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Summary of findings
This year’s State of Rural Public Services report has its main focus on three service areas, namely: public transport; cultural services and libraries; and parks, leisure and environmental services.  Part B of the report then contains short updates on the evidence for four other service areas which featured in last year’s (2010) report, namely: primary schools; affordable housing; facilities for young people; and support services for older people.

Inevitably, reducing public expenditure provides a backdrop to this report, including the 12% decrease in 2011/12 in the main central government grant paid to local authorities.  This report examines recent evidence about rural service provision and identifies some early impacts from the funding squeeze.  It also highlights various examples of rural practice and innovation in service delivery.

Public transport: evidence shows that those living in rural areas make roughly the same number of journeys as those in urban areas, but they travel longer distances.  They are also more likely to make those journeys by car (even where they have low incomes).  Access to public transport (or lack of it) can be a key issue for rural communities.  Data going back to 2002 shows there has been a sizeable increase in the number of rural households with access to a regular bus service, though (latest) 2008 figures indicate this trend may have peaked.  Rural residents still use bus services much less often than urban residents.  There has been a big increase in the number of eligible (mainly retired) people in rural areas claiming a concessionary bus pass, although large numbers still fail to do so.

Survey information from Rural Services Network (RSN) members and elsewhere shows widespread cuts in local authority funding for bus services.  Responding RSN members had, on average, cut their revenue budget by 19% between 2010/11 and 2011/12.  Pressure on services is coming from various angles – reducing local authority subsidy, rising fuel costs, less Government reimbursement for concessionary fares and impending cuts to Bus Service Operator Grant.  Typical impacts in 2011/12 include reduced service frequencies, increases in full price fares and (in some places) a reversion to the statutory minimum provision for concessionary fares.  Nonetheless, actions are being taken to protect rural services, with some areas looking more to community and demand-responsive provision.

Cultural services and libraries: the evidence shows that those living in rural areas are slightly less likely to visit local libraries, theatres or concert halls than those living elsewhere, and much less likely to visit local museums or galleries.  The data also shows a marked downward trend for use of libraries over time.  However, rural levels of engagement with and volunteering in the arts are high.  Most rural residents express satisfaction with their library service.  Their satisfaction with the other cultural services is much less and is lower than for urban residents.  This, no doubt, reflects their poor availability for many rural communities.

All the RSN members answering a survey said they had reduced their libraries budget.  The average reduction between 2010/11 and 2011/12 is 9%, though in some places it exceeds 20%.  A majority of responding RSN members have kept broadly the same budget for spend (directly or as grants) on cultural services, with almost all the remainder making cuts.  As for impacts, with library services it includes service centralisation, fewer mobiles, shorter opening hours, more co-location and greater use of volunteers.  A considerable amount of innovation has been identified in library service provision to rural communities.  The impacts on cultural services include staffing cuts, transfer of facilities to parish and town councils or trusts and attempts to increase funding from other sources.  Many authorities are still reviewing their expenditure on this group of services.

Parks, leisure and environmental services: the evidence shows that rural residents are somewhat less likely to use sports and leisure facilities or parks and open spaces than those living elsewhere.  However, there is considerable variation between different rural areas.  Rural and urban residents share similar levels of satisfaction with these local services, though the former have slightly above average levels of satisfaction with litter collection in their area.  Some environmental concerns are less of an issue in rural areas e.g. graffiti and fly-posting, but detritus and fly-tipping can clearly be an issue on rural roads and land. 

Most RSN members responding to a survey had cut expenditure in 2011/12 on maintaining parks and open spaces, and on management of sports and leisure facilities.  Most had maintained similar levels of spend on grants to sports and leisure facilities, and on street cleaning or litter collection services.  A number of authorities had been able to achieve some savings by squeezing management costs or re-tendering contracts.  Nonetheless, rural impacts were widely cited, including services less frequently delivered, services delivered to a lower specification and staffing cuts.  Greater involvement of parish and town councils received a frequent mention, which could mean devolving services to them, transferring assets to them or encouraging them to top-up principal authority services.  

The updates on four service areas from last year’s (2010) report find that:

· Primary schools: in 2010 there were 5,198 primary schools located in rural areas, which is 31% of the English total.  These rural schools have above average vacancy rates i.e. unfilled pupil places.  Rural schools achieve relatively good exam results at Key Stage 2 (age 11), which research explains by below average poverty levels;
· Affordable housing: in 2010 an average rural house was £42,000 dearer than its urban equivalent.  Despite some house price falls since 2007 and low mortgage interest rates, it remains very hard to become a first time buyer because of the size of the deposit that lenders now expect.  Levels of social housing completions remained fairly high in 2010, though many are from grants agreed some years ago;
· Facilities for young people: this age group is under-represented in rural areas, yet the wider rural population sees improving activities for teenagers as a high policy priority.  Services can be hard to access, with a recent study finding almost 5% of rural 16 to 18 year olds more than one hours travel distance from a further education college;
· Support services for older people: this age group is over-represented in rural areas, with those of state retirement age forming almost a quarter of the rural population.  However, new data shows that only 16% of sheltered housing is located in rural areas.  Other analysis finds very low claimant levels for Pension Credit among low income pensioners in smaller rural settlements.
Various examples of interesting rural practice or innovation in service delivery are included in the main body of the report, all of which have been drawn from RSN local authorities.
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