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Everybody should have access to adequate health care and services.

Rural residents face distinct healthcare challenges, including limited
access to transport, longer distances to medical facilities, an aging
demographic, housing inadequacies, digital connectivity gaps, and
recruitment hurdles for healthcare workers. 

These factors collectively impede the delivery of equitable health and
care services, a fundamental NHS principle. While the EFRA report
highlights the neglect of rural needs in mental health policy, rural
councils grapple with delivering social care amidst escalating costs and
demand. Despite these challenges, health and care remain top priorities
for rural communities, a sentiment intensified post-Covid-19. 

The healthcare system confronts a critical dilemma: balancing the need
for specialised, centralised services with the necessity for geographic
accessibility. Innovations in community-based healthcare and digital
health solutions offer promising avenues, yet their success hinges on
robust network connectivity. 

Addressing mental wellbeing, particularly in isolated communities, and
ensuring consistent care support through diverse networks, are pivotal
for maintaining the health and independence of rural populations.

40% of Constituencies are Rural.
Rural Health and Care Services Matter.

Delivering  
for Rural

Unlocking Rural Prosperity



www.rsnonline.org.uk

THE NATIONAL POLICY CONTEXT
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THE RURAL REALITY

Older people form a significantly larger proportion of the population in rural areas than in urban areas. A quarter of
residents in rural areas are aged 65 or over, a point which matters since age is the main determinant of demand for
health and care services.[1] Frailty and complex comorbidity are more common among this age group. Furthermore,
the proportion of older people is increasing fastest in rural areas. This trend is very marked for those aged 85 or over
whose care needs tend to be most complex (and expensive to meet).

[1] 2023 Mid-Year Population Estimates, Office for National Statistics.

Getting to health facilities can be more time-consuming and complex for rural residents. This is especially so for
those who need to use public transport, as statistics in the table above show.[1] Moreover, these figures understate
the issues faced by many rural residents, where public transport exists but is infrequent.

[1] Travel time statistics 2019, Department for Transport.

There are other important health services to access, of course, such as community pharmacies. In rural areas where
they are not present the role of dispensing GP surgeries can plug a crucial gap.



Predominantly urban local authorities receive some 57.5% more
grant funding per head to pay for their public health
responsibilities.
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RURAL RESEARCH

2, 0002, 000 Residents for every NHS dentist in predominantly rural areas

1, 7001, 700Residents for every NHS dentist in predominantly urban areas

Predominantly urban local authorities receive some 14% more
grant funding per head to pay for social care services.

£142.57 £162.43
Rural Urban

£46.42
Rural £73.09

Urban

Urban Councils Receive some 36% more in Government funded
spending power per head compared to rural councils.£394.80

Rural
£536.51

Urban

Urban authorities are budgeting to spend almost double that of rural on so called discretionary
services – which include things like bus service support, support to the voluntary and community
sectors and economic development generally. In 2023/24 planned expenditure on public transport
per resident was around 3.4 times more in urban areas than rural.

Local Government Finance Settlement 2024/25

Public Health Grant 2024/25

Local Government Finance Settlement 2024/25



WINNING THE

SUPPORT FOR THE ABOVE CALLS

ENHANCING HOSPITAL ACCESS
Prioritise transport and accessibility for rural patients, visitors, and staff in hospital planning. Expand
transport schemes and align funding to support the elderly rural population.

STRENGTHENING LOCAL CARE
Develop multi-disciplinary health hubs in rural towns to offer a range of services locally, reducing travel 
to hospitals. Maintain and support local pharmaceutical services.

BOOSTING PUBLIC AND MENTAL HEALTH SERVICES
Increase focus and resources for public and mental health services in rural areas, addressing funding
disparities and promoting best practices.

IMPROVING SOCIAL CARE
Implement fair funding to address the higher costs of delivering social care in rural areas and enhance
engagement with local support services.

ADDRESSING WORKFORCE SHORTAGES 
Include a rural focus in the NHS Workforce Plan, offer incentives to attract healthcare professionals to 
rural areas, and incorporate rural placements in medical training.

INCORPORATING RURAL NEEDS IN STRATEGIC PLANNING
Ensure the UK Health Security Agency's strategic plan comprehensively addresses the specific needs
and context of rural healthcare.

www.rsnonline.org.uk



POLICY SOLUTIONS
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FURTHER READING & USEFUL LINKS

Rural Mental Health published by Environment, Food and Rural 
Affairs Committee.
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm5803/cmselect/cmenvfru/248/report.html 

Unleashing Rural Opportunity produced by DEFRA.
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/647f3c1a103ca60013039a60/Unleashin
g_rural_opportunity.pdf

Response to the NHS Long Term Workforce Plan produced by the National
Centre for Rural Health and Care.
https://rsnonline.org.uk/images/uploads-
new/NCRHC_response_to_NHS_Workforce_.pdf

Rural Coalition response to the Department of Health and Social Care Major
Conditions Strategy.
https://rsnonline.org.uk/images/documents/rural-coalition-response.pdf 

Review of UK Health Security Agency Strategic Plan 2023-26 produced by Rural
Services Network and the National Centre for Rural Health and Care.
https://rsnonline.org.uk/images/RHCA/Publications/RSN_NCRHC_Review_of_UKHSA
_strategic_plan_2023_2026.pdf 

Rural Proofing for Health Toolkit produced by Rural England CIC and the
National Centre for Rural Health and Care.
https://ruralengland.org/rural-proofing-for-health-toolkit/ 

The All-Party Parliamentary Group for Rural Health and Care Inquiry Report
produced by the National Centre for Rural Health and Care.
https://rsnonline.org.uk/images/publications/RuralHealthandCareAPPGInquiryOve.pdf 

The State of Care in County and Rural Areas produced by the Rural Services
Network and County Council Network.
https://rsnonline.org.uk/images/publications/the-state-of-care-in-counties-full-report.pdf

Reform of Adult Social Care: Vanishing over the horizon produced by the Kings
Fund.
https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/insight-and-analysis/blogs/reform-social-care-vanishing-
over-horizon
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The Rural Services Network produces rural lens reviews on government 
papers covering a wide range of topics, see: www.rsnonline.org.uk/tag/rural-lens
for a comprehensive list of reviews. The Rural Lens reviews below are particularly
relevant to Rural Access to Health and Care Services:

Health White Paper Integration and Innovation
https://www.rsnonline.org.uk/rsn-completes-rural-lens-review-on-health-white-paper

People at the Heart of Care: Adult Social Care Reform White Paper
https://www.rsnonline.org.uk/rural-lens-review-of-adult-social-care-reform-white-
paper  

RURAL LENS REVIEWS

https://www.rsnonline.org.uk/tag/rural-lens
https://www.rsnonline.org.uk/rsn-completes-rural-lens-review-on-health-white-paper
https://www.rsnonline.org.uk/rural-lens-review-of-adult-social-care-reform-white-paper
https://www.rsnonline.org.uk/rural-lens-review-of-adult-social-care-reform-white-paper
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Think before you print.  
Document published 29.08.2024 and subject to regular updates,

check our website for the latest version.

Find out more about the Delivering for Rural
Campaign, click the logos for more details.

https://twitter.com/RSNonline
https://www.facebook.com/rsnonline
https://www.linkedin.com/company/rural-services-network/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/rural-services-network/
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https://rsnonline.org.uk/images/manifesto-2023/rural-planning-chapter.pdf
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