@
@.% RURAL
©5° @ SERVICES
® @ NETWORK

Rural Health and Care Seminar — Al Summary meeting notes
26 November 2025

Summary

The meeting focused on rural healthcare challenges, with discussions on the need for rural-
specific policies, technology integration in remote areas, and concerns about healthcare
access and workforce recruitment. Presentations covered various aspects of rural life
including crime impacts on farming communities, mental health challenges, and the
effectiveness of wellbeing services in addressing homelessness. The group addressed
broader rural issues such as housing, policing, and the importance of rural-proofing policies,
and funding.

Introduction

Kerry Booth, the Chief Executive of the Rural Services Network, introduced the final seminar
of the year, highlighting the need for rural-specific policies and funding. She discussed the
government's 10-year health plan, expressing concerns about social care issues and
workforce recruitment in rural areas. Kerry emphasised the importance of including rural
communities in the rollout of neighbourhood health centres and addressed the challenges of
moving from analogue to digital in rural settings. She concluded by urging participants to
complete the Delivering for All survey on their experiences of living in rural communities to
support the overall campaigning work of the RSN.

Rural Healthcare Technology Integration Challenges

Dr. Rebecca Payne shared her insights from her Churchill Fellowship research on
technology-enhanced healthcare in rural and remote communities, focusing on Australia and
Alaska. She emphasised that while technology plays a crucial role, the quality of care in
these areas relies heavily on the presence of healthcare professionals who can facilitate
patient interactions, manage technology, and ensure effective communication. Rebecca
highlighted the importance of building relationships between local healthcare workers and
remote clinicians, as well as the need for shared patient records and robust support
systems. She also noted that while simple technology solutions can be effective, integrating
technology into rural healthcare services is not a cost-saving measure but requires additional
resources to ensure high-quality care.

Al's Role in Rural Healthcare

Rebecca discussed the limitations of Al in healthcare, emphasising that while Al can assist
doctors by reformatting patient data and automating administrative tasks, it cannot replace
human doctors in patient care. She highlighted a study showing that Al chatbots provided
worse medical advice than Google. Councillor David Rogers raised concerns about the
potential closure of rural GP practices under the new 10-year health plan, which aims to
consolidate services into larger centres. Rebecca expressed her struggle to balance the
need for rural healthcare access with the reality of limited funding and resources. Kerry
mentioned ongoing work with the Chief Medical Officer's office on his next Annual Report
which will focus on small towns and rural areas, which will explore broader health
determinants beyond access to healthcare services.

Health Inequalities: Citizens' Advice Perspective
Ed Pemberton, a Senior Policy Researcher at National Citizens Advice, presented a project
funded by the Health Foundation to explore health inequalities from the perspective of
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Citizens Advice clients. He highlighted the significant health disparities between socio-
economic groups and discussed how Citizens Advice data shows increasing issues related
to benefits, employment, housing, and utilities. Ed emphasised the importance of addressing
these challenges, particularly in rural areas, and called for more support for people with
disabilities and long-term health conditions. He also touched on the impact of centralisation
of services and the need for better access to employment and housing in rural areas.

Crime's Impact on Farming Communities

Dr. Kreseda Smith, a rural criminologist, presented research on the impact of crime on
farming communities, particularly focusing on mental health and stress. She discussed how
farmers experience multiple stresses, including financial, governmental, and environmental
factors, and highlighted the lack of research on how crime specifically affects them.

Farm Crime's Mental Health Impact

Kreseda presented research findings on the impact of crime on farmers' mental health,
highlighting that victims are more likely to worry about future victimisation and weather, with
female farmers reporting stronger links between crime and PTSD indicators. The research
revealed a concerning link between crime victimisation and suicidal thoughts, particularly
among farmers who violate traditional rural masculinity norms.

Rural Crime Challenges and Solutions

Councillor Thornton discussed the challenges faced by farmers in reporting and addressing
rural crimes, highlighting the need for better police resource allocation and engagement in
crime prevention. The discussion also touched on the efforts of organisations like the
National Rural Crime Network in addressing rural crime issues and RABI and the FCN for
supporting the farming community.

Effective Homelessness Intervention Service

Dr Hayden Bird presented a mixed-methods evaluation of the East Sussex Wellbeing and
Employment Service, highlighting its effectiveness in addressing homelessness through a
flexible, person-centred approach. The service, which co-locates wellbeing coordinators with
housing authority teams, demonstrated positive outcomes in mental health, social isolation,
employability, and lifestyle behaviours. Economic analysis showed the service to be cost-
effective, with a cost per client of £550.40 and a cost avoidance of over £162,000. The
model is considered scalable, with potential for replication across other councils, though
challenges related to KPI culture and funding uncertainty may arise.

Rural Challenges and Policy Needs

In the Panel Discussion delegates focused on rural issues, including farming, crime, and
housing. Linda Price from Malvern Hills District council highlighted the need for more funding
and support for rural communities, particularly in areas of policing and domestic abuse.
Kreseda discussed the importance of rural-proofing policies and the lack of mention of rural
areas in government strategies. Ed shared insights on housing issues and the impact of
frozen local housing allowance on rural residents. Hayden emphasised the need for
workforce development in rural health and care sectors. The group also discussed
challenges faced by farmers, including property protection and the need for affordable
housing in rural areas. The conversation ended with a call for speakers for the 2026 seminar
programme and an announcement about budget changes.



