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The Rural Services 
Network is fighting for 
a fair deal for rural 
communities, in all 
public sector funding



We want a fairer 
distribution of 

national resources 
to rural areas and 
for more nuanced 
national policies 
that reflect rural 
circumstances.



Campaigning for a fair deal for rural communities
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Urban authorities in 
2023/2024 budgeted to 

spend almost double that 
of rural authorities on 
discretionary services



Campaigning for a fair deal for rural communities

The Rural Services Network has been campaigning for fair funding for 
local authorities for a number of years, supporting MPs with information 
and statistics to understand the approach of 
Government to rural areas.



Campaigning for a fair deal for rural communities

Fair Funding Campaign Timeline

July 2012 – 

Government issues technical consultation which includes exemplifications 
(based on the 2012/13 formulae) showing the impact of proposed changes to 
sparsity weighting in the formulae. The exemplifications show a significant 
redistribution in favour of rural areas

Dec 2012 – 

The technical changes to sparsity were supported by the majority of 
respondents to the July 2012 consultation and were consequently 
implemented in the provisional settlement for 2013/14. However, the damping 
mechanism (and other changes) wiped out the majority of the gains to rural 
authorities leaving them with only about a quarter of the additional funding 
arising from the technical changes. The formula was the frozen from further 
change.



Campaigning for a fair deal for rural communities

Fair Funding Campaign Timeline
Summer 2014 – 

DCLG/Defra undertook a joint study on the additional cost of rural 

services. This study looked at 30 authorities including rural and urban 

across a number of local government services.

Dec 2014 – 

As part of the provisional settlement, the Government publishes the 

results of the study into the additional cost of rural services. They 

concluded:

“Several drivers for additional rural costs were identified in the research 

including the small size of rural authorities, scattered and remote 

populations, lack of private sector providers and poor broadband and 

mobile coverage in rural areas.”
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Campaigning for a fair deal for rural communities

Rural Affordable Housing

House prices are less affordable in Predominantly Rural areas than in Predominantly 
Urban areas (excluding London). 

Houses in rural areas are less affordable to purchase for those in the bottom 25% of 
earners compared to urban.

Wages earned in rural areas are lower than in 
urban areas, and the cost of living in rural areas is 
higher.

Annual average sale price of houses
(Q1 of 2023):

Rural £424,000

Urban (excl London) £299,900

Over 
£100,000 

more 
expensive!
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Rural Affordable Housing – our asks
We want to see Government:

• Deliver a rural housing strategy stating how new housing will be delivered to meet rural 
communities needs. Introduce and fund an ambitious annual target for genuinely 
affordable quality rural homes and deliver this through a dedicated rural affordable 
housing funding programme to reflect local needs and policies.

• Protect rural tenants by ensuring that local authorities can register and mange the short 
and long term rental market to meet local need, thus avoiding the oversupply of holiday 
lets.

• Ensure a national homelessness strategy includes investing in solutions in rural areas.

• Create a programme of at least 5 years of support for a national network of Rural Housing 
Enablers covering each rural housing authority.

• Rural proof all planning policy changes which may be introduced – to ensure that they 
help and support  the provision of affordable housing in rural areas

• Exclude rural from the right to buy extensions.

• Help tackle the causes of rural homelessness



Campaigning for a fair deal for rural communities

Does rural need levelling up?

Were England’s rural 
communities a distinct 
region, their need for 
Levelling Up would be 
greater than that of any 
other part of the country
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Campaigning for a fair deal for rural communities

Challenges for the Workforce Challenges for the employers / 
businesses

Lack of affordable housing options Lack of broadband / mobile signal for 
businesses to increase 
productivity/markets

Lack of Public Transport to access 
skills/training/education/employment

Suitably qualified workforce

Lack of Broadband / mobile 
connectivity to access 

skills/training/education

Lack of Infrastructure

Seasonal nature of tourist industry Less ability to work within economies 
of scale

Challenges for the rural economy
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Rural Economies– our asks
We want to see Government:

• Deliver a support programme for SMEs and community entrepreneurs in rural areas 
especially startups and those seeking to grow. 

• Protect rural communities by ensuring that the metrics used to devise strategies or 
programmes for growth (including skills) are not based on one size fits or thinking but 
reflect the disadvantage in rural economies within regions. 

• Ensure policy and strategies rural proofed in a way that is meaningful and demonstrable 
and also includes outcome monitoring. 

• Address the recommendations of the APPG for rural business and the rural powerhouse 
2022 report. 

• Develop diversification programmes to tackle the structural weaknesses of some rural 
economies which are over reliant on certain sectors such as the visitor economy. Provide 
opportunities for the growth of the green economy and supporting infrastructure namely 
the National Grid and digital and mobile connectivity. 

• Create a system where decision making and resource is a devolved to local areas as far as 
possible, creating the flexibility for tailored solutions to prioritise and meet local needs and 
opportunities
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In 2023/24 planned 
expenditure on PUBLIC 
TRANSPORT per resident 
is OVER 3.5 X MORE IN 
predominantly URBAN 
AREAS



Campaigning for a fair deal for rural communities

Future of Rural Transport Rural Strategy…on it’s way?
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Rural Transport– our asks
We want to see Government:

• Develop an evidence-based Future of Transport Rural Bus Policy that acknowledges that buses 
are essential infrastructure and places a duty on (and allocates funding to) local authorities to 
provide socially necessary rural buses

• Protect community transport by creating a larger funding part which is sustained over a longer. 
• Ensure funding for the rural fuel duty relief scheme and the rural mobility fund (without a 

bidding process) to deliver equality of access. 
• Address the gaps in the national bus strategy by producing a Rural Bus Strategy, objectives for 

rural provision, with funded actions to better serve rural communities and their economic needs 
on a sustainable basis. 

• Develop and strengthen the power of local authorities to deliver these services by ensuring 
predominantly rural local authorities regained can sustain their ability to offer necessary revenue 
support. 

• Create greener future by undertaking a comprehensive review of the electric grid and where 
appropriate hydrogen supply to address the risk at the high cost of introducing electrical 
hydrogen buses and their fuelling facilities could prove problematic in rural areas.
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Access to Rural Health and Care Services
Rural areas have an ageing 
population which places 
additional demands on services

Isolation and lack of public 
transport - leading to mental 
health concerns; distance from 
services; the nature and quality of 
the housing stock. 



Campaigning for a fair deal for rural communities

National Reports on rural health
• The EFRA Committee produced a detailed report on Rural Mental Health in May 2023.9 It 

concluded “Rural communities’ needs are not fully reflected in mental health policy and 
services and NHS planning” and “NHS mental health services are often not fairly accessible for 
rural communities with services largely centered in towns and cities creating barriers to access, 
compounded by the limitations and weaknesses of rural public transport and digital 
connectivity”.

• In its evidence to the EFRA Committee the Nuffield Trust provided useful context on the NHS 
being “defined and perceived as a national service”, when “in reality”, some parts of England such 
as rural areas “face disproportionate problems in delivering care to the standards people 
expect”. This makes it difficult for them to recruit staff, “with smaller more distributed 
populations, fewer younger people and a greater competition for the locum or agency staff relied 
on to deal with shortfalls”

• Professor Sir Chris Whitty, The Chief Medical Officer for England has commented “The health 
challenges of rural areas are distinct from those of urban areas, and they've received much less 
attention than they should have.” 
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Rural Health and care – our asks
We want to see Government:

• Deliver a rural workforce strategy to a training and recruitment across all 
health and care services including dentistry. 

• Protect rural communities by accepting the recommendations of the May 
2023 EFRA committee report into rural mental health.  

• Ensure strategy is rural proofed especially proposals designed to tackle the 
core drivers of disparities in health outcomes including quality of housing, 
and access to good quality jobs and training this must also take into 
account the whole range of extra costs of delivering services in rural areas 
and ensure that they are accurately reflected in funding formula. 

• Address the lack of understanding of the distinctive health and care needs 
of rural areas to deliver services that are suited to the specific needs of rural 
places full stop
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Rural Net Zero
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Rural Net Zero – our asks
We want to see Government:

• Deliver a Fabric First Energy strategy which addresses rural needs. This means ensuring rural is 
ready to embrace the move to a technology neutral approach to net zero so that individuals 
can choose the most appropriate solutions. 

• Protect rural communities and businesses by not increasing duty or taxes on vehicle fuel cost. 
• Ensure that all economic growth programmes include explicit objectives to support low 

carbon and net zero growth. 
• Address the gaps in the network of public charging points across rural Britain as many rural 

areas are tourist hotspots, increasing this network will boost the economy in rural areas. 
• Develop rural communities which are self-sufficient by decentralising energy networks in rural 

areas. 
• Create a net zero rural Britain by working with the energy industry to ensure that the 

electricity distribution network is resilient reliable and fit for purpose across all rural Britain 
before additional demands are put on it



Mission 4: By 2030, the UK will have 
nationwide* gigabit-capable 
broadband and 4G coverage, with 5G 
coverage for the majority of the 
population.

Where ‘nationwide’ means 95% of the UK landmass for 4G (this combined 
coverage is expected to be achieved for the UK by the end of 2025) and at least 
99% of premises for gigabit-capable broadband.



What is happening to improve rural connectivity?

The Shared Rural Network (SRN) is transforming mobile 
coverage, countrywide. The project was developed by the UK’s 
four mobile network operators (MNOs) with support from 
Government. The programme will make 4G mobile 
broadband available to 95% of the UK. The operators expect 
this will extend mobile coverage to an additional 280,000 
premises and for people in cars on an additional 16,000km of 
the UK’s roads, boosting productivity and investment in rural 
areas.
The project consists of MNOs investing to extend their 
coverage by upgrading their existing networks, working 
together on shared infrastructure and building new sites, with 
new government-funded masts being built to target areas 
with no mobile coverage from any operator. Through its work, 
the SRN will increase the parts of the UK that get a mobile 
service from all operators from 66% to 84%, improving 
consumer choice.
Each of the MNOs’ individual networks will cover 90% of the 
UK, enabling rural businesses and communities to thrive.

Shared Rural Network Project Gigabit
The Government has promised £5 billion to 
subsidise the roll-out of gigabit-broadband to the 
‘hardest to reach’ premises in the country that will 
not be reached by private investment (20% of the 
UK). This is around 5 million premises mostly in 
rural areas.

The funding programme is called ‘Project Gigabit’ 
and follows programmes that aimed to increase 
demand for gigabit-broadband and provided 
vouchers to help connect rural premises.
The Chancellor allocated £1.2 billion of the £5 
billion Project Gigabit funding in the 
2020 Spending Review, for the years 2020–2025. 
The remaining £3.8 billion is reserved for future 
years.

https://projectgigabit.campaign.gov.uk/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/spending-review-2020-documents
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Rural Connectivity – our asks
We want to see Government:

• Deliver improved rural connectivity through the effective delivery of Project Gigabit 
and creating a clear road map and government funding for connecting very hard to 
reach premises as soon as possible. 

• Protect rural residents from digital exclusion by delivering the Shared Rural 
Network. 

• Ensure high quality coverage and delivery of TV and radio, supporting the viewing 
requirements of rural customers. 

• Address the growing digital divide through a fully funded digital inclusion 
programme so no one is left behind due to their lack of online skills or their inability 
to pay for basic equipment and connection charges. 

• Create a digitally savvy innovative rural workforce by providing accessible training 
appropriately funded for rural communities.
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Rural Planning

• Respond to Government 
Consultations on key issues 
affecting rural areas

• Liaise with your planning 
departments on a rural 
response to these 
consultations

• Often about ensuring that 
the implications for rural 
areas which may be different 
to that of urban, are 
considered by Government.
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Rural Planning – our asks
We want to see Government:

• Deliver an effective approach to Neighbourhood Plans into which rural communities have spent a huge 
amount of time and effort. 

• Protect rural voices in community engagement around planning. Whilst digital might always be the 
preferred choice, poor connectivity in rural areas means many voices are being lost. 

• Ensure vacant and underused buildings in rural town centres find productive use as housing in 
appropriate locations and where little prospect exists of continuing retail use. 

• Address the issues cause by combining Section 106 and CIL into a single Infrastructure Levy. There is a 
danger that the legal basis for enforcing a local connection with a development through S106 will be 
lost if the rules are softened. 

• Develop Rural Proofed planning policy which gives autonomy to Local Authorities and the communities 
they serve and ensure that the needs of rural communities are not overlooked in future changes to 
national planning policy guidance. 

• Create thriving rural areas by building the right homes, in the right places offering a range of tenures 
for all stages of life from the working young to retirees.



Campaigning for a fair deal for rural communities

Priorities last year were:

• Rural Fair Funding
• Rural Net Zero – off gas 

grid
• Rural Transport
• Rural Health & Care



Campaigning for a fair deal for rural communities

We will continue to work 
on your behalf, fighting for 
a fair deal for rural 
communities, in all public 
sector funding
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