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A healthy local economy is fundamental to the vitality of rural communities. It provides
employment, supports local services, and gives young people a reason to stay.

Yet rural economies face distinctive challenges: limited diversity of employment
opportunities, reliance on seasonal industries, difficulties attracting investment, and the
constant pull of towns and cities that offer more choice and better wages.

Understanding these challenges — and their consequences for rural communities — is
essential to developing policies that genuinely support rural economic prosperity.

Key Survey Findings

The survey collected data on respondents' financial circumstances and economic
situation, revealing a picture of economic pressure for many rural households.
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The survey found 15% of respondents had a total

Nearly half of respondents (45%) reported that

their household's financial situation had worsened household income of up to £20,000 per year after taxes.
compared to a year ago.
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o®¢ Nearly half (45%) of respondents said their ©®¢  Just over four in ten (42%) earned more than £33,000,
financial situation had worsened. ... while 18% did not know or preferred not to say.

(3] HOME ENERGY COSTS
Over half of respondents described their
home energy costs as expensive or
very expensive (56%).
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The focus groups highlighted rural economies under sustained pressure, with participants
pointing to limited opportunities, barriers to growth, and a strong sense of being
overlooked.

While there are examples of individual success, many described an economy that is
struggling overall. Efforts to diversify are often constrained, with planning restrictions
consistently identified as a significant barrier to business development, innovation, and
local job creation.

A heavy reliance on sectors such as hospitality and tourism was seen as a key structural
weakness. While these industries provide important sources of employment, they are often
associated with low pay, seasonal demand, and limited career progression, making it
difficult to retain younger people. This contributes to a cycle in which younger residents
leave in search of better opportunities elsewhere, leading to ageing populations and
reduced economic vitality within rural communities.

Challenges in attracting and retaining skilled professionals were also widely highlighted,
particularly in sectors such as healthcare and education. Career progression within rural
areas was described as limited, with few clear pathways for advancement without
relocating, further compounding workforce shortages.

Planning policy emerged as a consistent and significant concern. Participants described
difficulties in securing approval for developments that could support local economies,
including business expansion and diversification. This was seen as restricting growth and, in
some cases, forcing businesses to relocate to urban areas where opportunities to develop
are perceived to be greater.

Rising costs are placing additional strain on rural businesses, with increasing overheads and
limited ability to pass these costs on to customers. This financial pressure is compounded by
smaller customer bases and reduced footfall compared to urban areas. At the same time,
participants pointed to a lack of long-term, strategic thinking in policy and funding, with
short-term approaches seen as hindering sustainable economic development and limiting
confidence for future investment.

Looking ahead, many expressed concern about continued economic stagnation and a
gradual drift towards towns and cities, both in terms of people and investment.

There was a clear and consistent call for more coordinated, long-term planning and a more
joined-up approach to supporting rural economies, with policies that better reflect the
specific challenges and opportunities facing rural areas.
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‘ ‘ “We're not keeping our youngsters here, “ “Their expenses and overheads, particularly,
we're just keeping an elderly population. And are almost unbearable now.”
then the elderly population can't get around .
eventually... 5o we've got to keep the youngsters v ™)

here, we've got to make it viable for the youngsters.”
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“We are not attracting people who are career-based.”

‘ ‘ “It would have been an additional string to the bow of a
local business. But they brought out all sorts of .. anything
they could think of to actually try and stop it.”
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“ “Business rate relief is sort of... seems to be disappearing more...
the costs of electricity, gas... water, sewage charges are
dramatically increasing all the time. All their overheads are
increasing. They struggle to put their prices up because

people can't afford them otherwise.”
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i / “ “The councils will give you money to fix that thing, right there
) and then. But they're not looking at that long-term problem... ¥
“ Carcer progression here is very stale. You cither sort of | they're not looking far enough to the future to develop correctly.”
move on to develop your own business, if you're an | L
employee, which is extremely difficult, or you're waiting
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. i & = These will be an cconormy there, but it won't be a dynamic
hty 3 LpIOnaES AR J economy. There will be more continued drift to the towns g
k. and cities.” . T . i
“ “Any business that is growing has to then - ~
N . . : S - “What is needed is a musch more bolistic
move to an area where !heros an industrial “ "we re drifting, dnhr-wr... ‘ e 5 iy il
estate... which means it's moving again wogiog got g y departments and govornmonts departments
to a town or city.” autlock far the future. almost Fight cach othes, or thice doesa't
seerm bo bo joined-up thinking, And there's
no proper, real plan for the rursl arcas ™
>

e

L ]

1 2]

Nearly half of :
in the South West) are

seasonal, low-paid work
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KEY ISSUES IDENTIFIED

What rural residents told us about rural economy
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funding cycles feel forgotten (transport, drainage,
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planning and compared to business growth.
_ urban areas.

A strong, resilient rural economy needs long-term investment, joined-up policies,
and recognition of the unique challenges rural communities face.
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