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FOREWORDS

FOREWORDS
Adam Lent
Director, NLGN

Today, regional inequality is a dominant feature of the UK’s social, 
economic, and political landscape, and it is well known that rural areas 
face a number of unique policy challenges. Yet, there is a significant 
amount of untapped potential that rural authorities can demonstrate to 
Government – and from which the nation as a whole can benefit.

With a vast array of natural landscapes, town centres, and distinct 
economies, rural England is a land of great opportunity. From the possibility 
of new, highly specialised industries to the utilisation of green space in the 
cause for environmental engagement, the potential for a more proportionate 
form of rural growth already exists – it just has to be harnessed collectively. 

There is now an opportunity for a new and improved rural agenda: an 
agenda that brings together the diversity and strengths of rural England 
under a shared vision for regional cohesion and growth. A common rationale 
and relationship would allow for rural local authorities to make the asks that 
matter to them, whilst ensuring that their communities enjoy the benefits of 
21st century England. 

We hope this report can provide the basis for a meaningful attempt to 
develop that new agenda and that it marks the beginning of what can be a 
mutually beneficial, prosperous relationship between rural England and the 
Government. 
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Cllr Julian German
Leader of Cornwall Council

Whatever the outcome of the EU Exit process, it is down to us to 
decide what kind of a country we want to be. It presents a unique 
chance for us to take control of persistent regional differences by 
ensuring that all areas prosper and play their part in creating a 
vibrant and sustainable economy.

This is more complex than a simple north/south issue, with untapped 
potential scattered throughout the whole country. Delivering inclusive 
growth matters: spatial gaps risk entrenching a geography of discontent, 
marked by places and people that are left behind and taken for granted. 
This will not disappear with EU exit itself, as it is far deeper and more 
longstanding. 

Harnessing the opportunity of rural areas must be a key part of ‘levelling 
up’ all parts of the UK. Tapping into the distinctive potential of rural areas is 
long overdue; and it is replete with natural and social capital ideally suited 
to power, connect, feed and support the country.  With the development 
of Government’s Local Industrial Strategy, and the commitment to be 
carbon neutral by 2050, we can wield our significant natural capital – from 
geothermal to offshore wind – to drive clean growth ambitions. With our 
population being older, we are the natural home to pioneer solutions to the 
challenges of our ageing society. And building upon our solid agriculture 
and food manufacturing industries, we must be at the core of any strategy 
for resilient and sustainable food systems.

Recognising that our common challenges are best voiced in coalition, 
networks such as the RSN and CCN are vital voices on rural needs. Taking 
inspiration from them, and in acknowledgement of the dif ferences even 
between rural areas themselves, we want to further enable us all to pull 
together and make the case for our areas’ shared promise. That’s why we’ve 
taken the lead in establishing a new collaboration of 12 local authorities, 
Britain’s Leading Edge, of largely or mainly rural without major cities.
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Unlocking a new economy that delivers prosperity for the whole country 
must begin with understanding the missed opportunities associated with 
treating rural areas as just a peripheral concern. We need to reframe our 
conception of the rural offer: not as ‘hinterlands’ to which benefits are 
hoped to trickle down, but as turbines for powering and feeding the country; 
not as a mere after-thought of tick-box rural-proofing, but as places at the 
core of solutions to wicked challenges.

We are optimistic that Government is beginning to show receptiveness 
to the need to break out of a stale city-focused approach, instead 
emboldened by the fresh promise of rural prosperity as foundational to 
a sustainable and resilient 21st century economy. It is our hope that by 
further clarifying the rural of fer through reports such as this, we can 
support Government to go further.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
A large part of the UK’s regional investment and infrastructure funding 
is focused on major urban areas and their hinterlands. This has created 
a ‘policy corridor’ cutting across the centre of England.1 Outside the 
policy corridor lies the ‘rural periphery’, which comprises most of 
England’s predominantly rural areas and many rural and coastal towns.

England’s rural periphery is the UK’s Land of Opportunity. The national 
economy will only become rebalanced if the policy corridor ceases to exist, 
which makes a renewed emphasis on nurturing growth in the rural periphery 
paramount for all levels of government. Places in the rural periphery face 
significant challenges, including weak productivity, poor social mobility 
and high costs to deliver services owing to a growing elderly population 
and dispersed settlement patterns. Yet, with support to address these 
challenges, the rural periphery offers huge potential to deliver stronger 
economic growth and greater social prosperity, underpinned by responsible 
environmental management, for its residents and the UK as a whole. 
 

POLICIES FOR THE UK’S LAND OF OPPORTUNITY

A bespoke policy programme is required to fulfil the untapped potential 
of England’s rural periphery. Although rural-proofing has helped to tailor 
national policies to the specific needs of rural areas, it has clear limitations 
as a policy development approach as it is largely based on converting 
policies designed for urban areas into policies that might work in rural areas. 
Rural-proofing alone will not provide the rural periphery with the policy and 
fiscal levers needed to close the gap with places in the policy corridor.

Local communities in the rural periphery are ready and eager to work 
with the UK Government to develop a policy programme that accelerates 
growth and prosperity. As a basis for further discussions, the following 
commitments should be included in the programme to enable:

1  See Appendix 1 for a map illustrating the location of England’s policy corridor.
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1. A STRONGER, REBALANCED NATIONAL ECONOMY. This will involve: 

 � An Industrial Strategy that works for both urban and rural areas.
 � A UK Shared Prosperity Fund that minimises regional inequalities.
 � More political and fiscal devolution to England’s rural and peripheral areas.

2. IMPROVED SOCIAL COHESION AND MOBILITY. This will involve: 

 � The creation of a new Rural Social Mobility Fund.
 � Employment and skills devolution (including budgets) to rural areas.
 � Improvements to transport infrastructure outside the policy corridor.

3. 21ST CENTURY LIVING AND WORKING. This will involve: 

 � Excellent digital connectivity in all rural and peripheral areas.
 � More innovative approaches to improving mobility within rural areas and 

linking them with the rest of the UK.
 � The establishment of a high-profile 21st Century Rural Commission.
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REDEFINING RURAL
England’s rural periphery is commonly associated with its picturesque 
countryside, its market towns, and, of course, with agriculture, but it 
also offers so much more than this tranquil stereotype. Huge amounts 
of potential lie within rural places. In no other parts of the country 
do national and local governments have the opportunity to nurture 
an ecosystem that delivers sustainable economic growth, supports 
new and traditional industries, protects our natural and heritage-
based assets, and enables thriving local communities to have greater 
autonomy over decision-making in their area.  
 
In order to properly appreciate the full potential of rural areas and the rural 
economy, it is important to understand what ‘rural’ means in the 21st century.  

 � Just over two-thirds of the total territory of England is rural.2

 � Predominantly rural areas include hub towns as well as open 
countryside.3

 � 11.6 million people live in predominantly rural areas, approximately 21 
per cent of the population of England.4 
 

Rural Areas = 11.6m people

21% of 
England’s
population

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2  BEIS and DEFRA. 2018. ‘UK Industrial Strategy: Rural Opportunities and Challenges.’ 
p.6. Available at: https://research.ncl.ac.uk/media/sites/researchwebsites/ruralenterpriseuk/
Rural%20productivity%20presentation%20-%20BEIS&Defra%20workshop.pdf  
3  ‘Predominantly rural’ and ‘predominantly urban’ defined in accordance with the 2011 
Rural-Urban Classif ication of Local Authority Districts. See: https://www.gov.uk/government/
statistics/2011-rural-urban-classif ication-of-local-authority-and-other-higher-level-geographies-
for-statistical-purposes 
4  2017 figures from: DEFRA. November 2019. Statistical Digest of Rural England: November 2019. p.22.

https://research.ncl.ac.uk/media/sites/researchwebsites/ruralenterpriseuk/Rural productivity presentation - BEIS&Defra workshop.pdf
https://research.ncl.ac.uk/media/sites/researchwebsites/ruralenterpriseuk/Rural productivity presentation - BEIS&Defra workshop.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/2011-rural-urban-classification-of-local-authority-and-other-higher-level-geographies-for-statistical-purposes
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/2011-rural-urban-classification-of-local-authority-and-other-higher-level-geographies-for-statistical-purposes
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/2011-rural-urban-classification-of-local-authority-and-other-higher-level-geographies-for-statistical-purposes
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 � In 2017, predominantly rural areas of England contributed an estimated £246 
billion to the UK economy, approximately 16 per cent of England’s GVA.5 
 

£
246bn

16% of England’s GVA 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 � The ‘Professional, scientific and technical services’ sector is one of 
the most dominant sectors in all rural areas, accounting for 14.8  per 
cent of the local units of registered businesses. Other dominant sectors 
include: ‘Agriculture, forestry and fishing’ (15.2 per cent), ‘Wholesale & 
retail trade, repair of motor vehicles’ (13.0 per cent) and ‘Construction’ 
(11.9 per cent).6

 � 24 per cent of all registered businesses in England are registered in 
rural areas. These businesses employ 3.6 million people.7 

 � 71 per cent of people employed by registered rural businesses work for 
SMEs, compared to 41 per cent in urban areas.8

5  DEFRA. November 2019. Statistical Digest of Rural England: November 2019. p.48.
6  Ibid. p.58.
7  Ibid. p.55.
8  Ibid. p.72.
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ENGLAND'S RURAL PERIPHERY: 
THE CASE FOR CHANGE 
Nations are unions, built on the sum of all their constituent regions 
and localities. At a time when the UK faces unprecedented economic, 
social, and environmental challenges, it is more important than ever 
that all parts of the country come together to design and implement 
solutions that enable all places to prosper.

In recent years, however, not all areas in the UK have had the same 
opportunities to contribute to this endeavour. On the contrary, a large part 
of the UK’s regional investment and infrastructure funding is focused on 
major urban areas and their hinterlands, resulting in the development of a 
‘policy corridor’ that cuts through the centre of England (see Appendix 1). 
Here, discrepant funding intensities of programmes such as Growth Deals 
and fundamental issues such as the amount of public funding per head by 
region create a concentration of policy attention and development. Outside 
of this policy corridor lies England’s rural periphery, along with the many 
policy challenges associated with it.

England’s rural periphery comprises most of England’s predominantly 
rural areas and many of England’s rural and coastal towns. Four of the five 
regions of England that would have qualified for support as ‘less developed 
regions’ in 2021/27 by EU standards are located outside the policy corridor.9

England’s rural areas want to play their part in the UK’s efforts to find 
answers to major challenges associated with Brexit, the productivity puzzle, 
climate change, and growing regional economic and social divisions. But, 
without the same policy and fiscal levers at their disposal as those enjoyed 
by areas within the policy corridor, the contribution that England’s rural 
periphery makes to help resolve these challenges can only ever have a 
limited impact. It does not have to be this way.

9  Under EU cohesion policy, ‘less developed’ regions are defined as regions where GDP is less 
than 75 per cent of the EU-27 average (Croatia not taken into account). For more details, see: 
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/faq/ and Appendix 1. 
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In the Industrial Strategy, the UK Government acknowledged that adopting 
a one-size-fits-all approach to economic development in all parts of the 
country has not worked.10 The failure of these blanket policy frameworks is 
laid bare in the finding that local authorities in England with the lowest GVA 
per head are more likely to be situated outside the policy corridor.11 

Major national challenges can only be addressed by supporting and 
coordinating the distinctive strengths of every region and local area. 
One reason for the UK’s faltering response to its economic, social and 
environmental challenges to date is that significant regional inequalities have 
hindered England’s rural periphery from developing solutions tailored to the 
needs of their communities and places.

There does not need to be a policy corridor in England. The rural economy 
offers dif ferent, but no less important, opportunities for economic growth in 
comparison with cities: opportunities that are more focused on promoting 
sustainability and community well-being. The UK economy will only fulfil 
its true potential if the Government works with local authorities on the rural 
periphery to unlock these opportunities. 

 
POLICY CHALLENGES

Rural and peripheral areas face a number of significant and interrelated 
challenges. Of these challenges, there are three broad areas which pose 
the largest barriers to local economies and livelihoods and which therefore 
require vital policy attention. Productivity, social mobility, and efficient 
service delivery are all qualities which the Government values immensely; 
but they are also important policy decisions in which rural and peripheral 
areas currently have minimal input.

10  BEIS. 2017. Industrial Strategy: Building a Britain fit for the future. Cm9528. p.219. 
11  See Appendix 2.
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COMMON POLICY CHALLENGES FACED BY RURAL AND 
PERIPHERAL AREAS 

1. WEAK PRODUCTIVITY 

 � In 2017, the productivity of predominantly rural areas was around 85 
per cent of that for England as a whole.12 

 � Rural areas of the UK have on average 10 per cent lower productivity 
than rural areas across the EU.13 

 � Fewer than 50 per cent of public transport users in rural areas have 
access to places with 5,000 or more jobs within 45 minutes (90 per 
cent in urban areas).14 

 � To access services and work from home (33 per cent of people in rural 
hamlets and dispersed areas work most of the week from home), good 
digital connectivity is vital for rural dwellers.15 But there remain many rural 
‘not-spots’: 6.2 per cent of premises in predominantly rural areas are 
unable to receive 10Mbps, compared to 1.4 per cent of urban premises.16 

2. SOCIAL MOBILITY COLD SPOTS 

 � In 2017, the Social Mobility Commission described remote rural areas 
as the UK’s “new social mobility cold spots.”17 This means that young 
people growing up in remote rural areas face more obstacles to social 
mobility compared to their peers in cities. 

 � Only 14 per cent of young people in remote rural areas go to university, 
as opposed to 27 per cent from social mobility ‘hotspots.’18 

12  DEFRA. November 2019. Statistical Digest of Rural England: November 2019.p.52.
13  BEIS and DEFRA. 2018. ‘UK Industrial Strategy: Rural Opportunities and Challenges.’ 
p.8. Available at: https://research.ncl.ac.uk/media/sites/researchwebsites/ruralenterpriseuk/
Rural%20productivity%20presentation%20-%20BEIS&Defra%20workshop.pdf  
14  DEFRA. November 2019. Statistical Digest of Rural England: November 2019. p.105.
15  Ibid. p.42. 
16  Data taken from Ofcom. 2017. ‘Fixed local authority 2017’. Available at: https://www.
ofcom.org.uk/research-and-data/multi-sector-research/infrastructure-research/connected-
nations-2017/data-downloads
17  Social Mobility Commission. 2017. State of the Nation 2017: Social Mobility in Great Britain. p.v.
18  Ibid.

https://research.ncl.ac.uk/media/sites/researchwebsites/ruralenterpriseuk/Rural productivity presentation - BEIS&Defra workshop.pdf
https://research.ncl.ac.uk/media/sites/researchwebsites/ruralenterpriseuk/Rural productivity presentation - BEIS&Defra workshop.pdf
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/research-and-data/multi-sector-research/infrastructure-research/connected-nations-2017/data-downloads
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/research-and-data/multi-sector-research/infrastructure-research/connected-nations-2017/data-downloads
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/research-and-data/multi-sector-research/infrastructure-research/connected-nations-2017/data-downloads
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 � A low supply of affordable housing is a key barrier to rural areas’ 
efforts to improve productivity and social mobility. Average house 
prices are more than eight times higher than average incomes in over 
90 per cent of rural local authorities.19 This places rural businesses at 
a disadvantage when seeking to recruit skilled workers, particularly 
young economically active workers, as high housing costs and limited 
public transport options make it dif ficult for young people and families 
to afford to live in rural areas. 

3. HIGH COST OF SERVICE DELIVERY 

 � Service providers based in rural areas have to factor in longer travel 
times. The average minimum travel time to a hospital using public 
transport is approximately one hour in rural areas and 30 minutes in 
urban areas.20 This implies that ambulances and other emergency 
response vehicles have longer to travel to attend calls in rural areas. 

 � Longer travel distances to provide services incur higher costs for 
service providers. Yet funding to deliver public services does not 
adequately take this into account, with county authorities receiving an 
average of £182 per resident from the UK Government compared to 
£351 per resident for metropolitan councils.21 

 � The population of rural areas is older compared to urban areas 
and ageing more quickly. In 2017, 52 per cent of inhabitants of 
predominantly rural areas were over the age of 44, compared to 40 
per cent of urban dwellers. The number of people aged over 65 living 
in predominantly rural areas increased by 37 per cent between 2001 
and 2015 (17 per cent increase in predominantly urban areas), while the 
number of children aged 0-4 increased by only 7 per cent in the same 
period (22 per cent increase in predominantly urban areas).22

 

19  Lane, L. 5 July 2018. 'Five steps to fix the rural housing crisis - Campaign to Protect Rural 
England'. PoliticsHome. Available at: https://www.politicshome.com/news/uk/communities/
housing/opinion/campaign-protect-rural-england/96580/five-steps-fix-rural
20  DEFRA. November 2019. Statistical Digest of Rural England: November 2019. p.105.
21  County Councils Network. 31 October 2018. ‘‘Unfair’ council funding holding back social 
mobility in rural counties, MPs warn’. Available at: https://www.countycouncilsnetwork.org.uk/
unfair-council-funding-holding-back-social-mobility-in-rural-counties-mps-warn/ 
22  DEFRA. November 2019. Statistical Digest of Rural England: November 2019. p.22. 

https://www.countycouncilsnetwork.org.uk/unfair-council-funding-holding-back-social-mobility-in-rural-counties-mps-warn/
https://www.countycouncilsnetwork.org.uk/unfair-council-funding-holding-back-social-mobility-in-rural-counties-mps-warn/
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RURAL PROOFING: A FAILED POLICY

The answer to supporting the rural periphery to overcome its 
challenges and fulfil its potential does not lie with rural proofing.  
 
As it stands, rural mainstreaming is a commitment made by Government 
to ensure that people and locations in predominantly rural areas of the UK 
receive comparable policy treatment to those in more urban parts of the 
country.23 Rural proofing is the method and auditing procedure used to 
guarantee that treatment takes place. Though rural proofing processes are 
useful in principle and do show positive intent, they are ultimately flawed 
interventions. 

In the UK, the Department for Environment, Food, and Rural Areas (DEFRA) 
is charged with being the ‘rural champion’ of the country to ensure that 
other government departments are committed to the rural mainstreaming 
agenda. DEFRA’s role as championing rural proofing is to take account 
of the specific challenges and opportunities for rural businesses so that 
those who live, work, and travel in rural areas are not disadvantaged.24 In 
alignment with the UK Government’s stance on ensuring fair and equitable 
policy outcomes for rural areas, DEFRA has published practical guidance 
on how to assess those policies across government departments and 
throughout local authorities, agencies, and delivery bodies.25  
 
Despite DEFRA having updated its rural proofing guidance in 2017 and 
asserting that “government policies are required to take these [challenges 
to deliver policy in rural areas] into account at all stages of development”,26 
there have been two serious flaws in the Government’s approach to rural 
proofing: 

23  Shortall, S. and Alston, M. 2016. ‘To Rural Proof or Not to Rural Proof: A Comparative 
Analysis’. Politics & Policy. 44. 1. pp.35-55.
24  House of Lords Committee on the Natural Environment and Rural Communities Act 2006. 
2018. The Countryside at a Crossroads: Is the Natural Environment and Rural Communities Act 
2006 Stil l Fit for Purpose?. HL Paper 99.
25  DEFRA. 2017. Rural proofing: Practical Guidance to assess impact of policies on rural areas.
26  DEFRA. 2017. ‘Rural proofing’. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/
rural-proofing 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/rural-proofing
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/rural-proofing
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1. INCONSISTENT APPLICATION OF RURAL PROOFING GUIDANCE, 
as many national policy frameworks and strategies do not include 
adequate rural proofing measures, and some do not consider rural 
proofing guidance at all.27

2. INCONSISTENT CONSIDERATION OF RURAL NEEDS AND IMPACT 
IN NATIONAL POLICY, because when a national policy framework or 
strategy includes many policies targeted at urban areas and very few 
for rural areas, rural proofing guidance becomes redundant. This is 
particularly the case for growth strategies: it is dif ficult to rural-proof 
a national strategy that focuses much of its attention on supporting 
growth in city regions rather than across the nation.28 

Although rural-proofing is in theory very important when it comes to 
securing fair treatment for rural areas, in reality it is merely a continuation of 
wider policy neglect. As a principle, rural-proofing is inherently deficit-based 
and therefore serves as a restrictive fallback process. Instead, government 
policy and relations should allow rural areas to flourish – both in their own 
right and as part of a strong United Kingdom.

27  See: DfT. 2018. The Inclusive Transport Strategy: Achieving equal access for disabled people.; 
And: MHCLG. 2019. National Planning Policy Framework. Both strategies recognise regional 
dif ferences and needs, but they fail to address those differences through monitoring or evaluation.
28  See: BEIS. 2017. Industrial Strategy: Building a Britain fit for the future. For example, one 
of the three key policies under the ‘Places’ section outlined the Government’s plan to create a 
£1.7 billion Transforming Cities Fund to support projects that drive productivity by improving 
connections within city regions (p.216). However, the Industrial Strategy has no specific fund or 
scheme dedicated to improving transport infrastructure in rural areas that are not located within 
the boundaries of a city region.
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THE LAND OF OPPORTUNITY
 
Reinvigorating rural proofing measures so that they are fit for the 
modern rural economy is not sufficient. In order to progress the full 
range of opportunities that working more closely with rural areas 
will offer to the UK Government, there must be a turn toward the 
possibilities of this relationship. Therein lies a strong argument for 
the development of rural and peripheral areas as an integral part of 
‘strengthening the union’: not just thinking about economic growth and 
productivity, but also about improving social cohesion and reducing 
spatial inequality at a national level. 

Within the context of Brexit, these opportunities can become manifold. The 
UK’s departure from the EU could create leading spaces for self-sufficiency 
and growth within rural and peripheral areas, particularly where the 
agricultural and food production sectors are concerned. Leaving the EU and 
its many institutional structures, budgets, policies, and practices can allow 
for a rebalancing of rural and regional policy. If harnessed appropriately, 
rural areas can be the key driver of a countrywide transfiguration of 
production and subsistence.

There are already three broad areas of opportunity in rural and peripheral 
England that can be used to propel the nation towards a more productive 
and equitable future:   

1. A STRONGER, REBALANCED NATIONAL ECONOMY

In England, there is an emerging pattern of urban-centric policymaking that 
creates disadvantage amongst rural and peripheral areas. A large number 
of local authorities without a major urban hub fall outside the central policy 
corridor boundaries. By looking at GVA growth (see Appendix 2), there is 
a clear pattern of spatial inequality. Areas enveloped within the corridor 
have a demonstrably higher GVA than those that sit on the periphery. As 
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evidence suggests that Government concentrates the majority of its regional 
investment and infrastructure funding in those central areas, a rebalancing 
of policy can allow for growth to be more equally distributed and more 
prosperous for the country as a whole.

The growth priorities and support currently used for cities will not work for 
all parts of the country. The growth narrative in rural and peripheral areas 
has to be told dif ferently for it to succeed, and an emphasis has to be 
placed on cooperation, rather than competition. Here, opportunities for local 
and national government collaboration include:

AN INDUSTRIAL STRATEGY THAT WORKS FOR BOTH URBAN AND 
RURAL AREAS

As it stands, the Government’s Industrial Strategy largely ignores the 
economic challenges and ambitions of rural areas. Although the Strategy 
is designed to help places in all parts of the UK to fulfil their potential, and 
although it includes a broad policy aim to “match local needs”  29 through 
the distinctive characteristics and strengths of places, there are no policies 
targeted specifically at rural areas. Local Industrial Strategies will help 
rural areas to deliver more bespoke economic growth policies, but there 
is more that can be done to support growth in the rural periphery with a 
strengthened national Industrial Strategy. 
 
Rural and peripheral areas need an Industrial Strategy that directly and 
effectively grapples specific issues, such as enhancing productivity, wages, 
and career progression in their areas. In doing so, the vast amount of 
available land and resources in rural and peripheral areas can be utilised so 
that housing, businesses, green assets, and high-value industries prosper.
 

 

29  BEIS. 2017. Industrial Strategy: Building a Britain fit for the future. p.217
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A UK SHARED PROSPERITY FUND THAT MINIMISES REGIONAL 
INEQUALITIES

The UK would have been entitled to €13 billion (over £11 billion) of regional 
development funding between 2021 and 2027 had it remained a member 
of the EU.30 For the country’s least developed regions, most of which 
are positioned outside of England’s central policy corridor, ensuring that 
replacement regional development programmes and funding are established 
and ready to launch on Brexit Day is a key priority. While the Government 
has outlined its commitment to the creation of a successor UK Shared 
Prosperity Fund (UKSPF), it has not yet revealed proposals for its purpose, 
value, or structure. Here, there is huge potential for a fund that tackles 
regional inequality and which allows for a more sustainable and inclusive 
national economy.  
 
To be successful, the UKSPF must be explicitly focused on tackling 
inequality at a strategic level and the distribution of funds must go to the 
areas that need it most. A fair way of doing this would be via measures such 
as GVA per head, disposable income levels, and indices of deprivation. 

31 32 The UKSPF should also be designated as a long-term investment to 
allow for stronger strategic planning, and it should support both large-scale 
infrastructural investments and social investments in neighbourhoods.33 

MORE POLITICAL AND FISCAL DEVOLUTION TO ENGLAND’S RURAL 
AND PERIPHERAL AREAS 

As well as a strengthened Industrial Strategy and the design of a well-
distributed Shared Prosperity Fund, devolution will help move the UK away 

30  Conference of Peripheral Maritime Regions. 2019. ‘Analysis: UK entitled to to €13bn regional 
funding if it remains in EU’. Available at: https://cpmr.org/wpdm-package/uk-allocation-for-
cohesion-policy-for-post2020/?wpdmdl=20524&ind=1550570009760
31  Locality. 2018. Future Places: How replacing EU funds can unlock the power of community. 
pp. 7. Available at: https://locality.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Locality_EU-
Replacement-Fund_Future-Places_FINAL.pdf
32  IPPR. 2019. Regional Funding after Brexit: Opportunities for the UK’s shared prosperity 
fund. p. 18. Available at: https://www.ippr.org/files/2019-02/1551278444_regional-policy-post-
brexitfeb19.pdf
33  Ibid. p. 24. 

https://cpmr.org/wpdm-package/uk-allocation-for-cohesion-policy-for-post2020/?wpdmdl=20524&ind=1550570009760
https://cpmr.org/wpdm-package/uk-allocation-for-cohesion-policy-for-post2020/?wpdmdl=20524&ind=1550570009760
https://locality.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Locality_EU-Replacement-Fund_Future-Places_FINAL.pdf
https://locality.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Locality_EU-Replacement-Fund_Future-Places_FINAL.pdf
https://www.ippr.org/files/2019-02/1551278444_regional-policy-post-brexitfeb19.pdf
https://www.ippr.org/files/2019-02/1551278444_regional-policy-post-brexitfeb19.pdf
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from high political and fiscal centralisation towards a more balanced and 
developed regional landscape. By devolving more decision-making and 
revenue-raising powers to the local level, councils in rural and peripheral 
areas will be better equipped to work with local partners to deliver growth 
strategies that are more effectively tailored to the needs and ambitions 
of their communities. Not only would more devolution allow councils to 
handle budgets gained from funding mechanisms such as the UKSPF,  34 
but it would also enable them to take responsibility for the regional, place-
based concerns associated with industry, economic development, and local 
transport services. 
 
Political and fiscal devolution is already advancing in city region areas under 
the mayoral combined authority model,35 but Government must diverge the 
devolution debate beyond cities and towards rural and peripheral areas if 
gains to growth and the potential of Local Industrial Strategies are to be 
realised in all parts of the country. 

2. IMPROVED SOCIAL COHESION AND MOBILITY 

In addition to their 2017 report highlighting that remote rural areas are 
among the UK’s “new social mobility coldspots”, the Social Mobility 
Commission has produced findings showing that people now think social 
mobility is getting progressively worse in Britain.36 A significant majority 
of the public (73 per cent) believe that there is a large dif ference in the 
opportunities available in dif ferent parts of Britain today.37 In a study 
conducted by the Hansard Society, 50 per cent said that the main parties 
and politicians do not care about people like them and 56 per cent think 
Britain is in a state of decline.38 With these figures in mind, it can be said 
that the country faces stark internal divides, whilst a lingering sense of 
pessimism hangs over much of broader society and politics. 

 

34  Ibid. p. 21.
35  ResPublica. 2017. Devo 2.0: The Case for Counties.
36  Social Mobility Commission. 2017. State of the Nation 2017: Social Mobility in Great Britain. p.v.
37  Social Mobility Commission. 2018. Social Mobility Barometer: Public attitudes to social 
mobility in the UK. p.31.
38  Hansard Society. 2019. Audit of Political Engagement 16.
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Improved interregional, national cohesion will help to bridge the huge 
social divides across England today. The UK’s impending exit from the EU 
has foregrounded (and emboldened) some of the country’s most extreme 
dif ferences, many of which derive from notions of inequality and political 
neglect, and highlighted people’s desire for increased influence and control 
over their own lives.39 A more united England would help to address and 
alleviate these deep-seated antagonisms. Opportunities for local and 
national government collaboration include: 

THE CREATION OF A NEW RURAL SOCIAL MOBILITY FUND

Social mobility is high on the Government’s agenda and there is recognition 
that regional disparities have rendered ‘left behind’ parts of Britain as being 
“socially hollowed out”.40 

A Rural Social Mobility Fund would enable areas most susceptible to 
social inequality and low social mobility to look toward alternative forms of 
community building and change, with the potential to eventually disseminate 
learnings and successes throughout rural England. By concentrating funding 
to rural and peripheral localities with the specific aim of harnessing local 
assets, innovations, and institutions, funds can stay within communities to 
effect sustainable growth and improve the life chances and opportunities of 
residents.  

EMPLOYMENT AND SKILLS DEVOLUTION (INCLUDING BUDGETS) TO 
RURAL AREAS

Current employment support is primarily designed, commissioned, and 
controlled through a national system, leaving councils with little power to 
influence their own provision.41 This central, top-down approach essentially 
serves as a barrier to equipping people with the skills and progression they 
need. But rural and peripheral areas have specific challenges that are often 

39  Zoega, G. and Arnorsson, A. 2018. 'On the causes of Brexit'. European Journal of Political 
Economy. 55. pp.301-323.
40  Social Mobility Commission. 2017. Time for Change: An assessment of Government Policies 
on Social Mobility 1997-2017. p. 4. 
41  Local Government Association. 2018. The future of non-metropolitan England: Moving the 
conversation on. p. 16.
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distinct from the broader national landscape, and so they require particular 
attention and response. Much like devolving decision-making and funds 
to the local level for the pursuit of growth and Local Industrial Strategies, 
devolution can help provide agency to communities. 
 
By taking a place-based approach to employment and skills policy, 
authorities can be better equipped both financially and strategically to help 
people enter and flourish at work. The Government should provide rural 
and peripheral councils with devolved powers and funding so that they can 
work with partners to deliver support for individuals and employers under 
a single, joint service. Not only will this help people attain better skills and 
gain employment, but it will also create huge fiscal benefits in savings.42

 
IMPROVEMENTS TO TRANSPORT INFRASTRUCTURE OUTSIDE 
ENGLAND’S POLICY CORRIDOR

Transport is essential for the promotion of interregional and local accessibility, 
the provision of services and facilities, and the access to social interactions, 
networks, and activities. But the Government’s Inclusive and Investment 
Transport Strategies fail to address regional differences and needs, leaving 
rural and peripheral areas in the midst of a huge policy gap.43 44 
 
Government should provide funds that look to directly improve transport 
infrastructure in those areas that sit outside of England’s central policy 
corridor, particularly where the most rural regions are concerned. Not only 
will such investment help to connect England’s centre to its peripheries and 
improve access to and reduce the costs of vital local services in rural areas, 
but it will also contribute to the reduction of transport disadvantage and, 
therefore, to greater social and economic inclusion.45  

42  Local Government Association. 2017. Work Local: Our vision for employment and skills. 
43  DfT. 2018. The Inclusive Transport Strategy: Achieving equal access for disabled people.
44  DfT. 2017. Transport Investment Strategy: Moving Britain ahead.
45  London City Airport. 2019. Building Better: The role of transport infrastructure and services in 
improving mental health.
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3. 21ST CENTURY LIVING AND WORKING

Cities will always have the highest concentration of jobs, but the need for 
people to move to urban areas in order to look for fulfilling and well-paid 
employment is dissipating. The internet allows someone to work for global 
businesses and connect with customers all over the world from the comfort 
of their own home. High-value STEM sectors are as prevalent in rural areas 
as professional services. Generations of young workers now value quality 
of life as much as quality of employment. Under this image of contemporary 
work, rural and peripheral areas have a huge potential to become hotbeds 
for 21st century living and working.    
 
In alignment with the Government’s 25-year Environment Plan, rural 
and peripheral areas can also serve as the ideal places in which to 
systematically connect people with the environment and improve health and 
wellbeing.46  By offering clean air and close proximity to the coastline and 
stunning landscapes, rural England can serve as a genuine alternative to the 
pollution and frenetic pace of urban life.  
 
In terms of cultivating the modern rural lifestyle and making it even more 
viable, opportunities for local and national government collaboration include: 

EXCELLENT DIGITAL CONNECTIVITY IN ALL RURAL AND PERIPHERAL AREAS 

In today’s technological age, there are a multitude of ways in which people 
can engage in and carry out their work. With the internet, geographical 
boundaries have become flattened by instantaneous communication and 
interconnectivity. As digital technology has developed – and continues to 
develop – so have the means, methods, and meanings of work. In rural and 
peripheral areas, the full extent of this digital potential still has to be unlocked.  
 
The local availability of high-speed broadband is closely associated with 
rural economic performance as it allows economic activity to take place 
almost anywhere, not just in central office spaces.47 Yet, in predominantly 

46  HM Government. 2018. A Green Future: Our 25 Year Plan to Improve the Environment. p. 73. 
47  Frontier Economics and DEFRA. 2014. Drivers of rural business employment growth, decline 
and stability.
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rural areas, 6.2 per cent of residences are unable to receive 10Mbps.48 
The Prime Minister’s commitment to ensure that everywhere in Britain 
will have access to full fibre broadband by 2025 is very welcome as it will 
enable all residents in the rural periphery to access key public services and 
employment and skills development opportunities from their homes.49  

MORE INNOVATIVE APPROACHES TO IMPROVING MOBILITY WITHIN 
RURAL AREAS AND LINKING THEM WITH THE REST OF THE UK

In contrast to cities, which are typically associated with pollution, crime 
and stress, rural regions’ wealth of natural spaces is conducive to more 
active and social lifestyles. Although the benefits of such vast green 
space are renowned, they are not always realised – especially for those 
more accustomed to living within urban areas. To ensure that rural and 
peripheral areas appeal to everyone – most notably young people – it must 
be positioned as a truly viable place to live. Here, the real and perceived 
liveability of rural and peripheral areas can be given a considerable boost. 
 
By funding and improving rural and peripheral England’s infrastructural 
connectivity issues, bolstered transport and broadband will allow for better 
access to work, education, medical appointments, shops, and leisure 
facilities. Research indicates that improvements to transport infrastructure 
can lead to significant positive impacts on wellbeing and mental health.50 
Mobility is one of the most pressing issues to affect rural residents today,  51 
so public transport and its alternatives have to be more readily accessible if 
the beauty and vastness of rural and peripheral areas are to be navigated – 
and enjoyed – with ease.

48  Data taken from Ofcom. 2017. ‘Fixed local authority 2017’. Available at: https://www.
ofcom.org.uk/research-and-data/multi-sector-research/infrastructure-research/connected-
nations-2017/data-downloads
49  Hope, C. 17 June 2019. 'Boris Johnson pledges fast internet for every home by 2025'. The 
Telegraph. Available at: https://www.telegraph.co.uk/politics/2019/06/17/boris-johnson-pledges-
fast-internet-every-home-2015/ 
50  Ibid.
51  Rural Services Network. 2018. State of Rural Services Report 2018.

https://www.ofcom.org.uk/research-and-data/multi-sector-research/infrastructure-research/connected-nations-2017/data-downloads
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/research-and-data/multi-sector-research/infrastructure-research/connected-nations-2017/data-downloads
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/research-and-data/multi-sector-research/infrastructure-research/connected-nations-2017/data-downloads
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/politics/2019/06/17/boris-johnson-pledges-fast-internet-every-home-2015/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/politics/2019/06/17/boris-johnson-pledges-fast-internet-every-home-2015/
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THE ESTABLISHMENT OF A HIGH-PROFILE 21ST CENTURY RURAL COMMISSION 

Many place-based strategies put considerable emphasis on the 
regeneration of high streets, retail spaces, and town centres.52 Though 
these approaches are important, they do not always address the unique 
challenges and changes affecting rural town centres and villages. 

On the back of the highly successful Grimsey Reviews,53 a 21st Century Rural 
Commission would offer a timely and in-depth analysis into the challenges 
and opportunities for the delivery of services in modern rural communities. 

Rural town centres and market villages are important hubs for local residents 
and a major draw for tourists. As with larger city and town centres, shops and 
community facilities in rural towns and villages have struggled under pressure 
from out-of-town retail centres and the digitalisation of core services such as 
shopping and banking. However, the dispersed nature of rural settlements 
means that, when a service is forced to close in a rural community, residents 
are forced to travel long distances to access that service in another 
community. This adds to the feeling of isolation to which residents of remote 
rural places are already vulnerable. A 21st Century Rural Commission would 
address specific challenges, such as the impact of struggling town centres on 
remote rural communities, and make recommendations to the UK Government 
and rural local authorities to breathe new life into the UK’s cherished rural 
town centres and market villages.

52  Most recently, the Future High Streets Fund. See: https://www.gov.uk/government/news/675-
million-fund-to-transform-high-streets-and-town-centres-opens-to-communities 
53  For the most recent review, see: Grimsey, B. 2018. Grimsey Review 2.

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/675-million-fund-to-transform-high-streets-and-town-centres-opens-to-communities
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/675-million-fund-to-transform-high-streets-and-town-centres-opens-to-communities
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CONCLUSION
The UK’s regional policy does not work for rural areas. The very 
existence of a ‘policy corridor’, where a high proportion of England’s 
policy attention and funding is concentrated, and a ‘rural periphery’, 
where four of England’s five ‘less developed regions’ are situated,54 
serves to underline the failure of domestic regional policy to support 
growth and well-being in all parts of the country.

The UK needs strong urban and rural economies in order to deliver Brexit 
and address the unprecedented economic, social, and environmental 
challenges the country faces. But strong rural economies will not be built 
on urban policy hand-me-downs. As a policy development tool, rural 
proofing is ultimately a detriment to rural areas and rural communities. On 
the occasions when it is applied by the UK Government, rural proofing 
merely involves attempting to convert policies designed for urban areas 
into policies that might work in rural areas. Unsurprisingly, this approach is 
ineffective and holds rural areas back.

More innovative and radical approaches are required to eliminate the 
spatial inequalities highlighted by the existence of a policy corridor. These 
approaches need to ensure that rural policy and investment decisions are 
designed specifically with and for rural areas and their communities. 

Seas of change are much harder to navigate if some members of the crew 
are given oars and some are forced to make do without. The UK is at its 
best when all parts of the country work and strive together for common 
goals. With greater policy attention and funding, rural areas will have the 
tools they need to be at the centre of the UK’s efforts to deliver greater 
prosperity for its nations, regions and localities for decades to come. Rural 
and peripheral areas are the UK’s land of opportunity. Now is the time to 
unlock their unique potential.

54  Under EU cohesion policy, ‘less developed’ regions are defined as regions where GDP per 
inhabitant is less than 75 per cent of the EU average. See note 9 for more details.
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APPENDIX 1: ENGLAND’S RURAL 
PERIPHERY

 

                      55

55  To qualify for membership of Britain's Leading Edge, local authorities must be: either a unitary 
authority or county local authority; considered largely or mainly rural as classified in the 2011 Rural-
Urban ONS; an area with no towns that would meet the Centre for Cities criteria, which is daytime 
population of over 135,000.
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CORNWALL COUNCIL
Cornwall Council is the largest rural unitary authority in the UK, serving 
a population of just over half a million people. It has 123 elected 
members, set to reduce to 87 in 2020. 
 
It was established on 1 April 2009, when six former district councils and 
Cornwall County Council were abolished and were replaced by Cornwall Council. 

In a relatively short time, Cornwall Council has been recognised as one of 
the leading unitary authorities in the country, delivering many award-winning 
services to half a million residents as well as Cornwall’s 5 million annual visitors.

The council’s priorities are set around working with the people of Cornwall 
to use resources wisely to protect and enhance our unique environment, 
create more homes and jobs for our residents and ensure everyone can live 
well and safely together. 

Cornwall has a strong identity and the benefit of a straightforward single 
geography, with the majority of our key public sector partners focused 
exclusively on serving the people of Cornwall.  
 
It is the only place in the country with a comprehensive Devolution Deal that 
does not require a directly elected Mayor. Crucially, Cornwall functions as 
a single economic entity, which negates the need to establish a Combined 
Authority as the vehicle for devolution. 





England’s rural periphery is the UK’s 
Land of Opportunity. The national 
economy will only become rebalanced 
if the policy corridor ceases to exist, 
which makes a renewed emphasis on 
nurturing growth in the rural periphery 
paramount for all levels of government. 
Places in the rural periphery face 
significant challenges, including weak 
productivity, poor social mobility 
and high costs to deliver services 
owing to a growing elderly population 
and dispersed settlement patterns. 
Yet, with support to address these 
challenges, the rural periphery offers 
huge potential to deliver stronger 
economic growth and greater social 
prosperity, underpinned by responsible 
environmental management, for its 
residents and the UK as a whole.
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