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This policy statement sets out the TCPA’s views on the future of rural
England. Cherished for its distincti ve landscapes and di verse wildlife, rural
England is also home for o ver 12 million people and at least half a million
businesses; it is also an open-air factory for growing food and pro viding
essential eco-services suc h as w ater, flood control, recyclable energy and
carbon sinks.

In this statement the TCPA addresses fi ve critical c hallenges and
oppor tunities:

1
Ho w do w e meet the immediate needs of man y rural people f or
af f ordable homes, w ell paid jobs, and access to ser vices? These are
familiar problems whic h have developed o ver man y decades, par tly as a
consequence of planning and housing policies. The national policy response
is also familiar , with a rhetoric in fav our of a ‘li ving, working countryside ’.
But the deli very of this policy has largely failed. A new R ural Coalition w as
set up in 20 09 under the c hairmanship of L ord Mat thew Taylor to show how
successful implementation could be ac hieved. It published The Rural
Challenge in 2010, and the TCPA – as one of the founder member s of the
Rural Coalition – suppor ts its recommendations.

2
Ho w do w e meet the additional housing and emplo yment needs of
a gr owing and ageing population? England’ s population and household
total continue to grow , and there is a strong and growing desire to li ve in
rural areas. R ural England can be a sustainable location for people to li ve
and work in, as par t of a wider urban-rural connected space: rural li ving and
working now extends beyond the rural land-based econom y and is
essentially par t of a wider peri-urban set tlement pat tern. The TCPA believ es
that it is possible t o locat e w ell designed, connect ed and sustainable
development in the countryside. The garden city , new mark et town and
eco-town (and eco-village) models can of fer a radical approac h – pro vided
that local and sub-regional circumstances are fully recognised. However ,
planning new communities is not without formidable c hallenges to
relationships with existing rural residents, including pro viding sustainable
transpor t and deli vering truly ‘sustainable development’ in the rural
context.

A Vision f or Rural England
TCPA Polic y Statement

A Vision for Rural England

Summar y

2



3
Ho w can rural England cope with the economic pressures and
restrictions facing the nation? Rural economies are varied and have
great potential for growth. They are relati vely well placed to respond
flexibly to c hanges in world mark ets and growth tec hnologies – pro vided
that the infrastructure is suppor ted and impro ved, for example by pro viding
small workplace units, fast broadband and helpful suppor t for home
working. Rural planning policies should r ecognise and f acilitat e the
pot ential f or rural economies t o chang e and gr ow.

4
Rural areas ha ve crucial r oles to pla y in gr owing f ood and
pr oviding eco-ser vices in a w orld facing the threats of climate
change. The food security imperati ve means that rural policy must
suppor t farms in gr owing f ood mor e efficiently while also deliv ering
essential eco-services such as w ater, drainag e and flood contr ol, recyclable
energy and carbon sinks . It will not be easy to under take these multiple
roles, but success will be critical for successful sustainable development,
especially in facing up to the urgent need for mitig ation and adaptation to
climate c hange.

5
Implementing these policies successfull y will be the greatest
challenge of all. Man y of these rural problems and oppor tunities are
familiar . So are some of the solutions. But deli vering them will require a
joined-up approac h whic h is not at the forefront of recent proposals for
change to the planning system. F undamentally deli very will require:

l National policies whic h through ‘rural proofing’ recognise and respond
to specific rural issues suc h as affordable housing, declining services,
and the pro vision of eco-services; and also respond to rural areas ’
potential to pro vide sustainable jobs and homes for a significant
number of people.

l Sub-national analysis and co-operation whic h recognises and responds
to key strategic inter -relationships between issues suc h as employment,
housing, transpor t, energy , recycling and conservation through ef fecti ve
collaboration between appropriate bodies.

l Local and community planning whic h recognises and responds to the
distincti ve needs and oppor tunities of rural communities through
effecti ve collaboration between community -led planning initiati ves and
the local plans and strategies of local authorities and other bodies.
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This Policy Statement sets out the TCPA’s views on the future of rural
England. It ar ticulates the Association ’s vision for that future, and the spatial
planning policies required to realise that vision. It has been produced at a
time when the planning system is going through a very radical
transformation, with a strong emphasis on localism alongside the remo val
of the strategic tier . Rural communities, with their strong traditions and
experience of community -led initiati ves, have muc h to g ain from localism,
pro vided that it is implemented in a constructi ve, inclusi ve and practicable
way. Indeed, they are in a position to lead the w ay in showing how a
‘bot tom-up’ approac h can work. However , there are demographic, social,
economic and en vironmental c hallenges facing rural areas whic h cannot be
resolved by local communities alone. The TCPA is concerned about these
wider c hallenges and how they can be addressed. The Association is thus
taking the longer – and wider – view . 

Section 1

Introduction
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Rural England is the product of a long historic relationship between human
acti vity and the land. Since the S econd World War it has also been the
object of distincti ve state policies in suppor t of agriculture, recreation,
conservation and urban containment – the lat ter in par ticular through Green
Belts around selected cities and towns, together with strong protection of
the wider countryside. While deli vering considerable success on their own
terms, these policies have also led to some unintended consequences for
man y rural communities – suc h as a nar row economic base, low w ages,
declining services and, abo ve all, unaf fordable homes. F urthermore, they
have failed to release the ric h potential whic h rural England of fers for muc h
wider economic enterprises (see Box 1), pro viding secure and at tracti ve
homes, and facing up to the c hallenges of climate c hange – the ‘li ving and
working countryside ’ expounded in the of ficial policy rhetoric of two R ural
White Papers produced by separate successi ve go vernments in 1 993 and
2000.

But if the R ural White Papers heralded a new policy direction for rural
England in the 21st century , the implementation of the policies they set out
has been less than satisfactory . An analysis under taken by the TCPA 1 has
shown that rural planning remains essentially restricti ve: rural villages –
especially the smaller ones – are more of ten than not reg arded as
fundamentally ‘unsustainable ’, mostly owing to the limited availability of
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Section 2

The stor y so f ar ...

1 Unpublished analysis by the TCPA and Trevor Cherrett, Feb. 2010

Box 1
How r ural economies hav e changed and gro wn

‘As food secur ity mo ves sharply up the agenda, so rightly has the r ecognition of the

impor tance of our f ar ms and f ood pr oducer s. Howev er, the r ural econom y is not jus t about

far ms and land-based b usinesses. Millions of people liv e and w ork in the countr yside, at

leas t half a million b usinesses are based ther e, and r ural b usiness is wor th near ly

£14,500 million to the na tional econom y every year ( Source: Sta te of the Countr yside 2010 .

Commission f or Rural Comm unities). Tak en as a w hole, rural ar eas ar e mor e entr epr eneur ial

and genera te higher le vels of b usiness crea tion per head of popula tion than all of Inner

London. The survival ra te of mos t businesses is high. Howev er, the o verall f igur es conceal the

fact tha t in man y rural ar eas av erage incomes f or those w ho actually w ork ther e ar e lo wer

than the urban av erage .’

Source: The Rural Challenge: Achie ving Sustaina ble Rural Comm unities f or the 21s t Centur y. Rural Coalition,
Aug. 2010, p.18)

A Vision f or Rural England
TCPA Polic y Statement



A Vision f or Rural England
TCPA Polic y Statement

Aff orda ble housing

remains a problem

of cr isis propor tions .

Government-

commissioned

repor ts in 2005 and

2008 ar e testaments

to a lac k of

progr ess, as w ell as

pointer s to m uch

needed solutions
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services. Economic acti vities beyond the bounds of traditional land-based
acti vities are of ten resisted. Abo ve all, af fordable housing remains a
problem of crisis propor tions, and is repeatedly the subject of ‘dying
village ’ news stories. Go vernment-commissioned repor ts in 20 05 (Eleanor
Goodman ’s Final Repor t of the Affordable R ural Housing Commission ) and
in 20 08 (Mat thew Taylor ’s Living Working Countryside ) are testaments to a
lack of progress, as well as pointer s to muc h needed solutions.

To help close the g ap between rhetoric and reality , in August 20 10 a new
‘Rural Coalition ’, chaired by L ord Taylor , published The Rural Challenge:
Achieving Sustainable R ural Communities in the 21st Century . This repor t
not only reflected an impressi ve consensus concerning the need for more
positi ve policies to meet the needs and release the potential of rural
England, but also explained in some detail what suc h policies comprised
and how they could be deli vered (seven national org anisations – including
the TCPA – signed up to the repor t, and the R ural Coalition has now grown
to 15 member s). The repor t’s detailed recommendations and propositions
show what is needed in practice to address the ongoing crises in meeting
rural housing needs, building thri ving rural economies, deli vering excellent
rural services, promoting flourishing mark et towns, and truly empowering
rural communities in the emerging context of localism (see Box 2).
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In its repor t The Rural Challenge: Achie ving Sustaina ble Rural Comm unities f or the 21s t Centur y,

published in Augus t 2010,i the Rural Coalition called f or action on the f ollo wing k ey pr opositions:

1 Crea ting and maintaining sustaina ble r ural comm unities through guidance and suppor t from

na tional and local spa tial plans , and thr ough gen uine colla bora tion and eng agement with local

comm unities .

2 Meeting the aff orda ble housing needs of r ural comm unities by augmenting ex isting mechanisms

(such as exceptions sites and de veloper agr eements) thr ough:

l the ‘Comm unity Right to Build’ (pr ovided tha t specif ic cr iter ia ar e met – namely e vidence of

need, af forda bility in per petuity , a ppr opr ia te siting, scale and design, and comm unity suppor t);

l mor e options f or ‘inter media te’ af forda ble housing;

l incentiv es for lando wner s; and

l mor e freedom f or local author ities to manage their housing f inances .

3 Building thr iving r ural comm unities by:

l providing a good supply of a ppr opr ia te sites and pr emises;

l redesigning b usiness suppor t services tailor ed to r ural needs;

l adopting inno va tive a ppr oaches to r ural enter pr ise;

l providing suppor t and encouragement f or home-w orking;

l encouraging high-speed br oadband access;

l providing suppor t and encouragement f or accepta ble small-scale r ene wa ble ener gy

de velopments; and

l ensur ing positiv e eng agement with Local Enter pr ise Par tner ships.

4 Deliv er ing gr ea t local ser vices by:

l taking mor e account of the additional cos ts of rural deliv ery;

l suppor ting Univ ersal Service Oblig a tions tha t prevent ‘urban cherr y-pic king’ by service deliv erer s;

l promoting the ‘Comm unity Right to Bid’ in ways tha t encompass comm unity-led initia tives in

flex ible w ays;

l encouraging m ulti-pur pose ser vice outlets (f or example in pos t offices); and

l investing in mor e ef fectiv e, inno va tive and sus taina ble transpor t solutions f or rural ar eas .

5 Enabling the gro wth of flour ishing mar ket to wns by impr oving the quality of ne w housing,

suppor ting ser vices , and open spaces , through the ef fectiv e eng agement of local comm unities in

sha ping sus taina ble pr oposals and thr ough s tronger guidance and advice on design (f or example

through ‘Enquir y b y Design’ and ‘Planning f or Real’).

6 Empo wer ing comm unities by b uilding on the exper ience of r ural comm unity-led activity and

suppor ting local ca pacity f or deliv ery via advice, training, comm unity ena bler s, and modes t

funding oppor tunities .

i The author s of this repor t were the f ollo wing member s of the Rural Coalition: Action with Comm unities in Rural England
[ACRE]; the Campaign to Pr otect Rural England [CPRE ]; the Countr y Land and Business Associa tion [CLA]; the Local
Government Gr oup [LG Gr oup]; the Ro yal Town Planning Ins titute [R TPI]; and the TCPA. The Rural Coalition w as also
advised and suppor ted by Action f or Mar ket Towns [AMT], the Na tional Housing F edera tion [NHF], the Rural Ser vices
Network [RSN], and the Plunk ett Founda tion – w ho ar e all no w also member s of the Rural Coalition – together with the
Na tional F ar mer s’ Union [NFU], the Arthur Rank Centr e, the Na tional Associa tion of Local Councils [NALC], and the Ro yal
Institution of Char tered Survey ors [RICS]. Further help and advice w as pr ovided b y the Commission f or Architectur e and
the Built Environment [C ABE],English Her itage [EH], the English Na tional P ark Author ities Associa tion [ENPAA], and the
Commission f or Rural Comm unities [CRC]

Box 2
The Rural Coalition and The Rural Challenge
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2 R. Green and J. Holliday: Country Planning: A Time for Action. TCPA, 1991

Man y of the ideas and principles put forw ard here were fir st articulated as
far back as 1991 in a repor t prepared for the TCPA by Ray Green and J ohn
Holliday .2 For example, their repor t called for new policies whic h ‘relate to
social, economic and tec hnological c hange ’ and whic h ‘should replace
existing but outdated policies of countryside ‘protection ’ and the
overdevelopment of historic country towns and villages ’. 

Green and Holliday anticipated that ‘a large propor tion of the 1 million new
households projected in the next decade will be formed in the countryside...
and new set tlements will be needed if historic towns and villages are to be
conserved’ . They argued that as ‘ our concern about global w arming grows
and we stri ve to mak e sustainable development a reality , efficient
settlements link ed to high-standard public transpor t systems become an
essential ingredient of planning’ . And underpinning these arguments w as a
view that the countryside ‘should not be a preserve for the few but a place
in whic h new li ves and landscapes can grow’ .

In the meantime, as argued in the previous section, our progress on
meeting even the basic needs for jobs and af fordable housing has been
slow . The Rural Coalition ’s repor t The Rural Challenge was under taken to
show how the national policy rhetoric of several decades could actually be
implemented in practice.

The TCPA’s position now is that, fir st and foremost, it suppor ts the Rural
Coalition ’s vision of a rural England in whic h every rural community can
thri ve. This means ‘suppor ting new , better-paid and di verse employment
oppor tunities, pro viding the homes needed for those who li ve and work in
rural areas on low incomes, and maintaining and ev olving the services they
rely on ’ (The Rural Challenge , p.3).

This vision is essentially that of the ‘li ving, working countryside ’ launc hed
by the R ural White Papers, but reinforced by the R ural Coalition ’s more
detailed propositions for policy and action to ‘mak e it happen ’ (see Box 2). 
However , there are several specific c hallenges within this vision, man y of
them foreseen by Green and Holliday’ s 1991 repor t – challenges whic h
deserve fur ther exploration and emphasis. Three of these major c hallenges
to a ‘li ving, working countryside ’ are:

l First, the demographic pressures of a growing and ageing population,
with man y people k een to li ve and work in rural areas, presents
formidable c hallenges to the planning and development of set tlement

Section 3

The TCPA’ s rural vision
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3 OECD Rural Policy Reviews: England, United Kingdom. OECD, Jan. 2011

patterns and the connections between them. We need to under stand
how rural communities fit into this ‘big picture ’ in a sustainable w ay.
Rural England can be a sustainable location for people to li ve and work
in, as par t of a wider urban-rural connected space: rural li ving and
working now extends beyond the rural land-based econom y and is
essentially par t of a wider peri-urban set tlement pat tern.

l Secondly , rural areas and communities need to face up to the global
challenges of struggling economies and climate c hange. They must
meet continued demands for precious natural resources suc h as food
and w ater, while contributing ef fecti vely to climate c hange mitig ation
and adaptation, arguably the greatest of all the c hallenges facing
human development.

l Thirdly , rural policies must be ef fecti ve and deli verable. We need to
ensure that the political dri ve tow ards ‘localism’ works for rural
communities, building on man y decades of experience in rural
community -led acti vity . This ‘bot tom-up’ approac h needs to be
suppor ted by w ays in whic h wider strategic issues suc h as economic
regeneration and transpor t can be ef fecti vely addressed.

The responses to these c hallenges set out here are based on a number of
fundamental principles and assumptions about rural England.

The star ting point is what a recent OECD repor t 3 refer red to as the nation ’s
deep cultural at tachment to the ‘English countryside ’, with a focus on
environmental preservation. This English rural landscape is, of cour se, the
product of centuries of interaction between human acti vity and the land.
Very lit tle is ‘wild’ in the sense of ‘untouc hed nature ’. And this link age
between mankind and the land has profound implications for an y vision for
the future of the countryside. The TCPA accepts that human set tlement and
development are par t of that continuous history , and are par t of what is
loved about the English countryside.

Our ‘cultural at tachment’ is not only to the extraordinarily di verse
geograph y of the land itself , but also to the w ay that the land has been
used, whether for agriculture, forestry , mining or transpor t. Even quite
extensi ve industrial acti vity has enric hed our appreciation of both the
appearance and enjoyment of the countryside. The English canal system is
one example. Here, our admiration is not just a mat ter of nostalgia –
although that undoubtedly plays a par t – but is also rooted in our respect
for the integrity of the development itself , in par ticular its design in
relationship to both its function and the shape and form of the land in
whic h it is built. Villages nestling into the fold of the hillside or farmsteads
set within a wooded landscape are similar examples. The notion of
protecting the ‘intrinsic nature of the countryside ’, embedded in muc h of
our national planning policy , should thus apply to the countryside as a
human habitat as well as a wildlife habitat. We should also recognise,

A Vision f or Rural England
TCPA Polic y Statement
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celebrate and enhance the distincti veness of dif ferent rural places, and plan
accordingly . The q uestion f or the future direction of rural planning
should be as muc h concerned with ho w rural de velopment should
tak e place as whether it should tak e place. Mat ters of scale and
design are critical.

The TCPA believes that rural areas have a positi ve contribution to mak e to
meeting housing and employment needs, as well as to recreation and
conservation. Suc h pro vision might tak e the form of a carefully sited g arden
city , new mark et town or eco-town (or eco-village), connected by good
public transpor t to urban and ‘peri-urban ’ England. There may be specific
reasons to say ‘no ’ to development (suc h as the need to protect precious
landscape or wildlife, at national and local levels), but there should not be
an automatic presumption ag ainst development in the countryside to
‘protect it for its own sak e’.

Rural areas have significant potential to contribute to economic c hange and
growth. They are also well equipped to meet the c hallenge of pro viding
natural resources and of rising to the carbon c hallenge and adapting
to or mitigating climate c hange – whether through the development of
the green econom y, such as the production of food, w ater and recyclable
energy , or through the mobilisation of community ef for ts at local level. In the
words of the recent OECD repor t,4 ‘rural areas mak e a positi ve contribution
to the o verall health – economic, en vironmental and social – of an area, and
so all should benefit from intervention directed at impro ving rural life ’.

However , mitigation of and adaptation to climate c hange will be
ver y c hallenging f or rural communities, especiall y as f ossil fuel
energy bills rise . Climate c hange will impact on rural communities
through increasingly extreme weather conditions. The resulting ef fects –
including storms, flooding, drought, fires, loss of culti vatable land, species
extinction, and damaged power lines and flooded sub-stations – will impact
negati vely on quality of life and economic oppor tunities, par ticularly in the
farming and tourism sector s. At the same time, rising fossil fuel prices will
hit rural communities harder than high density urban areas. This is because
rural communities have a greater reliance on car s, and rural areas have
greater home heating requirements, because of lower external air
temperatures and (in par t as there is a greater prevalence of detac hed
homes) lower o verall thermal mass. F urthermore, muc h of the countryside
is of f the g as grid and consequently man y rural residents pay more for oil
or electric home heating systems.

The localism agenda should, in theory , be able to reinforce initiati ves such
as village community transpor t and low -carbon energy sc hemes whic h both
mitig ate green house g as emissions and adapt to climate c hange and rising
fossil fuel prices. It is therefore lik ely that man y rural communities will be
highly moti vated to play their par t in mitig ating and adapting to climate
change and rising fossil fuel prices – and planning will be an essential tool
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in helping to realise their aims. Aspects of this moti vation will lie in the
‘cultural at tachment’ to the countryside already mentioned, as well as in the
pressing need to widen the nar row economic base through the
development of a rural green econom y. The emotional desire to protect the
romantic landscape will be strong and will of ten lead to landscape and
habitat preservation and subsequent tourism oppor tunities.

Transpor t also presents a dif f icult but crucial c hallenge f or rural
communities . Most journeys in rural areas are made using pri vate car s. As
rural population has grown, so too has both rural area car owner ship and
car use – both out of necessity and at a propor tionally higher rate than
population or housing growth. All the cur rent evidence suggests that this
trend will continue in future. To date, planning authorities have reacted by
focusing rural growth in a limited number of villages with some local
facilities and bus services. This is an appr oac h that is not viable in the
shor t term, let alone the medium or long term, because it
ef fectiv el y mak es man y rural communities less sustainable.

Owner ship and use of a car is increasingly expensi ve, and there is
considerable evidence that man y families and communities suf fer from
depri vation of access to services, education, jobs and leisure acti vities. This
situation most af fects young and older people and those with lower income
levels, and can only deteriorate as incomes fal l or remain at cur rent levels
while fuel costs rise.

The approac h to rural transpor t taken by local authorities has traditionally
been based on subsidising a limited number bus routes, with lit tle
investment being made in w alking or cycling – man y villages have lengths
of road with no footpath and nar row roads whic h are considered unsafe for
walking or cycling. As local go vernment resources are cut, man y subsidised
bus routes are disappearing, thus exacerbating access problems.

The new localism’ s neighbourhood planning pro vides an oppor tunity to
address this situation through link ed community tra vel plans , whic h,
together with a radically dif ferent approac h to the pro vision of a public
transpor t network across an area developed in par tner ship with transpor t
operator s, businesses, education facilities etc., could secure a more viable
and ef fecti ve transpor t network.  There is an oppor tunity to tak e a new and
more ef fecti ve approac h to sustainable transpor t in rural areas through, for
example, identifying local transpor t in vestment priorities in Infrastructure
Delivery Plans and funding them through the Community Infrastructure L evy.

Critically , the simplistic notion – based almost entirely on crude
measurements of available services – that villages are necessarily less
‘sustainable ’ than urban areas must be c hallenged. Sustainability in social,
cultural, economic and en vironmental terms will depend far more on
lifestyles and transpor t options than location per se (see Box 3). This
is not by an y means to argue for a ‘free for all’; rather it is to argue for
plans based on a thorough and up-to-date under standing of the links
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between housing, the econom y and the en vironment, and abo ve all for
sustainable w ays in whic h to connect people and acti vities. How we define
and measure sustainable pat terns of rural development is critical, and by no
means easy . There is still muc h to learn.

How , then, can these policy approac hes be ef fecti vely deli vered ?
Community -led development of fers an impor tant route to implementation.
Rural communities already have muc h valuable experience in the ‘bot tom-
up’ approac h, gained through initiati ves such as Village Design Statements
and Parish Maps. That experience shows that success in ‘bot tom-up’
approac hes will depend crucially on community confidence, adequate
technical and org anisational suppor t, and most impor tantly the trust that
develops from a strong and serious reciprocal relationship with the
institutions of go vernance holding responsibilities for the policies and
decisions af fecting them. This relationship should be a mix of
par ticipator y and representativ e democrac y, where ‘top-do wn’
planning meets and genuinel y negotiates and collaborates with the
’bot tom-up’ ar ticulation of needs and kno wledge. The Localism Act
2011 makes a welcome commitment to this ‘bot tom-up’ approac h, but
questions remain concerning ef fecti ve deli very. In fact, good models for
community -led par ticipatory and representati ve democracy have already
been created in rural areas – but they aw ait widespread successful and
effecti ve implementation. 
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Box 3
Defining ‘sustaina ble r ural comm unities’

Research and polic y thinking under tak en b y the TCPA, the Commission f or Rural

Comm unities and the Rural Coalition i shows tha t ‘rural sus taina bility’ has been widely

inter preted in practice as f ocusing on the av aila bility of ser vices , and especially public

transpor t. This has typically pr oduced Local Plans w hich f ocus de velopment almos t

exclusiv ely in mar ket to wns and a fe w lar ger villages . While the cr iter ia on w hich such plans

are based ar e without doubt v ery impor tant, they ar e b y no means the only ones .

Oppor tunities to genera te local emplo yment, de velop decent homes in a ttractiv e settings ,

and e ven pr ovide local ser vices such as shops and comm unity centr es based on local

voluntar y ef for ts should all be added into the ‘sustaina bility’ equa tion. ii A pilot pr oject aimed

a t de vising r ele vant and a ppr opr ia te local sus taina bility cr iter ia has pr oduced a DIY toolkit

which can be used b y local comm unities and planner s to identify k ey sustaina bility f actor s

to sha pe planning policies f or the local ar eas .iii

i See T.Cherr ett: ‘The future is rural too’. Town & Countr y Planning , 2010,Vol. 79, May , 233-7; the Commission f or
Rural Comm unities w ebsite, archiv ed a t http: / /w ebar chiv e.na tionalar chiv es.go v.uk/*/http:/
www.ruralcomm unities .go v.uk/; and The Rural Challenge: Achie ving Sustaina ble Rural Comm unities f or the
21st Centur y. Rural Coalition, Aug. 2010

ii These issues are discussed in gr ea ter detail in the w orks cited in Note i, abo ve
iii A Toolkit f or Sustaina ble Rural Comm unities . Final Study Repor t. Roger Tym & Par tner s and Rural Inno va tion,

Dec. 2008



Likewise, there are serious questions concerning the w ays in whic h wider
strategic issues suc h as economic growth, regional imbalances and
transpor t – all of whic h affect rural as muc h as urban communities – will be
addressed under the new planning regime. L ocal Enterprise P artner ships
and the Duty to Co-operate could have impor tant – if limited – roles, and it
is essential that the oppor tunities and problems of rural areas are included
in the purview of an y strategic planning initiati ves.

Rural conditions and issues will vary significantly between dif ferent areas of
the country . There dif ferences based not only on levels of remoteness – the
‘near country’ and the ‘far country ’ 5 – but also on dif ferent pat terns of
socio-economic acti vity ,6 all of whic h points to a dif ferentiated countryside ,
calling for dif ferent approac hes to local planning. R ay Green ’s map of the
socio-economic di visions in the rural areas of England and Wales, drawn
from an analysis of the 20 01 Census and shown in Box 4, illustrates some
of this dif ferentiation.

To conclude, the TCPA’s vision of rural England is based on, but also
strengthens , the vision of a li ving and working countryside. Not only does
the TCPA suppor t the Rural Coalition ’s call to meet the social and economic
needs of existing rural communities, but it also extends that call to
embrace, if necessary and appropriate, well designed sustainable
development in the countryside to meet the needs and demands of a
growing population and growing economies. This vision recognises in
particular the ‘peri-urban ’ nature of muc h of rural England and accepts that
such sustainable development is both possible and desirable, and that it
can be informed and shaped by ef fecti ve community -led par ticipation. It
might tak e the form of modest additions to smaller villages or substantial
extensions to larger mark et towns and villages, new mark et towns, g arden
cities and eco-towns (or eco-villages) in carefully selected locations. But an y
such development must be fully informed by local knowledge and opinion,
detailed analysis of local and strategic economic, social and en vironmental
circumstances, and considerations of high-quality siting and design – all
predicated on continuously impro ving knowledge and under standing of
what ‘sustainable rural development’ means in practice.
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5 P. Lowe and N. Ward: ‘Rural futures: a socio-geographical approach to scenarios analysis’. Regional
Studies, 2009, Vol. 43 (10), 1319-32

6 R. Green: ‘The town in the countr y’. Town & Countr y Planning, 2009, Vol. 78, Feb., 74-82
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Box 4
Socio-economic divisions in the ‘r ural r eg ions’

The socio-economic divisions set out in the ma p a bo ve ar e der ived fr om a s tudy of 2001

Census da ta from o ver 400 to wns in the ‘rural r egions’ (demar ca ted b y the thic ker blac k

boundar y) of England and Wales .

l Area 1 is based upon the lar ger to wns of r ecent gr owth. In tthis ar ea in 2001 ther e was

grea t reliance upon ser vice sector emplo yment, economic activity ra tes were high, and

unemplo yment w as lo w. Car use w as high, and dis tances trav elled to w ork were gr ea ter

than in mos t of the other s tudy to wns, while fe wer walk ed or c ycled to w ork.

l Area 2 is an extension of Area 1, within w hich the character istics of to wn gr owth and car

usage and o wner ship w ere less extreme and economic activity ra tes and educa tional

a ttainment w ere a little lo wer.

l Area 3 includes tw o-thirds of the ar ea of the r ural r egions – in this ar ea ca pa bility of

growth may be gr ea ter, but the potential is r educed b y rela tive remoteness .

Source: R.Green: ‘The town in the countr y’. Town & Countr y Planning , 2009,Vol. 78, Feb., 81 (Fig. 12)



In the context of a new planning regime, focused on localism but also
based on a presumption in fav our of ‘sustainable development’ as set out
in the (as yet draf t) National Planning P olicy F ramework (NPPF), and gi ven
the wider and longer -term pressures and dri vers of demographic c hange,
economic revi val and en vironmental constraints, the TCPA argues that the
following requirements must be met if its vision for rural England is to be
translated into practical working policies for the future. 

1
National planning policies whic h ac kno wledge the par ticular needs
and oppor tunities presented b y rural areas (see the Rural
Coalition’ s recommendations set out in Bo x 2) and whic h
incorporate the principles of sustainable rural de velopment (as
outlined in Bo x 3) within the ne w National Planning P olic y
Frame w ork. It will be impor tant to highlight k ey rural issues whic h will
otherwise be in danger of becoming ‘lost’ in the mainstream of general
policies, as the recent OECD repor t recognised. 7 These include:

l pro viding special suppor t for af fordable housing in rural communities,
where the sale of council houses and high land prices severely restrict
the oppor tunities to pro vide homes for local people on lower incomes;

l encouraging and suppor ting local rural economic oppor tunities
(including new businesses and home-working as well as di versified land-
based enterprises) in rapidly c hanging and growing rural economies;

l developing ef fecti ve and sustainable transpor t networks for rural areas
whic h complement the use of pri vate car s (and help to reduce reliance
on them);

l helping rural communities – so of ten deemed un viable by service
pro vider s – to continue to address their own needs for community
services and facilities of all kinds;

l producing and safeguarding crucial resources, including food (as food
security becomes an increasingly impor tant national and global issue),
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water supplies, minerals, recyclable energy (sun, wind and w ater),
carbon sinks, etc.; and

l conserving and celebrating England’ s rural landscapes and wildlife.

These are examples of k ey rural needs whic h can be addressed by strong
national policies, suppor ted in turn by appropriate sub-national and local
planning policies (see below). In the longer run the TCPA calls for a national
spatial plan whic h can translate these needs into real solutions on the
ground, integrated with wider urban policies.

2
Sub-national planning policies whic h recognise the dif ferent socio-
economic and en vir onmental circumstances of dif ferent rural areas
(as illustrated in Bo x 4) and the par ticular pr oblems and
oppor tunities the y present to local authorities and Local Enterprise
Par tner ships. Guidance on the implementation of the ‘Duty to Co-operate ’,
now enshrined in the L ocalism Act 2011, should ensure that rural issues are
properly addressed at this scale.

3
Local Plans whic h adopt the v er y best practice in anal ysis and the
f ormulation of policies f or their rural areas, recognising the
impor tant c hanges under w ay in rural emplo yment, mo vement and
socio-cultural c haracteristics. ‘Sustainable development’ , as defined in
the UK Go vernment’ s Sustainable Development Strategy of 20 05, should be
interpreted locally and should not be limited to a limited list of indicator s
such as available services.

4
Community -led planning whic h ef fectiv el y and fairl y e xpresses
local community needs and aspirations and whic h can be used as a
basis f or statutor y planning v ehicles suc h as the Local Plan,
Neighbourhood Plans and Neighbourhood De velopment Order s (as
def ined b y the Localism A ct). Although there is widespread experience
of rural community -led planning, this c hallenging and time-consuming
process will need to be substantially resourced (for example by deploying
the proceeds of the Community Infrastructure L evy an d/or the proposed
New Homes Bonus) and suppor ted, and should tak e place through
collaboration betw een the local planning authority and the
community – ‘bridging the di vide ’ between ‘them’ and ‘us ’. By applying
the lessons and principles of community -led planning, rural planning can
‘go local’ through a genuinely collaborati ve process between local
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communities – who know their locality , their problems, and their aspirations
– and the local authorities and agencies who have responsibility for
managing and co-ordinating the wider picture. 8 Such an approac h should
command consensus suppor t. In addition, transparent and ef fecti ve
statutory mec hanisms for deli vering neighbourhood planning must be
clearly set out.

As noted, community -led planning is not new; it will be impor tant to learn
from good practice. F or example, the kinds of initiati ves and acti vities
typical in man y villages, and the collaborati ve planning needed to promote
and suppor t them, are being explored in a pilot project jointly designed and
funded by the Uni versity of Brighton and Action in R ural Sussex. 9 Other
guides to good practice are in preparation elsewhere, including a guide to
the choices to be made from the plethora of new neighbourhood planning
mechanisms now on of fer.10

The new w ave of rural local authority Core Strategies – either completed or
in preparation – will have a critical role in shaping the future in terms of the
issues described abo ve. Encouragingly , there are signs that these rural
issues are being seriously addressed. Corn wall Council, for example,
recently endor sed a ground-breaking study of the functions of and
interactions between the county’ s towns and villages – throwing more light
on how its rural areas ‘really work’ . It has embark ed on an ambitious and
comprehensi ve programme of eng agement with community networks
across the county , aimed at identifying, agreeing and deli vering local
priorities via a series of meetings, seminar s and training events whic h
involve local elected member s and help to build the crucial bridges
between the local authority and communities. 11 Such good practice needs
to be spread far and wide.
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11 A. England: Case Study: Rural Community Based Planning and Local Development Orders.

Presentation at the TCPA Conference ‘Neighbourhood Planning: Building a New Relationship
between People and Planning’, London, Mar. 2011. http://www .tcpa.org.uk/data/files/microsoft_
powerpoint__tcpa_cornwall_case_studyv4_webversion.pdf



Calls for a ‘li ving and working countryside ’ have been made for at least 20
years. This objecti ve has been recognised in of ficial policy rhetoric, yet
successive repor ts over the last decade reflect deep failures to translate that
rhetoric into reality . 

The TCPA suppor ts the policies promoted by the R ural Coalition and other s
to tackle immediate problems and oppor tunities – more positi ve planning
suppor t for rural enterprise, af fordable homes, and integrated services,
especially transpor t. But the TCPA goes fur ther than this. It believes that
rural England, as par t of a country with a fast growing but ageing
population in the decades ahead, must play a wider and deeper role,
paticularly within the peri-urban areas in whic h most rural dweller s li ve.
This role should properly recognise rural areas ’ relationship with urban
areas – for recreation, for conservation, for renew able energy; but also for
wider economic acti vities in a local and global econom y, often reliant on
information and communication tec hnology and made possible by home-
working; and for homes within a desirable en vironment, sustainably link ed
to jobs and services within an accessible peri-urban locality . New forms of
sustainable transpor t will play a crucial role in this new rural ter ritory ,
effecti vely linking it not only to the city -regions or the network of
polycentric towns within its more immediate orbit, but also to the wider
national and international networks.

But this P olicy Statement in no w ay adv ocates a ‘meg a-politan ’ ‘free-for -all’.
The TCPA’s vision for rural England does not lay claim to the use of more
than a small fraction of the available rural land in England for development.
It calls for tailored policies and plans whic h carefully reflect the regional and
local circumstances prevailing in dif ferent rural areas, the distincti veness of
indi vidual rural places, and, most impor tantly , the knowledge and views of
local people. F or example, more remote rural areas suc h as the uplands will
require policies quite dif ferent from man y of those applicable to lowland
rural areas. Accordingly , this Policy Statement at tempts to positi vely define
who and what the countryside is for , and how we can ac hieve sustainable
rural communities in all their social, economic and en vironmental
dimensions. 

Achieving this vision for rural England will clearly be c hallenging in a
climate of severe economic constraint and under a new national policy
regime whic h sees a limited role for strategic planning at the level abo ve
the local. The Government is cur rently finalising the National Planning
Policy F ramework following a consultation and has an oppor tunity to
incorporate the components of the rural messages put forw ard here into
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the new framework. The emerging L ocal Enterprise P artner ships should also
pay at tention to the needs of their rural areas (and especially the links
between rural areas and urban set tlements), as should joint planning
between local authorities, prompted where necessary by the Duty to
Cooperate. At the same time, the L ocalism Act sets out a neighbourhood
planning process in law whic h could be used to embed a long tradition of
community -led acti vity in rural England – pro vided that L ocal Plans tak e up
the challenge of planning for sustainable rural communities set out in this
Policy Statement, that local planning authorities eng age constructi vely and
collaborati vely with local communities, and that neighbourhood planning
arrangements are clear , transparent and ef fecti vely administered.

But in the end the TCPA is looking to the long-term needs and prospects 
of a rural England whic h is facing huge demographic, economic and
environmental c hallenges. Climate c hange is arguably the greatest
challenge of them all, and rural areas have a great role to play in a
campaign of adaptation and mitig ation. These challenges will not go 
away any time soon. The TCPA’s rural vision and policies are intended to
face the problems and prospects of the decades ahead. The TCPA is taking
the long view .
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