibited 
in places without such attributes – all in the name of 
sustainability. Urban is good and rural is bad. 



The role of CPRE

Murdoch and Lowe (2003) studied the role of CPRE in the 
emergence of this dominant discourse, from the 1940s 
construction of a rural/urban divide and through their 
subsequent lobbying and campaigning. They found:

• CPRE switched from a preservationist discourse in 1980s to 
‘ecologise’ the rural/urban division and so capture the 
dominant discourse of sustainable development toward their 
own ends of urban containment.
““Sustainable development requires that valued natural assets in rSustainable development requires that valued natural assets in rural ural 
areas should be protected, while cities are encouraged to areas should be protected, while cities are encouraged to ‘‘tread more tread more 
effectively on the environmenteffectively on the environment’”’” (Interview with CPRE Officer, p.330)(Interview with CPRE Officer, p.330)

• Key arenas for CPRE have been the Urban Task Force 
(Rogers Report), Sustainable Communities white paper, the 
writing of PPG3, Regional Spatial Strategies…. 
““We invented all the key planks in PPG3. PPG3 is basically CPRE pWe invented all the key planks in PPG3. PPG3 is basically CPRE policy.olicy.””
(Interview with CPRE officer, p.327).(Interview with CPRE officer, p.327).



Urban containment revisited?

• MT, ARHC, JRF, CRC have all found, since Rogers Report:
– Regional Spatial Strategies : every region is seeking to reduce rural 

house building in the name of urban regeneration/ sustainability. 
Sequential test – brownfield first, etc; in addition to brownfield targets.

– Sustainable Communities policies : many LAs apply crude 
sustainability checklists which redline most rural settlements as 
unsustainable, instead of seeking to promote sustainability of all 
communities.

– Emphasis has shifted in forward planning from securing housing land 
availability back to urban containment.

• Prof Sir Peter Hall, in ‘The Containment of Urban England’
(1973), foresaw that urban containment policies would act to 
exclude poorer people systematically from the British 
countryside and force them into towns. He blamed this on an 
“unholy alliance” of urban districts and rural elites.



The exclusion of poorer and middle-income groups from the 
countryside is now well established, just as Hall predicted. 
Several official reports have documented this challenge…

…Not to mention Mark Shucksmith (1981) No Homes For Locals? Gower  !!!



ARHC: Main Recommendations

Minimum of 11,000 affordable homes pa in settlements 
<10,000 popn. (Update to 14,000 pa with new projections)

1. Planning policies must change, to encourage rather than prevent 
affordable rural housing: this required urgent changes to draft PPS3, to 
RSSs, and to local planning practice. Plan-led approach.

2. Much more finance needed, from combination of public investment 
(HCA) and cross-subsidy. The fewer market houses are achieved, the 
less the scope for cross-subsidy and the greater the demands on the 
public purse. (This is a key issue for the next decade.)
– 10% of funds for 19% of population in rural England, although these are settlements 

with worst affordability and least social housing
– Changes to RTB and RTA to retain affordable rural housing for future generations.

3. Leadership to make it happen and to explain the consequences for 
future generations of failing to address rural housing needs. Funding for 
RHEs. Challenging the ‘concreting over the countryside’ myth.



The Matthew Taylor Report
• Rural change is inevitable: alternatives are:

– Sustaining, rejuvenating rural communities, or
– Forcing out families and working people; losing services.

• Planning process must become an engine of regeneration or 
we face a future of decline.

• In medium-size towns we need ‘good growth’ rather than 
‘bad growth’ – ie. master planning.

• In smaller settlements we must allow affordable housing and 
modest growth for social and economic sustainability. 
– Escape the ‘sustainability trap’ of planning checklists.
– Unlock the barriers to delivering affordable housing in villages.
– Community-led affordable housing

• Promoting opportunities to work locally eg. live-work, and 
generally supporting the rural economy.



Government Response
• More affordable housing in small villages:

• But how? More funding? More exception sites? More s.106?

• Easier planning permission for rural businesses.
• Master planned growth of medium-size towns
• New PPS on ‘Planning for Prosperity’ – now out.

Intended “to create strong and

diverse rural communities”

No places ‘unsustainable’

Accepted most recommendations
but no action on second homes



Then the credit crunch…



Housing Transactions, 2000-09



House Prices, 2000-2009



Housing Affordability, 2006-08



Housing Finance

• HCA grant rates increased so fewer completions
• The HCA’s internal target of 2,800 units for new 

rural affordable housing for 2008/09 has been 
missed by 13.75%, with 2,415 units completed.

• The HCA has recently revised its rural affordable 
house building target in settlements below 3,000 
population for 2008-11 down 17.5% from 10,300 
units to 8,500 units.

• Market-based affordable housing at a standstill

• CRC’s latest recession report on rural housing
– http://www.ruralcommunities.gov.uk/projects/creditcrunch/overview



Where to next?
• Positive response to Matthew Taylor report, both from 

Government and from ‘Rural Coalition’ (includes CPRE). 

For the foreseeable future
• Affordability an even greater problem.
• Backlog of affordable housing need (ARHC, CRC):

– Virtually no market housing being built so no cross-subsidy…
– HCA rural programme below target and planned to decline.

• And planning practice unchanged at regional/ local levels.

After the credit crunch, will structural problems return? Still 
inadequate finance, planning obstacles, anti-growth, etc.

Will more market housing be allowed so cross-subsidy can 
substitute for reductions in public spending? 

And will rural sustainability still be frustrated by urban 
containment dressed up as sustainability?



Ready for climate change…?

…but is this really sustainability?


