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1: Introduction 

1.1 SQW Consulting and Pion Economics were commissioned in May 2008 to produce a State of 
the Rural North West Update by the North West Development Agency (NWDA).  In part, this 
study was intended to refresh the State of the Rural North West report published in 2005.  In 
addition, however, there was a requirement for a more sophisticated analysis in order to 
develop a better understanding of the drivers underpinning the economic performance and 
sustainable development of rural areas in order to inform regional policy-makers and the 
activities of wider stakeholders in the rural arena.   

Purpose of the study 

1.2 Rural economies are complex – and the core purpose of this study was to understand these 
complexities across different rural areas of the North West.  Typically, economic growth and 
prosperity are juxtaposed against the challenge of sustaining rural locales and their 
communities.  Overlaying this is the wider interaction of issues around housing, access to 
services, ICT connectivity, green infrastructure, and the need to maintain the natural 
environment.  Often, issues pull in different directions, and the challenges and opportunities 
presented in rural areas vary.   

1.3 Spatial variation itself is not a rationale for intervention by the public sector.  However, 
different types of rural areas experience different types of market and other failure, which do 
present different rationales for the public sector to intervene – and therefore may require a 
differentiated policy response.  This is supported by a recent CRC publication which observed 
that ‘decision makers still define the rural economy as homogenous, distinct and about land-
based industries, rather than sharing similarities and interdependencies with urban areas’1. 

1.4 Set in this context, the main objective of this study was to develop a comprehensive rural 
evidence base for the North West which considered and reported spatial variation in the 
performance and prospects of different types of rural area across the region.  Specifically, the 
study aimed to: 

·  assess and understand progress made since the 2005 State of the Rural North West 
report across a wide-range of economic, social and environmental domains 

·  assess the current (and potential future) performance of rural areas and the 
implications arising for these geographies in policy terms as the region moves 
forward towards a Single Regional Strategy (SRS). 

1.5 The study will be of relevance to all those interested in the economic and wider performance 
of the rural areas of the North West specifically, and in rural economies more generally. It 
will also be of particular interest to policy makers and stakeholders across the region, in the 

                                                      
1 CRC, 2008, England’s rural areas: steps to release their economic potential. Advice from the Rural Advocate to 
the Prime Minister. 
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context of delivery of the Regional Rural Delivery Framework, the current Regional 
Economic Strategy, and the forthcoming SRS.  

Study process 

Selection of indicators 

1.6 A key requirement of the study, as set out in the Consultant’s Brief, was to provide ‘a well 
justified data set’ which includes datasets chosen for their ‘strategic value rather than their 
availability to avoid data saturation’.  In doing this, the Brief asked for a concise tool capable 
of benchmarking and spatial comparisons across the region, which allows for monitoring 
against current strategy outcomes (especially in relation to the Regional Economic Strategy 
(RES), Regional Rural Delivery Framework (RRDF) and Regional Spatial Strategy (RSS)), 
and which would provide an evidence base for the forthcoming Single Regional Strategy 
(SRS).    

1.7 In order to deliver against the requirements of the Brief, a framework of indicators was 
identified at the outset of the study which focused on the six RRDF priorities and themes of 
the RES.  This was developed in consultation with members of the Rural Strategy Group and 
RRDF Task Group Leads.  It was then agreed and signed off by the study Steering Group. 

1.8 The agreed set of indicators was selected according to the following criteria: 

·  Priority 1: Ability to update on a regular basis in order to allow monitoring of rural 
performance and progress against strategic objectives (preferably on an annual basis, 
which therefore discounted Census data from our analysis). 

·  Priority 2: Ability to cut by Defra’s rural-urban classification at the smallest 
geographical scale possible (analysis was undertaken at the Super Output Area where 
data allow, or Local Authority District where SOA data were unavailable). 

·  Priority 3: Strategic relevance, and/or importance of indicator in understanding the 
drivers of rural performance. 

1.9 Indicators which formed part of the 2005 State of the Rural North West Report that fit the 
criteria above were included in the framework of indicators.  Those which did not meet these 
criteria (especially where they were sourced from the 2001 Census and therefore were now 
out-of-date and could not be updated on a frequent basis) were excluded from analysis.      

1.10 A small selection of indicators were also benchmarked against the rural West Midlands and 
rural Yorkshire and Humberside regions in order to understand the relative performance of 
the rural North West. 

Spatial Focus  

1.11 In order to understand the spatial variation in performance of different types of rural areas, 
our analysis of the rural North West was cut in two ways. 
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1.12 First, Defra’s definition of rural areas was used.  This is based on settlement morphology and 
population density.  At Local Authority District (LAD) level, rural areas are classified 
according to Defra’s 2005 six-way typology as detailed in Table 1-1.  

Table 1-1 Defra’s rural/urban classification at Local Authority District level 

Classification Definition North West LADs 

Major Urban Districts with either 100,000 people or 50% of their 
population in urban areas with a population of more than 
750,000 

Bolton, Bury, Knowsley, Liverpool, 
Manchester, Oldham, Rochdale, 
Salford, Sefton, St. Helens, 
Stockport, Tameside, Trafford, 
Wigan 

Large Urban Districts with either 50,000 people or 50 of their 
population in one of 17 urban areas with a population of 
between 250,000 and 750,000 

Blackpool, Chorley, Ellesmere Port & 
Neston, Fylde, Preston, South 
Ribble, Wirral, Wyre 

Other Urban Districts with fewer than 37,000 people or less than 26% 
of their population in rural settlements and larger market 
towns 

Barrow-in-Furness, Blackburn with 
Darwen, Burnley, Halton, Hyndburn, 
Pendle, Rossendale, Warrington 

Significant 
Rural 

Districts with more than 37,000 people or more than 26% 
of their population in rural settlements and larger market 
towns 

Carlisle, Chester, Crewe & 
Nantwich, Lancaster, Macclesfield 

Rural 50 Districts with at least 50% but less than 80% of their 
population in rural settlements and larger market towns 

Vale Royal, West Lancashire  

Rural 80 Districts with at least 80% of their population in rural 
settlements and larger market towns. 

Allerdale, Congleton, Copeland, 
Eden, Ribble Valley, South Lakeland 

Source: Defra 

1.13 Where datasets were available at the Super Output Area (SOA) level, Defra’s 2004 eight-way 
rural-urban typology for SOAs was used to achieve a finer-grained assessment of rural areas.  
This classification is based on physical form (urban, town/fringe, village, dispersed) and 
geographical characteristics (sparse and less sparse).   

1.14 To avoid confusion, where analysis is based on LAD datasets which have been classified 
using Defra’s LAD typology, we refer to ‘rural LADs’; and where analysis is based on SOA 
datasets which have been classified using Defra’s SOA typology, we refer to ‘rural SOAs’. 

1.15 It is important to note that the definitions used in this report vary from those utilised in the 
2005 State of the Rural North West. Whilst the SOA based data geographies are consistent, in 
2005, the LAD based Defra definitions had not yet been developed and a group of 15 LADs 
was designated as ‘rural’ in nature2. 

1.16 Second, rural LADs were classified according to their location and functional relationships 
with major urban centres3 (labelled as Accessible or Remote) in recognition that the inter-
relationships between rural and urban areas, and their functional geographies, are increasingly 
important as the Agency moves towards the SRS in context of the Sub-National Economic 
Development and Regeneration Review (SNR).  This definition was developed by SQW and 
Cambridge Econometrics in a study for Defra in 2006, which found that economic 
performance, productivity and prospects were stronger in rural LADs with clear functional 
relationships with major urban centres (defined as Accessible based on travel to work 

                                                      
2 Eden, Allerdale, Ribble Valley, Copeland, South Lakeland, West Lancs, Vale Royal, Carlisle, Lancaster, Chester, 
Crewe, Wyre, Fylde, Congleton and Macclesfield. 
3 Derived from urban nodes identified in DCLG’s State of English Cities Report  
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patterns) than more self-contained rural LADs (defined as Remote, with low commuting 
flows to major urban centres).  Districts were classified statistically as ‘Accessible’ to major 
urban areas (which themselves were based on the urban nodes identified by the then-OPDM 
in the State of English Cities, 20064) if out-commuting into the node represented 10% or more 
of the total outflow of workers from the origin district, and if the outflow of commuters from 
the origin district was 5% or more of all workers who live in the source district (for more 
information on methodology, please refer to the full report available from Defra5).  Whilst 
purely based on statistical data, the classification has been used as a secondary cut on the data 
analysed as part of this report in order to allow us to test how functional relationships with 
major urban areas impact upon rural districts across the North West.  This classification 
throws up some anomalies, and policy makers should test any statistical findings in this report 
against experience on the ground. 

                                                      
4 ODPM (2006) State of English Cities. 
http://www.communities.gov.uk/documents/citiesandregions/pdf/143999.pdf 
5 Economic performance of rural areas inside and outside of city regions, Report to Defra by SQW and Cambridge 
Econometrics.  http://www.defra.gov.uk/rural/research/city-regions.htm 
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Figure 1-1 : Defra’s Rural-urban definition at LAD and SOA level 

LAD definition 

 
 

SOA definition  

 

Source: Produced by SQW Consulting 2008. © Ordnance Survey. Crown Copyright. License number 100019086. Digital Map Data © Collins Bartholomew. Defra 
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Study outputs and their structure  

1.17 The output of this study is split into two parts: 

·  Volume One (this report) provides a concise summary of the evidence from data 
analysed to understand the drivers of economic performance, and seeks to tease out 
the key messages, tensions and challenges in achieving sustainable economic 
development in rural areas, and implications for policy to inform the forthcoming 
SRS. 

·  Volume Two (provided as a separate document) presents an extensive data bank of all 
indicators analysed for the study, alongside a technical methodological note and 
monitoring framework for the RRDF priorities. 

1.18 This report constitutes Volume One of the State of the Rural North West Update, and is 
structured as follows: 

·  Chapter 2 sets out the policy context, outlining the core strategic priorities, 
objectives and outcomes for the rural North West, including the Regional Economic 
Strategy, the Regional Rural Delivery Framework, Regional Spatial Strategy and 
Rural Development Programme for England (RDPE). 

·  Chapter 3 summarises progress to date since the 2005 State of the Rural North West 
Report across the rural North West against each of the six RRDF priorities. 

·  Chapter 4 provides a statistical overview of the State of the Rural North West today.6 

·  Chapter 5 provides a comparison of the State of the Rural North West in 2005 and 
2008. 

·  Chapter 6 presents a summary SWOT analysis of the rural North West based on data 
and evidence from consultations with key stakeholders across the region and from 
wider literature. 

·  Chapter 7 builds on the key messages from Chapters 4 and 6 in order to understand 
the variances and drivers underpinning performance across the rural North West. 

·  Chapter 8 sets out the implications of current performance for achieving sustainable 
economic growth in rural areas, and headline implications and challenges for policy 
as the region moves towards the SRS. 

                                                      
6 This analysis summarises the key messages from the extensive framework of indicators analysed in Volume 2 
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2: Strategic Context 

2.1 In this Chapter we provide an overview of key strategic priorities and objectives for the North 
West, and rural North West specifically, which have framed the selection of indicators and 
analysis undertaken in this State of the Rural North West Update.   

Current Regional Strategic Context 

2.2 The vision for the North West as set out in the Northwest Regional Economic Strategy 
2006 is to achieve: “a dynamic, sustainable international economy which competes on the 
basis of knowledge, advanced technology and an excellent quality of life for all”.  

2.3 Three key drivers have been set out to achieve this vision: 

·  improve productivity and grow the market 

·  grow the size and capability of the workforce 

·  create and maintain the conditions for sustainable growth.7 

2.4 In addition to these key regional objectives, the RES identifies five theme areas; business, 
skills & education, people & jobs, infrastructure and quality of life. In comparison with its 
predecessor (published in 2003), the current RES does not distinguish to the same extent 
between actions applicable to urban and rural economies, rather it focuses on the 
mainstreaming of rural issues and policy into the wider regional economic context. As such, 
this current research provides an important addition to the evidence base spanning all five 
themes of the RES.    

2.5 Of the 118 actions that sit within the RES, two are solely dedicated to tackling rural issues, 
although many of the rest are applicable in rural areas, consistent with the mainstreaming 
approach described above.  Of the two exclusively rural actions: 

·  Action 56 is to ‘implement plans to ensure ongoing growth in the rural economy as 
part of the Regional Rural Delivery Framework’8.  

·  Action 118 under the quality of life theme, allocates Government Office North West 
and Natural England to lead on the promotion of sustainable farming and food 
production and its role in the management of rural environmental assets9. This will 
recognise the role of agriculture in shaping the physical landscape which is important 
for both tourism and quality of life.  

2.6 The RRDF, published in 2006, is the headline document designed to drive the actions and 
objectives of rural stakeholders and empower rural communities and environmental 
enhancement beyond the scope of the RES over the next two to three years. Through its six 

                                                      
7 Northwest Regional Development Agency, 2006, Northwest Regional Economic Strategy,  pg 5 
8 Action 56, Northwest Regional Development Agency, 2006, Northwest Regional Economic Strategy, pg 7 
9 Northwest Regional Development Agency, 2006, Northwest Regional Economic Strategy, pg 48 
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rural priorities, it aims to achieve a North West that is economically prosperous, socially 
inclusive and environmentally sustainable: 

·  maximising the economic potential of the region’s rural areas 

·  supporting sustainable farming and food 

·  improving access to affordable housing for rural communities 

·  ensuring fair access to services for rural communities 

·  empowering rural communities and addressing rural social exclusion 

·  enhancing the value of our rural environmental inheritance. 

2.7 In essence, the RRDF seeks to provide a common evidence-based framework within which 
organisations delivering rural services and development across the region can align their 
activities. 

2.8 The Regional Spatial Strategy is the third key document which shapes the geography of 
investment and development across the region.  The RSS is currently in the process of being 
revised, with a final RSS due for publication in late September 2008.  However, as is clear 
from the Draft RSS, the focus of development is planned for the southern half of the region, 
and the city regions in particular, which covers some of the more accessible rural LADs 
identified in Chapter 1.   
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Figure 2-1: North West RSS 2006 

 
Source: Draft RSS 2006 

2.9 The Draft RSS identifies a series of Key Service Centres across the region, where 
‘development in rural areas should be concentrated’, although rural areas adjacent to regional 
centres, towns and cities are advised to ‘take advantage of the proximity in providing 
services, employment and a more diverse economic base’.  Flexible and more innovative 
solutions are proposed for the ‘sparse’ rural areas to meet their particular needs, which should 
be targeted towards achieving equity (housing, services, education, healthcare and 
employment) and a more diverse economic base. 

2.10 The proposed vision for the final RSS includes the statement ‘our rural communities will 
enjoy increased prosperity and quality of life, whilst respecting the character of their 
surrounding and natural environment’.  Key priority areas for the rural North West are 
identified as: housing affordability; sustainable communities; realising the economic value of 
environmental assets; accessibility of Key Service Centres and ensuring access to housing, 
jobs, services, education and health in ‘sparse’ rural areas.  However, it is recognised that 
underpinning drivers vary across different types of rural area, and that there is ‘no one-size-
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fits all’ solution.  The proposed changes to the RSS highlight the need to respond to spatial 
variations in rural needs, constraints and opportunities, and recognise the need to ensure that 
rural issues are fully integrated into regional and sub-regional policies.  As part of the move 
towards mainstreaming, the proposed changes to the RSS suggest rural areas of the North 
West ‘should be considered in a away which is integrated with other decision making’ and not 
seen as a separate topic, which makes the need to shape and influence mainstream policy to 
meet rural needs all the more important.   

Future  

2.11 In 2007, Government published the Sub-national Review of Economic Development and 
Regeneration (SNR).  This signals a clear shift in emphasis regarding the delivery of 
economic development, which will be at the most appropriate spatial scale and functional 
geography to achieve the required impact.  This makes it increasingly important to understand 
the role and contribution of rural areas in regional economic growth, and the way in which 
challenges and opportunities vary spatially across different types of rural area. The SNR has 
been welcomed by the CRC in a recent publication, as devolution of economic development 
activity will enable policy to better reflect needs and opportunities of rural areas10.   

2.12 In December 2007 the Rural Development Programme for England was formally accepted 
by the EU Commission and was allocated a budget of £3.9 billion; more than double the 
previous allocation to ERDP for 2000-2006. The RDPE has three broad core objectives:  

·  Improving the competitiveness of agriculture and forestry by supporting 
restructuring, development and innovation. 

·  Supporting the environment and the countryside by supporting land management. 

·  Improving the quality of life in rural areas and encouraging diversification of 
economic activities. 

2.13 The three core objectives will be implemented by means of three axes reflecting each 
objective.  There is also a fourth cross-cutting axis, the Leader approach, a unique delivery 
mechanism for the priorities. 

2.14 Within the North West, the NWDA, as lead body for regional economic development, is 
delivering Axes 1 and 3, amounting to some £75m of activity, with Axis 2 delivered via 
Natural England and The Forestry Commission. In England, the Leader Approach supports 
the implementation of Axis 1 and Axis 3 through locally led projects, thereby enabling local 
people to make decisions on how funding is spent in their area.  

2.15 Government has stipulated the allocation of Axis funding across England to be 10% for Axis 
1, 80% for Axis 2, 10% for Axis 3.  Thus the majority of the RDPE expenditure is delivered 
through Axis 2 by the Forestry Commission and Natural England and targets improvements in 

                                                      
10 CRC, 2008, England’s rural areas: steps to release their economic potential. Advice from the Rural Advocate to 
the Prime Minister. 
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the environment and countryside. Defra has proposed that the North West would receive an 
estimated £300 million through this Axis 2 funding11.  

 

                                                      
11 http://www.gos.gov.uk/gonw/EnvironmentRural/FarmingFood/274992/ 
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3: State of the Rural North West in 2005  

Introduction 

3.1 This Section summarises the key messages from the State of the Rural North West 2005 
completed by Pion Economics on behalf of the NWDA and partners across the region. The 
purpose of this summary is to refresh the memory and set the scene for the new and updated 
data section contained in Section 4. 

3.2 The 2005 study established an extensive evidence base of conditions across rural areas of the 
region to support the development of the North West Rural Delivery Framework. The report 
was structured around four broad areas of analysis: Economy, People, Living, and Spatial 
Context and Environment. The paragraphs below set out the key messages from the 2005 
report, presenting the essential elements of the rural North West, as it stood in 2005.  

Key data messages 

Economy 

3.3 The 2005 report established that the rural economy of the North West generated some 
£21billion GVA per annum (2002 data). However, despite an industrial structure, in broad 
terms, consistent with that in urban areas across the region (with rising service activity taking 
the place of a declining manufacturing sector) GVA per capita in the rural North West was 
below UK and regional averages. GVA per capita stood at £13,000 in the rural North West 
compared to £13,600 in the region as a whole, for example.  

3.4 Further, although it remained important, the image of the rural economy dominated by 
agriculture and associated activities, was fading. Agriculture contributed some 2-3% of rural 
GVA.  

3.5 The business base of the rural North West was found to be stable (low deregistration rates of 
businesses), yet lacking in dynamism and enterprise, with low registration rates in comparison 
to urban areas. However, the business base – though similar in industrial structure as 
discussed above – was qualitatively distinct from the region as a whole with a higher 
concentration of lower turnover and small businesses, and at the same time, a higher 
concentration of older firms. 

People 

3.6 High-level demographic trends were identified as important issues, at the time and going 
forward, for the rural North West. Falling birth rates, out-migration of key working age 
residents and an influx of retired people pointed to emerging labour market pressure in rural 
areas. 

3.7 However, the data in the 2005 report showed that rural areas of the region tended to have 
relatively high economic activity and employment rates. Further, the skills and educational 
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performance of residents was positive, with a high proportion of residents with top level skills 
and strong school performance.  

Living 

3.8 Life expectancy was shown to be high in the rural North West in the 2005 report, and wider 
health and quality of life indicators also showed positive performance.  

3.9 However, this quality of life came at a price, with issues of housing affordability and access 
to services highlighted as key concerns across the rural North West. For example, the Indices 
of Deprivation 2004 showed that rural areas are more deprived than urban areas in barriers to 
housing and services.   

Spatial Context and Environment 

3.10 The 2005 report contained a detailed assessment of the environmental and physical conditions 
across the rural North West. Overall, in environmental terms, the data showed that the 
condition of the rural environment was generally better than that in the urban part of the 
region. For example, readings for air pollutants were lower in rural areas and water quality 
was improving faster in rural areas.  

3.11 The report found that Sites of Special Scientific Interest, accounted for 14.5% of the region’s 
total area, an important component of supporting the wildlife and geological resources within 
the region, and some 18% of the land area of the region falls within the three National Parks – 
the Lake District, Yorkshire Dales and Peak District. 

Issues and considerations 

3.12 The State of the Rural North West 2005 marked an important shift in the understanding of the 
economic and wider environmental and social performance of the region’s rural areas. It 
demonstrated, for the first time in the North West, that rural areas are a complex mix of 
differing dynamics, with as much variation within rural areas as between urban and rural. 
However, it also stressed the limitations of data availability at the time, with the ‘rural’ 
picture often obscured by urban settlements within Local Authority boundaries, and the lack 
of a consistently defined rural typology. This was subsequently provided by Defra and is now 
utilised in this update of the report. 

3.13 The report also highlighted the potential pitfalls in viewing the data at face value in terms of 
the functioning of the rural economy and in particular the role of agriculture and associated 
activity. Though accounting for limited employment and GVA, the report found that it 
remained very prominent in supporting the economy of sparsely populated areas and the 
changing role of agriculture was regarded as being of clear importance to such areas. It was 
also crucial in the physical management of the countryside – thereby attracting leisure and 
recreational visitors and helping to support the wider rural economy through associated 
expenditure. As such, the report pointed to a need to look behind the headline messages, and 
to understand the interactions and linkages across and within the rural North West suggested 
in the data, essential for appropriate and evidence based policy development.   
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4: State of the Rural North West in 2008 

4.1 This Chapter takes a look at the State of the Rural North West today.  The Chapter starts with 
an overview of economic performance, followed by summary of statistical evidence under 
each of the five themes of the current RES (Business, Skills, People and Jobs, Infrastructure 
and Quality of Life) plus Environment.  Please turn to Volume 2 Chapter 1 for a detailed 
analysis of the datasets underpinning this summary, and to Volume 2 Chapter 3 for a 
summary profile of each type of rural area. 

Overarching economic performance  

4.2 The region’s economic output (measured by GVA) is the starting point of the current RES, 
and indicated a £98bn economy in 200312.  However, as stated in the RES, the region could 
contribute more – with GVA per head 12% lower than the national average, the region had an 
output gap of £13m, of which £3m was due to fewer people in work per head of population 
and £10bn was due to lower productivity in 2004.  However, since the publication of the RES, 
new evidence suggests that the GVA gap between the North West and England has widened 
further13.   

4.3 At present, the region’s GVA totals some £111.3bn, with GVA per capita at £16,20014. Data 
from Experian estimates North West productivity of £31,754 per person in employment in 
2008.  Below we take a look at the current economic performance and contribution of the 
rural North West to the region’s economy. 

Key messages – overarching economic performance  

·  Share of regional economic output generated by rural areas is slightly higher than share of population and 
employment.  

·  GVA per capita varies considerably across different types of rural area, from £21,300 in Significant Rural 
Accessible Areas to £12,800 in Rural 80 Remote LADs. 

·  Productivity (GVA per person in employment) in the rural North West is slightly higher than the regional average 
but there is considerable variation across different types of rural area, with some rural LADs lagging behind. 

·  GVA growth in rural LADs is expected to grow more slowly than regional average through to 2016, and 
contribution of rural LADs to regional GVA is projected to fall. 

Total GVA in 2008 and 2016 

4.4 In 2008, rural LADs generated £22.1bn in economic output, accounting for 20.5% of the 
region’s total output.  This is slightly higher than we might expect given that rural LADs 
account for only 19.5% of the region’s population and 20.3% of the region’s employment.  

                                                      
12 Constant prices 
13   This is predominantly due to the growth rate of the North West (3.7%) lagging behind that of England (3.9%)    
In 2006, the gap stood at £17.8bn, of which £14.3bn can be accounted for by lower productivity being achieved by 
those in work (although it must also be noted that this is also a reflection of the differences in regional prices and 
the nature of employment in the region) and the remaining £3.5bn related to the reduction in the number of the 
working age population.  
14 Regional Intelligence Units data. See 
http://www.nwriu.co.uk/documents/North_West_Pocketbook_June_2008_-_Final.pdf 
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Within rural areas, the largest share of GVA is generated in Accessible Significant Rural 
LADs (7.4% of the region’s GVA, compared to 5.5% of population and 6.9% of 
employment). 

4.5 By 2016, economic output produced by rural LADs is projected to rise by c.26% to £26.0bn – 
which is slower than the regional average of c.22%.  By 2016 the overall contribution of rural 
LADs to regional GVA will decrease to 19.9%, with Accessible Significant Rural LADs still 
generating the largest share in rural GVA (7.4%) but Remote rural LADs making a declining 
contribution. 

GVA per capita 

4.6 GVA per capita for rural LADs is £16,494 compared to a regional average of £15,720 in 
2008 (based on Experian data).  However, this varies significantly across different types of 
rural area – for example, GVA per capita is £21,322 in Accessible Significant Rural LADs, 
compared to £15,052 in Remote Significant Rural LADs and £12,792 in Accessible Rural 80 
LADs.  This data does need to be treated with caution though – the only GVA data available 
at LAD level is workplace based projections by Experian, which are then compared with 
resident based population figures, which will skew GVA per capita in LADs where residents 
produce GVA in workplaces elsewhere.   

4.7 By 2016, rural GVA per capita is projected to rise by 10% (6pp slower than the regional 
average) to £18,177.  Again, there is a substantial difference between different types of rural 
area, which appears to depend on whether an area is accessible or remote – for example, GVA 
per capita is projected to rise by 12-15% in Accessible Rural LADs, but in Significant Rural 
Remote LADs, growth is 6%, and in Rural 80 Remote LADs GVA per capita is expected to 
fall by 4%. 

Productivity and sectors 

4.8 In 2008, productivity 15 in the rural North West is (at £32,075 per person in employment) 
slightly higher than the North West average (£31,754 per person in employment).  Within this 
rural average there is some variation, with productivity in Significant Rural Accessible LADs 
outperforming the regional average, but Significant Rural Remote and Rural 80 Accessible 
LADs lagging behind, as illustrated below.  

4.9 By 2016, productivity is projected to increase to £37,825 per employee, which will be slightly 
behind a regional average of £37,995 per employee.  By this time, the Rural 80 LADs are 
projected to lag behind most, at £33,269 per employee. 

                                                      
15 Workplace GVA per person in employment 
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Figure 4-1: Productivity (workplace GVA per person in employment), 2008 
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4.10 Of the £22.1bn generated within rural LADs in 2008, 2% is generated by the agricultural 
sector.  Much like the regional average, the key sectors producing GVA are manufacturing 
(24.3% compared to 18.6% for the North West), distribution (15.8% compared to 16.3% for 
the North West), finance and business (22.6% compared to 24.9% for the North West) and 
other services (20.8% compared to 23.8% for the North West).  

4.11 Rural productivity is highest in the manufacturing, transport and communications, and 
financial and business sectors – and exceeds the regional average in manufacturing (£57k 
compared to a North West average of £50k) and financial and business sectors (£43k 
compared to a North West average of £42k).  

Business 

4.12 Business is one of five core themes of the Regional Economic Strategy, focusing on 
developing competitive enterprises and higher value added activity, encouraging innovation 
and effective ICT use, and sustainable consumption and production.   

Key messages – Business 

·  The rural North West has a higher share of micro-businesses (0-4 employees) than the regional average, 
particularly in Rural 80 LADs. 

·  Employment is concentrated in other services, distribution/hotels, financial and business services and 
manufacturing businesses – a structure which is broadly similar to the North West average. 

·  VAT registration and deregistration rates are lower (as a proportion of business stock) in the rural North West 
(although this does not account for many businesses in rural areas which are below the VAT threshold), and 
businesses are more likely to survive than the regional average.  According to GEM, adults in the rural North 
West are more likely to be in the process of trying to start a business. 

·  ICT adoption rates by rural businesses are broadly similar to urban businesses, but rural firms are less intensive 
users of ICT and therefore do not use ICT applications to their maximum potential. 

·  Workers in the rural North West are much more likely to be self-employed. 
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Key messages – Business 

·  Farm incomes across the North West are below the national average, and have grown more slowly in recent 
years. 

·  Tourism contributes around £2.6bn to the rural economy per annum, and tourists to the rural North West are 
likely to spend more than those in urban areas. 

Business Characteristics  

4.13 At 46 businesses per 1,000 of the resident population, business density in the rural North 
West is 13% higher than the regional average (2007) and 37% higher than the England 
average.  Since 2004, business density has increased more rapidly in the rural North West (by 
6.5%) than across the region as a whole (6.0%).  By 2007, Accessible Rural 80 LADs saw the 
highest business density of all rural areas of 54.2 businesses per 1,000 of the population.  
However, these figures should be treated with caution as a high number of micro businesses 
and low population numbers in rural areas will inflate the ratio.  

4.14 Almost 77%, or approximately 34,000 businesses in the rural North West, were micro-
businesses (76.9% have 0-4 employees) in 2007 – a higher share than the regional average 
(73.5%) and the national average (75.7%).  Within the rural North West, Rural 80 LADs – 
and particularly the Accessible Rural 80 LADs – have the highest proportion of micro-
businesses (at 78.2% and 79.2% respectively).   

Figure 4-2 : Proportion of micro-businesses by type of rural area, 2007 
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4.15 For businesses with five or more employees, the rural North West has, on average, a smaller 
share compared to the regional average in each size category.  There are two exceptions to 
this rule: first, Remote Significant Rural LADs have a slightly higher proportion of businesses 
with 5-9 employees (13.6%) than the regional average (13.4%); and second, in the 250+ 
employees category, the proportion of businesses in Accessible Significant Rural and 
Accessible Rural 50 LADs matches the regional average (at 0.5%). 

4.16 Businesses in the other services sector account for the greatest share of employment by 
sector (28.9%), followed by distribution/hotels (24.7%), financial and business services 
(16.9%) and manufacturing (13.6%).  This sectoral structure is broadly similar to the regional 
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average.  By 2016, the distribution of employment across the sectors will broadly be similar 
for rural LADs, with the greatest increase in employment in other services (1.03% increase). 

Entrepreneurial activity & competitiveness 

4.17 VAT registration rates (measured by start-ups as a percentage of stock) in rural LADs were 
8.2 in 2006, notably lower than regional (9.9) and national (9.7) averages.  However, this 
figure needs to be treated with some caution.  First, it excludes micro-businesses which fall 
below the VAT threshold.  Second, the low rate needs to be understood in the context of a 
business stock which is dominated by large numbers of small or very small enterprises.  
When VAT registrations are considered per head of the resident population (per 1,000 
population) rural LADs have a higher start-up rate (3.7) than the regional average (3.2), but a 
lower rate than the national average (3.9).   

4.18 VAT deregistration rates are lower in rural LADs at 6.2 (as a percentage of stock) compared 
to 7.5 for the region as a whole and 7.6 for England.  Business survival rates are also higher in 
the rural North West than the region as a whole  – in 2005, 85.8% of businesses had survived 
two years, and 67.6% had survived four (c.f. 82.0% and 59.6% for the region respectively). 

4.19 Data is now available from the Global Entrepreneurial Monitor  (GEM) for the North 
West16.  This shows an interesting picture around entrepreneurial attitudes and behaviours, 
and suggests that survey respondents in the rural North West are: 

·  more likely to be in the process of trying to start their own business (3.6% of rural 
respondents compared to a regional average of 3.2%, and ranging from 3.2% in 
Accessible Rural 50 LADs to 7.5% in Remote Rural 80 LADs) - but less likely to be 
trying to start a business for an employer (0.9% of rural respondents compared to a 
regional average of 1.5%) 

·  slightly more likely to attempt to start their own business in the next three years 
(5.4% of rural respondents compared to an average of 5.3% across the region), 
especially in the Rural 80 LADs (7.4% on average) 

·  more likely to feel they have the knowledge/skills to start a business (54.6% of rural 
respondents compared to 49.6% across the North West), although this varies 
considerably from 39.5% in Remote Significant Rural LADs (which is much lower 
than any urban area) to 60.9% in Accessible Rural 50 LADs 

·  more likely to have knowledge of someone starting a business in the last two years 
(27.0% compared to a regional average of 24.7%), particularly in Accessible Rural 80 
LADs 

·  slightly less likely to state fear of failure as a barrier to starting a business (31.6% 
compared to 32.5% across the region, but increasing to 38.4% in Remote Significant 
Rural LADs).   

                                                      
16 Commission by the Regional Intelligence Unit in order to provide an increased sample size for the North West 
region. 



State of the Rural North West 2008 
Final Report – Volume 1 

 

19 

4.20 According to the Huggins Competitive Index, mean competitiveness values for the rural 
North West are slightly higher than the regional average (98.0 for rural LADs, compared to a 
regional average of 97.8; England=100).  Mean competitiveness values fall with increasing 
rurality and with increasing remoteness of rural areas (measured at LAD level).  

ICT use & homeworking 

4.21 A survey of ICT in business across the North West in 200717 found that adoption of ICT 
infrastructure was broadly similar in rural areas (defined at SOA level) compared to urban 
areas across the region.  Furthermore, rural areas have now caught up with urban areas in 
terms of broadband penetration, and perceived broadband speeds were similar. However, 
rural firms are less intensive users of ICT applications, and fewer rural businesses have a 
website which is reflected in the tendency for rural businesses to be less optimistic about the 
use of ICT to access new sales opportunities (although are more likely to recognise the 
importance of ICT than their urban counterparts).   

4.22 Rural businesses face similar barriers to adoption as urban businesses, although they are 
more likely to cite lack of time as a barrier and recognise that a lack of training is preventing 
them from maximising the benefits of ICT.  However, rural businesses are subject to fewer 
influences on adoption than their urban peers (for example, given lower levels of staff 
turnover in rural businesses, new recruits were significantly less of an influence).  The ICT 
survey found that in the North West, ‘higher adoption levels tend to be associated with 
younger firms, and with younger ICT decision makers’ and with multi-site firms – these 
factors could explain some of the differences in ICT adoption and usage in rural areas, which 
is supported by evidence of high survival rates and lower rates of business start-ups in the 
rural North West.  The survey found that the median age of rural firms in the survey was 
higher than urban.  The mean age of respondent was also higher, and rural firms were less 
likely to be multi-site. 

4.23 Self-employment has been used as a proxy for homeworking in the absence of any more 
specific data.  This shows that 12.3% of residents in rural SOAs in employment are self-
employed, compared to a regional average of only 7.6% and an England average of 9.1%.  As 
might be expected, the level of self-employment rises with increased rurality and sparsity – 
for example, self-employment in less sparse town/fringe is 9.4%, whereas in sparse hamlets it 
is up to 26.1%.     

Farming and tourism business activity 

4.24 In the North West, farm business income18 averaged £26,550 in 2006, compared to a 
national average of £37,839.  Farm business income from agriculture was negative for North 
West farmers (-£974) compared to £1,808 for England, and below the national average for 
diversification and Single Farm Payments.  At £5,193, North West farm business income 
from Agri-Environment sources was slightly above the national average.  

                                                      
17 SQW Consulting on behalf of the North West Development Agency, 2007, Northwest Business ICT Survey 2007   
18 Equivalent to net profit.  Net Farm Income is defined as the return to the farmer and spouse for their manual and 
managerial labour, and for the tenant-type capital invested in the farm business. 
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4.25 In 2006, North West farm business income was below the national average in all types of 
agricultural activity except dairy – and between 2004 and 2006, growth in farm income has 
lagged behind the England average by 11 percentage points.  However, this trend hides a 
sharp fall in farm business income for cattle/sheep farms – for example, lowland cattle and 
sheep farms in the North West saw a drop in income to £3,853 by 2006 (a fall of 24%, 
compared to a national increase of 25%). 

4.26 Tourist visits to the rural North West totalled 51.4m, accounting for 24% of all visits to the 
region in 2005 - and over one third of these visits were to Accessible Significant Rural LADs.  
Tourists to the rural North West are likely to spend more (£49.90 per person) than their urban 
counterparts (£40.20 per person), contributing a total of £2.57bn to the rural economy.  Spend 
per visitor was by far the highest in Rural 80 LADs, ranging from £55.20 in Accessible Rural 
80 LADs to £86.60 in Remote Rural 80 LADs.  The Lake District is a key strength of the 
region in attracting tourists (averaging 22m visitors per year).  

4.27 Over 17% of the region is classified as ‘open access’ by the CROW Act, compared with 6.5% 
for England overall (with largest concentrations in the uplands and commons of the rural 
North West)19.      

Skills 

4.28 Skills are one of the five key drivers of productivity.  High level skills are essential in 
promoting sustainable economic development, with highly skilled workers and high value 
jobs working together in a mutually reinforcing manner. Retaining and attracting highly 
skilled residents, and building the skills of the existing population are therefore crucial.  This 
is recognised in the RES, with objectives including focusing on tackling basic skills deficits, 
workforce development and meeting the needs of regional sectors.  

Key messages – Skills 

·  The rural North West has a highly skilled resident population. Around 33% of those of working age in 2006 had 
at least NVQ Level 4 qualifications - equivalent to education to degree level - across the rural North West, some 
8pp above the region as a whole. 

·  The occupational breakdown of the residents of the rural North West reflects this positive skills performance, 
with high a high proportion of managerial and professional occupations amongst those living in rural areas of the 
region.  

·  Engagement in work-based training across the rural North West in 2007 was above the regional average, yet 
broadly in line with the level across England as a whole. However, particularly in the most isolated and remote 
areas of the region (Rural 80 and Remote) participation in work-based training reduced dramatically between 
2005 and 2007.  

 

4.29 The rural North West performs strongly on headline measures of skills. For example, in 2006, 
33% of the working age population in rural SOAs had NVQ Level 4 qualifications or above, 
well above the average for the North West (25%). Further, this compares favourably to the 
rural areas of comparator regions (29% in Yorkshire and Humberside and 31% in the West 
Midlands). Correspondingly, overall the rural North West had a low proportion of those with 
no qualifications, 11% compared to 16% in the region as a whole.  

                                                      
19 Source: Natural England 
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4.30 However, as set out in Figure 4-3, although skills patterns across the rural areas in the region 
were generally consistent in 2006, Sparse Hamlet (and therefore highly rural areas) had levels 
of NVQ Level 4 qualifications well below the regional average. 

Figure 4-3: Skills levels across the rural North West, 2006  

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%
NW

Urban

Tow n/Fringe: Less Sparse  

Village: Less Sparse  

Hamlet: Less Sparse

Tow n/Fringe: Sparse  

Village: Sparse

Hamlet: Sparse

Level 4+

No quals

 
Source: SRNW Update 

4.31 Reflective of the broadly positive skills performance, the occupational profile of the rural 
North West is geared towards high value employment for its residents (at LAD level). For 
example, 39% of employed residents in 2006 were in managerial, professional or associate 
professional occupations – this is 0.7pp higher than the regional average and also above the 
national level. 

4.32 Engagement in work-based training in rural LADs has been generally above the regional 
average. Around 10.3% of those in employment in 2007 had undertaken training in the last 
four weeks when surveyed, compared to 9.7% in the region as a whole. However, the data 
suggest a notable downturn in the uptake of training in 2007 compared to 2005 – this was 
experienced across the region as whole, yet was particularly pronounced in the Remote Rural 
80 areas, where the proportion of employees undertaking work-based training in the last four 
weeks in 2007 (7.9) was over 10 percentage points lower than in 2005.   

People and jobs 

4.33 The people of the rural North West are its most important asset.  However, at a regional level, 
the RES recognises the need to further grow employment amongst the existing population, 
and address ongoing issues of deprivation, in order to close the GVA gap with England and 
contribute to regional growth.  The RES focuses on four key factors related to people and 
jobs: responding to population change, growing local employment in areas remote from 
growth as well as elsewhere, developing job linkages between people without work and 
employers, and improving the health of the current and potential workforce.  

Key messages – People and Jobs 

·  The rural North West, with a total population of 1.3 million accounts for around one fifth of all residents in the 
North West. However, the 65+ age group is over-represented compared to England and the region, and the 
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Key messages – People and Jobs 

proportion broadly increases with increased levels of rurality and remoteness.  

·  The data suggest that the rural North West is performing strongly in labour market terms with high levels of 
economic activity and employment. However, there are important differences across the area, with high levels of 
part-time and low knowledge based employment in sparsely populated areas.  

·  Average earnings across rural LADs are well above the regional average. However, there are major mismatches 
in residential and workplace earnings in accessible rural areas, compounded by high levels of out-communing 
from these areas of managers and professionals to urban employment centres. 

Key demographics 

4.34 The rural North West, with a total population of 1.3 million, accounted for 19.5% of the 
regional total in 2006.  However, rural LADs have an increasingly ageing population, some 
18% of the resident population are 65+, compared to around 16% in the North West as a 
whole and England.  This issue is most pronounced in the Rural 80 districts, and in particular 
Remote Rural 80 districts, where 20% of the population are older than working-age.  

4.35 As a result, the working-age population in the rural North West, those who are potentially 
economically active and crucial to economic growth, is lower than regional and national 
benchmarks.  In 2006, 65.2% of the population of the rural North West was aged 15-64, 
compared to 65.9% in the region as a whole and 66.4% in England. 

4.36 Rural LADs also witnessed major inward migration  in recent years.  As measured by the 
number of National Insurance Registrations of Non-UK Nationals, in 2006/07 alone, the rural 
North West attracted around 8,600 migrants, 17% of the regional total. Of this number, over 
5,000 were originally registered in the Significant Rural districts.  

Economic activity and employment 

4.37 Economic activity rates are high across rural LADs, 80.1% of the working age population in 
2007, compared to 76.5% across the region as a whole.  An average economic activity rate in 
line with, or above, the national level (78.6%) was evident across all sub-groups of the 
region’s rural LADs with the exception of the Rural 50 LADs.  Here economic activity rates 
stood at around 75%.  By contrast, economic activity was notably high in Accessible Rural 80 
LADs at 84%, 8pp above the regional average.   

4.38 Correspondingly, employment rates were highest in the Accessible Rural 80 districts, well 
above the regional average. Indeed, as set out in Figure 4-4, all areas exhibited higher 
employment rates than the region as a whole with the exception of the Remote Rural 80 
districts. Given the relatively high rates of economic activity, the proportion of the working 
age population claiming benefits, such as incapacity benefit or income support, is low 
across the rural North West, well below national and regional comparators.  
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Figure 4-4: Employment rate across the rural North West, 2007 
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4.39 These positive levels of employment equated to some 689,000 jobs across the rural North 
West, of which 71.1% were full time in rural SOAs (compared to a regional average of 
75.6%) and 28.9% were part time (compared to a regional average of 24.2%).   The make-up 
of the rural economy of the region, with strong tourism and visitor economy businesses in 
particular explains this high level of part-time working.  Indeed, part-time employment was 
especially pronounced in the ‘Village: Sparse’ and ‘Town/Fringe: Sparse’ areas accounting 
for 39% and 34% of employment respectively.  

4.40 Related to this, the proportion of employment that was classified as ‘knowledge intensive’20 
in 2006, was considerably lower in the Sparse SOAs when compared to the regional average, 
and that in other areas across the rural North West.  By contrast, the Less Sparse rural SOAs 
of the region perform strongly, against the regional and national average. 

Figure 4-5: Proportion of employment that is knowledge intensive, 2006 
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20 Knowledge intensive businesses are based upon the OECD definition.  It includes the following industries 
defined by 3 digit SIC 2003 codes in the ABI: pharmaceuticals; office machinery and computers; aerospace; 
precision instruments; electrical engineering; telecommunications; financial intermediation; insurance and pension 
funding; activities auxiliary to financial intermediation; computer and related activities; R&D; other business 
activities; motion picture and video activities; and radio and television activities. 
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Earnings and income 

4.41 The average weekly gross pay of £469 for residents of rural LADs in 2007 was well above the 
average for the region as a whole (£433), and overall workplace earnings were broadly in line 
with the regional average at £436 per week.  However, as demonstrated in the graph below, 
there was considerable variation in workplace earnings across different types of rural area, 
with predominately low-wage economies situated in Accessible Rural 50/80 and Remote 
Significant Rural LADs.  

4.42 The evidence shows that the differential between workplace and resident earnings was much 
higher in rural areas (resident earnings are 7.5% higher than workplace) than the regional 
average (resident earnings are 0.3% higher than workplace).  However, there was 
considerable spatial variation within this trend: 

·  First, the differential between resident and workplace earnings was most pronounced 
in Accessible rural LADs (ranging from 7.5% to 13.8%). 

·  Second, rural LADs that are Remote (and therefore more self-contained by definition) 
have a lower differential between resident and workplace earnings – however, in 
Remote Significant Rural LADs, absolute earnings were lower than their Accessible 
counterparts, whereas Remote Rural 80 districts had average workplace earnings well 
above Accessible districts (and national and regional levels), suggesting strongly 
performing rural economies in these areas. 

Figure 4-6: Residence and workplace based weekly earnings, 2007 
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Commuting patterns 

4.43 Levels of employment self-containment are considerably higher in the more sparsely 
populated rural SOAs across the region.  Between 56-58% of commuting in the Town/Fringe 
Sparse and Village Sparse was within the area, compared to 31.5% for Town/Fringe Less 
Sparse and 40% for Village Less Sparse. 
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4.44 However, in explaining commuting patterns, the nature of the occupation is as important as 
the residential location of the worker.  For example, as set out in Figure 4-7 below, self-
containment in skilled trade and elementary occupations was higher in the Village Less 
Sparse SOAs than professional and administrative occupations in the Sparse SOAs.  Further, 
at a general level, self-containment was somewhat higher for lower value occupational 
groupings than managerial and professional across the rural geographies.  

Figure 4-7: Employment self-containment across the rural North West cut by occupation, Census 2001 
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4.45 However, geography makes a difference – managers and professionals in Sparse SOAs are far 
more likely to work in their local area than those in less sparse.  This is explained by high-
levels of commuting to urban areas amongst those in managerial and professional occupations 
in the Less Sparse SOAs.  Further, overall the data demonstrate that urban workplaces are 
crucial for residents in less sparse locations as presented in the Figure below.   

Figure 4-8: The location of workplaces for residents of the rural North West, Census 2001 
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4.46 However, the data also demonstrate considerable ‘intra-rural’ commuting.  Interestingly, this 
was most notable in sparse areas.  So whilst urban employment locations are important for 
residents of Less Sparse rural areas across the region, these areas themselves also play an 
important role as locations of employment for residents of sparsely populated areas. 
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Table 4-1: Levels of intra-rural commuting (% commuting between area types), Census 2001 

Workplace location 

Residential location Town & Fringe 
Less Sparse 

Village Less 
Sparse 

Town & Fringe 
Sparse 

Village 
Sparse 

Urban 

Town/Fringe Less Sparse 31.5 8.1 0.7 1 58.7 

Village Less Sparse 6.5 39.8 1 1.2 51.5 

Town/Fringe Sparse 8 5.7 56.1 8.6 21.7 

Village Sparse 4.2 7.1 5.9 58.7 24 

Source: SRNW Update 

Infrastructure 

4.47 As set out in the RES, the infrastructure needs of the North West cover issues of housing and 
employment sites, transport and communications provision.  Key ambitions with direct 
applicability to the rural North West include the need to create a high quality and diverse 
housing stock, ensuring that the utilisation of land – including through a robust planning 
system – promotes both economic growth and sustainable development, and delivering high 
quality employment sites and premises.  

Key messages – Infrastructure 

·  House prices in the rural North West are well above the regional average. Though reflective of the area as a 
desirable residential location, this has major affordability implications, especially in Accessible rural areas.  

·  The rural North West has an under-representation of office space (with slow relative growth in floorspace over 
recent years) and over-representation of factory and warehouse space compared to the region as a whole, 
despite a broadly similar employment profile across the sectors.  On average, rural premises are smaller than 
the North West average.  

The housing infrastructure 

4.48 The average house price across rural LADs in 2007 was around £189,000.  Though lower 
than the average across England, this was above the regional level of £158,000.  However, 
average prices in Accessible rural LADs were generally well above those in the Remote rural 
LADs as demonstrated in Figure 4-9 below.  House prices increased by around 21% across 
the rural North West between 2004 and 2007 – a slightly slower rate than for the region as a 
whole (26%).  
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Figure 4-9: Average house prices, 2007 
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4.49 This rise in house prices in recent years has increased issues of the affordability of rural 
housing across the rural North West.  In 2007, the average house price was 7.1 times the 
average income in rural LADs, compared to the regional average of 5.8.    

4.50 However, low levels of affordability , as set out below, were most pronounced in 2007 in the 
Accessible Rural 80 LADs, where the average house price was some 7.9 times the average 
income.  Further, as set out in the Figure below: 

·  across the rural North West, Accessible LADs had significantly more challenging 
affordability issues 

·  affordability issues for the ‘lower quartile’ (i.e. those incomes and house prices in the 
bottom 25%) in Significant Rural LADs were particularly pronounced. 

Figure 4-10: Housing affordability ratios across the rural North West, 2007 
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4.51 In terms of housing supply, the North West’s rural LADs have witnessed in recent years the 
completion of some 13,000 new homes, 19% of the regional total.  Around one half of these 
new homes have been completed in the Significant Rural LADs, split evenly between the 
Remote and Accessible geographies.  
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Housing stock and future planning 

4.52 The rural LADs in the North West contained around 604,000 dwellings as of April 2007.  
This accounted for 20% of the region total (around 3.1 million).  Approaching one half of the 
dwellings in the rural North West (285,000) were located in the Significant Rural areas, and a 
further 215,000 in Rural 80.  

4.53 According to the proposed changes to the RSS, 20.2% of housing provision between 2003 
and 2021 will be in rural districts across the North West.  Of these, the largest shares of 
housing provision will be located in Accessible Significant Rural areas and Accessible Rural 
80 areas (accounting for approximately half of all housing provision in rural areas), and are 
broadly in line with projected shares in population (albeit only to 2016).   

Table 4-2 : Proposed housing provision, 2003-2021 

 

Total provision of 
housing 2003-2021 (net 

of clearance 
replacement)  

 % of North West 
total housing 

provision  
% of North West 
population 2006 

% of North 
West 

population 
2016 

North West 
                               

407,900  100% 100% 100% 

Urban  
                               

325,580  79.8% 80.4% 80.1% 

Rural                                 82,320  20.2% 19.6% 19.9% 

Significant Rural – 
Accessible                                 22,800  5.6% 5.5% 5.5% 

Significant Rural – 
Remote                                 15,300  3.8% 3.8% 4.0% 

Rural 50 – 
Accessible                                 14,400  3.5% 3.4% 3.5% 

Rural 80 – 
Accessible                                 17,940  4.4% 4.3% 4.4% 

Rural 80 – Remote                                 11,880  2.9% 2.6% 2.6% 

Source: Housing provision data from proposed changes to RSS published in March 2008 for public consultation. Population 
estimates from ONS.  

Floorspace 

4.54 In 2007, the rural North West was home to over 15,000m2 of floorspace, accounting for 18% 
of the regional total.  Of this, 42% was allocated to factory uses, 28% to warehouse/other 
21space, 18% to retail uses and 12% to office space.  Compared to the North West average, 
rural LADs have a substantial over-representation of factory, warehouse and other space22, 
and an under-representation of office space.  Almost half of all rural office floorspace is 
located in Accessible Significant Rural LADs (compared to 6.9% of employment in this type 
of rural area).  Since 2004, warehouse floorspace has increased by 8.2%, whereas office space 
has risen by 4.1% over the same time period. 

                                                      
21 ‘Other’ refers to other bulk premises, which is dominated by social clubs, halls and garden centres (DCLG) 
22 Of the 86,300m2 of floorspace across the North West in 2007, 19% was allocated to factory uses, 18% to 
warehouse/other space, 18% to retail uses and 16% to office space. 
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4.55 Average premises size in rural LADs is below the regional average across all types of use.  
For office space, for example, rural premises are 110m2 per unit on average (compared to a 
North West average of 142m2), and falling with increasing degrees of rurality to only 90m2 
per unit in Rural 80 LADs.  However, the size of factory and warehouse premises exceed the 
regional average considerably in Rural 50 LADs. 

Quality of Life 

4.56 Quality of Life is one of five core themes of the RES, recognising that culture, community 
cohesion and heritage play an important role in sustainable economic development.  
Specifically for rural areas across the North West, the RRDF identifies access to services and 
social exclusion as key priorities for rural communities – the findings from our data analysis 
on these priorities, and some wider issues in rural areas today, are summarised below. 

Key messages – Quality of Life 

·  Access to financial services, medical services and job centres has fallen between 2004 and 2007 – especially in 
sparse rural areas.  

·  Fuel poverty is broadly similar to the regional average, but above the national average – and is particularly high 
in sparse villages.  

·  On the whole, rural residents have better health than the regional average, and are more likely to exercise.   

Indices of Deprivation 

4.57 Rural SOAs are less likely than the North West average to be amongst the most deprived 
SOAs, though deprivation is notably worse in Less Sparse Town/Fringe SOAs than other 
rural areas.  As shown overleaf, the proportion of rural SOAs across the North West in the 
10% most deprived SOAs across England is below the regional average.  This trend also 
holds true for the 20% most deprived in England.  Although the data must be treated with 
some caution as it is based on relative performance, the IMD suggests that overall deprivation 
across the rural North West has increased marginally.  For example, in 2007, around 0.2% of 
the Town/Fringe (less Sparse) SOAs were in the 10% most deprived compared to 0.1% in 
2004. Overall, however, though this change should not be discounted, as presented 
graphically over the page, broad trends across the rural North West in terms of deprivation 
have stayed relatively consistent, with Town/Fringe Less Sparse exhibiting by some way the 
highest levels of deprivation across the area.    
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Figure 4-11  IMD rank in 2004 and 2007 at SOA level, compared to rural SOA classification 

Rural-Urban Definition by SOA 
 

 
 
 

Indices of Deprivation Rank in 2004 (1=most deprive d) 

 

Indices of Deprivation Rank in 2007 (1=most deprive d) 

 

Source: SRNW Update Produced by SQW Consulting 2008. © Ordnance Survey. Crown Copyright. License number 100019086. Digital Map Data © Collins Bartholomew. CLG



State of the Rural North West 2008 
Final Report – Volume 1 

 

31 

Access to services 

4.58 Access to services is a greater challenge for Village/Dispersed Sparse rural SOAs, and 
particularly in access to financial services (free ATMs, banks and post offices), medical 
(GPs/dentists) and job centres.  For example: 

·  In 2007, 64% of Sparse Village and 59% of Sparse Dispersed households were >4km 
from a bank (compared to a regional average of 3% and an England average of 8%), 
and c.60% of Sparse Villages/Dispersed areas live 4km or more from a free ATM. 

·  Between 2004 and 2007, the proportion of households living 4km or more from a 
post office has risen substantially to a rural average of 12% (compared to a regional 
average of 2% and national average of 3%).  In less Sparse Dispersed areas this has 
risen from 3% in 2004 to 30% of households in 2007, and in Sparse Dispersed areas 
this has increased from 17% to 51% respectively. 

·  In 2007, an average of 16% of rural households were 4km or more from a doctors 
(compared to a regional average of 2% and England average of 4%), rising to 58% of 
households in Sparse Dispersed areas. 

·  Whilst the proportion of rural households living 4km or more from a job centre has 
fallen from 68% in 2004 to 33% in 2007, access to job centres remains considerably 
worse than the regional and national average (4% and 11% respectively).  
Furthermore, the proportion of households which are >4km from a job centre is 
extremely high in Sparse rural areas (e.g. 74% in Sparse Town/Fringe, 77% in Sparse 
Village, and 86% in Sparse Dispersed). 

Fuel Poverty 

4.59 Fuel poverty is becoming an increasingly important priority for rural areas, especially in a 
context of rapidly rising fuel prices, and is defined as being a situation where a household has 
to spend more than one tenth of its income in order to keep the home at a temperature of 
20ºC.  The proportion of households in fuel poverty exceeds the national average (of 6.1%) 
across all types of rural SOA in the North West, but is below the regional average (of 6.7%) 
in all but Sparse Villages (7.4%). 

Health  

4.60 The Indices of Deprivation average score for the health/disability domain in rural areas was 
lower (i.e. better) than the regional average in 2007, especially in Sparse Village SOAs across 
the region. 

4.61 Almost one quarter of the rural population suffered from obesity in 2003/05, which was 
similar to the regional average but slightly higher than the England average.  Within rural 
areas, there is some variation in the levels of obesity, with the highest experienced in Remote 
Rural 80 LADs (26.8%) followed by Accessible Rural 80 (25.7%) and Accessible Significant 
Rural (24.3%). 
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4.62 Rural residents are more likely than the regional average to participate in exercise (22.3% 
compared to 20.6%), particularly in Significant Rural Accessible LADs where 25.2% of the 
adult population participate in exercise three days per week. 

Environment 

4.63 Sustainable economic development is a core element of the RES. It sets out the ambitions to 
deliver growth that is responsive to and develops the region’s natural environment. In 
particular, reducing the CO2 emissions of the region to contribute to meeting the UK’s Kyoto 
targets is a key performance target for the region.  

Key messages – Environment 

·  The rural North West has above average end user carbon emissions per capita, although this varies 
considerably across different types of rural area.  This is predominantly driven by the sectoral distribution of the 
economy with high industrial usage, especially in the most rural areas. 

·  Levels of waste are higher than the average (although again, this varies considerably across different types of 
rural area) – yet rural areas perform well in recycling rates. Rural areas are slightly more likely to use 
renewables and waste as fuels than the North West average – although the region as a whole performs poorly 
compared to the national average. 

·  The rural North West contains a diverse natural environment, supporting both on-going land-based economic 
activity and crucial for biodiversity and environmental protection. Significant woodland and important Sites of 
Special Scientific Interest are contained within its boundaries.   

·  The rural North West has witnessed a major growth in the bird population, with growth of around one third over 
1994-2006 well above the national rate.  

 

4.64 The rural North West produced 10.4 tonnes of carbon per 1,000 of the population, around 
15% above the regional and national average in 2005. At first glance, therefore, it seems that 
much work needs to be done to further sustainable growth across the rural North West. 
However, this high level is accounted for by emissions in the Rural 80 LADs only (12.5 
tonnes per 1,000 of the population). As shown in Figure 4-12 below, the proportion of 
emissions accounted for by industrial usage in the Rural 80 LADs (and most notably the 
Accessible LADs) was significantly higher than elsewhere.  Emissions per 1,000 population 
were below the regional/national averages in Significant Rural and Rural 50 LADs.  

Figure 4-12: Proportion of end user carbon emissions across the rural North West, 2005 
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4.65 Energy consumption by the rural North West stood at 51,000GWh in 2005, which accounted 
for 25% of the regional total – slightly higher than we might expect given that rural LADs 
generate 20.5% of regional GVA. 

4.66 Renewables and waste account for a slightly higher share of fuel use across the rural North 
West (5.6%) than the regional average (5.5%) – although both are much lower than the 
national average (11%).  Rural 80 LADs are more likely to use renewables and waste as a 
source of fuel (accounting for 8.7% of all fuel) than Significant Rural (2.1%) or Rural 50 
(1.7%). 

4.67 Levels of waste across the rural North West follow a similar pattern. The tonnes of waste per 
100 people was high in the Rural 80 LADs (35.4 tonnes) yet considerably lower in the 
Significant Rural and Rural 50 LADs with levels below the regional and national average 
(35.2 and 32.6 respectively). Again, the industrial and economic structure of the Rural 80 
helps to explain this; however, levels of recycling are lower here than elsewhere across the 
rural North West – 31.9% compared to 33% in Significant Rural and 41.7% in Rural 50.  

4.68 There is clearly room for improvement here, though overall the rural North West performs 
well in recycling rates – at an average of 33.8%, this is well above the national and regional 
average (both under 30%).  

4.69 In terms of water quality, rural LADs perform better than the regional average on both 
chemistry and biology.  For example, 60% of water in rural LADs is classified as ‘good’ in 
terms of chemistry (compared to a regional average of 40%) and 48% is classified as ‘good’ 
in terms of biology.  However, there is considerable variation across different types of rural 
areas, with Significant Rural and Rural 80 LADs scoring well, and Rural 50 LADs under-
performing (with only 16% and 6% of water in these LADs  classified as ‘good’ on chemistry 
and biology respectively). 

4.70 The rural North West contains some 320,000 hectares of Sites of Special Scientific Interest, 
or SSSIs – around 80% of the regional total. Of these SSSIs in rural SOAs, almost 60% are in 
a ‘favourable condition’, with a further 30% in ‘unfavourable recovering’ condition.  SSSIs 
located in villages, hamlets and isolated dwelling SOAs (less sparse) are in particularly 
favourable condition. The Table below presents the proportion of the regional total of SSSIs 
cut by condition across the rural and urban North West.      

Table 4-3: Condition of SSSIs across the rural North West, 2008 

 
Urban 

total  

Rural -  
Town & 

Fringe 
Less 

Sparse  

Rural -  
Village, 

Hamlet & 
Isolated 

Dwelling 
Less Sparse  

Rural -  
Town & 

Fringe 
Sparse  

Rural -  
Village, 

Hamlet & 
Isola ted 

Dwelling 
Sparse  

Rural total 
Summary Total  

Favourable 27.3% 25.0% 27.1% 2.4% 18.2% 72.7% 100% 

Unfavourable recovering 8.6% 5.1% 23.9% 0.4% 61.9% 91.4% 100% 

Unfavourable no change 19.2% 12.1% 24.0% 3.9% 40.9% 80.8% 100% 

Unfavourable declining 7.3% 1.2% 25.8% 0.0% 65.7% 92.7% 100% 

Part destroyed 24.6% 20.9% 0.8% 0.0% 53.7% 75.4% 100% 



State of the Rural North West 2008 
Final Report – Volume 1 

 

34 

 
Urban 

total  

Rural -  
Town & 

Fringe 
Less 

Sparse  

Rural -  
Village, 

Hamlet & 
Isolated 

Dwelling 
Less Sparse  

Rural -  
Town & 

Fringe 
Sparse  

Rural -  
Village, 

Hamlet & 
Isola ted 

Dwelling 
Sparse  

Rural total 
Summary Total  

Not assessed 0.0% 0.0% 9.1% 0.0% 90.9% 100.0% 100% 

total SSSI  in area 20.8% 17.8% 25.6% 1.9% 33.8% 79.2% 100% 

Source: Natural England 

Figure 4-13 : Condition of SSSIs across the rural North West, 2008 

 
Source: Produced by SQW Consulting 2008. © Ordnance Survey. Crown Copyright. License number 100019086. Digital Map 
Data © Collins Bartholomew. Natural England 
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4.71 The North West experienced a rise of 32% in the woodland bird population  between 1994 
and 2006, the largest increase of any region in England (which experienced a decline of 7% 
over the same period)23.  Yorkshire and Humberside also experiences a strong increase of 
19% in their woodland bird population. With regard to native bird species, the North West 
saw a 23% increase, compared to an increase of 17% across Yorkshire and Humber and an 
increase of 6% in England as a whole. 

4.72 Woodlands perform a crucial natural environment and biodiversity function providing 
essential habitats for wildlife, and more widely play an important part in rural economies 
providing jobs and economic benefit for communities.  The map below presents the 
distribution of ancient woodland across the region.  Natural England takes two hectares as 
the minimum area for inclusion of the woodland.   

Figure 4-14: Woodland across the North West 

 

Source: Produced by SQW Consulting 2008. © Ordnance Survey. Crown Copyright. License number 100019086. Digital Map 
Data © Collins Bartholomew. Natural England 

                                                      
23 Source: Defra, 2008, Wild bird population indicators for the English regions 1994-2006 
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4.73 In 2005, 50% of all woodland across the North West was located in SOAs defined as sparse 
villages, hamlets and isolated dwellings, and a further 35% located in less sparse villages, 
hamlets and isolated dwelling SOAs. 

4.74 The total area in the North West categorised as being in a Flood risk zone 2 (low to medium 
risk of flooding) is some 1.49 million square metres of which 1.05 million square metres lies 
in the rural areas of the North West24.  This amounts to 6.24% of rural land being considered 
at risk of either fluvial or tidal flooding. The percentage of land liable to flooding falls to 
5.8% in Sparse Rural areas and 4.2% in less Sparse Rural areas, however it rises in Villages 
and Dispersed areas and rather significantly in Rural Town and Fringe areas as depicted 
below. 

Figure 4-15 Percentage of land liable to Zone 2 flood risk 
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Source: Environment Agency 

4.75 The proportion of land within flood zone 3 (high risk) is very small, only 0.21% of rural land 
compared with just 0.18% of land in the North West25. Sparse Rural Town and Fringe areas 
have the largest proportion of their land within flood zone 3; however this is still only 0.51%. 

4.76 As of March 2007 when the last update was undertaken by the National Farmers Union, there 
were 154 live Higher Level Stewardship (HLS) agreements in the North West accounting 
for 12.8% of the England total. Yorkshire and Humber had somewhat less live HLS 
agreements at 8.5% of the England total.  However in contrast the West Midlands had 
significantly more, accounting for 19.3% of the English total. In regard to the spatial area 
these agreements cover, in the North West some 9,734 ha are under HLS agreement, the West 
Midlands as expected is slightly larger at 10,330 ha and Yorkshire and Humber only have 
6,520 ha under the HLS agreement, amounting to 11.7%, 12.5% and 7.9% of the England 
total respectively. 

                                                      
24 Flood risk zones 2 are those areas with a ‘low to medium’ risk of flooding with an annual probability of flooding 
of: river 0.1-1.0%, tidal and coastal 0.1-0.5%. 
25 Flood risk zones 3 are those areas with a ‘high risk’ of flooding with an annual probability of flooding, with 
defences where they exist of: river 1.0% or greater, tidal & coastal 0.5% and greater. 
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Chapter Summary  

4.77 The rural North West generates 20.5% of the region’s economic output – a slightly higher 
share than might be expected given its share of population and employment as shown in Table 
4-4.  Significant rural – and especially the Accessible LADs with stronger functional 
relationships with urban centres – contribute over half of the rural GVA.  However, Rural 80 
LADs produce less GVA than might be expected from their share of regional population and 
employment.  

Table 4-4 : Population, employment and GVA contributions to region  
 Share of North West total in 2008 
LAD Classification Population Employment GVA 

Urban total 80.5% 79.7% 79.5% 

Rural total 19.5% 20.3% 20.5% 

Significant Rural 9.3% 10.5% 11.0% 

Significant Rural – Accessible 5.5% 6.9% 7.4% 

Significant Rural – Remote 3.8% 3.6% 3.6% 

Rural 50 3.4% 3.1% 3.2% 

Rural 50 – Accessible 3.4% 3.1% 3.2% 

Rural 80 6.9% 6.7% 6.3% 

Rural 80 – Accessible 4.3% 4.0% 3.5% 

Rural 80 – Remote 2.6% 2.7% 2.8% 

Source: SRNW Update 

Comparison with rural areas in other regions 

4.78 Though recognising the specific contexts and drivers applicable to the rural North West, it is 
instructive to view the performance of rural areas in the region with comparator areas – those 
rural areas of the neighbouring government office regions of the West Midlands and 
Yorkshire and Humber. Key data are presented in Table 4-5, with considerably greater detail 
provided in Volume 2.  

4.79 As demonstrated in the Table below, the data suggest that broadly, the economic performance 
and demographic make-up of the rural North West is consistent with that in the rural areas of 
neighbouring regions. For example:  

·  All three rural areas have around 18% of the population of retirement age, above the 
national average  

·  although workplace and resident earnings are slightly higher in the rural North West 
than the comparators, all three areas have considerably lower workplace earnings 
than resident based. 

4.80 However, the data also highlight important areas of differing performance. For example, on 
the one hand, the rural North West performs particularly strongly in high level skills (a key 
driver of productivity) compared to both the rural West Midlands and Yorkshire and Humber. 
However, in the latest data it lagged somewhat behind in terms of enterprise (also a driver of 
productivity).  
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4.81 Of course these data must be treated with some caution, as demonstrated above, within rural 
areas there are important variances in socio-economic conditions and performance. However, 
with this in mind, the data below do suggest that although underlying conditions are similar 
across the rural areas of all three regions (in terms of the demographic make-up and labour 
market conditions), the rural North West functions as a discrete economic geography in its 
own right, with particular strengths and weaknesses that needs to guide policy responses.   

Table 4-5 Benchmarking the rural North West against other regions 

  Rural North West Rural West 
Midlands 

Rural Yorkshire 
and Humberside 

% WAP 65.2% 64.9% 65.0% 

% 65+  18.0% 18.2% 17.7% Demographics 
(2006) 

Projected % change in 65+ 
(2006-2016) 

+3.7% +4.6% +3.4% 

Workplace £436 £411 £410 

Residence base £469 £448 £429 Earnings (2007) 

Differential  +7.4% +8.8% +4.7% 

Economic activity rate 80.1% 81.6% 79.2% Economic 
Participation 
(2007) Employment rate 77.3% 78.3% 75.2% 

Registrations (% per stock) 8.2%  8.5% 8.6% Enterprise 
(2007) 

Deregistrations (% per stock) 6.2% 6.5% 6.5% 

Level 4+ 32.7% 30.6% 29.0% Qualifications 
(2006) 

No qualifications 9.4% 10.8% 12.0% 

Source: SRNW Update 
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5: Assessment of progress since the 2005 State 
of the Rural North West Report 

5.1 The data set out in Chapter 4 provided a detailed cross-sectional picture of the current state of 
the rural North West. Building on this analysis, it is useful to assess the extent to which this 
performance is consistent with the state of play in 2005 when the first ‘State of the Rural 
North West’ was produced.  Hence in this short Chapter we compare key findings from 
Chapters 3 and 4.  

5.2 Volume 2 contains considerably more detail for a large range of socio-economic and 
environmental indicators. In Table 5-1 a number of key indicators are presented, set against 
the six RRDF Priorities (please turn to Chapter 4 in Volume 2 for a full analysis of trends by 
RRDF priority).  It is important to note that the definitions used to classify ‘rural’ are slightly 
different in the 2005 State of the Rural North West and this report (as explained in Chapter 1), 
and therefore the findings of this Chapter should be used for headline trends rather than for 
detailed quantification of change.  

Table 5-1: Headline indicators of trends across the rural North West 

Indicator Rural North 
West  in 2005 

Current State of 
Rural North West 

Absolute 
progress 

Relative progress 
 

RRDF Priority 1 – Maximising the economic potential of the region’s rural areas 

GVA per capita £13,000 £16,494 �  
Growth above regional 
trend 

Proportion of WAP with NVQ 
Level 4+ c. 28% 32.7% �  Growth above regional 

trend 

Economic Activity 79.9% 80.1% �  In line with regional trend 

Business Density per 1000 
population 

43.2% 46.0% �  In line with regional trend 

RRDF Priority 2 - Promoting a prosperous sustainable farming and food sector that contributes to the environment 
and social well being of the region 

Farm Business Income (all 
farms) £23,137 £26,550 �  

Increased at slower rate 
than England average, so 
gap widened 

Farm Business Income 
(cattle/sheep LFA) 

£14,470 £7,387 �  
Decrease at faster rate 
than national average 

RRDF Priority 3 - Improving access to affordable rural housing 

House prices v earnings / 
Affordability Index 

6.39 7.10 �  In line with regional trend 

Average House prices £157,165 £189,437 �  
Increases below regional 
average 

RRDF Priority 4 - Ensuring fair access to services for rural communities 

Access to services - % 
households >4km from bank 

22.7% 25.4% �  - 
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Indicator Rural North 
West  in 2005 

Current State of 
Rural North West 

Absolute 
progress 

Relative progress 
 

Access to services - % 
households >4km from a 
doctor 

16.6% 15.8% �  - 

RRDF Priority 5 - Empowering rural communities and addressing rural social exclusion 

IMD – proportion of SOAs in 
10% most deprived 0.1% 0.2% �  In line with regional trend 

RRDF Priority 6 – Enhancing the quality of, and promotion of, our rural environmental inheritance 

Waste (disposal/recycling) - 
% households recycling 

8.5% 33.8% �  
Growth above regional 
trend 

SSSI condition (% 
favourable or unfavourable 
recovering across the North 
West) 

74% 88% �  On track to meet 
government target of 95% 

Water quality - % water very 
good 

Chemical - 
56% 

Biology - 46% 

Chemical - 59.5% 

Biology - 47.5% 
�  In line with regional trend 

Source: SQW Consulting 

5.3 From Table 5-1, the key messages are as follows: 

·  Overall, against the selection of data presented above, progress against the RRDF 
priorities since 2005 has been mixed. In a number of areas, the data suggests that the 
rural North West has not made progress as expected towards meeting its targets. For 
example, in social inclusion, housing affordability and access to services (however, in 
the case of housing for example, there have been wider macro-economic factors at 
work outside the control of public intervention).  

·  In economic terms, however, the data suggest that on a number of key indicators, for 
example GVA per capita, skills and business density, progress has indeed been made. 
Importantly, the rural North West appears to be keeping pace with, and in places even 
outperforming, the wider regional economy.    

·  The data also suggest that in environmental terms, conditions are improving, for 
example in increasing levels of recycling by residents of rural areas and improving 
water quality, although again the data presented above is only a selection of a 
considerably more extensive evidence base. 
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6: SWOT analysis  

6.1 Based on the data analysis in Chapter 4, and complementary evidence from consultations and 
wider literature (including the foresighting work recently undertaken for the NWDA), we 
have summarised the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats to the rural North West 
in the table below.  This SWOT analysis will inform the NWDA’s Rural Evidence Paper (one 
of 25 Papers) which the Regional Intelligence Unit is currently in the process producing to 
form an evidence base for the forthcoming Single Regional Strategy.   

Table 6-1 : SWOT analysis for the rural North West26 

Strengths 

Data 

·  The share of regional GVA generated in rural areas is higher than might be expected given the share of 
population and employment, especially in Significant Rural Accessible areas 

·  Rural productivity in the financial and business sector exceeds the regional average 

·  High business density (measured by businesses per 1,000 population)  

·  High business survival rates 

·  Rural respondents to the GEM survey were more likely to be in the process of trying to start a business, more 
likely to have knowledge of someone starting a business and feel that they have the knowledge/skills to start a 
business 

·  Rural areas have now caught up with urban areas in terms of broadband penetration  

·  High levels of self-employment 

·  Farm incomes from agri-environment sources were slightly above the national average 

·  High share of working age population with Level 4 qualifications or above, and corresponding low proportion 
with no qualifications (NB varies spatially) 

·  High participation in work-based training 

·  High economic activity and employment rates, with correspondingly low levels of unemployment and benefit 
claimants 

·  High proportion of Knowledge Intensive Businesses (KIBs) in less sparse rural areas (especially village/hamlet) 

·  Rural residents have better health and are more likely to participate in exercise 

·  Below average carbon emissions per capita in Significant Rural and Rural 50 LADs 

·  Higher usage of renewables and waste for fuel, and higher propensity to recycle waste 

·  Environmental assets and their improving conditions – SSSI etc – plus spend per tourist is higher in rural areas 
than urban. 

Wider commentary 

·  Nuclear strengths in Cumbria  

·  The rural economy is performing well and has seen significant jobs creation 

·  Proximity to city region growth and opportunities  

·  Natural assets and the contribution of these to regional image and attractiveness to tourists, inward investors 
and skilled labour/affluent residents  

·  New University of Cumbria. 

 

 

                                                      
26 Rural areas are compared to the North West average unless stated otherwise 
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Weaknesses 

Data 

·  Low wage economies – low productivity and workplace earnings, especially in some of the Rural 80 LADs.  Low 
earnings also hidden in pockets of accessible rural LADs where high earning commuters’ earnings inflate 
average figures. 

·  Over-reliance on part-time employment   

·  Rural businesses are less intensive users of ICT applications and not yet fully exploiting the potential benefits of 
ICT, suggesting that more could be done to maximise ICT usage and benefits and reduce potential isolation 
factors for rural businesses 

·  The rural North West has a lower proportion of office floorspace compared to the North West average, despite a 
similar sectoral structure.  Rural premises are smaller than average across the region 

·  Reduced access to financial services – risk of financial exclusion 

·  Low VAT registration rate (although many rural businesses may fall below the VAT threshold given the over-
representation of micro-businesses in rural areas) 

·  Farm incomes are below the national average, especially in terms of farm income from agriculture 

·  Despite good performance in qualifications on average, the proportion of WAP in sparse villages and hamlets 
with Level 4+ qualifications is considerably lower than the regional average 

·  The rural North West has an increasingly ageing population, especially in Remote Rural 80 areas 

·  High proportion of part-time workers, tied to nature of work available in rural areas (e.g. visitor economy, 
customer services) 

·  Low proportion of KIBs in sparse rural areas – implications for innovative, high-value added and competitive 
economic activity in sparse rural areas 

·  Housing affordability is particularly difficult in Accessible rural LADs (most notably Accessible Significant Rural 
and Accessible Rural 80), especially for the ‘lower quartile’ groups (i.e. those incomes and house prices in the 
bottom 25%) 

·  High carbon emissions per capita in Rural 80 LADs, predominantly due to industrial usage 

·  Energy consumption higher than expected given share of regional GVA produced by rural areas 

·  Highly rural and remote areas perform worse on the Competitiveness Index. 

Wider commentary  

·  Risk of exclusion for those who cannot participate in high commuting flows (especially in Accessible rural LADs) 

·  Housing shortage is a major contributing factor to rural disadvantage and deprivation27  

·  Distance from the region’s major transport routes, as demonstrated when the RSS diagram is mapped against 
the rural areas of the North West 

·  Research by the Annual SBS showed that businesses in rural areas are more likely to employ staff on the 
minimum wage than non rural (18% compared to 15%)28  

Opportunities 

Data 

·  High level skills – opportunity to maximise use in rural businesses (also opportunity to reduce commuting to 
cities if higher level job opportunities available in rural areas, thereby reducing stress on transport routes and 
reduce carbon emissions) 

·  High productivity of Significant Rural LADs (especially those which are accessible) is projected to continue 
through to 2016, providing opportunities for rural areas to make significant contribution to regional GVA 

·  Small differential between employment and economic activity rates indicating rural areas are close to capacity  

·  Strong interdependencies for employment and labour supply with urban areas – opportunities for rural residents 
to contribute to, and benefit from, economic growth of the North West’s city regions. 

·  At present, those in high level occupations are more likely to commute outside their area of residence for work – 
there may be an opportunity to develop higher value added activities within their area of residence and therefore 
retain high skills/occupational activities – and possibly provide a supply of experienced business 
managers/leaders  

                                                      
27 Joseph Rowntree Foundation 
28 Commission for Rural Communities 
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·  The largest share of rural housing provision is planned for Accessible Significant Rural and Accessible Rural 80 
LADs, which may ease pressure on affordability (although at the same time this may merely attract migration 
from urban areas) 

·  Build on strengths in energy (nuclear, renewables such as wood fuel, and recycling) and environmental assets 

·  Opportunity to improve the productivity of rural businesses via more efficient use of ICT. 

Wider commentary 

·  In a context where work patterns are increasingly flexible, homeworking may provide an opportunity to reduce 
commuting and demand for employment land 

·  Opportunity to reduce CO2 emissions as sectoral structures shift further towards services 

·  Wider opportunities for the agricultural sector - diversification of crops grown to meet increasing demand for bio 
fuels, opportunities to diversify into new crops (due to climate change, technologies advances).  Market 
opportunity in response to concerns over food security, demand for local produce etc 

·  RDPE funding and Leader approach provides real opportunity for local decision making and ownership … but 
funding opportunity is primarily focused on farming and land-based industries (although Axis 3 interventions are 
not)  - and there are concerns that wider rural economic activity will not benefit to the same degree 

·  Opportunities to transform public service provision via new communication technologies29 

·  Land use – Green Infrastructure, carbon sinks, recreational use 

·  Opportunities in agriculture and land based industries.  Socio-economic factors (such as food security and 
population growth) will be more significant drivers of policy and markets than climate change directly, and higher 
temperatures may provide increased capacity to grow high value crops in the North West.  Also, positive impact 
of new technologies and scope to use the land better for non-agricultural and multi-functional uses are 
opportunities to consider30  

Threats & Challenges 

Data 

·  At present, some rural areas are producing a lower share of GVA than might be expected given their share of 
population and employment – the challenge will be in how to raise productivity so that these areas can deliver 
their full economic potential 

·  By 2016, the contribution of rural LADs to regional GVA will fall slightly, with Remote rural LADs making a 
reduced contribution, and productivity is projected to increase at a slower rate than the regional average. This 
suggests a widening gap in the performance of rural areas.   

·  High proportion of micro-businesses, presenting challenges in terms of growth and ability to grow into high 
employment/GVA enterprises 

·  Lack of office floorspace – will there be sufficient floorspace to accommodate growth in other services (which is 
projected to experience the highest increase in employment by 2016)? 

·  Smaller average premises sizes, especially in Rural 80 LADs, may be a constraint to business expansion in the 
future 

·  Lack of high level qualifications in sparse hamlets will constrain capacity to raise low productivity in these areas 

·  Rural businesses are subject to fewer influences on ICT adoption than their urban counterparts, which may be a 
barrier to maximising the potential benefits of ICT applications in the future, and constrain their ability to take 
advantage of future ICT-related opportunities 

·  An increasingly ageing population, and fewer adults of working age to engage in future economic activity and 
maintain rural community sustainability – also a potential challenge in labour supply and recruitment for rural 
businesses (especially as rural areas already have high participation rates, reducing the opportunity to drawn 
the economically inactive into the labour market) 

·  The rural North West has attracted a considerable share of migrants – however, there is a risk of return 
migration which will compound the loss of WAP in rural areas and the associated shrinking supply of labour 

·  The ageing population will also put greater pressure on demand for services – although recent trends suggest 
(physical) accessibility of services is falling.  The supply of personal services may increase in response to 
demand, but these are typically low value added  

·  Further reductions in access to services, and the corresponding increased risk of social exclusion  

·  Affordability issues, especially in Accessible LADs, will make retaining young adults (especially those working in 
rural areas) increasingly difficult as they are priced out of the market.  

                                                                                                                                                        
29  NWDA Rural Foresighting 
30 URS Re-engaging with the land 
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Wider commentary 

·  Falling construction rate and investment in house building in current economic climate – threaten to dampen 
supply of housing in rural areas further, and may be a challenge to the delivery of housing provision planned in 
the RSS 

·  Risk of re-opening of digital divide in terms of access to third generation broadband31 

·  Planning issues – constraints to business development and expansion (especially if not agriculture related) and 
supply of housing (knock on implications for affordability and threats on ability of rural areas to retain younger 
working age population)  

·  Planning issues also need to allow agriculture and rural land use to respond to changing demands, whilst 
maintaining appropriate checks to preserve the natural environment. Also issues around managing pressures on 
land use - food Vs fuel32  

·  Challenge to ensure workers have appropriate skills to maximise benefits from new opportunities in agriculture 
and wider land-based sectors 

·  Negative image of nuclear industry to the detriment of high quality environment/assets (and the positive 
economic benefits associated with this) 

·  Competition for a limited supply of land between demand for housing and employment sites 

·  Ageing population - increased demand for services (which are typically low productivity) 

·  Rising fuel prices - implications for travel (travel to work patterns in areas dependent on private transport), 
affordability of heating etc (need to improve efficiency of homes?) and fuel poverty.  Also increasing input prices 
for agriculture means higher price of food does not necessarily result in increased profitability 

·  Reopening of digital divide - slower broadband speeds undermining competitiveness of existing rural business 
and attractiveness of rural areas as a place to live and operate a business 

·  Continued high levels of commuting - implications for carbon emissions and environmental sustainability   

·  Homeworking - some research shows that homeworking increases energy consumption/CO2 emissions because 
additional houses are heated/in operation during the day (with no associated reduction in the original 
workplace), which is particularly inefficient if heating old housing stock33 

·  Cultural barriers to uptake of support/benefits - Reluctance to seek assistance in some rural communities  

·  As services are increasingly accessed online, potential for further (often hidden) pockets of exclusion of those 
without skills/access to ICT34  

·  Lack of modern office space, especially grow-on premises, which may constrain economic growth  

·  Poor access to further and higher education35 – risk of losing young people, who then do not return to work in 
rural areas 

·  Land use - foot and mouth disease and bird flu impact on the agricultural economy 

·  Energy - high costs particularly affect costs of living in rural areas of the region which could fall behind energy 
efficient urban areas.  Also, relatively affluent people moving into rural areas and away from deprived urban 
areas, increasing demand for travel and energy use in less accessible areas. Also increasing the carbon 
footprint if they choose to live in rural areas and commute to urban centres. 

Source: Data, consultations and wider literature/research  

 

                                                                                                                                                        
31 
http://www.advantagewm.co.uk/Images/Rural%20Community%20Sustainability%20%e2%80%93%20Thematic%
20Chapter%204-%20IT%20Infrastructure%20(2008)_tcm9-14019.pdf 
32 URC Re-engaging with the land 
33 SQW (2008) Sustainable Rural Communities: A report to AWM 
34 NWDA Rural Foresighting 
35 Commission for Rural Communities 
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7: Interpretation & implications 

7.1 In this Chapter, we piece together the evidence presented in Chapters 4 to 6 to understand the 
drivers underpinning economic performance across different types of rural area and the 
interdependencies between economic, social and environmental conditions across the rural 
North West.   The purpose of this Chapter is to demonstrate variations in performance across 
different types of rural economies, communities and environments – and the implications of 
this for policy.   

Rural areas perform well on average, but this hides  twin track economies – 
whilst Significant Rural areas perform well economi cally, some Rural 80 areas 
continue to lag behind 

7.2 Table 7-1 below unpicks this ‘average’ rural picture, and the factors underpinning these 
variations in economic performance across different types of rural areas. 

Table 7-1 : Current economic performance 

Type of 
area 

Product-
ivity  
Workplace 
GVA per 
person in 
empl. 

Earnings 
 
Workplace 
based 

Earnings 
 
Resident 
based 

Job 
structure  
% of FT 
jobs 

Quals 
 
Level 4+ 36 

VAT reg 
rates  
As % of 
stock 

Survival 
rate 
4 yr (% of 
regs in 
base yr) 

Rural 
average 

High 

£32,075 

Approx. 
average 

£436 

High 

£469 

Low 

71% 

High 

30% 

Low 

8.2 

High 

68 

Significant 
Rural  

High 

£33,378 

Approx. 
average 

£436 

High 

£469 

Low (for 
less sparse) 

70-73% 

High 

31% 

(32-35% for 
less sparse 
SOAs) 

Low 

8.9 

High 

66 

Rural 50 High 

£33,034 

Slightly low 

£431 

High 

£463 

Na High 

30% 

Low 

8.9 

High 

65 

Rural 80 Low 

£29,630 

Slightly high 

£437 

V. low if 
excl. 
Copeland 

£401 

High 

£470 

High if excl. 
Copeland 

£454 

V. Low (for 
sparse) 

61-69% 

Slightly high  

29% 

(13-25% for 
sparse 
village 
/hamlet) 

V. Low 

7.1 

V. high 

70 

Urban 
average  

£31,670 £420 £423 76% 24% 10.2 59 

North 
West 
average  

£31,754 £434 £433 76% 25% 9.9 60 

Source: SRNW   Note: Rural position relative to NW average unless stated otherwise  

                                                      
36 Data has been presented for both LAD and SOA level definitions.  



State of the Rural North West 2008 
Final Report – Volume 1 

 

46 

7.3 The evidence shows that Significant Rural LADs, such as Carlisle, Chester, Crewe and 
Nantwich, Lancaster and Macclesfield perform well economically.  Conversely, Rural 80 
LADs such as Allerdale, Eden, Ribble Valley and South Lakeland tend to lag behind in terms 
of productivity (the exception to this is Copeland, where nuclear activity inflates the figures).  
This appears to be due to a number of factors: 

·  Working age population and employment rates - The proportion of residents that 
are of working age and the employment rate are both slightly higher in Significant 
Rural LADs compared to Rural 80 LADs – and both factors are widely recognised to 
play an important role in determining economic performance.   

·  Productivity and drivers of productivity - Productivity is higher in Significant 
Rural LADs.  Our analysis of the drivers of productivity show that, whilst start-up 
rates are low, the proportion of Significant Rural residents with NVQ Level 4+ 
qualifications is slightly higher than evident in other rural LADs.  Conversely, in 
Rural 80 LADs, productivity is lower than the rural averages.  Underpinning this, 
enterprise levels and the proportion of residents with NVQ Level 4+ qualifications 
are slightly lower.  Survival rates are highest in Rural 80 LADs, but low productivity 
would suggest that these businesses are not high growth, substantial wealth creating 
businesses (potentially resulting from a lack of opportunities compared to some urban 
areas, for example, where if a business is not profitable there are other options to 
pursue). 

·  Nature and quality of jobs - Whilst rural areas, on average, have a similar 
occupational structure to the regional and urban averages, there is some variation 
across different rural areas in the level of occupations – and therefore quality – of 
jobs undertaken.   Significant Rural LADs’ workers are more likely to work in higher 
value added activities, with a higher proportion of jobs in higher level occupations 
(managerial, professional and associate professional) than other rural areas.  As a 
result, workplace earnings are high (especially the more Accessible Significant Rural 
LADs, predominantly due to their strong functional relationships with urban areas 
and the associated agglomeration benefits arising from this).  However, in Rural 80 
LADs employment is slightly less likely to be in managerial or professional jobs, and 
more likely to be in process and elementary jobs which are typically low value added 
– and as a consequence, workplace earnings are slightly lower (and extremely low if 
Copeland is excluded).   

7.4 The implications of such twin-track economies is that, whilst Significant Rural LADs over-
perform economically and make a strong contribution to the regional economy and 
productivity, Rural 80 areas are lagging behind and residents are at risk of falling into (often 
working) poverty.   

7.5 The strong economic performance of Significant Rural LADs, and especially those within 
functional geographies of the region’s cities (i.e. those labelled as ‘Accessible’), and their 
contribution to regional growth is an important consideration for policy makers.  Public sector 
policy aiming to raise the productive potential of cities needs to take account of the role 
surrounding rural areas play in driving economic growth, the opportunities and challenges 
city growth presents for rural economies, and the impact upon rural sustainability.  Any 
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interventions and investments in the region’s cities need to be made at an appropriate spatial 
scale which take these ‘functional rural-urban geographies’ into account.    

7.6 The findings that some Rural 80 LADs are lagging behind economically is a concern for the 
region, as these LADs are arguably not fulfilling their economic potential, despite 
employment rates that are still above the regional average.  Evidence from the data suggests 
that a key issue in some Rural 80 areas is low workplace-based productivity (GVA per person 
in employment, as opposed to insufficient people in work) which stems from a lack of access 
to and choice between higher quality jobs (alongside slightly lower shares of high 
qualifications, low start-up rates and lower levels of full time employment).  But these areas 
are caught in a vicious circle affecting both demand and supply – where businesses do not 
demand high qualifications, those with the higher qualifications tend to commute (or migrate) 
out of rural areas to the region’s cities where choice of high quality jobs and opportunities for 
progression are greater.  Further, the lack of high quality jobs within Rural 80 LADs makes it 
difficult to attract highly qualified workers (who might have the potential to raise the 
productivity of these economies), and incentives for indigenous residents to invest in FE/HE 
is low if the potential return from local jobs (in terms of earnings) is poor, which is made 
more difficult by limited access to HE/FE locally.  

7.7 The key challenge for these Rural 80 LADs is, therefore, to raise productivity of those in 
work by shifting the nature of work (towards greater full-time, rather than part time, work) 
and increasing the quality of jobs available in particular.  This requires both a supply and 
demand side approach from any intervention – to raise the qualification levels of Rural 80 
residents (especially those in Sparse Rural SOAs) and to encourage enterprise in high value 
added activity/occupations with employment growth potential.  The creation of better quality 
job opportunities in Rural 80 LADs can also have knock-on benefits socially (by helping to 
maintain sustainable rural communities) and environmentally (reducing the need for those 
seeking higher quality employment to travel long distances to work).   

7.8 However, it is important also to recognise that there is still diversity in economic performance 
across different Rural 80 LADs (for example, workplace-based productivity in Accessible 
Rural 80 LADs is considerably lower than in Remote Rural 80 LADs), and the drivers that 
underpin these are often place-specific, based on often very different historical paths of 
development, and any policy interventions will need to take these place-based characteristics 
into account.  Furthermore, the ability of rural areas to raise productivity will vary across 
different types of rural area.  For example, firms in the service sector in more remote rural 
areas are more likely to serve local (lower priced) markets, and therefore the scope to raise 
revenue (and therefore GVA) is limited by the nature of demand served (but these businesses 
are, nonetheless, important for local economies). Conversely, rural businesses in the service 
sector located in close proximity to major cities may have greater opportunities to access 
wider (potentially higher fee paying) market opportunities.   

There is a significant differential between workpla ce and resident based wages 
in accessible rural LADs across the North West, and  correspondingly, 
affordability problems are worse in these accessibl e areas  

7.9 Not only is there a considerable absolute wealth differential between Significant Rural LADs 
(especially those which are accessible) and Rural 80 LADs – but there is also a significant 
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disparity of income within some rural LADs, which is driven by commuting flows and the 
ability of individuals to participate in these flows.  Specifically, the earnings differential 
between workplace and resident based measures is much higher in Accessible Rural LADs 
(where functional relationships with major urban areas is stronger) than in Remote Rural 
LADs (where rural economies are more self-contained).  Residents in Significant Rural LADs 
who commute to cities for work are much wealthier than those who work in the rural LAD 
itself – and so in what appears to be relatively wealthy LADs there is actually hidden 
disparity of income and pockets of disadvantage.   

7.10 The implications of this are two-fold: 

·  Those who are unable to participate in the functional inter-relationships with cities 
are at risk of financial exclusion.  This clearly comes into play in relation to housing 
– the evidence shows that affordability problems are more acute in the Accessible 
rural LADs, especially for the lower quartile income groups, compared to LADs 
which have been labeled as Remote (as opposed to being determined according to a 
LAD’s rurality, i.e. whether a LAD is Significant Rural or Rural 80 for example).  
This will have implications for regional spatial strategies – particularly in terms of the 
demand for, and location of, affordable housing across the region. 

·  In areas with higher rural-urban commuting flows, those who are able to participate 
in these economic flows may use service and retail provision whilst at work in cities.  
This has implications for the sustainability of rural economies, especially in terms of 
retail and service provision to serve communities living and working locally – and 
may put those who are unable to participate in these commuting flows at risk of 
social exclusion. 

7.11 In seeking to address these issues, policy makers will need to be mindful of the spatial nature 
of both factors driving the differential, and the associated consequences outlined above, 
especially as the region moves towards the SRS where spatial and economic development 
policy will need to come together. 

Micro-businesses and homeworking are extremely impo rtant for rural 
economies … and play an important role in both envi ronmental and social 
sustainability of rural communities and economies.  

7.12 Micro businesses and self-employment/homeworking are extremely important features of 
rural economies.  This is not just a reflection of small scale family run agricultural holdings – 
evidence shows the sectoral make-up of rural economies is very similar to urban, with a high 
share of businesses in financial/business and other services.   

7.13 The implications and challenges (especially in terms of policy) arising from a business 
structure weighted towards micro and small businesses include: 

·  Challenges for policy in selecting appropriate delivery mechanisms which are able 
to provide business support in rural areas.  Many of the business support needs will 
be similar to those of businesses in urban areas, but due to the volume of micro-
businesses and their sparsity, different delivery mechanisms and methods may be 
required in rural areas to reach the target group.  For example, where failures such as 
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information asymmetries exist for micro-businesses, different vehicles may be needed 
to bridge the information gap in rural areas compared to urban.    

·  Whilst training rates in rural LADs do not differ significantly from the regional 
average, it is well documented that micro-businesses find it more difficult to 
participate in training  (and therefore any work-based training intervention 
introduced by the public sector) due to time and resource constraints.  This barrier to 
training will affect rural businesses disproportionately, and will be an important 
consideration in any interventions to assist raising productivity in rural areas 
(alongside the likelihood that it will be the owner/manager who requires training, and 
their need for specific and relevant training as opposed to full NVQ qualifications). 

·  Ensuring ICT is used effectively to enable productive home-working.  National 
research has confirmed the link between effective ICT use and increased productivity, 
and suggests that the ‘most important productivity advantages of ICT only start to be 
realised when businesses go beyond ‘basic’ adoption levels’ in rural areas37.  Given 
current under-utilisation of ICT amongst rural businesses, this provides an 
opportunity to increase the economic potential and productivity of micro-businesses 
and home-workers across the rural North West.  However, the role of the public 
sector in enabling this needs to be considered carefully.  Research undertaken by 
SQW in the West Midlands recommended that the public sector does not intervene in 
the provision of (higher speed) broadband38 – the private sector does not invest in ICT 
infrastructure in rural areas until it is economically sensible to do so, and therefore 
lack of high speed broadband provision in some rural areas is not technically a market 
failure, and experience elsewhere has shown that the public sector interventions are 
overtaken by the market.  But public sector intervention may be justified in 
addressing information asymmetries and providing training39, and raising awareness 
of the productivity benefits of more efficient ICT use. 

·  Encouraging and enabling micro-businesses that wish to grow to do so.  The 
quantity and quality of available floorspace is an important factor for consideration 
here.  The average size of rural premises is smaller than the regional average, which 
might be expected given the high proportion of micro-businesses.  However, this may 
constrain growth of businesses wishing to expand, especially in the more rural LADs 
(e.g. Rural 80) where the average size of office premises is less than two-thirds of the 
regional average.  The lack of grow-on space was a concern amongst consultees, 
which is compounded by restrictive planning regulations in some rural areas – 
addressing this will be important if rural economies are to grow and remain 
sustainable, especially in the Rural 80 LADs where economic performance is 
currently lagging behind.  The spatial distribution of this constraint to rural growth 

                                                      
37 SQW (2005) ICT in England’s Rural Economies. A report to Defra 
http://www.defra.gov.uk/science/Project_Data/DocumentLibrary/RE03004/RE03004_3827_FRP.pdf  
38 SQW (2008) Rural Community Sustainability: IT Infrastructure Theme Paper.  A report to AWM 
39 As part of the NWDA’s ICT survey, respondents were asked what sort of support government agencies could 
provide to help businesses get more out of ICT, and in response, rural firms were significantly more likely to 
suggest free ICT audits (although they also suggested the private sector could do this), a telephone helpline and 
help in identifying suppliers). 
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needs to be considered as part of any allocation of investment capital across the 
region. 

7.14 Micro businesses and homeworkers play a critical role in maintaining community, economic 
and environmental sustainability of rural areas across the North West – and therefore the 
economic performance of these businesses will determine the extent to which rural economies 
can contribute to the regional economy in the future.   

7.15 However it is important to distinguish between rural businesses that wish to grow (but may be 
experiencing barriers to realising this ambition) and therefore have potential role in driving 
forward rural economies - and those that do not wish to grow (for example, those which are 
‘lifestyle’ businesses) but play an important role in maintaining the sustainability of rural 
communities nonetheless.  According to a recent CRC publication, ‘economists and business 
policy advisors identify 10 employees or more as a threshold that indicates the creation of a 
substantial firm’ and highlights that the SBS defines high-growth firms as ‘those achieving at 
least £1million turnover and/or 10 employees by the fourth year of trading’40 – it will be 
important for the North West to identify businesses with the potential and aspirations to grow 
to this level and beyond, and therefore enable micro-businesses to maximize their growth 
potential and role in creating employment opportunities and economic output for rural areas.  
Positive attitudes towards entrepreneurial activities (as illustrated by the GEM) do not always 
translate into action and implementation, and therefore assistance may still required to help 
businesses establish and grow.  Furthermore, the presence of economic activity in rural areas 
is also beneficial for rural community sustainability as the day-time demand for services is 
maintained.   

7.16 Homeworking is also assumed to result in environmental benefits as travel to work, and the 
CO2 emissions associated with this, are reduced.  However, wider evidence on the 
environmental impact of homeworking is mixed, and suggests there may be a trade-off 
between economic/community sustainability and environmental impact.  For example, 
research undertaken on rural community sustainability in the West Midlands found that whilst 
homeworking does reduce the need to travel to workplaces elsewhere, ‘it could actually 
increase carbon footprints as large, old and poorly insulated rural dwellings are heated 
during the day’ with no corresponding decrease in heating of original workplaces elsewhere41.  
Evidence for the rural North West does suggest that the proportion of CO2 produced by 
domestic users in rural LADs is much lower than their urban counterparts, but as flexible 
homeworking becomes more popular, enabled by better access to broadband, this needs to be 
monitored closely.  Any policy to encourage homeworking with the view to improving rural 
community and economy sustainability will need to factor in the energy efficiency of rural 
homes, and may need to look at complementary initiatives for energy use to ensure that 
economic/community sustainability is not maintained at the expense of environmental impact.  

                                                      
40 CRC (2008) England’s rural areas: Steps to release their economic potential. Advice from the Rural Advocate to 
the Prime Minister. 
41 SQW (2008) Rural Community Sustainability: Final Report to AWM 
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An increasing proportion of the region’s population  resides in the rural North 
West - but the rural population continues to age, w ith implications for housing 
supply/affordability and service provision.     

7.17 Much like the rest of rural England, rural LADs across the North West have a lower share of 
young and working age people, and correspondingly a larger share of people over retirement 
age.  Furthermore, the rural population across the North West is ageing and this trend is 
projected to continue through to 2016 at a faster rate than the regional average.  This has 
obvious implications for rural areas, and the region more widely, particularly in terms of: 

·  A falling working age population to drive rural economic activity.  The rate at 
which the population is ageing is most rapid in Rural 50 and Rural 80 LADs – the 
latter is particularly concerning given the evidence above to suggest that Rural 80 
LADs are lagging economically and are in need of revitalising their economies.  
However, this could be an opportunity for rural areas as the desire and ability of those 
over retirement age to remain economically active is increasingly recognised by 
businesses, particularly when older workers bring experience and 
leadership/management skills to rural economies.  Policy therefore needs to consider 
ways in which these older workers can be employed most effectively in rural 
economies.   

·  Increased demand on services to serve a population which often experiences 
greatest barriers to access.  Furthermore, an increased supply of health and care 
services in response to this demand means an increase in jobs which are typically low 
value added, making the need to raise productivity even more of a challenge. 

·  Increased demand for housing from (often wealthy) retirees.  This puts even 
greater pressure on a limited supply of housing, and could potentially work against 
efforts to improve housing affordability.  These trends will also need to be factored 
into policies shaping the spatial distribution of housing across the region.   

Access to services is falling across the rural Nort h West, especially those 
provided by the private sector and relating to fina ncial services – this has 
implications for Quality of Life and social/financi al inclusion 

7.18 Access to services is becoming an increasing challenge for rural residents, especially for those 
living in sparse rural locations.  The evidence suggests that residents of Sparse Rural SOAs 
are particularly disadvantaged in terms of their proximity to financial services (free ATMs, 
banks and post offices), medical services and job centres – all of which are becoming 
increasingly concentrated in market towns and Key Service Centres.  Whilst this enables 
more cost effective delivery of services, the ability of residents in Sparse Rural SOAs 
(especially those who are less mobile, such as the elderly) to physically access these services 
is critical and needs to be taken into account in spatial policy design.  As discussed above, the 
ageing population across the rural North West will put increasing pressure on services, and 
compound issues on accessibility of services further.   

7.19 The inter-relationship between access to services and rural community sustainability is clearly 
an important factor in achieving Quality of Life strategic priorities and reducing risk of social 
and financial exclusion.  However, in determining the extent and nature of any public sector 
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intervention in this area, the challenge will be to target activities towards those at greatest risk 
of exclusion (i.e. in greatest need) and provide services which can have greatest impact on 
individuals and overall community sustainability.  As the region moves towards the SRS, 
ensuring rural residents have access to services (especially financial services and job centres 
for example) will impact upon the capacity of rural residents to engage in and contribute to 
economic growth.  The Agency will also need to take this into account as part of its emerging 
role in planning, and will need to influence those charged with devolved delivery to ensure 
that conditions and capacity for growth are maintained. 

7.20 To date, Key Service Centres have been the focus of rural service delivery and development 
in RSS and NWDA’s Corporate Strategy, but despite this focus of investment, access to 
services has fallen, especially for those living in the more sparse rural areas.  The region 
perhaps also needs to look towards more innovative solutions to service delivery, including 
alternative delivery mechanisms (such as taking services to users, users to services, or a mix 
of physical and virtual services) and initiatives required to ensure these alternative options are 
effective (e.g. ICT training to access online services, such as the NWDA’s BRAIN initiative) 
and delivered effectively (e.g. additional support required to develop the delivery capacity of 
third parties such as the CVS).   

The condition of the environment in rural areas has  improved considerably in 
recent years, and provides opportunities for commun ity and economic 
sustainability across the region’s rural (and urban ) areas 

7.21 The region’s rural LADs are home to a range of environmental assets, including upland 
environments, SSSIs and Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty (official or otherwise) and 
environmental tourism is estimated to contribute £0.8m to regional GVA42.  Furthermore, 
environmental indicators show a clear improvement in the condition of environmental assets 
in recent years.    

7.22 These natural assets are a classic example of public goods, where individuals do not pay for 
positive environmental benefits they gain individually and collectively, and those who 
manage the assets (such as farmers) do not receive an economic return which reflects the true 
value (environmental, social and economic) of the asset.  Whilst there is a clear rationale for 
the public sector to intervene to protect these public goods, more can be done to assist 
individuals to realise the economic and social benefits for themselves.  This is clearly 
recognised as a core part of the RES, where Action 113 seeks ‘to develop the economic 
benefits of the region’s natural economy through better alignment of environmental activities 
and economic gain’ and work has recently been completed by the Forestry Commission for 
Natural Economy Northwest exploring the links between environmental quality and multiple 
deprivation43.   

7.23 Strengthening the relationship between environmental assets and economic prospects in rural 
areas provides a clear opportunity for rural communities to generate incomes from alternative 

                                                      
42 http://www.nwriu.co.uk/documents/green_infrastructure_and_economic_benefits_-
_will_williams.ppt#352,1,Will Williams,  Natural Economy Northwest David Gluck, ECOTEC. 
43 TEP (2007) Identifying spatial relationships between natural environment quality and multiple deprivation.  A 
report to the Forestry Commission for Natural Economy Northwest 
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(non-agricultural based) sources.  In order for them to do this, the public sector does (and 
could do more to) enable and facilitate this, for example: 

·  Ensuring rural residents have the necessary skills and qualifications to 
realise/maximize the economic value of environmental assets, building on the 
region’s FE assets in this field (for example, Myerscough and Reaseheath Colleges) 

·  Spatial planning and planning restrictions need to be sufficiently flexible in 
recognition of new opportunities for the use of environmental assets (e.g. multi-
functional space, renewable energy) and to enable rural residents to quickly realise 
the economic benefits presented by these opportunities 

7.24 Green Infrastructure (GI) provides one mechanism through which the relationship between 
environmental assets in rural areas and the region’s economy and communities (and their 
health, quality of life and cohesion) could be strengthened further.  Partners across the region 
already recognise the value of GI – for example, Natural England have been tasked with 
monitoring GI and the proposed changes to the RSS include greater promotion of GI and 
multi functional space44) and Natural Economy North West is currently piloting rural GI 
projects in Cumbria. Yet, more could be done to integrate the provision of GI needs into 
spatial planning and economic development strategies at the regional and sub-regional level, 
as advocated by the North West Green Infrastructure Think Tank.  And this also needs to 
extend to the accessibility of GI for both urban and rural communities – the assumption that 
rural communities have better access to GI, and therefore might require less attention in 
policy-making, is a misconception45.    

The carbon footprint of rural areas (and the driver s of this) varies across the 
region, with implications for sustainability and th e spatial nature of policy 
interventions. 

7.25 On average, the carbon footprint of rural LADs (per person) is higher than the regional and 
urban average – although Significant Rural and Rural 50 LADs are below the regional 
average, and Rural 80 LADs are considerably above.  The main reason for this appears to be 
the sectoral composition of different types of rural LADs, as opposed to domestic or road 
uses. In Rural 80 LADs, over half of all emissions come from industrial uses (higher than in 
other types of rural area and the regional average), which reflects a higher share of 
employment in manufacturing and construction in Rural 80 LADs (compared to other rural 
areas and the regional average).  This raises questions around the environmental sustainability 
of Rural 80 economies given their current sectoral make-up, and may require particular 
attention in policy to encourage and enable energy efficiency improvements to be made where 
possible.   

7.26 As might be expected, carbon emissions per person are higher in Accessible rural LADs than 
Remote rural LADs, although this is not consistently correlated with high emissions from 
road users.  In Accessible Significant Rural LADs (where strong rural-urban interactions 

                                                      
44 This includes the release of employment land for alternative uses such as GI 
45 SQW (2008) Rural Community Sustainability: Thematic Chapter 6: Green Infrastructure.  A report to AWM 
http://www.advantagewm.co.uk/Images/Rural%20Community%20Sustainability%20%e2%80%93%20Thematic%
20Chapter%206-%20Green%20infrastructure%20(2008)_tcm9-14021.pdf  
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exist) the proportion of CO2 from road users is above the regional average, and will therefore 
have implications in terms of the environmental sustainability of these high commuter LADs.  
However, in Accessible Rural 50 and Rural 80 LADs, the share of CO2 emissions from road 
users is actually below the regional average.   

7.27 The carbon footprint of rural areas needs to be incorporated into spatial planning, and policy 
responses need to be adopted depending on the causal factors (which vary across different 
rural areas).  Whilst the share of CO2 generated by domestic users is low across rural LADs, 
consideration also needs to be given to the environmental implications of any policy to 
encourage homeworking.  Furthermore, the evidence to suggest that some rural areas make a 
significant contribution to city region growth also needs to take into account the 
environmental impact of commuting flows, and the possible need for more sustainable 
transport solutions to be prioritised within policy.   
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8: Implications for sustainable economic growth 
and policy 

8.1 In this final Chapter we consider how the current state of the rural North West compares to 
desired outcomes for the region, and outline some challenging questions, tensions and trade-
offs which will need to be taken into consideration if the region is to achieve sustainable 
growth in rural areas.  This is followed by a discussion of market and other failures present in 
rural communities, based on the evidence and analysis in this report, where public sector 
intervention is justified. 

How does the current performance of the rural North West relate to 
desired outcomes for the region, and for sustainable economic 
growth in rural areas more broadly?  

8.2 In order to answer this question, we provide an assessment of performance against the six 
desired outcomes of the Regional Rural Delivery Framework (which is a transformational 
Action of the RES) below.  This is followed by discussion around the challenges, trade-offs 
and tensions that the region will need to consider in improving rural economic performance in 
an environmentally and socially sustainable way.  

Performance against desired outcomes of the RRDF 

Maximising the economic potential of the region’s rural areas.   

8.3 Rural areas perform well against strategic objectives to raise employment (employment rates 
have remained consistently high) but the productivity of the workforce varies considerably 
across the region.  Data suggest that those in Significant Rural (especially Accessible) LADs 
are successfully maximising their economic potential, and making a considerable contribution 
to regional economic growth – but some of the Rural 80 LADs are lagging behind and 
arguably not operating to their economic potential.  Without intervention, projections indicate 
that these Rural 80 LADs will lag further behind, and the gap in performance between 
Significant Rural and Rural 80 LADs will widen, working directly against this RRDF 
objective.   

8.4 Going forward, priority issues also include: raising the productivity and workplace earnings 
and improving the quality of jobs and job opportunities in some rural areas; enabling higher 
productivity and sustainability of homeworking and micro-businesses. 

Supporting sustainable farming and food.    

8.5 Business incomes for farmers in the North West remain below the national average, and farm 
business incomes for cattle/sheep farms (especially those in LFAs) have plummeted.  
However, the proportion of income from Agri-Environmental sources was higher than the 
England average in 2006, which is an encouraging move towards more environmentally 
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sustainable practices.  Rural areas are securing a high spend per tourist, providing revenue 
generating opportunities for those in land-based sectors.         

Improving access to affordable housing for rural communities.   

8.6 The relative increase of housing affordability ratios has been slower in rural LADs than the 
regional average, but affordability remains a key priority for rural areas.  The issue is 
particularly acute in Accessible Rural LADs where the differential between workplace and 
resident based earnings is greatest (with implications for targeting of affordable housing 
policy).   

Ensuring fair access to services for all communities.   

8.7 Access to services continues to be an issue for rural communities across the North West, 
though the issue is most acute in the sparsely populated areas of the region. Challenges 
around accessing finance, medical services and job centres are of particular note. Indeed, 
approaching two-thirds of households in Sparse Village areas were over 4km from a bank and 
from a free ATM.   

8.8 Given ongoing pressures on the cost of fuel, the costs of private transport to access key 
services will potentially become increasingly problematic, especially for low income 
households across rural areas. Providing equitable access to services in rural areas is crucial, 
yet needs to take into account both issues of quality of life and geographical factors that bring 
people to, and retain them in, rural areas in the first place. As such, policy responses need to 
be flexible and innovative, and respond to the varying needs of communities across the rural 
areas of the region.   

Empowering rural communities and addressing rural social exclusion.   

8.9 The evidence from the most recent Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD), suggests that 
relatively, a small number of the region’s rural areas continue to suffer from considerable, and 
in places severe deprivation – around  1% of the rural SOAs across the region fall within the 
10% most deprived in England. Further, approaching 3%of all of the region’s rural areas fall 
within the 20% most deprived in the country. Issues are most acute in the Town/Fringe Less 
Sparse areas, which suggests policy interventions should focus here.  Relative to the national 
average, the data also suggest that in recent years the rural North West has not improved, in 
fact at an aggregate level there has been a marginal deterioration between the IMD 2004 and 
2007 in terms of severe deprivation. 

Enhancing the value of our rural environmental inheritance.   

8.10 Strong progress has been made to improve the condition of the region’s environmental 
inheritance, and rural areas generate a significant share of income from tourists (especially in 
terms of spend per tourist compared to the regional average).  However, more needs to be 
done to realise the true economic value of environmental assets – earnings in sectors which 
maintain the natural environment are typically low, and arguably more could be done by the 
public sector in recognition of the role that environmental assets play in attracting inward 
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investors and highly skilled workers to the region, and in community health and 
sustainability. 

Challenging questions for the rural North West goin g forward towards a SRS 

8.11 In the table below, we attempt to outline some of the challenges, tensions and trade-offs that 
will need to be taken into consideration and balanced if future economic growth is to be 
sustainable.  Crucially, any future policy needs to recognise that (a) improvements in one area 
(e.g. economic performance) may adversely effect progress against other strategic objectives 
(e.g. carbon footprints) given the way in which rural (and urban) economies operate and 
interact, and (b) different challenges and trade-offs apply to different types of rural area.  
Developing the SRS will be a balancing act, and awareness of these difficult issues (both 
spatial and thematic) will be critical.  

Table 8-1 Challenging questions 

Economic performance 

·  Reducing economic disparities: (a) reduce high relative differential in earnings in some rural areas, especially 
Accessible LADs, and (b) increase the absolute levels of earnings in low wage economies in Rural 80 LADs 
(and therefore reduce absolute differential with rural and North West averages) 

·  How can the region ensure that rural areas contribute to and benefit from city region growth, without an 
associated increase carbon emissions? How might factors such as increasing fuel prices and the Manchester 
congestion charge influence these economic flows?  Also, if investment is concentrated in cities, is there a risk 
to social/economic sustainability of more remote rural areas? 

·  In Accessible rural LADs, there is a challenge to provide job opportunities for residents who cannot/do not 
participate in economic flows to maintain these rural economies and communities (as opposed to being 
dormitory areas) and reduce risk of exclusion for those who do not participate in commuting flows. 

Business & Flexible working patterns 

·  Re-opening of the digital divide may work against efforts to encourage homeworking (which could improve 
community and environmental sustainability) – how will this be dealt with? 

·  Challenge in encouraging productivity growth in rural areas which have an over-representation of micro 
businesses that are time/resource constrained (and therefore less likely to participating in training) 

·  Innovation activity and investment tends to be focused in cities – challenge in how to disseminate to rural 
businesses (especially in sparse rural areas, where there are lower ‘influencing’ effects but greatest need to 
improve productivity). 

Labour market and skills 

·  Risk of leakage – If the public sector invests in raising skills in rural areas, especially those which are sparse 
(where qualification levels are lowest), will those who are upskilled remain in rural areas (where at present there 
may be limited high quality job opportunities) or will individuals move to cities where the choice for career 
progression is greater 

·  Maintenance of labour supply – especially in a context where the population is ageing and there is a risk of 
migrants currently working in rural areas returning to their country of origin (which will hit some sectors harder 
than others) 

·  How can rural areas maximise the economic potential of older workers? 

·  Environmental technologies – do rural residents have appropriate skills to take advantage of this opportunity? 

Social & Quality of Life 

·  Challenge to introduce innovative methods of service delivery in an economically viable way, but also reach all 
(including those who are not ICT literate) equitably. 

Environment & Infrastructure 

·  Conflicting pressures on land use – employment and housing land – challenge in how to balance tensions (e.g. 
if housing land supply increases to address affordability, will there be a corresponding increase in employment 
land to provide employment opportunities for higher resident population?), whilst at the same time maintaining 
the environment 

·  Challenge to ensure planning regulations do not unfairly restrict business expansion (especially non-
agriculture/land based business) in rural areas without compromising environmental quality  
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·  Challenge to address affordability issues, especially in accessible rural areas, in current economic climate 

·  How can the economic benefits of environmental assets be realised in a sustainable way?  

·  Ensuring rural residents have access to GI, and that this is worked into policy – it is a misconception that rural 
residents have better access 

·  Energy inefficient homes – carbon footprint trade-offs/tensions if homeworking encouraged; higher risk of fuel 
poverty 

·  Co-ordination issues – questions around the ability of LAs/sub-regions to maximise economic benefits of 
environmental assets 

Source: SQW Consulting 

Role of the public sector  

8.12 The rationale for intervention in rural areas is not purely economic.  As part of the sustainable 
development agenda, intervention is also justified on grounds of environmental and 
community sustainability.  However, in the context of rural areas, it is important to remember: 

·  Issues, challenges and failures vary and interact at different spatial scales and across 
different types of rural area (as demonstrated throughout this report), and therefore 
policy needs to be shaped accordingly and implemented at an appropriate spatial 
scale as part of the forthcoming SRS. 

·  Economic performance will naturally differ across the region, depending on place-
specific strengths and weaknesses.  This spatial difference is not a failure in itself, as 
long as it does not result in inequality of opportunity or outcomes for individuals.  In 
some areas, businesses may be unlikely to reach productivity levels of those 
elsewhere but they are important to community sustainability nonetheless, and 
therefore intervention may be justified on the grounds of social equity. 

8.13 Therefore, the case for public sector intervention needs to be based on robust evidence of a 
market or other failure, and the extent to which public sector intervention will lead to an 
improvement against economic, social and environmental objectives.  Critically, in order to 
be effective, the intervention needs to address the cause (rather than symptoms) of a market or 
other failure.   

8.14 In the table below we outline the types of market and other failures evident across the rural 
North West, and give examples of where intervention may be justified based on the evidence 
presented in this report.  This is not an exhaustive list of where public sector intervention is 
justified, and further primary research is required to understand the nature and scale of 
failures in different types of rural area to build on the secondary data analysis compiled for 
this report.   
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Table 8-2 Indicative market and other failures – and examples of applications to rural areas 

Market and other 
failures 

Examples of issues in rural areas & 
where intervention may be justified  

Issues 

Underutilisation of ICT �  Provision of 
(or signposting to) training to improve 
effective use of ICT (improve 
productivity & profitability of 
businesses) 

ICT intervention should focus on the demand-
side only to encourage more effective and 
productive use of ICT 

Information & risk 
failures 

 

Over-representation of micro-
businesses and lower productivity of 
workers �  The risk of investing in 
training (where the benefits are not 
known) is proportionally higher to micro-
businesses and, combined with time & 
resource constraints, micro-businesses 
are less likely to invest in training 

This issue is common across all micro 
businesses, but in rural areas the issue is 
proportionally greater (given the over-
representation of micro-businesses) and the 
challenge of providing business support/training 
is greater due to sparsity of location 

Lower start-up rates �  Promoting 
enterprise and increase business start-
ups (to generate economic output and 
provide employment) 

Important to have clarity to ensure interventions 
complement those from elsewhere and that 
duplication is avoided.  Need to ensure co-
ordination failure not created with business 
support provided via BL etc 

Opportunities �  Enable rural areas to 
realise opportunities from new 
technologies/crops etc in agriculture 

This may be linked to labour market failures, 
whereby gaps in the skills base create barriers 
to maximising opportunities 

Spatial clustering 
and growth factors – 
growth externalities 

Contribution of accessible rural areas to 
city region growth �  promoting rural 
areas as an attractive place for highly 
skilled workers to live  

The contribution of rural areas to economic 
growth needs to be recognised more widely, 
although this needs to be balanced against 
carbon implications and local community 
sustainability challenges 

Path dependency & 
dependency on 
single employers 

Reliance on declining sectors (e.g. 
agriculture) for incomes �  
Diversification of economic base to 
strengthen economy & improve 
competitiveness  

High dependence on nuclear sector in 
parts of Cumbria 

There may be an argument around the need to 
encourage modernisation (rather than purely 
diversification) of agriculture, and ensure 
appropriate skills are still coming through into 
the working age population to do this. 

Employment is dependent on a single sector, 
making the economy vulnerable to risk of shifts 
in sector 

Land, property & 
infrastructure failures 

Limited supply of appropriate 
workspace (e.g. office space low 
compared to high share of employment 
in sectors) 

Need to be clear on whether these constraints 
are due to insufficient quantity and/or quality of 
workspace, and why the private sector is 
unable to address the issue themselves - and 
the impact current planning systems have on 
this (if the latter is unfairly restrictive it may be 
an institutional, rather than market, failure).  
The effectiveness of intervention here is 
dependent on designing out displacement and 
deadweight 

Labour market 
failures 

Skilled rural workforce (Better skills 
and/or qualifications to increase 
productive potential of labour force) 

Strength of rationale for intervention varies 
considerably across different types of rural 
areas (and what is needed varies spatially and 
between firms and individuals).  Risk of leakage 
if efforts to improve skills are not matched by 
creation of appropriate job opportunities (linking 
these will be a more difficult challenge).  

 Links to growth externalities, and the need to 
ensure labour has appropriate skills to realise 
opportunities from new technologies/crops 

Social, distributional 
& equity (of outcome 
and/or opportunity) 

High differential between workplace and 
resident earnings, and low workplace 
earnings in some rural areas – and 
associated implications for housing 

Need to target activities towards those at 
greatest risk of exclusion (i.e. in greatest need) 
and provide services which can have greatest 
impact on individuals’ and overall community 
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Market and other 
failures 

Examples of issues in rural areas & 
where intervention may be justified  

Issues 

 affordability  

Falling access to services – and 
implications for social/financial 
exclusion 

sustainability to ensure effective use of public 
resources 

Public goods Environmental assets such as uplands, 
SSSIs etc 

 

Economic value of environmental assets and 
the landscape more widely is undervalued 
(particularly in the role it plays in creating a 
positive image to attract highly skilled labour 
and inward investment by businesses to the 
region) and earnings of those involved in 
maintaining environmental assets is typically 
low wage 

Health & 
environmental 
externalities 

 

Increase positive externalities (e.g. 
health benefits associated with 
recreation in the countryside) 

Decrease negative externalities (e.g. 
CO2 impact of private transport 
commuting flows; carbon footprint of 
industry sectors) 

Commuting flows are inescapable to some 
extent in rural areas given the spatial 
distribution of residents and jobs.  This needs 
to be managed sustainably but also realistically 
as to not competitively disadvantage some 
areas. 

Source: SQW Consulting 

8.15 Against this backdrop, the public sector has a range of levers at its disposal.  Potentially, 
fiscal and regulatory measures could deliver a great deal (both positive and negative).  For the 
most part, these are outside the ambit of regional partners, but influencing the decisions of 
central government will be crucial in seeking to effect change.  In this context, anticipating 
fully the impacts of, for example, increased fuel duties and climate change measures will be 
imperative:  rural conditions and contexts are different from urban areas and these need to be 
recognised through regulatory impact assessments and the like. 

8.16 For regional and local partners, a key issue will be in relation to the use of both mainstream 
and discretionary funding.  Partners must ensure that the former is “rural proofed”, but also 
that the process of rural proofing is underpinned by a robust and contemporary understanding 
of how rural communities actually work (and in this regard, the findings of this study ought to 
be helpful).   

8.17 With regard to discretionary funding, partners will need to recognise that available resources 
are very limited and – wherever possible – solutions ought to be delivered through 
mainstream channels.  In so doing, it will be important to recognise the diversity of rural 
conditions, to intervene intelligently in response to clear and evidenced market failures, and to 
recognise that rural communities – and economies and environments – must be allowed to 
evolve over time:  intervention must be about the foundations for a better future.       

 


