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Abstract		

A	Critical	Review	of	Rural	Proofing	in	England	

Sonja	Anne	Rewhorn	
	

	
	
This	 thesis	 critically	 reviews	 the	 effectiveness	 of	 rural	 proofing	 through	 a	
practitioner	 lens.	 	 It	 explores	 empirically	 the	 experiences	 and	 expectations	 of	
rural	 proofing	 in	 England	 by	 rural	 policy	 practitioners.	 	 The	 theoretical	
foundation	 for	 the	 research	 is	 provided	 by	 the	 rural-urban	 dichotomy	 and	
associated	discourses,	to	include	the	notion	of	the	rural	idyll.		An	interpretivist	
methodological	approach	was	adopted	which	included	in-depth	semi-structured	
interviews	with	24	participants.	The	participants	discussed	their	understandings	
of	rural	within	the	context	of	rural	proofing	and	in	turn	how	this	influenced	their	
expectations	 and	 experiences	 of	 rural	 proofing.	 	 Practitioner	 experiences	 and	
expectations	 considered	 the	 influence	of	 rural	proofing	voices,	 leadership	and	
accountability	in	rural	proofing	and	where	rural	proofing	does	or	should	occur.		
From	this,	the	analytical	approach	enabled	the	strengths	and	weaknesses	of	rural	
proofing	to	be	examined	to	inform	the	future	rural	proofing	agenda.			
	
It	was	found	that	rural	proofing	is	a	welcomed	concept,	but	there	are	barriers	and	
challenges	 impacting	 on	 the	 effectiveness	 of	 rural	 proofing.	 	 Overall,	 it	 was	
articulated	that	rural	proofing,	although	a	national	policy	process	to	consider	the	
rural	 context	 in	 policy	making,	 is	 in	 fact,	 interpreted	 as	 the	 delivery	 of	 rural	
services.		Where	the	principle	was	providing	equality	of	provision	in	comparison	
to	levels	of	service	in	urban	contexts.		There	was	an	appreciation	rural	proofing	
is	process	 focussed	but	a	strong	sense	that	 it	should	be	more	outcome	driven,	
with	a	local	focus.		Currently,	rural	proofing	is	compulsory	for	English	domestic	
policy,	however,	the	championing	of	rural	proofing	and	the	leadership	of	rural	
proofing	 across	 government	 could	 be	 more	 apparent	 and	 the	 process	 more	
effective.	 	 It	was	suggested	a	greater	 local	 focus	to	rural	proofing	would	assist	
with	mitigating	the	challenges	in	the	current	national	English	policy	framework	
which	has	to	use	a	rural-urban	settlement	classification	that	does	not	embrace	
the	diversity	of	rural	England.		An	alternative	approach	to	describing	rural	within	
policy	making,	could,	alleviate	some	of	the	challenges	in	addressing	the	contested	
priorities	of	rural	proofing	resulting	from	many	rural	voices.		Through	the	rural	
policy	practitioner	lens	it	is	articulated	rural	proofing	should	not	be	abandoned,	
however,	moving	 forward,	 rural	proofing	 requires	 revision	 if	 the	principles	of	
rural	proofing	are	to	be	realised	in	practice.		
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Chapter	One:	Introduction	
	
	

	

1.1. Introduction	
In	2000,	the	rural	White	Paper	for	England,	Our	Country:	The	Future:	A	fair	deal	

for	rural	England	was	presented	to	parliament.	 	Within	the	rural	White	Paper,	

rural	 proofing	 was	 introduced	 as	 an	 assessment	 tool	 for	 policy-makers	 to	

consider	 the	 implications	 of	 national	 English	 domestic	 policy	 within	 a	 rural	

context	(Atterton,	2008;	DETR	&	MAFF,	2000;	Sherry	&	Shortall,	2019;	Shortall	

&	Alston,	2016).		Rural	proofing	has	remained	part	of	government	policy	making	

for	 nearly	 20	 years.	 	 The	 primary	 aim	 of	 this	 study	 is	 to	 investigate	 the	

effectiveness	of	rural	proofing	in	England	and	the	issues	arising	in	respect	of	the	

processes	of	implementation.	This	is	framed	through	a	discussion	of	the	urban-

rural	binary	as	it	informs	directly	or	indirectly	constructions	and	understandings	

of	 the	 rural,	 and	 indeed,	whether	 the	 rural	 is	 seen	 as	 problem	 free	 or	 not	 as	

compared	to	the	urban.		Further,	the	notion	of	a	differentiated	rural	is	explored	

and	in	turn	the	voice	of	the	rural,	which	actors	are	heard	and	which	have	more	

voice,	 and	 conversely,	 which	 have	 less?	 Finally,	 questions	 of	 leadership,	

accountability	and	place	are	asked	of	the	rural	proofing	process,	including	their	

impact	on	the	effectiveness	of	rural	proofing.	

	

The	purpose	of	this	introductory	chapter	is	to	position	this	study	in	terms	of	the	

main	issues	that	frame	this	research,	namely,	an	overview	of	rural	England	in	the	

years	 leading	 up	 to	 the	 introduction	 of	 rural	 proofing.	 	 In	 particular,	

consideration	 is	 given	 to	 the	 perception	 of	 a	 countryside	 in	 crisis,	 a	

corresponding	shift	in	rural	policy	from	sectoral	to	place-based	emphases,	and	

accounts	 of	 the	 relevance	 of	 rural	 proofing.	 	 The	 chapter	 then	 sets	 out	 the	

research	parameters	of	this	study	within	the	context	of	existing	research.	 	The	

aim	and	objectives	of	the	study	are	presented,	prior	to	outlining	the	structure	of	

this	thesis.	
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1.2.1.	 A	countryside	in	crisis?	

In	the	late	1990s,	it	was	suggested	to	the	United	Kingdom	(UK)	government	that	

the	English	countryside	was	in	crisis	(Murdoch	et	al.,	2003).		Between	1995	and	

2000,	farm	incomes	had	decreased	by	72%	(Zayed,	2016).	 	This	had	coincided	

with	 a	 series	 of	 livestock	 disease	 outbreaks	 in	 the	 sector,	 such	 as	 bovine	

spongiform	 encephalopathy	 and	 its	 fatal	 human	 variant	 Creutzfeld	 Jakobs	

Disease.		Following	a	ban	on	all	British	beef	exports	the	estimated	cost	to	the	UK	

economy	was	put	at	£4bn	(Barclay,	2001).		The	year	2000	also	saw	widespread	

protest	 against	 the	 rising	 price	 of	 fuel	 and	 in	 the	 same	 year,	 the	 Labour	

government	 initiated	 the	process	 to	meet	 its	 election	manifesto	pledge	 to	ban	

hunting	 across	 England	 and	Wales.	 	 In	 response	 to	 what	 was	 perceived	 as	 a	

barrage	of	factors	threatening	the	countryside	way	of	life,	a	new	rural	identity	

movement	emerged	(Woods,	2011),	and	mass	protests	and	demonstrations	took	

place,	in	a	number	of	cities	across	England	and	Wales.		The	campaign	was	framed	

in	terms	“of	an	assault	on	rural	Britain	by	an	urban	elite”	(Wood,	2011,	p.	288).		

While	hunting	became	the	politicised	focal	point,	given	its	position	as	central	to	

the	 rural	 way	 of	 life,	 other	 issues	 were	 highlighted	 as	 contributing	 to	 the	

perceived	 marginalisation	 of	 rural	 communities.	 	 There	 were	 declining	 farm	

incomes	and	associated	support,	lack	of	employment	opportunities,	restrictions	

on	the	development	of	rural	settlements,	the	rationalisation	of	rural	services,	and	

the	 perception	 that	 urban	 dwellers	 did	 not	 understand	 the	 countryside.		

Furthermore,	 in	2001,	 the	outbreak	of	Foot	and	Mouth	Disease	across	 the	UK	

generated	 a	 loss	 of	 £800m	 -	 £2.4bn	 to	 agriculture	 and	 a	 loss	 to	 the	 tourism	

industry	of	£2	-	£3bn	(British	Broadcasting	Corporation,	2001).	

	

Despite	the	problems	faced	by	rural	England,	the	idyllic	imagination	of	the	rural	

portrays	for	many	the	“ideal	life”	(Organisation	for	Economic	Co-operation	and	

Development	[OECD],	2011,	p.	47).	While	agriculture	lost	its	foothold	in	the	rural	

economy,	counterurbanisation	saw	large	swathes	of	the	countryside	gentrified,	

particularly	those	areas	within	close	proximity	of	urban	centres	(Woods,	2005,	

2011).		The	in-migration	of	well-off	commuters	and	retirees	(Mosely,	2011)	saw	

an	 increase	 in	 the	 wealth	 of	 rural	 England	 compared	 with	 other	 EU	 nations	

(OECD,	 2011).	 The	 social	 fabric	 of	 rural	 communities	 was	 changing	 and	 this	
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change	was	spatially	uneven.	 	 In-migration	 increased	demand	on	and	for	local	

services,	 such	 as	 health	 care	 for	 the	 elderly	 and	 transport	 infrastructure	 for	

commuters	 (OECD,	 2011),	 yet	 a	 combination	 of	 economic,	 political	 and	 social	

factors	 resulted	 in	many	 local	 services,	 such	 as	 shops,	 post	 offices	 and	 public	

houses	 closing.	 	 New	 community	 voices	 influenced	 development	 within	 their	

localities,	 contesting	 decisions	 in	 respect	 of	 new	 developments	 that	 might	

threaten	their	notions	of	rural	with	the	planning	system	increasingly	used	as	a	

socio-political	 tool	 (Murdoch	 et	 al.,	 2003).	 	 This	 was	 deemed	 particularly	

prevalent	in	rural	areas	categorised	by	Murdoch	et	al.	(2003)	as	preserved	and	

contested;	the	former	being	most	accessible	to	urban	centres,	the	latter,	beyond	

the	commuter	belt.	 	Murdoch	et	al.	 (2003)	also	 identified	the	paternalistic	and	

clientelistic	 countrysides,	 as	 areas	 experiencing	 less	 inward	 migration	 with	

agriculture	 and/or	 diversification	 of	 businesses	 continuing	 to	 provide	 the	

economic	mainstay.				

	

1.2.2.	 A	shifting	rural	policy	emphasis		

In	the	1990’s	significant	socio-economic	change	in	rural	England	was	both	part	

of	and	affected	by	the	restructuring	of	rural	policy	across	the	European	Union	

(EU),	when	a	shift	from	a	sectoral	to	a	place-based	focus	of	rural	development	

occurred	(Braithwaite	et	al.,	1996;	Bryden	&	Bollman,	2000;	Murdoch	et	al.,	2003;	

OECD,	2011;	Taylor,	2000;	Zasada	et	al.,	2015).		Wilson	(2010)	notes	this	shift	in	

the	1990s,	took	rural	development	to	a	place-based	approach	which	recognised	

different	 rurals	 in	 terms	 of	 sparsity	 of	 population,	 rather	 than	 different	

landscapes	and	associated	physical	processes.		Murdoch	(2006)	explains,	as	the	

impact	of	agriculture	declined	in	the	latter	part	of	the	20th	century,	rural	England	

shifted	from	a	dualism	agriculture/government	relationship,	to	one	of	complex	

interrelated	networks	of	social,	economic	and	environmental	interests.		This	shift	

was	also	set	in	the	latter	part	of	the	20th	century,	towards	greater	emphasis	on	

social	 policy	 across	 the	 EU,	 where	 the	 wellbeing	 of	 individuals	 and	 their	

interactions	with	society	were	being	considered	within	policy	to	improve	quality	

of	life	and	support	the	more	marginalised	(Buckler	&	Dolowitz,	2000;	Gill,	1970).	
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The	 Organisation	 for	 Economic	 Co-operation	 and	 Development	 (OECD,	 2011)	

reported	rural	England	is	in	fact	“two	dimensions:	statistical	and	cultural”	(p.	43).		

In	terms	of	material	spatial	practices	and	measures,	the	OECD	does	not	consider	

England	statistically	to	have	significant	rural	areas	compared	to	other	countries,	

but	rather	describes	rural	England	as	accessible	rural	(OECD,	2011).		However,	

the	 OECD	 does	 appreciate	 the	 UK	 government,	 for	 England	 and	 Wales,	

statistically	 classifies	 settlements	as	 rural	or	urban,	where	 settlements	of	 less	

than	 10,000	 are	 rural	 (see	 Department	 of	 Environment,	 Food	 &	 Rural	 Affairs	

[DEFRA]	et	al.,	2013;	DEFRA	&	Office	for	National	Statistics	[ONS],	2016;	OECD,	

2011).		However,	the	OECD	(2011)	reports,	with	the	presence	of	a	strong	cultural	

dimension	surrounding	rural	England,	that	individuals	both	locally	and	globally	

recognise	or	imagine	a	rural	England	as	an	idyllic	countryside	of	“pastoral	views	

and	rustic	cottages”	(OECD,	p.	47);	the	notion	of	the	rural	idyll	(Woods,	2005).			

	

A	paradigm	shift	occurred	in	rural	studies	in	the	late	20th	century.	 	Agriculture	

was	no	longer	a	dualism	of	power	between	state	and	the	farmers;	instead	rural	

was	recognised	as	a	social	construct	based	on	the	lived	experiences	of	the	social,	

economic	 and	 environment	 relationships	 occurring	 within	 a	 rural	 space	

(Marsden	 et	 al.,	 1990;	 Murdoch,	 2006;	 Woods,	 2011).	 	 These	 trajectories	 of	

change,	addressing	the	restructuring	of	rural	development	with	the	involvement	

of	 rural	 actors	 include	 agricultural	 modernisation,	 deindustrialisation,	

depopulation,	counter	urbanisation,	service	rationalisation	and	commodification	

of	rural	landscapes	and	traditions	for	tourism	(Woods,	2011).		The	functionality	

of	 rural	 England	 became	 complex,	 with	 multifaceted	 juxtapositions,	 between	

preserving	 the	 landscape,	 utilising	 the	 natural	 resources,	 a	 source	 of	 food	

production,	 a	place	 for	 recreation	or	a	place	 to	 live,	where	 social	policy	starts	

from	a	point	of	deficit	for	outputs	and	outcomes	in	rural	areas	in	England	(OECD,	

2011).			

	

	

1.2.3.	 A	possible	solution	in	rural	proofing?		

As	a	response	to	the	shift	of	rural	within	social	poliy	and	the	recognition	that	rural	

England	 was	 facing	 rural	 disadvanage,	 in	 2000	 the	 Labour	 government	



5	
	

introduced	 the	 concept	 of	 rural	 proofing.	 	 Furthermore,	 the	 OECD	 (2011)	

recognises	 England	 to	 be	 the	 first	 nation	 to	 introduce	 an	 assessment	 for	 the	

impact	of	policies	or	programmes	on/in	rural	areas.		During	the	early	2000s	other	

countries,	including	Canada	and	Germany,	introduced	a	mechanism	for	assessing	

policy	impacts	in	rural	areas	to	try	to	address	rural	needs	beyond	agriculture.		In	

Canada	it	became	known	as	the	rural	lens	(Agriculture	Canada,	2001;	Keating	et	

al.,	 2011).	 	 Northern	 Ireland	 adopted	 rural	 proofing	 in	 2002,	 becoming	 set	 in	

legislation	in	the	Rural	Needs	Act	(Northern	Ireland)	2016.		In	Germany,	a	set	of	

rural	 equity	 indicators	were	 introduced	 against	which	 policies	were	 assessed	

(OECD,	2007).		Indeed,	as	the	rural	debate	expanded	to	beyond	agriculture,	many	

other	nations	over	the	last	19	years	have	and/or	are	developing	or	considering	

some	 form	 of	 the	 impact	 assessment	 of	 policies	 in	 and	 on	 rural	 areas.	 	 For	

example,	 Nigeria	 has	 a	 specific	 strategy	 to	 improve	 the	 health	 of	 rural	

communities	 through	 their	 Federal	 Ministry	 of	 Health	 (2018).	 	 New	 Zealand	

reaffirmed	 voluntary	 rural	 proofing	 in	 2018,	 in	 a	 means	 not	 dissimilar	 to	

England’s	rural	White	Paper.	 	The	New	Zealand	approach	has	the	government	

and	rural	communities	demanding	improved	infrastructure	for	improved	access	

to	 services	 (Ministry	 for	Primary	 Industries,	2018).	 	Cedervärn	 (2016)	argues	

that	 to	 enable	 the	 principles	 of	 rural	 proofing	 to	 be	 integrated	 into	 socio-

economic	policies,	 specific	 frameworks	or	 in	 the	 case	of	Norway	and	Sweden,	

ministries	with	the	devolved	power	to	develop	and	 implement	 local	solutions,	

are	required.		

	

This	 shift	 from	 income-based	 poverty	 to	 disadvantage	 in	 rural	 areas	 was	

recognised	 by	 the	 UK	 Labour	 Government	 (1997-2010).	 	 The	 Labour	

Government	included	a	drive	to	achieve	equity	for	all	with	the	publication	of	the	

rural	and	urban	White	Papers	in	2000,	which	were	discussed	simultaneously	in	

Parliament	(Lees,	2003).		The	2000	rural	White	Paper,	the	first	where	agriculture	

was	not	the	primary	focus	and	which	considered	the	wider	socio-economic	and	

environment	dimensions	of	rural	England	(Murdoch	et	al.,	2003),	acknowledged	

rural	 areas	 were	 not	 equitably	 considered	 within	 policy	 development.	 	 The	

government	stated,	“We	want	to	give	a	fair	deal	in	public	services.		Our	aim	is	to	
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deliver	an	improved	quality	of	life	for	everyone	in	the	countryside	–	as	well	as	in	

cities	and	towns”	(DETR	&	MAFF,	2000,	p.	5).			

	

The	rural	White	Paper	(DETR	&	MAFF,	2000)	had	four	sections:	firstly,	a	living	

countryside,	where	the	UK	government	set	out	to	give	the	rural	community	a	fair	

deal	 on	 services,	 through	 supporting	 villages	 shops,	 businesses	 and	 services,	

modernising	 services,	 such	 as	 general	 practitioner	 provision,	 provide	 more	

affordable	housing	and	develop	 local	 transport	solutions.	 	Secondly,	 the	White	

Paper	 aimed	 to	 develop	 a	 working	 countryside	 with	 a	 vibrant	 rejuvenated	

economy,	with	particular	focus	on	market	towns	and	through	rural	development	

funds	help	set	a	new	direction	 for	 farming,	with	 less	 impetus	 from	production	

subsidies.		Thirdly,	a	framework	was	set	out	for	a	protected	countryside,	where	

the	 landscape,	 buildings,	 wildlife	 and	 tradition	 will	 be	 conserved	 whilst	

increasing	access	to	the	countryside	for	leisure	and	recreation.		Finally,	the	rural	

White	Paper	presented	the	then	government’s	vision	for	a	vibrant	countryside	

where	there	would	be	an	enhanced	role	for	local	councils	and	policy-makers	to	

think	rural	when	development	and	implementing	policies	and	programmes.		As	

part	of	the	mechanisms	to	enable	policy-makers	to	think	rural,	rural	proofing	was	

established	as	a	policy	assessment	tool	 to	ensure	policies	and/or	programmes	

considered	rural	impact.		

	

Within	 the	 rural	 White	 Paper	 there	 was	 an	 acknowledgement	 that	 policy	

development	did	not	always	give	rural	due	consideration	in	the	policy	process.		

Furthermore,	there	was	a	move	across	the	EU	to	increase	the	mainstreaming	of	

issues	 through	policy	 impact	assessments	within	policy	development	 (Dorn	&	

Levi,	2006).	 	 For	 the	UK,	such	assessments	are	 set	out	within	the	Green	Book.	

Central	 Government	 Guidance	 on	 Appraisal	 and	 Evaluation,	 and	 include	 the	

compulsory	assessment	to	consider	the	impacts	of	policy	on	rural	areas	(Eales	et	

al.,	2004;	Cameron,	2015;	Her	Majesty’s	Treasury	[HMT],	2018).		The	assessment	

of	 rural	 considerations	 in	 national	 English	 domestic	 policy	 was	 stated	 as	 a,	

“systematic	assessment	of	the	rural	dimension	of	all	government	policies	as	they	

are	developed	and	 implemented	–	nationally,	 regionally	and	 locally”	 (DETR	&	
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MAFF,	2000,	p.	157).	 	To	support	 this	process,	 the	government	 introduced	the	

mechanism	of	rural	proofing:		

	

…	as	policy	is	developed	and	implemented	policy-makers	
should	systematically:		

• Think	about	whether	there	will	be	any	significant	
differential	impacts	in	rural	areas;		

• If	there	are	such	impacts	assess	what	these	might	be;		
• Consider	what	adjustments/compensations	might	be	

made	to	fit	rural	circumstances.		(DETR	&	MAFF,	
2000,	p.	58).	

	

Shortall	and	Alston	(2016)	define	rural	mainstreaming	as	the	review	of	“policies	

to	ensure	people	in	all	parts	of	a	country	receive	comparable	policy	treatment.	

Rural	proofing	is	the	method	used	to	ensure	that	rural	mainstreaming	is	correctly	

carried	out”	(p.	35).		Rural	proofing	within	England	was	developed	from	a	point	

of	needing	to	address	disadvantage	 in	rural	areas	when	compared	with	urban	

areas	(Atterton,	2008;	Caffyn	et	al.,	2002;	McGine,	2015;	OECD,	2011;	Sherry	&	

Shortall,	20198;	Shortall	&	Alston,	2016)	but	at	the	same	time	promoting	rural	

distinctiveness	 (Caffyn	 et	 al.,	 2002).	 	 It	 is	 argued	 rural	 communities	 are	

disproportionately	 negatively	 affected	 by	 policy	 changes	 to	 levels	 of	 service	

provision	due	to	their	locality,	as	compared	to	urban	counterparts	(Scott	et	al.,	

2007;	Shucksmith,	2003).		What	is	more,	the	English	model	of	the	mainstreaming	

of	 rural	 proofing	 and	 the	 championing	 of	 rural	 issues	 has	 underpinned	 other	

rural	 proofing	 approaches.	 For	 example,	 in	 2016,	 the	 English	 principles	were	

adopted	by	the	EU	as	rural	proofing	became	a	priority	for	the	EU	and	now	rural	

is	a	policy	impact	assessment	required	by	all	EU	states	(European	Network	for	

Rural	Development,	2017;	Sherry	&	Shortall,	2019).	

	

1.2.4.	 ‘Major	and	continuing	problems’	for	rural	proofing	

Rural	 proofing	 has	 spanned	 the	 government	 administrations	 since	 2000	 and	

continues	to	be	compulsory	for	all	English	national	domestic	policy	development	

(DEFRA,	2017).	 	There	have	been	recent	reviews	of	 the	 infrastructure	of	rural	

development,	a	decade	on	from	the	Natural	England	and	Rural	Communities	Act	

of	2006,	and	the	approach	to	rural	economic	policy	by	the	House	of	Lords	in	2017	
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and	2019	respectively.		Both	reports	were	less	than	positive	about	rural	proofing,	

however,	 neither	 report	 suggested	 diluting	 the	 significance	 of	 rural	 England,	

socially,	 economically	 or	 environmentally.	 	 Similarly,	 Atterton	 (2008)	 and	

Shortall	and	Alston	(2016)	highlighted	many	weaknesses	and	barriers	to	rural	

proofing.	 	 Despite	 these	 weaknesses,	 rural	 proofing	 was	 initially	 unique	 to	

England,	 and	 the	 model	 of	 rural	 mainstreaming	 which	 occurs	 through	 rural	

proofing	 has	 subsequently	 been	 adopted	 by	 other	 nations	 (Atterton,	 2008;	

Sherry	 &	 Shortall,	 2019;	 Shortall	 &	 Alston,	 2016).	 	 Therefore	 rural	 proofing	

continues	to	be	an	important	issue	that	requires	further	scrutiny.	

	

	

1.4.	 Research	parameters	
	

1.4.1.	 Recent	research	and	policy	context		

There	is	not	an	extensive	body	of	scholarly	research	on	rural	proofing.		Atterton	

(2008)	 and	 Shortall	 and	 Alston	 (2016)	 undertook	 policy	 critiques	 on	 rural	

proofing	in	a	review	of	rural	proofing	to	date	and	a	comparison	within	English	

and	Australian	context	respectively.		Caffyn	et	al.	(2002)	and	Sherry	and	Shortall	

(2019)	undertook	empirical	research	on	rural	proofing	by	Suffolk	County	Council	

and	 in	Northern	Ireland	respectively.	 	 In	 terms	of	policy	critiques,	Atterton,	 in	

2008,	 reviewed	 the	 rural	 proofing	 process	within	 the	 context	 of	 institutional	

change	in	which	rural	proofing	was	moved	from	being	the	responsibility	of	the	

Countryside	Agency	to	the	Commission	of	Rural	Communities	(CRC)	and	drew	on	

the	 evidence	 of	 the	 annual	 rural	 proofing	 reports	 published,	 initially	 by	 the	

Countryside	Agency	and	then	the	CRC.		She	found	despite	the	few	successes,	rural	

proofing	required	more	examples,	consistent	application,	monitoring	and	clarity	

of	the	what,	how	and	who	of	rural	proofing	(Atterton,	2008).		Shortall	and	Alston	

(2016)	 considered,	 within	 the	 context	 of	 policy	 transferability,	 whether	 rural	

proofing	 within	 England	 could	 be	 transferred	 to	 the	 Australian	 context.	 	 In	

essence	they	 felt	 that	rural	England	 is	distinct	with	relatively	accessible	rurals	

and	the	notion	of	the	rural	idyll	is	within	the	culture,	whereas	in	Australia,	the	

majority	 of	 the	 rural	 is	 sparse	 and	 unoccupied	 and	 therefore	 different	

interventions	 would	 be	 needed	 (Shortall	 &	 Alston,	 2016).	 	 Within	 their	
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discussions,	Shortall	and	Alston	(2016)	articulated	that	rural	proofing	in	England	

is	 ineffective	 because	 of	 a	 lack	 of	 commitment	 across	 government,	 an	 under	

appreciation	of	the	relevance	of	rural	within	policy	development	and	a	focus	on	

process	rather	than	outcome.			

	

In	 terms	 of	 empirical	 work,	 Caffyn	 et	 al.	 (2002)	 considered	 whether	 rural	

proofing	would	be	effective	within	Suffolk	County	Council,	a	principal	authority.		

Caffyn	 et	 al.	 (2002)	 found,	 based	 on	 the	 work	 of	 the	 Countryside	 Agency,	

government	 departments	 were	 not	 including	 rural	 proofing	 in	 policy	

development,	 despite	 rural	 proofing	 being	 a	 requirement.	 	 They	 also	 found,	

consideration	was	needed	of	 the	process	and	delivery	of	 rural	proofing	at	 the	

local	level	and	noted	that	approaches	should	be	 	adapted	 for	specific	localities	

and	the	interdependencies	with	urban	centres	should	not	be	overlooked	(Caffyn	

et	 al.,	 2002).	 	 In	2019,	 Sherry	and	Shortall	published	empirical	work	on	rural	

proofing	in	Northern	Ireland,	where	rural	proofing	is	set	within	the	2016	Rural	

Needs	(Northern	Ireland)	Act.		In	their	research	they	identified	that,	even	though	

rural	proofing	in	Northern	Ireland	is	set	within	legislation,	there	are	challenges	

and	barriers	to	the	approach.		These	include	a	lack	of	leadership	and	ownership	

of	the	legislative	framework,	along	with	a	cynicism	as	to	whether	this	will	make	

a	difference	in	considering	rural	needs	in	policy	development	(Sherry	&	Alston,	

2019).	 	Furthermore,	whether	there	 is	sufficient	will	 to	discuss	 financing	rural	

service	 provision	 solutions,	 the	 framework	 is	 reinforcing	 the	 urban-rural	

dichotomy	and	therefore,	approaches	to	rural	policy	should	be	reviewed	(Sherry	

&	 Alston,	 2019).	 	 Alongside	 the	 scholarly	 research	 a	 number	 of	 reports	 and	

reviews	on	rural	proofing	in	England	have	occurred	over	the	last	19	years	(see	

Cameron.	2015;	Commission	for	Rural	Communities,	2009;	GHK,	2009;	House	of	

Lords,	2019).		

	

Overall,	the	previous	research	finds	that	rural	proofing	is	a	good	idea	in	principle	

indeed,	other	nations	have	adopted	and	adapted	the	English	model.	 	However,	

rural	proofing	has	been	shown	not	to	be	as	effective	as	it	might	be,	and	a	number	

of	 barriers	 and	 challenges	 have	 been	 identified.	 	 These	 barriers,	 as	 Lowe	 and	

Ward	(2007)	identify	within	their	work	considering	the	rural	regional	economies	
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of	England,	have	resulted	in	rural	proofing	being	a	missed	opportunity	by	DEFRA.		

Atterton	(2008)	referred	to	the	GHK	(2008)	report,	which	was	undertaken	on	

behalf	 of	 the	 CRC	 to	 evaluate	 rural	 proofing.	 	 The	 report	 highlighted	 rural	

proofing	was	not	fully	understood	by	policy-makers	across	government	and	the	

CRC	could	work	with	DEFRA	to	promote	and	support	rural	proofing	(GHK,	2008).		

Atterton	 (2008)	also	noted	 from	 the	grey	 literature	 reviews	on	 rural	proofing	

undertaken	by	this	time,	there	was	a	lack	of	appreciation	amongst	policy-makers	

of	the	guidance	and	support	available	for	rural	proofing.		This	was	compounded	

by	the	notion	there	was	confusion	as	to	who	had	responsibility	for	rural	proofing	

(Atterton,	2008;	GHK,	2008;	Shortall	&	Alston,	2016).		Since	2010,	as	reported	by	

Lord	Cameron	 in	his	 Independent	Review	of	Rural	Proofing	published	 in	2015,	

DEFRA	 has	 had	 sole	 responsibility	 for	 rural	 proofing	 in	 the	 UK	 government.		

Although,	as	reported	 in	the	recent	House	of	Lords	(2019)	review	of	 the	rural	

economy	 there	 are	 recommendations	 that	 rural	 proofing,	 if	 it	 is	 to	 continue,	

should	be	passed	to	the	responsibility	of	the	Cabinet	Office.	

	

Rural	championing	was	originally	the	responsibility	of	the	Countryside	Agency	

and	then	the	CRC,	after	this	point	it	became	the	remit	of	DEFRA	(House	of	Lords,	

2017).		The	inclusion	of	the	representations	of	the	rural	voice	were	set	out	in	the	

2000	 rural	White	Paper	as	paramount	 to	 the	 success	of	 rural	proofing	and	 to	

support	this	process,	regional	rural	affairs	fora	were	established	in	order	to	feed	

into	 consultations	 and	 policy	 development	 as	 rural	 experts	 from	 the	 social,	

economic	and	environment	sectors	(Atterton,	2008;	Marsden	&	Sonnino,	2008).		

Following	the	dissolution	of	the	CRC,	Morris	(2015)	reflecting	on	the	change	in	

institutional	arrangements	asked	if	there	would	be	an	organisation	championing	

England’s	 rural	 disadvantaged.	 	 He	 found,	 that	 although	 there	 were	 many	

organisations	claiming	to	be	the	voice	of	the	rural,	they	all	had	their	own	other	

priorities,	rather	than	as	with	the	CRC,	rural	communities	and	rural	disadvantage	

being	 their	 priority.	 	 Rural	 stakeholders	 remain	 integral	 to	 rural	 proofing	

(Cameron,	 2015;	 DEFRA,	 2017),	 and	 DEFRA	 has	 published	 a	 suggested	

stakeholder	list	in	the	2017	rural	proofing	guidance.	
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Rural	proofing	 is	described	as	 the	process	used	 to	 champion	 rural	 issues	and	

systematically	 audit	 rural	 considerations	 in	 policy	 development	 to,	 in	 part	

address	 rural	 disadvantage,	 and	 ensure	 rural	 and	 urban	 residents	 “equitable	

access	to	a	common	set	of	policies	and	programmes”	(Shortall	&	Alston,	2016,	p.	

41),	rather	than	have	separate	rural	policies	(Atterton,	2008;	Shortall	&	Alston,	

2016).		Atterton	(2008)	highlighted	that	there	are	rural	areas	in	England	which,	

due	 to	 the	 location	 and	 low	 population	 density	 may	 need	 to	 be	 considered	

separately.		Halfacree	(1993)	noted	low	populations	densities	give	rise	to	specific	

considerations	 for	 rural	 service	 provision	 in	 these	 areas.	 	 Caffyn	 et	 al.	 (2002)	

found	rural	proofing	on	one	hand	was	trying	to	address	the	gap	between	rural	

and	urban	service	provision	and	on	the	other	hand,	protect	rural	distinctiveness.			

	

Although	 it	 is	 recognised	 rural	 is	 a	 complex	 space	 (Woods,	 2011),	 Atterton	

(2008)	and	Sherry	and	Shortall	(2019)	added	in	their	research,	rural	proofing	is	

underpinned	 by	 the	 rural/urban	 binary	 which	 must	 be	 used	 by	 government	

officials	developing	English	policy	(DEFRA	et	al.,	2013;	DEFRA	&	ONS,	2016).		In	

their	work	with	Suffolk	County	Council,	Caffyn	et	al.	(2002)	found	understanding	

rural,	or	rather	what	is	rural,	was	a	barrier	to	rural	proofing.	 	Atterton	(2008)	

suggested	 there	 needed	 to	 be	 a	 better	 understanding	 by	 policy-makers	 of	 the	

contribution	of	rural	areas	to	the	economy.		Rural	England,	as	presented	in	this	

chapter	 and	 discussed	 in	 more	 detail	 in	 Chapters	 Two	 and	 Three,	 is	 more	

complex	than	as	binary	to	urban	and	in	fact	rural	England	is	unique	in	that	most	

of	the	rural	areas	are	within	relatively	close	proximity	to	urban	centres	(OECD,	

2011;	 Shortall	 &	 Alston,	 2016).	 This	 becomes	 problematic	 for	 rural	 proofing	

within	a	context	of	a	rural-urban	classification.	

	

The	evaluations	of	rural	proofing	 found	 in	the	grey	 literature	have	continually	

expressed	weaknesses	 in	 rural	proofing,	with	the	 scholarly	 research	 trying	 to	

explain	why	 this	may	 be	 the	 case.	 	 This	 thesis	 adopts	 a	 qualitative	 aprroach,	

acknowledging	the	value	of	the	view	and	opinions	based	on	experiences	of	rural	

proofing	 by	 rural	 policy	 practitioners.	 	 This	 study	 aims	 to	make	 a	 knowledge	

contribution	 by	 adding	 to	 the	 emerging	 body	 of	 research	 on	 rural	 proofing,	

adopting	 a	 policy	 practitioner	 emphasis,	 harnessing	 the	 practioner	 lens	 to	
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contribute	to	the	current	debate	on	whether	rural	mainstreaming	through	rural	

proofing	 should	 continue	 in	 its	 current	 format.	 	 This	 research	 complements	

previous	rural	proofing	studies	of	Atterton	(2008),	Caffyn	et	al.	(2002),	Shortall	

and	Alstion	(2016)	and	most	recently	Sherry	and	Shortall	(2019)	and	provides	

an	empirical	contribution	on	rural	proofing	from	the	English	policy	practitioner	

perspective.	

	

	

1.4.2.	 Aim	and	objectives	

This	 thesis	 undertakes	 a	 critique	 of	 rural	 proofing	 in	 England	 since	 its	

introduction	in	2000.		The	study	seeks	to	highlight	contemporary	aspects	of	rural	

proofing	and	consider	the	strengths	and	weaknesses	of	rural	proofing	from	the	

perspective	of	policy	practitioners.	 	The	study	will	be	within	the	context	of	the	

current	theoretical	debate.	

	

The	specific	aim	of	 the	study	 is	 to	consider	critically	 the	effectiveness	of	rural	

proofing	 in	England	 since	 its	 introduction	 in	2000.	 	The	 aim	will	 be	 achieved	

through	the	following	objectives:	

	

1. To	explore	rural	policy	practitioners’	understandings	of	rural	and	how	this	

informs	their	experiences	of	rural	proofing			

2. To	consider	the	role	and	representation	of	the	rural	voice	within	rural	

proofing		

3. To	consider	the	contested	nature	of	leadership	and	accountability	within	

rural	proofing	

4. To	critically	discuss	the	strengths	and	weaknesses	of	rural	proofing	to	

inform	the	rural	proofing	agenda	

	

	

1.5.	 Thesis	structure	
The	thesis	follows	a	traditional	structure,	Introduction,	Literature	Review	(two-

fold),	Research	Methodology,	Findings	and	Conclusions.	 	The	 Introduction	has	

provided	 the	 contextual	 underpinning	 for	 the	 reader	 and	 has	 indicated	 the	
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direction	and	purpose	of	this	study.		The	debates	introduced	here	are	discussed	

further	in	Chapter	Two,	a	review	of	the	policy	context	of	rural	proofing	in	England	

since	2000;	exploring	the	key	stages	within	rural	proofing	over	the	last	19	years	

and	how	these	have	influenced	the	effectiveness	of	rural	proofing.		Chapter	Three,	

the	second	element	of	 the	 literature	review,	 explores	the	way	academics	have	

deliberated	on	the	restructuring	of	rural	England	from	one	based	on	agriculture,	

to	 one	 where	 socio-economic	 and	 environmental	 networks,	 intertwined	 and	

interdependent,	are	at	play	across	different	rural	localities,	within	the	context	of	

an	rural-urban	binary.	 	Chapter	Three	also	outlines	the	conceptual	parameters	

adopted	in	this	thesis	namely	the	rural-urban	dichotomy,	representations	of	the	

rural,	and	leadership	in	rural	proofing.	

	

Chapter	 Four	 describes	 and	 reviews	 the	methodological	 approach	 adopted	 to	

investigate	 policy	 practitioners’	 perceptions	 on	 the	 effectiveness	 of	 rural	

proofing.		The	rationale	for	the	selection	of	an	interpretivist	approach	is	outlined	

prior	 to	 describing	 the	 data-collection	 method	 adopted	 of	 in-depth	 semi-

structured	interviews.	

	

Chapter	Five	constitutes	 the	main	body	of	empirical	evidence	and	preliminary	

discussion	 in	 which	 the	 research	 objectives	 are	 addressed,	 through	 an	

examination	 of	 the	 patterns	 of	 strengths	 and	 weaknesses	 of	 rural	 proofing	

through	 the	 policy	 practitioner	 lens.	 	 The	 relationships	 of	 understandings	 of	

rural,	 rural	 proofing	 with	 the	 politics	 of	 the	 rural	 practitioner	 voice,	 the	

leadership	of	rural	proofing	and	its	application,	are	explored.		The	examination	

observes	 the	 issues	 that	have	 influenced	 the	effectiveness	of	 rural	proofing	 in	

England.			

	

The	study	concludes	with	Chapter	Six,	where	the	empirical	research	findings	are	

synthesised	in	a	discussion	of	the	influential	factors	for	rural	proofing	in	England;	

the	implications	of	which	are	considered	within	the	context	of	the	future	rural	

proofing	agenda	and	are	debated	within	the	theoretical	parameters	guiding	this	

study.		Finally,	potential	avenues	for	further	research	are	proposed.			
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Chapter	Two:	A	Critique	of	Rural	Proofing			
	

	

	

2.1.	 	Introduction		
While	there	is	a	great	deal	of	academic	literature	on	rural	policy	approaches	and	

outcomes	in	a	generic	sense,	as	Sherry	and	Shortall	(2019)	report,	there	is	limited	

scholarly	work	on	rural	proofing;	although	the	authors	do	note	that	there	have	

been	a	number	of	rural	proofing	policy	reviews.		This	chapter	builds	on	the	grey	

and	 academic	 literature	 to	 provide	 a	 critical	 discussion	 of	 the	 rural	 proofing	

approaches	that	have	been	taken	forward	within	the	English	context.	

	

This	chapter	presents	the	generic	principles	of	proofing,	as	they	have	emerged	in	

the	 wider	 policy	 literature	 and	 then	 proceeds	 to	 consider	 rural	 proofing	 in	

England	since	its	inception	in	2000.		A	chronology	of	rural	proofing	is	outlined	

which	 sets	 the	 context	 for	 a	 discussion	 of	 rural	 proofing	 within	 policy	

mainstreaming,	followed	by	the	championing	of	rural	proofing,	which	takes	place	

at	 a	 local	 level,	 and	 the	 complexities	 of	 the	 diverse	 nature	 of	 stakeholder	

involvement.		The	process	of	rural	proofing	versus	the	outcomes	of	rural	proofing	

is	 discussed	 before	 the	 chapter	 is	 brought	 to	 a	 close	 with	 the	 emergent	

implications	arising	from	the	preceding	critique	of	rural	proofing	and	as	deemed	

relevant	to	the	focus	of	this	study.		

	

	

2.2.	 Generic	principles	of	proofing	in	policy	
Pawson	(2002)	links	proofing	to	evidence-based	policy	development;	explaining	

systematic	evidence	or	reviews	are	needed	 in	policy	development	through	the	

theory	of	emergent	realist	evaluation.		Emergent	realist	evaluation	considers	the	

philosophy	of	the	evaluation	and	the	integration	of	the	lessons	learned	through	

sense	making	 (Mark	 et	 al.,	 1998;	 Pawson	&	Tulley,	 1997).	 	Mark	 et	 al.	 (1998)	

suggest	 sense	 making	 is	 the	 understanding	 within	 the	 wider	 context	 of	 the	

implications	 of	 the	 policy	 with	 interventions	 for	 improvements	 based	 on	
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evaluations	 and	 through	wider	 values	of	 a	 particular	policy	 process	making	 a	

difference	in	future	implementation.	

	

Georgiadou	 et	 al.	 (2012)	 and	 Pendergast	 (2009)	 refer	 to	 future	 proofing	 for	

designing	 policy	 decisions	 and	 impacts	 to	 anticipate	 future	 developments	 in	

policy	and	society,	although	not	necessarily	within	legislation.		Georgiadou	et	al.	

(2012)	 link	 future	 proofing	 to	 the	 Brundtland	 Commission’s	 principles	 of	

sustainable	development	(1987).		Dorn	and	Levi	(2006)	align	proofing	with	the	

precautionary	principle,	as	being	associated	with	risk	management	within	policy	

processes	 and	 in	 this	 instance	 associated	with	 environmental	 legislation	 (see	

Foster	 et	 al.,	 2000).	 	 For	 example,	 Eales	 et	 al.	 (2005)	 refer	 to	 Catchment	

Abstraction	Plans	and	River	Basin	Management	Plans	as	illustrative	of	legislative	

environmental	 appraisals;	 and	 the	 EU	 uses	 a	 structured	 process	 to	 minimise	

climate	 change	 impacts	 (Institute	 for	 European	 Environmental	 Policy,	 2012).		

Despite	 the	 legislative	 context	 for	 precautionary	 assessments,	 Dorn	 and	 Levi	

(2006)	 and	 Foster	 et	 al.	 (2000)	 recognise	 there	 is	 no	 clear	 definition	 of	

precautionary.	 	Foster	et	al.	(2000)	propose	there	are	14	interpretations	of	the	

precautionary	 principle,	 and	 with	 Dorn	 and	 Levi	 (2006)	 summarising	 these	

interpretations	 as	 collectively	 a	 “pre-emptive”	 (p.	 215)	 approach	 in	 policy	

development	to	mitigate	against	potential	risk	if	no	regulatory	action	occurs;	in	

particular	mitigating	against	a	risk	that	is	not	yet	proven	with	evidence.			

	

Dorn	and	Levi	(2006)	align	proofing	processes	to	the	formal	regulatory	impact	

assessments	introduced	across	the	EU	in	2002.		These	gathered	momentum,	in	

the	 first	 few	 years	 of	 the	 21st	 century,	 in	 the	 lead	 up	 to	 impact	 assessments	

becoming	regulatory	in	2003,	in	an	attempt	across	the	EU	to	try	to	reduce	the	

burden	 of	 legislative	 bureaucracy	 (Dorn	 &	 Levi,	 2006).	 	 For	 the	 UK,	 these	

assessments	are	set	out	within	the	Green	Book:	Central	Government	Guidance	on	

Appraisal	and	Evaluation	[Green	Book]	(Eales	et	al.,	2005;	Her	Majesty’s	Treasury	

[HMT],	 2018).	 	 Regulatory	 policy	 impact	 assessments	 aim	 to	 ensure	 policy	

coherence	and	the	principles	of	social,	environmental	and	economic	welfare	or	

sustainable	development	within	policy	processes	(Dorn	&	Levi,	2006),	aligning	

with	Georgiadou	et	al.	(2012)	and	Pendergast’s	(2009)	interpretations	of	future	
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proofing.	 	 Eales	 et	 al.	 (2005)	 and	 Savona	 (2006)	 describe	 such	 policy	 impact	

assessments	as	a	matrix	or	checklist	of	questions.	

	

	

2.3.	 Rural	proofing:	International	perspectives	
England	 is	noted	as	 the	 first	nation	to	have	adopted	a	process	 for	considering	

policy	implications	for	its	rural	areas	within	domestic	national	policy	(Atterton,	

2008;	Organisation	 for	 Economic	 Co-operation	&	Development	 [OECD],	 2011;	

Shortall	&	Alston,	2016).		Indeed,	the	English	model	of	rural	proofing	and	rural	

championing,	has	informed	approaches	by	other	nations	to	rural	mainstreaming	

(Sherry	&	Shortall,	2019).	 	Rural	proofing	 is	growing	momentum	across	other	

nations	(European	Network	for	Rural	Development,	2017).		Following	the	2016	

Cork	2.0	Declaration	for	rural	development,	rural	prosperity	is	now	at	the	core	of	

EU	rural	policy	with	rural	proofing	seen	as	a	tool	to	facilitate	rural	development	

(European	Network	for	Rural	Development,	2017;	Sherry	&	Shortall,	2019).		The	

leadership	 taken	 from	 England	 has	 been	 despite	 the	 weaknesses	 of	 rural	

proofing.		Indeed,	nations	including	Northern	Ireland,	New	Zealand	and	Canada,	

start,	like	England,	from	a	point	of	a	rural-urban	binary,	where	rural	areas	are	at	

a	disadvantage	in	comparison	with	urban	areas	(Sherry	&	Shortall,	2019).			

	

Although	 it	 is	 still	 a	 binary	 classification,	 New	 Zealand	 recommends	 policy-

makers	prioritise	areas	of	“low	population	density,	isolation	[and	the]	reliance	on	

primary	sector	for	employment”	(Ministry	for	Primary	Industries,	2018,	para.	4),	

which	for	England	would	be	the	sparse	or	inaccessible	rurals	(DEFRA	et	al.,	2013;	

OECD,	2011).	 	New	Zealand	 reaffirmed	 its	 rural	 lens	 in	2018,	 so	 there	 is	 little	

current	 evaluation	 on	 progress,	 because,	 as	 Cedervärn	 (2016),	 notes,	 rural	

proofing	needs	to	be	embedded	and	monitored	before	evaluation	can	occur.		Only	

time	will	 tell	 if	New	Zealand’s	 rural	 lens	 is	more	effective	 than	England.	 	New	

Zealand	 focuses	 rural	 proofing	 to	 more	 specific	 rural	 areas	 compared	 with	

England,	 where	 all	 rural	 areas	 should	 be	 considered	 through	 rural	 proofing.		

Currently,	it	seems	rural	proofing	to	most	effective	when	rural	and	urban	areas	

are	similar	(Shortall	&	Alston,	2016).			
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Northern	Ireland,	New	Zealand,	Canada	and	England	all	adopted	rural	proofing	

or	a	rural	lens	approach	within	policy	development	for	national	policy	(Sherry	&	

Shortall,	2019).		Agriculture	Canada	introduced	its	rural	lens	in	2001	to	support	

the	 equivalent	 of	 civil	 servants	 to	 consider	 the	 needs	 of	 rural	 and	 remote	

Canadians	within	new	federal	policy	and	programme	development	(Keating	et	

al.,	2011).		The	wording,	from	the	New	Zealand	Ministry	for	Primary	Industries	

(2018)	on	the	adoption	of	the	rural	lens,	asks	policy-makers	to	look	at	“what	they	

are	 proposing	 and	 take	 into	 account	 the	 rural	 community”	 (para.	 4)	 and	 in	

Northern	 Ireland,	 policy-makers	 are	 to	 give	 due-regard	 to	 consider	 the	

implications	of	policy	on	and	in	rural	communities	(Sherry	&	Shortall,	2019).	

	

Giving	due-regard	 to	 rural	 needs	 is	unique	 for	Northern	 Ireland,	 in	 that,	 due-

regard	 is	 a	 legal	 term,	 and	 is	 explained	 in	 case	 law.	 	 Due-regard	 cannot	 be	

demonstrated	 retrospectively,	 must	 occur	 with	 rigor	 and	 is	 not	 a	 tick	 box	

exercise;	what	is	more,	giving	due-regard	needs	to	be	provable	in	court	(Equality	

and	Diversity	 Forum,	 2008;	Moray	 Council,	 n.d.).	 	 Rural	 proofing	 in	Northern	

Ireland,	is	within	legislation,	the	Rural	Needs	Act	(Northern	Ireland)	2016,	where	

Chapter	19	Section	1	states	public	bodies	must	give	due-regard	to	rural	needs	

within	 all	 policy	 development.	 	 Despite	 this	 legislative	 context,	 there	 are	 still	

weaknesses	with	this	approach,	which	centre	on	the	rural-urban	binary	and	the	

need	 to	 address	 rural	 disadvantage	 (Sherry	 &	 Shortall,	 2019).	 	 Furthermore,	

there	is	“scepticism	and	reluctance;	ambiguity	surrounding	the	objectives,	main	

concepts;	incentives	and	sanctions;	the	role	of	politicians	and	potential	impact	of	

political	influence;	and,	lack	of	clear	ownership	and	governance	including	quality	

assurance”	(Sherry	&	Shortall,	2019,	p.	342).	

	

Shortall	 and	 Alston	 (2016)	 highlight	 the	 champion	 role	 within	 rural	

considerations	within	policy	mainstreaming.	 	Within	 the	Needs	Act	 (Northern	

Ireland)	2016,	there	is	the	expectation	of	a	rural	watchdog;	however,	Sherry	and	

Shortall	 (2019)	 found	 the	Department	 of	 Agriculture,	 Environment	 and	Rural	

Affairs	[DAERA]	has	not	yet	not	nominated	an	agency	to	take	on	the	function	of	

rural	watchdog,	which	should	give	some	quality	assurance	to	the	rural	proofing	

process	and	outcomes.	 	 In	England,	 this	 function	was	 the	 responsibility	of	 the	
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Countryside	Agency	and	then	the	Commission	for	Rural	Communities	[CRC]	for	

England,	prior	 its	dissolution	 in	2013	 (House	of	Lords,	2017).	 	 In	Canada,	 the	

Canadian	 Rural	 Secretariat	was	 established	 in	 1996	 to	 bring	 together	 federal	

policy-makers	as	the	voice	of	rural	Canadians,	so	the	Canadian	Rural	Secretariat	

could	be	the	“rural	conscience”	in	federal	policy	making	(Hall	&	Gibson,	2016,	p.	

i).	 	However,	 the	Canadian	Rural	Secretariat	was	dissolved	 in	2013	and	 it	was	

noted	the	loss	of	the	Rural	Secretariat	has	weakened	the	position	of	the	rural	lens	

(Hall	&	Gibson,	2016),	which	compares	with	Morris	(2015)	who	was	concerned	

as	 to	who	will	advocate	 for	rural	communities	 following	the	dissolution	of	 the	

CRC	in	2013.	

	

Rural	proofing	is	only	legislative	in	Northern	Ireland.		In	England,	it	sits	within	

the	compulsory	regulatory	impact	assessments	(HMT,	2018).		In	both	Canada	and	

New	Zealand,	the	rural	lens	is	voluntary.		Within	the	New	Zealand	context,	there	

is	little	evidence	government	departments	applied	the	rural	lens	toolkit	(Hall	&	

Gibson,	2016).	 	It	is	always	suggested	that	a	voluntary	good	practice	approach	

misses	the	gravitas	of	the	process	and	that	federal	departments	are	less	likely	to	

give	due	consideration	to	the	need	for	an	impact	assessment	of	emerging	policies	

and	programmes	(Hall	&	Gibson,	2016).			

	

	

2.4.	 	Rural	proofing	in	England	
	

2.4.1.	 	A	rural	proofing	chronology:	England	

Rural	proofing	was	presented	to	the	United	Kingdom’s	(UK)	Parliament	by	the	

Department	 of	 the	 Environment,	 Transport	 and	 the	 Regions	 (DETR)	 and	 the	

Ministry	of	Agriculture,	Fisheries	and	Food	(MAFF)	as	part	of	their	publication	of	

the	2000	 rural	White	Paper,	Our	 countryside:	 The	 future	 -	A	 fair	deal	 for	 rural	

England.		The	2000	rural	White	Paper	was	recognised	as	the	first	to	focus	on	more	

than	just	agriculture	(Murdoch	et	al.,	2003).		In	essence,	rural	proofing	sought	to	

illuminate	 the	 implications	 of	 policy	 and	 programme	 development	 and	

implementation	 to	mitigate	and/or	avoid	negative	 impacts	 (Cedervärn,	2016).		

The	 rural	 White	 Paper	 set	 the	 framework	 to	 try	 to	 address	 any	 imbalance	



19	
	

between	 rural	 and	 urban	 areas,	 with	 rural	 communities	 wanting	 “the	 same	

opportunities	as	everyone	else”	(DETR	&	MAFF,	2000,	p.	11).		Caffyn	et	al.	(2002),	

DEFRA	 (2013)	 and	 Sherry	 and	 Shortall	 (2019)	 remind	 us	 proofing	 was	

introduced	to	address	a	deficit	between	rural	and	urban	areas.	 	Indeed,	the	UK	

government	followed	this	stance	and	rural	proofing	was	developed	from	a	point	

of	 addressing	 disadvantage	 of	 rural	 areas	 when	 compared	 with	 urban	 areas	

(Atterton,	2008;	Caffyn	et	al.,	2002;	OECD,	2011;	Plunkett	Foundation	et	al.,	2015;	

Sherry	&	Shortall,	2019;	Shortall	&	Alston,	2016).			

	

The	term	rural	proofing	appears	to	have	first	been	used	the	UK	in	1999	where	it	

was	described,	 in	 the	Cabinet	Office’s	report,	Rural	Economies,	as	“the	process	

whereby	all	Government	policy	is	evaluated	to	a	test	to	determine	the	impact	it	

will	have	on	rural	areas”	(Cabinet	Office,	1999,	p.	129).		The	Cabinet	Office	(1999)	

went	 on	 to	 recommend	 at	 appropriate	 stages	within	 the	 policy	 development,	

government	 departments	 would	 consult	 with	 the	 agency	 charged	 with	

overseeing	rural	proofing	and	have	conversations	as	to	whether	the	policy	would	

have	“any	implications	for	rural	areas”	(p.	129).		Furthermore,	the	Cabinet	Office	

(1999)	 recommended	 that	 if	 the	 implications	 were	 sufficient	 enough,	 policy	

modifications	or	adjustments	should	be	identified.		Rural	proofing	was	described	

in	 the	 rural	White	 Paper	 as	 committing	 policy-makers	 to	 systematically	 think	

rural	within	the	policy	development	process	and	make	appropriate	adjustments	

for	rural	communities	(DETR	&	MAFF,	2000).		Lowe	and	Ward	(2007)	described	

rural	proofing	as	an	“important	commitment	by	government”	(p.	315).		Since	the	

inception	 of	 rural	 proofing,	 there	 has	 been	 transfer	 of	 leadership	 and	 of	 the	

reporting	roles	and	responsibilities	of	the	concept,	although	the	principles	have	

remained	 the	 same.	 	 Table	 2.1	 presents	 key	milestones	 for	 rural	 proofing	 in	

England,	including	the	change	of	leadership,	which	led	to	refreshed	guidance	and	

reporting	mechanisms	being	introduced.			
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Table	2.1.	Chronology	of	rural	proofing	in	England		
Date	 Event	 Summary	
1999	 Rural	proofing	appears	in	

government	documents.		
This	appears	to	be	the	first	time	rural	proofing	is	mentioned	by	the	United	Kingdom	Government.		The	
concept	was	introduced,	in	the	Rural	economies:	A	performance	and	innovation	report	published	by	the	
Cabinet	Office.		It	recommended	rural	proofing	to	assist	the	rural	economy	through	equitable	access	
to	services.			

2000	 Rural	White	Paper,	Our	
countryside:	The	future	-	A	
fair	deal	for	rural	England,	
introducing	rural	proofing	
to	Parliament.			

Rural	proofing	formally	introduced	into	English	policy	making	within	the	rural	White	Paper,	where	
government	gave	a	commitment	to	support	rural	communities.		The	White	Paper	was	a	framework	to	
begin	to	address	the	socio-economic	degradation	of	rural	England	with	five	key	strands:	protecting	
the	environment,	giving	a	voice	to	local	people,	promoting	the	rural	economy,	tackling	poverty	and	
improving	access	to	services.	

2000	-	
2006	

Countryside	Agency	given	
the	lead	for	rural	proofing.	

The	Countryside	Agency	produced	guidance	to	assist	policy-makers:	checklists	of	a	series	of	
questions.		The	Countryside	Agency	produced	other	guides	to	help	address	rural	needs	and	annual	
rural	proofing	reports.	

2003	 Rural	considerations	
included	in	government’s	
regulatory	impact	
assessments.	

The	2003	Green	Book.	Central	Government	guidance	on	appraisal	and	evaluation	included	an	
assessment	for	the	consideration	of	rural	needs	within	policy	development.		Consideration	of	the	
impact	of	policy	in	rural	areas	remains	in	the	latest	iteration	of	the	handbook,	published	in	2018.				

2004	 The	United	Kingdom	
Government	published	the	
Rural	Strategy.			

The	government	reaffirmed	its	commitment	to	rural	proofing	in	England,	in	the	Rural	Strategy.		The	
Department	for	Environment,	Food	and	Rural	Affairs	was	to	work	with	government	departments	to	
ensure	policies	are	“equitably	and	effectively”	applicable	(p.	11)	to	both	rural	and	urban	areas.		The	
strategy	was	a	response	to	rural	challenges	at	that	time	and	sought	to	refocus	the	objectives	of	
modernising	rural	delivery.	

2006	-	
2011	

Natural	Environment	and	
Rural	Communities	Act	saw	
the	dissolution	of	the	
Countryside	Agency	and	
the	establishment	of	the	
Commission	for	Rural	
Communities.	

Following	the	2006	Natural	Environment	and	Rural	Communities	Act,	the	Commission	for	Rural	
Communities	was	established	as	the	government’s	rural	watchdog,	with	responsibility	for	leading	and	
reporting	on	rural	proofing	across	government.		The	Commission	for	Rural	Communities	undertook	
this	role	until	2011.	
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2009	 The	Commission	for	Rural	
Communities	refreshed	the	
rural	proofing	guidance,	
previously	published	by	
the	Countryside	Agency.	

In	2009,	the	Commission	for	Rural	Communities	published	refreshed	guidance	for	policy-makers	to	
support	the	consideration	of	rural	needs	in	policy	development.		The	checklist	questions	aimed	to	
unlock	whether	policies/programmes	would	be	affected	by	“rural	circumstances”	(p.	3).	
The	refreshed	guidance,	in	response	to	the	Commission	for	Rural	Communities	commissioned	a	
report	by	GHK	2008,	which	evaluated	rural	proofing.	

2010	 Intention	to	dissolve	the	
Commission	for	Rural	
Communities	announced.	

Dissolution	of	the	Commission	for	Rural	Communities	was	announced	in	this	year	prior	to	final	
closure	in	2013	and	from	this	point	DEFRA’s	Rural	Communities	Policy	Unit	had	responsibility	for	
rural	proofing	(House	of	Lords,	2017).	

2011	 Rural	Communities	Policy	
Unit	established	in	the	
Department	for	
Environment,	Food	and	
Rural	Affairs	

The	Rural	Communities	Policy	Unit	was	established	to	carry	out	some	of	the	functions	of	the	
Commission	for	Rural	Communities	including	rural	proofing;	it	was	considered	that	a	government	
department	would	best	deliver	this	function	(House	of	Lords,	2017)		
	

2012	 Government’s	Rural	
Statement	published.	

Department	for	Environment,	Food	and	Rural	Affairs	published	the	government’s	commitments,	to	
put	“rural	interests	at	the	heart	of	Government”	(p.	2),	towards	economic	growth,	rural	engagement	
and	the	quality	of	life	of	rural	communities	across	England.		The	statement	recognised	the	need	for	
rural	circumstances	to	be	understood	by	policy-makers	to	enable	effective	service	delivery	in	rural	
areas.	

2012	 Rural	Food	and	Farm	
Networks	established.	

Rural	Food	and	Farm	Networks	established	in	place	of	the	Rural	Affairs	Fora.		Unlike	the	Rural	Affairs	
Fora,	the	new	networks	did	not	have	a	remit	for	rural	proofing	sub-regional	policies	and	programmes	
(Department	for	Environment,	Food	&	Rural	Affairs,	2012a).	

2012	 Local	level	rural	proofing	
principles	published.	

DEFRA	published	local	level	principles	aimed	at	all	policy	and	delivery	agencies	involved	in	rural	
areas;	the	principles	ranged	from	the	upfront	commitment	to	supporting	rural	proofing,	to	monitoring	
outcomes	in	localities	(Action	for	Communities	in	Rural	England	et	al.,	2012).	

2013	 Department	for	
Environment,	Food	and	
Rural	Affairs	published	its	
guidance	on	rural	proofing.	

DEFRA	reaffirmed	its	commitment	to	championing	rural	proofing.	

2013	 Commission	for	Rural	
Communities	dissolved.	

Following	the	dissolution	of	the	CRC	there	was	no	agency	representing	rural	communities	(Morris,	
2015;	House	of	Lords,	2017).	

2015	 Rural	Communities	Policy	
Unit	in	Department	for	

DEFRA	disbanded	the	team	responsible	for	rural	proofing,	leaving	rural	communities	without	a	clear	
identity	across	government	(House	of	Lords,	2017).	
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Environment,	Food	and	
Rural	Affairs,	disbanded.			

2015	 Department	for	
Environment,	Food	and	
Rural	Affairs	
commissioned	the	
Independent	rural	proofing	
implementation	review.	

Commissioned	by	DEFRA	as	one	of	the	commitments	of	the	2012	Rural	Statement,	the	review	
considered	how	effective	DEFRA	and	other	government	departments	were	at	implementing	rural	
proofing.		The	review	found	rural	proofing	to	be	non-political	within	mainstream	policy	development,	
although	concluded	that	the	effectiveness	of	rural	proofing	within	government	departments	could	be	
improved.			

2015	 Local	Government	
Information	Unit	published	
a	response	to	the	
Independent	rural	proofing	
implementation	review.	

Written	for	local	government	officers	and	elected	members,	gave	an	overview	of	the	2015	
Independent	rural	proofing	implementation	review	and	noted	the	review	only	had	a	national	focus.	

2017	 Department	for	
Environment,	Food	and	
Rural	Affairs	published	
Rural	proofing	Guidance.	

Department	for	Environment,	Food	and	Rural	Affairs	published	its	latest	iteration	of	rural	proofing	
guidance	as	a	series	of	stages,	comprised	of	questions,	where	policy-makers	have	to	justify	why	they	
have	opted	in	to	rural	proof.		

2017	 House	of	Lords	Select	
Committee	review	on	the	
Natural	Environment	and	
Rural	Communities	Act.		
The	countryside	at	a	
crossroads:	Is	the	Natural	
Environment	and	Rural	
Communities	Act	2006	still	
fit	for	purpose?	

The	Select	Committee	reviewed	rural	and	countryside	affairs	since	the	2006	Natural	Environment	and	
Rural	Communities	Act.		Chapter	5	considered	rural	proofing	and	its	effectiveness	with	the	changes	of	
responsibility	since	the	2006	Act.		In	summary,	the	Select	Committee	found	that	rural	proofing	had	
become	less	prominent	across	government	as	investment	decreased	from	the	Countryside	Agency,	to	
the	Commission	for	Rural	Communities,	to	Department	for	Environment,	Food	and	Rural	Affairs.	

2019	 House	of	Lords	published	
Time	for	a	strategy	for	the	
rural	economy.	

The	House	of	Lords	reviewed	the	rural	economy	and	opportunities	for	the	wider	GDP.		The	review	
considers	rural	proofing	and	reports	it	has	been	ineffective.		The	Report	calls	for	a	rural	strategy	to	
take	rural	England	out	of	some	mainstream	policy	agendas.	
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2.4.2.	 Critiquing	the	practice	

The	 Cabinet	 Office	 in	 1999	 recommended,	 and	 in	 2000	 DETR	 and	 MAFF	

confirmed,	leadership	and	reporting	of	rural	proofing	would	be	the	responsibility	

of	the	Countryside	Agency1.		The	Countryside	Agency	was	charged	with	advising,	

highlighting	best	practice	and	reporting	on	accessibility,	working	and	living	 in	

the	 countryside.	 	 This	 included	 advising	 policy-makers	 to	 think	 rural	 and	 to	

report	annually	on	progress	(DETR	&	MAFF,	2000).	 	 In	2002,	 the	Countryside	

Agency	 published	 two	 guidance	 checklists	 to	help	 policy-makers	 embed	 rural	

considerations	 into	 policy	 making:	 	 the	 Local	 Strategic	 Partnership2,	 and	

Community	 Strategy	 Rural	 Checklist	 and	 the	 revised	 Rural	 Proofing	 –	 Policy-

Makers’	Checklist.		

	

The	Countryside	Agency	followed	the	norm	of	policy	impact	assessments	taking	

the	form	of	checklists	of	questions	(Eales	et	al.,	2005;	Savona,	2006),	and	this	was	

subject	 to	criticism.	 	This	may	have	been	exacerbated	by	the	DETR	and	MAFF	

(2000),	who	 in	the	rural	White	Paper,	set	out	 thinking	rural	would,	 in	part	be	

achieved	by	“a	rural	‘check-list’	for	Government	Departments	to	ensure	they	take	

account	of	the	rural	dimension	in	developing	policy”	(p.	157).		Atterton	(2008)	

and	 Caffyn	 et	 al.	 (2002)	 argue	 against	 rural	 proofing	 as	 a	 tick	 box	 process,	

because	 this	 approach	 lacks	 depth	 of	 the	 considerations	 of	 rural	 areas.		

Furthermore,	 Atterton	 (2008)	 highlights	 to	 be	 able	 to	 undertake	 a	 checklist	

approach	 requires	“policy-makers	have	adequate	 training,	 advice,	 information	

and	 guidance	 on	 rural	 proofing	 and	 that	 they	 have	 access	 to	 reliable	 and	

appropriate	 evidence	 on	 the	 situation	 in	 rural	 areas”	 (p.	 4).	 	 It	 is	 a	 common	

reflection	that	policy-makers	often	do	not	have	sufficient	understanding	of	rural	

considerations	 (Atterton,	2008;	Lowe	&	Ward,	2007;	Sherry	&	Shortall,	 2019;	

Shortall	&	Alston,	2016).		Through	leadership,	responsibility	and	accountability	

changes	(see	Table	2.1)	there	has	been	a	step	change	in	the	narrative	for	rural	

proofing	 from	 one	 where	 outcomes	 for	 communities	 were	 more	 visible	 (see	

																																																								
1 Countryside Agency was dissolved in 2006 in Part 26 in the 2006 Natural England and Rural 
Communities Act.  Responsibilities transferred on dissolution and passed to Natural England and the 
Commission for Rural Communities.  
2 Local	strategic	partnerships	were	non-statutory	partnerships	with	representatives	from	the	
local	public	sector,	community	and	voluntary	sectors	and	business	sector	(Department	for	
Communities	and	Local	Government	[DCLG],	2008).		 
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DETR	&	MAFF,	2000)	to	one	 focussing	on	a	mechanistic	process	within	policy	

making	conversations,	so	reaffirming	the	criticism	that	rural	proofing	remains	a	

tick	box	exercise.		

	

Bacchi	and	Eveline	(2015)	highlight	that	proofing	should	not	be	a	technocratic	

tool	 and	 by	 following	 the	 checklist	 norm,	 rural	 proofing	 practice	 within	

government	became	 focussed	on	 the	process	 rather	 than	 the	outcomes.	 	 Lord	

Cameron’s	(2015)	independent	evaluation	situated	rural	proofing	as	the	effective	

conversation	within	the	policy	development	process	rather	than	consideration	

of	the	difference	and	policy	adjustments	make	on	the	ground.	 	This	was	also	a	

weakness	highlighted	by	the	CRC	(2009),	who	reported	rural	proofing	as	a	desk	

based	 exercise	 with	 limited	 dialogue	 among	 colleagues	 let	 alone	 with	

stakeholders	and	rural	communities.			

	

Staying	with	 the	 Countryside	 Agency’s	 guidance	 checklists	 for	 policy-makers,	

Atterton	 (2008)	 highlights	 that	 many	 of	 the	 terms	 included	 had	 not	 been	

clarified;	for	example,	terms	such	as	significant	used	within	the	context	of	impact.		

Indeed,	the	Cabinet	Office	in	1999,	the	CRC	in	2009	and	DEFRA	in	2013	and	2017	

used	similar	terms.		There	continues	to	be	no	explanation	as	to	what	a	significant	

impact	may	be,	or	what	would	be	deemed	appropriate	adjustments	within	policy	

development	to	achieve	desired	outcomes	for	rural	communities.		In	contrast,	the	

New	Zealand	Ministry	for	Primary	Industries	(2018),	appears	to	have	been	more	

specific	 about	 the	 expected	 outcomes	 of	 rural	 proofing	 which	 are	 to	 ensure	

“essential	services,	lasting	infrastructure	[and]	access	to	information”	(para.	3).		

These	are	not	dissimilar	to	the	rural	priorities,	presented	by	DEFRA	(2012b)	in	

the	 Rural	 Statement,	 to	 promote	 economic	 growth,	 engage	 with	 rural	

communities	and	ensure	fair	access	to	public	services.		However,	these	priorities	

are	not	explicit	within	DEFRA’s	(2017)	rural	proofing	guidance	nor	are	policy-

makers	signposted	to	DEFRA’s	2012b	Rural	Statement	to	make	the	connections.		

Lack	 of	 clarity	 in	 the	 language	 used	 within	 rural	 proofing	 grey	 literature,	 as	

discussed	by	Abram	(2003),	Dorn	and	Levi	(2006)	and	Pemberton	and	Goodwin	

(2010),	 present	 opportunity	 for	 different	 interpretations	 to	 occur	 within	 the	
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policy	 community,	 with	 individuals	 and/or	 organisations	 interpreting	

requirements	through	their	own	policy	lenses.	

	

Furthermore,	the	New	Zealand	Ministry	for	Primary	Industries	(2018)	prioritises	

areas	of	“low	population	density,	isolation	[and	the]	reliance	on	primary	sector	

for	 employment”	 (para.	 4).	 	 In	 comparison,	 rural	 proofing	 in	 England	has	 not	

prioritised	sparse	areas	of	population,	nor	any	rural	circumstances	in	place,	over	

those	of	another.		In	the	latest	DEFRA	(2017)	guidance,	policymakers	are	asked	

to	justify	why	rural	adjustments	are	needed,	thus	putting	the	onus	of	arguing	a	

case	for	change	back	to	the	policy-makers.		Without	knowledge	of	rural	priorities,	

understanding	 of	 different	 rural	 circumstances	 and	 how	 this	 is	 potentially	

impacted	 by	 policy	 leads	 to,	 as	 Sherry	 and	 Shortall	 (2019,	 p.	 339)	 describe,	

“inconsistencies”	in	the	application	of	rural	proofing.		This	criticism	is	not	specific	

to	 the	 DEFRA	 (2017)	 guidance;	 understanding	 rural	 circumstances	 and	 thus	

potential	policy	 impacts	have	been	 identified	 as	a	weakness	 in	previous	 rural	

proofing	guidance	iterations	(Caffyn	et	al.,	2002;	OECD,	2011;	Shortall	&	Alston,	

2016).			

	

A	 further	 criticism	 of	 the	 Countryside	 Agency	 and	 indeed,	 subsequent	 rural	

proofing	 guidance,	 is	 that	 rural	 difference	 found	 across	 England	 is	 neither	

acknowledged	nor	addressed;	thus	the	rural	proofing	process	is	seen	as	a	one	size	

fits	 all	 approach	 (Atterton,	 2008).	 	 However,	 the	 more	 recent	 DEFRA	 (2017)	

guidance	 does	 recognise	 that	 there	 is	 not	 a	 homogenous	 rural	 England	 and	

signposts	policy-makers	to	the	rural–urban	classification	for	England	and	Wales.		

This	 said,	 DEFRA	 (2017)	 resorts	 to	 using	 average	 comparative	 national	 data	

between	rural	and	urban	England	for	travel	time	to	services	to	illustrate	possible	

need	to	adjust	the	policy	to	address	a	rural-urban	deficit,	giving	the	perception	a	

single	policy	adjustment	will	suffice.		Rather	than	recognising	not	all	rural	areas	

are	 the	 same	 and	 a	 national	 one-size	 fits	 all	 solution	may	 not	 be	 effective	 in	

delivery	of	policy	outcomes	locally;	a	weakness	identified	by	Atterton	(2008)	of	

the	early	iterations	of	rural	proofing	guidance.		Caffyn	et	al.	(2002),	Sherry	and	

Shortall	 (2019),	 and	 Shortall	 and	Alston	 (2016)	 reaffirm	 the	 argument	 that	 a	

single	approach	cannot	fully	support	policy-makers	to	consider	the	range	of	rural	
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issues	across	a	range	of	rural	circumstances.		Atterton	(2008,	p.	11)	went	on	to	

add,	“[it]	is	for	local	actors	to	design	the	correct	delivery	measures	and	ensure	

that	 outcome	 indicators	 facilitate	 local	 tailoring”	 of	 mainstream	 policy	

development.	 	This	 issue	 is	not	unique	 to	 the	English	 context.	 	 In	Canada,	 the	

government	 introduced	 the	rural	 lens	 to	policy	 in	2001	 (Keating	et	 al.,	 2011).		

However,	a	“lack	of	forethought	about	the	consequences	of	applying	a	one-size-	

fits-all	approach	to	a	specific	policy	area”	(Rural	Ontario	Municipal	Association,	

2015,	p.	3),	resulted	in	the	Rural	Ontario	Municipal	Association	developing	their	

own	rural	and	northern	lens	in	2006,	to	try	to	address	the	rural	distinctiveness	

of	the	region.		

	

	

2.4.3.	 	A	model	of	rural	proofing:	the	national	picture	

	

2.4.3.1.	Mainstreaming	rural	proofing	

Shortall	and	Alston	(2016,	p.	41)	describe	rural	proofing	as	“a	broad	term	often	

used	 to	 incorporate	 rural	 mainstreaming,	 championing	 rural	 policies,	 and	

auditing	to	ensure	mainstreaming	has	occurred”.		Rural	proofing	is	currently	set	

within	 the	 mainstreaming	 agenda	 (Atterton,	 2008;	 Cameron,	 2015;	 Sherry	 &	

Shortall,	 2019;	 Shortall	 &	 Alston,	 2016).	 	 Bacchi	 and	Eveline	 (2015)	 describe	

mainstreaming	 as	 when	 an	 issue	 and	 its	 associated	 goals	 are	 mandatorily	

integrated	into	the	business	of	all	policymakers.		Sherry	and	Shortall	(2019)	add	

that	mainstreaming	is	“ensuring	fair	or	equitable	access	to	public	interventions”	

(p.	339).		Caffyn	et	al.	(2002)	found	mainstreaming	rural	considerations	within	

other	 policy	 processes	 would	 be	 more	 effective	 than	 having	 separate	 rural	

policies.		The	principles	of	rural	proofing	were	not	seen	as	challenging	and	were	

a	welcomed	straightforward	idea,	however,	it	has	since	been	reported	in	the	both	

the	 grey	 and	 scholarly	 literature	 as	 problematic	 (see	 OECD,	 2011;	 Sherry	 &	

Shortall,	2019).	

	

Rural	 proofing	 is	 compulsory	 for	 English	 national	 domestic	 policymaking	

(Atterton,	2008;	Cameron,	2015;	CRC,	2009;	Countryside	Agency,	2002a;	DEFRA,	

2017c;	OECD,	2011;	Shortall	&	Alston,	2016).		Although	rural	proofing	is	not	set	
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within	 legislation	 in	 its	 own	 right	 for	 England,	 rural	 proofing	 is	 within	 EU	

regulatory	policy	impact	assessments.		In	2006,	the	Audit	Office	noted	the	need	

to	 consider	 the	 implications	 of	 policies	 for	 rural	 areas	 as	 listed	 in	 the	 2003	

iteration	of	the	Green	Book.		It	is	only	since	the	2016	Cork	Declaration	for	Rural	

Development,	rural	considerations	are	deemed	a	priority	for	EU	policy-makers	

(European	Network	for	Rural	Development,	2017;	Sherry	&	Shortall,	2019).			

	

In	2015,	Cameron,	who	chaired	the	Independent	Rural	Proofing	Implementation	

Review,	confirmed	the	relevance	of	rural	mainstreaming	and	linked	it	to	enabling	

access	 to	 services	 and	 supporting	 thriving	 businesses,	 across	 all	 rural	 areas.		

Atterton	 (2008)	 notes	 mainstreaming	 “refers	 to	 the	 consideration	 of	 rural	

circumstances	 as	 part	 of	 everyday	 policy	 making	 rather	 than	 separately	

throughout	Government”	(p.	10).		In	2007,	Barry	Gardiner	MP	said	rural	issues	

should	 be	 considered	 in	wider	policy	making,	 rather	 than	 bespoke	 to	 specific	

rural	 policies	 or	 projects	 (as	 cited	 in	Atterton,	 2008).	 	 In	 addition,	within	 the	

DETR	 and	 MAFF	 (2000)	 description	 of	 rural	 proofing	 the	 departments	 to	 be	

involved	in	rural	policy	making	were	not	specified,	in	other	words,	no	direction	

was	given	 that	rural	proofing	would	only	be	 the	 responsibility	of,	 at	 the	 time,	

MAFF;	which	neither	included	nor	excluded	other	government	departs	from	the	

process.		Yet,	in	practice,	there	was	an	expectation	that	the	expertise	of	DEFRA	

staff	 would	 support	 other	 government	 colleagues	 to	 rural	 proof	 policies	 and	

programmes	 (CRC,	 2007).	 	 Shortall	 and	 Alston	 (2016,	 p.	 37)	 state,	 “Rural	

mainstreaming	 involves	a	review	of	all	policies,	not	only	rural	ones,	 to	ensure	

that	 people	 in	 all	 parts	 of	 England	 receive	 comparable	 policy	 treatment	 by	

government.”	 	 Indeed,	earlier	 this	year	(2019),	Lord	Gardiner,	reported	to	the	

House	of	Lords	“strong	rural	proofing	and	mainstreaming	rural	 thinking	 in	all	

Government	departments	was	preferable	 to	a	separate	rural	strategy”	(p.	32);	

reaffirming	the	contents	of	his	2007	speech,	he	also	said	“rural	communities	are	

best	served	by	all	government	departments	thinking	rural”	(Gardiner,	2019,	Q.	

298).		Within	the	English	national	policy	context,	rural	proofing	continues	to	be	

articulated	as	a	process	to	achieve	mainstreaming	of	rural	considerations	in	all	

policy	 decisions	 to	 enable	 equitable	 policy	 interventions	 (Sherry	 &	 Shortall,	

2019;	Shortall	&	Alston,	2016).			
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In	 a	 similar	 vein,	 Northern	 Ireland	mainstreams	 rural	 proofing.	 	 However,	 in	

contrast	to	England,	rural	proofing	is	set	within	a	clear	legislative	framework	for	

rural	 needs.	 	 The	 Rural	 Needs	 Act	 (Northern	 Ireland)	 2016,	makes	 Northern	

Ireland	the	first	country	to	directly	legislate	for	rural	proofing	(Sherry	&	Shortall,	

2019),	 setting	 out	 a	 duty	 to	 consider	 the	 implications	 of	 policy	 directly	 and	

indirectly	in	rural	communities.		The	use	of	language	gives	gravitas	and	a	legal	

context	to	the	wording	of	rural	proofing;	for	example	using	in	due-regard	rather	

than	consider	rural	needs	(Clifford,	2018).		The	term,	due-regard,	was	explained	

in	 case	 law,	 and	 has	 become	 known	 as	 the	 Brown’s	 principles	 (Equality	 and	

Diversity	Forum,	2008).		In	terms	of	Chapter	19,	Section	1	of	the	Rural	Needs	Act	

(Northern	Ireland)	2016,	the	onus	is	on	decision	makers	to	be	aware	and	have	a	

duty	 to	 ensure	 due-regard	 of	 individuals/communities	 with	 protected	

characteristics	are	considered	before	and	during	policy	implementation.		Thus,	

rural	proofing	is	legally	embedded	in	the	policy-making	process	and	rural	areas	

are	 designated	 as	 having	 protected	 characteristics.	 	Within	 the	 context	 of	 the	

Rural	Needs	Act	 (Northern	 Ireland)	2016,	 Chapter	 19	 Section	 1,	 states	 public	

bodies	 must	 give	 due-regard	 to	 rural	 needs	 within	 all	 policy	 development.		

Despite	the	legislative	nature,	there	remains	concern	this	will	not	be	sufficiently	

implemented	 across	 Northern	 Ireland	 to	 truly	 meet	 the	 needs	 of	 rural	

communities	(Clifford,	2018).	 	Clifford	(2018)	 illustrates	her	concern	with	the	

example	 of	 the	 rural	 proofing	 of	 looked	 after	 children;	 where	 it	 was	 realised	

through	 rural	 proofing	 rural	 solutions	 were	 needed	 and	 suggested	 greater	

connection	through	mobile	devices.		However,	the	rural	proofing	did	not	consider	

the	needs	of	the	children	in	needing	universal	mobile	network	coverage	across	

Northern	Ireland	to	be	able	to	be	in	constant	contact	with	the	support	services	

(Clifford,	2018).	

	

Rural	proofing	or	the	rural	lens	within	the	Canadian	national	government	aimed	

to	strengthen	policies	and	programmes	to	benefit	all	Canadians	whether	residing	

in	 urban,	 rural	 or	 remote	 settings	 (Agriculture	 Canada,	 2001).	 	 In	 Canada,	

adopting	the	rural	lens	was	voluntary	(Hall	&	Gibson,	2016).		Similarly,	in	New	

Zealand,	the	Ministry	for	Primary	Industries	(2018)	has	not	gone	as	far	as	to	set	
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rural	proofing	in	legislation;	in	fact,	there	is	no	mandatory	requirement	for	New	

Zealand	policy-makers	to	consider	rural	needs.	 	The	New	Zealand	Ministry	for	

Primary	Industries	(2018)	outlines:	“A	'rural	proofing	lens'	asks	policy-makers	

to	look	at	what	they	are	proposing	and	take	into	account	the	rural	community”	

(para.	4).		It	is	unknown	at	this	stage	whether	this	language	is	robust	enough	for	

policy	development,	as	the	impact	of	rural	proofing	within	policymaking	needs	a	

number	of	years	to	embed	before	impacts	can	be	fully	understood	(Cedervärn,	

2016).		Only	time	will	tell	whether	stronger	legislative	language	in	the	Northern	

Ireland	case,	 is	more	effective	than	encouragement	to	consider	rural	needs,	as	

per	the	New	Zealand	or	Canadian	approaches.		In	England,	where	the	process	is	

compulsory	within	the	wider	context	of	impact	assessments	but	not	within	rural	

legislation,	there	is	nearly	20	years	of	evidence	that	rural	proofing	has	not	been	

effective	or	at	 least	has	had	 inconsistent	successes	(Atterton,	2008;	Shortall	&	

Alston,	 2016).	 	 Despite	 Her	 Majesty’s	 Treasury	 (2018)	 requirement	 for	 rural	

proofing	 to	 be	 considered	 within	 policy	 development,	 it	 seems	 legislation	 or	

otherwise	still	leads	to	questions	in	respect	of	the	effectiveness	of	rural	proofing.		

In	England,	there	is	no	scrutiny	of	rural	proofing	within	government	(Cedervärn,	

2016);	 government	 departments	 need	 to	 report	 they	 have	 undertaken	 rural	

proofing	 rather	 than	 demonstrate	 the	 effectiveness	 of	 the	 process	 and	 the	

outcomes	of	any	policy	adjustments	made.	

	

It	is	reported	proofing	was	introduced	to	address	the	deficit	in,	and	to	achieve	

equitable	 outcomes	 for,	 rural	 communities	 in	 comparison	 to	 their	 urban	

counterparts	(Atterton,	2008;	Caffyn	et	al.,	2002;	Shortall	&	Alston,	2016).		These	

aims	are	not	specific	to	England,	meeting	the	rural	urban	divide	is	at	the	core	of	

the	 rural	 lens	 in	 Canada	 (Keating	 et	 al.,	 2011)	 and	 meeting	 rural	 needs	 in	

Northern	Ireland	(Clifford,	2018;	Shelly	&	Shortall,	2019).		Despite	the	move	to	

mainstream	rural	proofing,	 there	was	and	still	 is	concern	rural	distinctiveness	

could	be	lost.		In	2008,	DEFRA	raised	concerns	that	the	distinctiveness	of	rural	

areas	could	be	overlooked	(Atterton,	2008);	a	situation	potentially	compounded	

by	both	the	lack	of,	and	contested	understandings	of,	rural	(Caffyn	et	al.,	2002;	

Shortall	&	Alston,	2016).		Action	with	Communities	for	Rural	England	[ACRE]	et	

al.	(2012)	in	their	local	level	principles	for	rural	proofing	included	knowing	and	
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understanding	the	local	geography	as	one	of	18	principles	to	help	facilitate	rural	

proofing	implementation	within	a	local	context.		Further	complexity	is	added	by	

the	interpretation	of	the	rural-urban	binary	within	a	rural	proofing	context.		This	

is	because	there	is	both	an	aim	to	integrate	and	recognise	interdependencies	and	

to	promote	rural	distinctiveness	(Caffyn	et	al.,	2002);	this	is	explored	further	in	

Chapter	Three.			

	

Concerns	surrounding	insufficient	understanding	of	rural	in	mainstreaming	and	

related	ineffectiveness	have	been	voiced	in	recent	years.		In	March	this	year	the	

Rural	 Services	 Network	 [RSN]	 (2019a),	 reported	 rural	 needs	 are	 easily	

overlooked	 in	 a	 predominantly	 urban	 focussed	 policy	 environment	 and	 as	 a	

result,	 inadequate	 service	 delivery	 has	 occurred.	 	 The	 recent	 House	 of	 Lords	

(2019)	 report,	 also	 considered	 the	 current	 English	 policy	 environment	 to	 be	

urban	focused.			

	

As	a	follow-up	to	the	concerns	raised	by	the	RSN,	the	organisation	published,	in	

March	2019(a),	It’s	Time	for	a	Rural	Strategy.		A	Call	on	Government	by	the	Rural	

Services	Network.	 	The	RSN	 (2019a)	 highlights	 the	 importance	 of	 an	 effective	

rural	proofing	framework	to	achieve	a	rural	strategy.		The	publication	was	timely	

as	it	coincided	with	the	House	of	Lords	report:	Time	for	a	Strategy	for	the	Rural	

Economy,	published	in	April	2019.		The	House	of	Lords	(2019,	p.	33)	was	“in	no	

doubt”	of	the	“critical”	need	for	a	rural	strategy	for	England,	suggesting	a	move	

away	from	rural	mainstreaming	to	one	of	specific	rural	policies	and	concurring	

with	Shortall	and	Alston	(2016),	a	recognition	that	rural	proofing	in	its	current	

guise	is	unsound.		Ironically,	at	a	European	level	rural	proofing	is	now	considered	

the	tool	to	accommodate	rural	needs	(European	Network	for	Rural	Development,	

2017),	 an	 approach	 based	 on	 the	 mainstreaming	 and	 advocacy	 principles	

developed	for	England	(Sherry	&	Shortall,	2019).			

	

	

2.4.3.2.	Rural	Championing		

In	England,	the	lead	for	rural	proofing	has	changed	four	times	since	its	inception;	

the	OECD	(2011)	 found	the	championing	and	leadership	of	rural	proofing	was	
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inconsistent	and	institutional	arrangements	changed	(see	Table	2.1).		The	OECD	

(2011)	found	overall,	there	was	insufficient	championing	of	rural	needs	and	this	

lack	of	quality	assurance	was	also	seen	in	the	lack	of	monitoring	of	the	delivery	

of	policies	in	rural	areas.		They	also	found,	rural	proofing	is	often	undertaken	by	

junior	 staff,	 with	 more	 senior	 staff	 within	 an	 organisation	 unaware	 of	 the	

requirement	 to	 rural	 proof	 (OECD,	 2011).	 	 Furthermore,	 Atterton	 (2008)	 and	

Shortall	 and	 Alston	 (2016)	 recognise	 confusion	 surrounding	 the	 roles	 and	

responsibilities	 of	 rural	 proofing.	 	 Initially	 rural	 proofing	 was	 led	 by	 the	

Countryside	 Agency	 until	 2006,	 when	 the	 enactment	 of	 the	 2006	 Natural	

Environment	 and	 Rural	 Communities	 Act	 passed	 rural	 proofing	 to	 the	 CRC	

(Atterton,	2008;	House	of	Lords,	2017).		At	this	time,	the	CRC	became	the	rural	

advocate	 to	government,	presenting	evidence	 reports	 to	government	on	 rural	

considerations	(Burgess,	2006).		At	the	same	time,	within	the	2006	Act,	DEFRA	

was	given	the	championing	role	for	rural	proofing	across	government	(Atterton,	

2008).		However,	in	the	regions,	the	Government	Offices	for	the	English	Regions	

were	to	promote	and	lead	on	rural	proofing,	including	supporting	local	delivery	

(Atterton,	 2008),	 a	 role	 they	 had	 assumed	 since	 the	 2000	 rural	White	 Paper,	

working	with	the	Countryside	Agency	(Caffyn	et	al.,	2002).			

	

The	 CRC	 produced	 the	 rural	 proofing	 guidance	 to	 help	 policy-makers	 in	

government	and	act	as	 the	rural	proofing	watchdog	(CRC,	2009).	 	At	 the	same	

time,	DEFRA	and	the	Government	Offices	for	the	English	Regions	were	also	seen	

to	have	championing	roles	in	rural	proofing	(CRC,	2009).		GHK	(2006,	2007)	in	

their	 reports	 for	 the	CRC	on	 rural	proofing	 recommended	how	 the	CRC	could	

support	the	effectiveness	of	rural	proofing	and	in	2009,	the	CRC	recommended	it	

worked	with	DEFRA	to	promote	and	enhance	the	capabilities	of	rural	proofing.		

In	a	similar	timeframe,	Lowe	and	Ward	(2007)	suggested	DEFRA	needed	to	take	

the	initiative	with	other	departments,	being	proactive	as	opposed	to	reactive	in	

response	to	queries	about	rural	proofing.		The	Government	Offices	for	the	English	

Regions	and	DEFRA	reported	to	the	CRC	on	rural	proofing	activities	(Atterton,	

2008).	 	Atterton	(2008)	and	GHK	(2008)	highlight	 there	was	confusion	at	 this	

time	 as	 to	 who	 had	 responsibility.	 	 Within	 the	 Natural	 England	 and	 Rural	
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Communities	Act	2016,	the	CRC,	Government	Offices	for	the	English	Regions	and	

DEFRA	were	all	cited	as	having	a	responsibility	for	rural	proofing.	

	

Between	2004	and	2010,	the	rural	regional	governance	landscape	was	complex	

and	 varied	 between	 the	 eight	 English	 regions	 (DEFRA,	 2006).	 	 The	 regional	

landscape	 included	 the	 rural	 affairs	 forum,	 the	 Government	 Offices	 for	 the	

English	 Regions,	 regional	 assembly,	 the	 regional	 development	 agency,	 local	

strategic	 partnerships,	 and	 other	 key	 partners	 including	 town	 and	 parish	

councils,	CRC	and	Natural	England	(DEFRA,	2006).	 	Furthermore,	there	were	a	

number	 of	 regional	 strategies	 and	 initiatives,	 which	 would	 all	 have	 rural	

considerations	 including,	 the	 regional	 economic	 strategy	 and	 local	 area	

agreements,	each	with	their	own	rural	representations.		The	Government	Offices	

for	 the	English	Regions,	 tried	 to	 facilitate	 through	 regional	 rural	development	

frameworks,	a	coordination	of	the	complex	governance	landscape	for	the	rural	

circumstances	in	their	region	(DEFRA,	2006).	 	Following	the	announcement	in	

2010,	 the	 CRC	 would	 be	 abolished	 by	 2013	 rural	 proofing	 became	 the	

responsibility	of	DEFRA	(House	of	Lords,	2017).		Cameron	(2015)	hailed	DEFRA	

as	 the	 champion	 of	 rural	 proofing	 and	 the	 potential	 for	 ambiguity	 has	 been	

reduced.				

	

Despite	 some	 clarity	 following	 the	 2010	 announcement,	 with	 rural	 proofing	

sitting	only	with	DEFRA,	Morris	(2015)	asked,	who	will	have	responsibility	for	

rural	 communities	 following	 the	 abolition	 of	 the	 CRC,	 arguing	 that	 rural	

communities	 were	 left	 without	 a	 non-governmental	 advocate.	 	 That	 said,	 a	

number	 of	 membership	 organisations	 proclaimed	 to	 be	 the	 voice	 of	 rural	

communities	and	spoke	with	government.		One	such	organisations	is	the	Rural	

Coalition,	formed	in	2012	in	response	to	the	abolition	of	the	CRC,	and	claiming	to	

be	 the	 national	 voice	 of	 rural	 social,	 economic	 and	 environment	 interests	

(Plunkett	 Foundation	 et	 al.,	 2015).	 	 Plunkett	 et	 al.	 (2015)	 present	 the	

membership	of	the	Rural	Coalition	comprising	of	local	government	membership	

organisations,	 for	example	the	Local	Government	Association	(LGA),	 the	Rural	

Services	Network	(RSN)	and	the	National	Association	of	Local	Councils	(NALC).		

The	Rural	Coalition	also	has	membership	from	other	rural	representatives	not	
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from	 local	 government	 and	 these	 include	 the	National	 Farmers’	 Union	 (NFU),	

ACRE,	County	Land	and	Business	Association	(CLA),	Campaign	for	the	Protection	

of	 Rural	 England	 (CPRE),	 and	 the	 Countryside	 Alliance.	 	 Finally,	 the	 Rural	

Coalition	 includes	 representatives	 from	 policy	 experts,	 including	 think	 tank	

organisations	 and	 chartered	 planning	 organisations,	 including	 the	 Town	 and	

Country	 Planning	 Association	 (ACRE,	 2015).	 	 What	 is	 more,	 many	 of	 the	

constituents	 of	 the	 Rural	 Coalition	 also	 proclaim	 within	 their	 individual	

organisations	 represent	 the	 rural	 voice.	 	 It	 is	 apparent	 there	 are	 a	number	of	

organisations	 championing	 the	 need	 for	 rural	 consideration	 in	 policy	

development	alongside	DEFRA.	

	

Some	question	whether	DEFRA	is	best	placed	to	champion	rural	proofing.		The	

House	of	Lords	(2017)	reported	ACRE,	the	Countryside	Alliance,	the	NFU,	local	

authority	 national	 membership	 organisations,	 the	 RSN	 and	 the	 Town	 and	

Country	 Planning	 Association	 recommended	 the	 (re)establishment	 of	 a	 rural	

policy	unit	 in	government,	but	not	within	DEFRA,	 instead	suggest	 it	should	be	

housed	within	the	Cabinet	Office.	 	 It	was	 felt	 the	Cabinet	Office	would	provide	

greater	gravitas	in	ensuring	rural	proofing	be	embedded	within	policymaking.		In	

2006,	GHK	in	their	report	for	CRC,	did	not	go	as	far	as	to	suggesting	a	change	of	

lead	government	department	for	rural	proofing,	but	suggested	there	needed	to	

be	 greater	 signposting	 from	 the	 Cabinet	 Office	 to	 support	 government	

departments	with	rural	mainstreaming.		The	House	of	Lords	(2017)	considered	

the	responsibility	for	rural	policy	and	rural	proofing	should	not	be	within	DEFRA,	

initially	 suggesting	 rural	 proofing	 sit	 within	 the	 Ministry	 of	 Housing,	

Communities	 and	 Local	 Government.	 	 Indeed,	 Lowe	 and	 Ward	 (2007)	 had	

already	advocated	DEFRA	should	be	working	more	closely	with	the	Department	

for	 Communities	 and	 Local	 Government	 if	 rural	 proofing	 was	 to	 be	 more	

effective.		After	consideration,	the	House	of	Lords	recommended	rural	proofing	

be	the	responsibility	of	the	Cabinet	Office	rather	than	DEFRA	(House	of	Lords,	

2017;	Sherry	&	Shortall,	2019).		Thus,	it	is	evident	that	there	has	been	contention	

surrounding	the	leadership	and	championing	of	rural	proofing	with	associated	

calls	for	change	since	its	introduction	in	2000.		Where	best	to	place	leadership	

for	rural	proofing	in	the	UK	government	remains	under	consideration.	
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Whether	the	responsibility	for	rural	proofing	moves	departments,	there	does	not	

appear	to	be	the	call	for	an	independent	watchdog,	as	was	the	case	previously	

with	the	Countryside	Agency	and	then	the	CRC.		Clifford	(2018)	suggests	some	of	

the	challenges	arising	from	the	2016	Rural	Needs	(Northern	Ireland)	Act	could	

be	the	lack	of	leadership	from	senior	officials,	the	omission	of	a	rural	watchdog	

and	the	absence	at	the	time	of	writing	of	the	Northern	Ireland	Assembly.		Sherry	

and	Shortall	(2019)	add	the	role	of	the	watchdog	within	any	monitoring	process	

is	yet	 to	be	clarified.	 	 In	 the	same	vein,	 the	House	of	Lords	(2017)	and	Morris	

(2015)	reported	that	with	all	the	changes	in	rural	proofing	leadership,	from	its	

inception	with	the	Countryside	Agency	through	to	no	clear	team	in	government,	

rural	proofing	has	lost	its	rural	champion	or	watchdog	within	government.	

	

The	 loss	 of	 the	 coordinated	 championing	 of	 rural	 proofing	 also	 removes	 the	

opportunity	 to	promote	the	beneficial	outcomes	of	 the	rural	proofing	process.		

Burgess	(2006),	in	his	report	as	Rural	Advocate,	used	examples	from	localities	to	

promote	success	in	meeting	local	rural	needs.		The	Department	for	Environment,	

Food	and	Rural	Affairs	(2004a,	2006)	published	rural	service	standards,	which	

provided	examples	of	how	local	communities	had	met	a	gap	in	service	provision.		

In	 2006	GHK,	 in	 their	 report	 to	 the	 CRC,	 recommended	DEFRA	 and	CRC	host	

annual	 events	 to	demonstrate	how	 to	 think	 rural	 in	policy	processes,	because	

there	 were	 insufficient	 examples	 available.	 	 GHK	 (2006)	 also	 suggested	 local	

pilots	to	champion	how	rural	proofing	could	make	a	difference.		However,	GHK	

(2006)	did	not	refer	to	the	then	existing	eight	DEFRA	Rural	Delivery	Pathfinders,	

and	therefore,	GHK	perhaps	missed	an	opportunity	to	build	on	existing	examples	

of	local	rural	proofing.		The	pathfinders,	mentioned	in	the	Rural	Strategy	2004,	

brought	 together	 stakeholders	 and	 funding	 streams	 from	 the	 social	 and	

economic	sectors	to	consider	innovative	approaches	of	local	service	delivery	and	

use	 their	 experiences	 to	 inform	 local	 area	 agreements3	 (DEFRA,	 2004c;	

Lancashire	 County	 Council,	 2006).	 	 Although	 there	 are	 some	 examples	 in	

																																																								
3 Local	Area	Agreements	were	negotiated	between	the	principal	authority	and	its	local	strategic	
partnership	and	the	government	offices	for	the	English	Regions,	where	the	agreement	
contained	the	priorities	for	improving	service	delivery	and	quality	of	life	in	the	area	(DCLG,	
2008) 
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existence,	 particularly	 from	 the	 2000s,	 there	 are	 no	 local	 tangible	 examples	

within	 the	 current	DEFRA	 (2017)	 rural	proofing	guidance.	 	 Indeed,	Lowe	 and	

Ward	 (2007)	 suggest	DEFRA	missed	an	opportunity	with	 rural	proofing,	 after	

scrutinising	 DEFRA’s	 lack	 of	 promotion	 of	 rural	 proofing	 across	 all	 levels	 of	

government.		Sherry	and	Shortall	(2019)	recognise	the	value	of	tangible	evidence	

to	 support	 civil	 servants	 to	 complete	 the	 rural	 proofing	 process	 effectively.		

Whether	at	a	local	or	national	scale,	there	has	been	criticism	of	DEFRA	at	the	lack	

of	proactive	championing	of	rural	proofing	and	demonstrating	how	it	can	make	

a	difference	(Atterton,	2008;	GHK,	2006;	Lowe	&	Ward,	2007;	Shortall	&	Alston,	

2016).	

	

	

2.4.4.	 Rural	proofing	at	the	local	level	

Rural	proofing	was	established	in	England	at	the	national	domestic	policy	level,	

as	a	top	down	approach	(Caffyn	et	al.,	2002).		However,	there	has	always	been	an	

expectation	and	realisation	rural	proofing	will	occur	locally	and/or	the	outcomes	

of	 rural	 proofing	 will	 be	 felt	 locally	 (Atterton,	 2008;	 Caffyn	 et	 al.,	 2002;	

Countryside	Agency,	2002a,	2002b;	DEFRA,	2012b;	DETR	&	MAFF,	2000;	RSN,	

2019b;	 Sherry	 &	 Shortall,	 2019).	 	 More	 recently,	 the	 House	 of	 Lords	 (2019)	

recommends	 both	 local	 authorities	 and	 Local	 Economic	 Partnerships	 (LEP)	

should	develop	their	own	rural	strategies,	to	address	their	own	rural	needs.	

	

Despite	 the	expectation	of	local	 level	rural	proofing,	 there	have	been	only	two	

local	 level	 guidance	 documents	 published	 from	 the	 national	 leads	 for	 rural	

proofing:	 firstly,	 the	 Local	 strategic	 partnership	 and	 community	 strategy	 rural	

checklist	(Countryside	Agency,	2002b);	and	secondly	the	resources	for	local	level	

rural	proofing	 	(ACRE	et	al.,	2012).	 	The	latter	is	a	set	of	18	principles	of	rural	

proofing	for	local	authorities	and	other	delivery	agencies	to	consider	as	policy	

implementation	 is	 developed	 (ACRE	 et	 al.,	 2012).	 	 The	 principles	 approach	

deviates	a	little	from	a	checklist	or	series	of	questions	as	found	in	other	nationally	

produced	rural	proofing	guidance,	because	the	principles	try	to	develop	broader	

consideration	of	the	questions	to	be	asked	of	policy	development.	 	The	impact	

and	influence	of	rural	proofing	approaches	at	the	level	of	local	decision-making	
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has	received	less	attention	in	the	literature;	in	fact,	Cameron	in	his	2015	review	

of	rural	proofing	did	not	refer	to	the	latter	resources	and	in	fact	only	focussed	on	

reviewing	rural	proofing	at	the	national	level.	

	

Rural	proofing	has	occurred	 locally,	 facilitated	both	 from	national	government	

and	at	the	local	level.		Nationally,	there	was	an	expectation	the	Government	Office	

for	 the	 English	 Regions,	 who	 were	 Whitehall	 in	 the	 regions,	 would	 formally	

support	 rural	 proofing,	 having	 being	 tasked	 with	 taking	 the	 lead	 for	 rural	

proofing	 in	 the	 regions	 (Atterton,	 2008;	 CRC,	2009)	 and	 for	 example,	 guiding	

local	strategic	partnerships	with	the	rural	proofing	of	the	local	area	agreements	

(CRC,	2009).		The	Government	Office	for	the	English	Regions’	locality	managers	

negotiated	the	 local	area	agreement	process;	 furthermore	were	briefed	by	the	

regional	DEFRA	teams	as	part	of	that	process	(CRC,	2009).		The	Commission	for	

Rural	Communities	(2009)	reported	on	the	process	of	the	rural	proofing	of	local	

area	agreements,	however,	 there	was	no	 indication	of	 the	potential	or	desired	

outcomes,	only	that	the	process	had	occurred.				

	

Suffolk	 County	 Council	 introduced	 rural	 proofing	 after	 it	was	 first	 introduced	

nationally,	 producing	 its	 own	 rural	 proofing	 checklist	 based	 on	 local	 needs	

identified	 through	a	 consultation	process	 (Caffyn	et	 al.,	 2002).	 	 Springer	et	 al.	

(2018)	saw	rural	proofing	as	an	opportunity	to	converse	with	local	communities	

about	particular	service	needs,	barriers	to	implementation	and	ways	forward	to	

develop	local	solutions.		In	Bradford,	the	area’s	local	strategic	partnership	aligned	

rural	proofing	with	ensuring	citizens	have	access	to	public	services	and	through	

the	proofing	process	sought	to	recognise	and	address	the	challenges	in	delivering	

services	 to	 dispersed	 settlements	 and	 so	 address	 the	 disparities	 between	 the	

rural	 and	 urban	 areas	 in	 terms	 of	 levels	 of	 service	 delivery	 (Fisher,	 2004).		

Cumbria	County	Council	(2004)	produced	examples	of	how	local	conversations	

had	addressed	gaps	in	service	provision	to	meet	local	social	care	needs.	 	Other	

local	authority	exemplars	were	presented	in	the	2004b	and	2006	DEFRA	rural	

services	 standard	 reviews,	 showing	 how	 local	 knowledge	 and	 dialogue	 had	

improved	social	service	provision	in	rural	areas.		An	example	from	Esk	Moors	in	

North	Yorkshire	was	described	as	a	“community-based	programme	to	improve	
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social	 care	 provision”	 (DEFRA,	 2004b,	 p.	 11),	 aligning	 with	 the	 locality	

management	approach	of	the	time	as	highlighted	by	Gardiner	(2007).		Burgess	

(2010)	 also	 highlights	 successes	 in	 local	 rural	 services	 solutions,	 such	 as	 a	

community	café	in	Thirsk	established	to	support	young	people	to	develop	skills	

and	avoid	social	exclusion	and	rural	isolation.			

	

Although	these	examples	celebrated	how	local	solutions	can	meet	 local	needs,	

they	 tend	 not	 to	 be	 linked	 explicitly	 to	 a	 rural	 proofing	 process.	 	 A	 synonym	

appears	to	have	emerged	between	addressing	deficits	in	rural	services	and	rural	

proofing	 outcomes.	 	 Indeed,	 both	 Cameron	 (DEFRA,	 2015)	 and	 Alun	 Michael	

(DEFRA,	2004b)	identified	a	relationship	between	rural	proofing	and	access	to	

services.		This	alignment	may	in	fact	be	retrofit	to	celebrate	rural	proofing	success	

used	by,	for	example,	DEFRA,	to	illustrate	the	benefits	of	rural	proofing,	yet	the	

extent	to	which	these	positive	outcomes	are	in	fact	attributable	to	rural	proofing	

per	 se,	 is	 questionable.	 	 Burgess	 (2006,	 2010)	 recognised	 there	 were	 many	

examples	where	rural	communities	had	endogenously	worked	in	partnership	to	

address	 local	 need,	 suggesting	 the	 outcomes	 occurred	 outside	 a	 formal	 rural	

proofing	 process.	 	 Indeed,	 addressing	 local	 circumstances	 can	 occur	 from	 the	

margins	of	policy	processes	and	change	 can	be	 “reactive”	 in	 response	 to	need	

(Rees,	1998,	p.	192).			

	

Consideration	of	rural	areas	in	national	policy	development	is	compulsory	and	

became	part	of	the	HMT	Green	Book	of	regulatory	impact	assessments	from	2003.		

There	may	have	been	a	missed	opportunity	to	integrate	rural	proofing	in	local	

policymaking.		Curry	(2010)	notes	Chapter	22	Part	1	of	the	Local	Government	Act	

2000	 gave	 principal	 authorities	 a	 duty	 to	 ensure	 the	 social,	 economic	 and	

environmental	 well-being	 of	 the	 electorate.	 	 Regulatory	 policy	 impact	

assessments	aim	to	ensure	policy	coherence	and	the	social,	environmental	and	

economic	welfare	or	sustainable	development	within	policy	processes	(Dorn	&	

Levi,	2006;	Georgiadou	et	al.,	2012;	Pendergast,	2009).	 	The	2000	rural	White	

Paper	stated	policy	making	should	think	rural	through	rural	proofing,	to	ensure	

fair	and	just	rural	policy	outcomes	(DETR	&	MAFF,	2000);	an	outcome	not	too	

dissimilar	 to	 the	 duty	 of	 well-being	 within	 the	 2000	 Local	 Government	 Act.		
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However,	the	2000	rural	White	Paper	was	vague	in	its	articulation	of	high-level	

non-measurable	 outcomes	 nor	 did	 it	 link	 the	 process	 to	 the	 2000	 Local	

Government	 Act,	 where	 principal	 authorities	 would	 have	 reported	 on	 local	

progress	through	their	scrutiny	processes.		Another	missed	opportunity.			

	

	

2.4.5.	 Stakeholder	representation	

Whether	 in	 national	 guidance	 or	 within	 local	 examples,	 dialogue	 with	

stakeholders	 is	 inherent	 in	 rural	 proofing	 (CRC,	 2009;	 Countryside	 Agency,	

2002b;	DEFRA,	2017;	DETR	&	MAFF,	2000).		In	the	rural	White	Paper	DETR	and	

MAFF	(2000)	included	the	process	of	rural	proofing	as	including	the	rural	voice.		

Subsequent	iterations	of	the	guidance	all	included	stakeholder	consultation.		This	

is	 also	 expected	 of	 rural	 proofing	 in	 Northern	 Ireland,	 where	 DAERA	 (2015)	

states	policy-makers	are	strongly	recommended	to	consult	with	stakeholders	in	

the	early	stages	of	the	policy	assessment.	 	In	comparison	to	DEFRA,	where	the	

approach	asks	policy-makers	to	justify	opting	into	rural	proofing,	DAERA	(2015)	

asks	policy-makers	to	 justify	opting	out	of	rural	proofing	and	evidence	 for	 the	

decision	must	include	details	of	the	conversations	with	stakeholders	which	has	

informed	the	decision.	 	Within	the	English	process,	 there	 is	no	requirement	to	

include	 evidence	 of	 conversations	with	 stakeholders	 even	 though	 there	 is	 an	

expectation	consultations	will	occur	(see	DEFRA,	2017).	

	

In	the	English	context,	a	definitive	list	of	possible	and	potential	stakeholders	was	

published	by	DEFRA	in	2017.		The	list	includes:	local	government	membership	

organisations	for	both	principal	and	local	councils,	for	example	the	RSN	and	the	

National	Association	of	Local	Councils;	membership	organisations	representing	

a	 range	 of	 rural	 interests,	 including	 the	 NFU,	 Country	 Land	 and	 Business	

Association,	Campaign	for	the	Protection	of	Rural	England,	ACRE.		Furthermore,	

policy	experts,	 for	example	the	Plunkett	Foundation	and	the	National	Housing	

Federation	 are	 included	 on	 the	 list	 (DEFRA,	 2017).	 	 In	 the	 2000	 rural	White	

Paper,	broad	guidance	was	given	of	the	stakeholders	who	could	be	consulted	and	

included	the	Rural	Affairs	Forum.		Although	there	was	no	definitive	list	of	who	

should	 be	 rural	 stakeholders,	 they	 were	 to	 be	 rural	 experts	 from	 the	 social,	



39	
	

economic	 and	 environment	 sectors	 and	 following	 the	 publication	of	 the	 2000	

rural	White	Paper	regional	rural	affairs	fora	were	established	with	these	experts	

who	would	feed	into	the	national	rural	affairs	forum	(DETR	&	MAFF,	2000).		The	

regional	rural	affairs	fora	were	revitalised	through	the	2004	Rural	Strategy.		The	

regional	affairs	fora	were	to	inform	the	national	rural	affairs	forum,	chaired	by	

the	 rural	minister.	 	The	national	 forum	was	 constituted	with	 the	 chairs	of	 the	

regional	 fora	 (DETR	 &	 MAFF,	 2000)	 and	 was	 to	 be	 a	 rural	 sounding	 board	

(Atterton,	2008).		The	eight	regional	rural	affairs	fora	were	not	constituted	the	

same,	however	they	were	seen	as	the	primary	route	for	“grass	roots	customers	

of	 Government	 services	 [to]	 give	 direct	 feedback	 to	 Government	 (including	

periodically	direct	 to	Ministers	 in	person)”	 (DEFRA,	2006,	p.	25).	 	 In	 terms	of	

membership,	 the	 Environment	 and	 Rural	 Affairs	 Select	 Committee	 (2004)	

reported	membership	of	the	rural	affairs	fora	should	be	representatives	of	main	

rural	interests,	although	neither	clarity	of	potential	organisations	nor	affirmation	

of	 rural	 priorities	were	 given.	 	 Along	with	 other	 aspects	 of	 rural	 governance	

arrangements,	 following	 the	2010	general	 election,	 the	 rural	 affairs	 fora	were	

replaced	 in	 2012	with	 rural	 and	 farming	 networks,	 and	 did	 not	 have	 a	 rural	

proofing	remit	(DEFRA,	2012a).			

	

	

2.4.6.	 Process	versus	outcomes		

Monitoring	of	rural	proofing	in	England	is	focussed	on	process	not	the	outcomes	

(RSN,	 2019a;	 Sherry	 &	 Shortall,	 2019),	 a	 situation	 exacerbated	 by	 a	 lack	 of	

identification	 of	 rural	 outcome	 targets	 and	 goals	 (Sherry	 &	 Shortall,	 2019;	

Shortall	&	Alston,	2016).		Although	rural	priorities	underpinned	the	rural	White	

Paper	(see	DETR	&	MAFF,	2000),	the	2004	Rural	Strategy	(see	DEFRA,	2004b)	

and	the	Rural	Statement	(see	DEFRA,	2012b),	measurable	outcomes	and	goals	for	

rural	 England	 were	 not	 identified,	 thus	 providing	 no	 way	 of	 assessing	 the	

effectiveness	of	rural	proofing.		The	Organisation	for	Economic	Co-operation	and	

Development	 (2011)	 found	 there	 was	 no	 monitoring	 of	 the	 outcomes	 of	 the	

policy	 changes	 identified	 within	 the	 rural	 proofing	 process,	 a	 state	 of	 affairs	

further	 flawed	 by	 the	 absence	 of	 scrutiny	 of	 rural	 proofing	 by	 government	
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departments	 	 giving	 no	 implications	 or	 indeed	 incentives	 for	 government	

departments	to	rural	proof	or	otherwise	(Shortall	&	Alston,	2016).			

	

The	 reporting	 of	 rural	 proofing	 focused	 on	 the	 process	 in	 government	

departments.		In	2009,	the	reporting	method	of	the	CRC	was	itself	mechanistic:		a	

desktop	exercise	of	31	policies	at	various	stages	of	progress,	and	discussion	with	

colleagues	 from	 the	 Government	 Offices	 for	 the	 English	 Regions,	 where	 only	

seven	polices	were	discussed.		The	remaining	24	policies	were	evaluated	through	

a	paper-based	process	(CRC,	2009).		Shortall	and	Alston	(2016)	commented	less	

than	half	of	government	departments	undertook	rural	proofing	in	2015,	which	

was	a	low	return.		Caffyn	et	al.	(2002)	noted	the	Countryside	Agency	had	reported	

to	 government	 there	 had	 been	 a	 low	 engagement	 in	 rural	 proofing	 by	

government	 departments.	 	 Furthermore,	 OECD	 (2011),	 Sherry	 and	 Shortall	

(2019),	 and	 Shortall	 and	Alston	 (2016)	 found	 reporting	was	 inconsistent	 and	

non-	systematic.		The	reasons	for	this	are	unclear,	although	iterations	of	guidance	

have	asked	does	a	policy	have	rural	impacts,	rather	than	how	will	a	policy	impact	

rural	 circumstances,	 making	 it	 easier	 to	 adopt	 a	 not	 to	 rural	 proof	 default	

position.		Furthermore,	as	Atterton	(2008)	noted,	government	departments	have	

changing	priorities,	and	rural	considerations	are	not	the	priority.	

	

The	process	of	 rural	proofing	 is	not	 focussed	on	outcomes	 (Sherry	&	Shortall,	

2019)	but	 for	 some	 individuals	and	organisations	 rural	proofing	 is	 in	 fact	 the	

outcome	 (Caffyn	 et	 al.,	 2002),	 symptomatic	 of	 different	 understandings	 and	

expectations	 of	 rural	 proofing.	 	 The	 language	 of	 rural	 proofing	 guidance	 in	

England	has	tended	towards	processual	in	nature,	and	the	language	emphasis	has	

arguably	encouraged	a	path	of	least	resistance	mentality	among	policy-makers.		

As	in	the	Cabinet	Office	(1999)	report	and	in	the	2017	DEFRA	guidance,	policy-

makers	have	to	justify	opting	into	rural	proofing	rather	than	justifying	a	position	

of	 not	 rural	 proofing;	 a	 scenario,	 which	 appears	 to	 counter	 the	 intention	 of	

government	that	rural	proofing	should	occur	at	all,	stages	of	policy	development	

(Atterton,	2008;	Countryside	Agency,	2002b).			
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Rural	 proofing	 was	 recognised	 as	 a	 process	 to	 be	 integral	 within	 policy	

development	rather	than	an	add-on	in	the	latter	stages	of	design	(Atterton,	2008;	

Caffyn	et	al.,	2002;	Countryside	Agency,	2002b;	CRC,	2009;	GHK,	2007;	Shortall	

&	 Alston,	 2016;	 Swindlehurst	 et	 al.,	 2005).	 	 Although	 this	 was	 always	 the	

intention	 of	 government,	 a	 critique	 by	 Atterton	 (2008)	 found	 this	 was	 not	

entirely	 the	 case	 and	 rural	 proofing	 was	 often	 an	 afterthought.	 	 While	 the	

Countryside	 Agency	 did	 articulate	 a	 preference	 for	 rural	 proofing	 to	 occur	

throughout	 the	 process,	 they	 also	 advised	 it	 could	 be	 included	 at	 any	 point	

(Countryside	Agency,	2002c);	thus	if	policy-makers	can	opt	out	at	the	first	stage,	

then	there	is	no	reason	to	believe	that	further	inclusion	will	occur.			

	

Understanding	what	rural	proofing	might	look	like	is	generally	omitted	from	the	

guidance;	 for	 example,	 the	 2002b	 Countryside	 Agency	 checklist	 did	 provide	

information	 in	 respect	 of	 how	 an	 impact	 may	 be	 adjusted,	 but	 again	 not	 as	

worked	or	lived	examples.	 	The	most	recent	DEFRA	(2017)	guidance	also	does	

not	include	worked	examples	which	civil	servants	can	use	to	tangibly	observe	and	

understand	what	 rural	proofing	may	 look	 like	 (Sherry	&	Shortall,	2019).	 	The	

guidance	 shows	 the	 end	 outcome	 of	 how	 some	 national	 policies	 have	 been	

changed	to	meet	rural	considerations	but	does	not	go	so	far	as	to	show	how	the	

steps	to	this	end	are	taken;	 for	example,	 the	guidance	does	not	go	as	 far	as	 to	

show	how	 the	Department	 for	 Education,	decided	 to	 include	 three	 rural	 local	

authorities	 in	 the	 early	 rollout	 of	 the	 30	 hours	 of	 childcare;	 nor	 do	 examples	

explain	how	evaluation	will	inform	further	roll	out	or	future	policy	decisions	(see	

(DEFRA,	2017).	

	

As	 discussed	 above,	 some	 understand	 rural	 proofing	 as	 the	 outcomes	 in	 a	

particular	place	or	for	a	particular	communities,	as	illustrated	with	the	range	of	

examples	used	by	Burgess	(2006,	2010),	Cumbria	County	Council	(2004),	DEFRA	

(2004a,	2006),	Surrey	County	Council,	and	the	Rural	Enterprise	Forum	(2016)	to	

list	a	 few.	 	These	perspectives	do	advocate	 local	solutions	 for	 local	needs,	and	

resonate	with	the	criticisms	of	Atterton	(2008),	Sherry	and	Shortall	(2019),	and	

Shortall	and	Alston	(2016),	that	a	single	(rural	proofing)	process	cannot	meet	the	

requirements	of	all	rural	circumstances.		Gardiner	(as	cited	in	Atterton,	2008),	in	
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his	 speech	 the	 LGA	 advocated	 place-based	 policy	 making	 as	 important	 in	

addressing	 local	needs.	 	 Indeed,	Atterton	 (2008)	 found	at	 that	 time	 there	was	

more	guidance	for	community	proofing	rather	than	rural	proofing:	a	reflection	of	

local	area	agreements	and	the	devolved	facilitation	to	local	strategic	partnerships	

and	 local	 areas	 to	 agree	 local	 priorities	 with	 the	 government	 through	 the	

Government	Offices	for	the	Regions	(Atterton,	2008;	CRC,	2009;	DCLG,	2008).		

	

	

2.5.	 The	issues	with	rural	proofing	in	England:	a	summary			

In	 2000,	 DETR	 and	 MAFF	 (2000)	 said	 “We	 want	 to	 help	 build	 prosperous,	

sustainable	and	inclusive	rural	communities”	(p.	11)	and	the	Countryside	Agency	

(2002c)	positioned	rural	proofing	as	a	“process	by	which	the	potential	impact	of	

policy	and	decision-making	on	rural	areas	is	evaluated,	taking	the	needs	of	those	

who	live	and	work	in	the	countryside	fully	into	account”	(p.	8).		Cedervärn	(2016)	

highlights	 that	 rural	 proofing	 aims	 to	 avoid	 negative	 impacts	 of	 policy	

implementation	 and	 as	 such,	 the	 principles	 underpinning	 rural	 proofing	 in	

England	 align	 with	 precautionary	 principles	 of	 pre-empting	 impacts	 and	

adjusting	policy	accordingly.	 	Yet	 a	 review	of	 the	 literature	demonstrates	 that	

rural	proofing	in	England	has	been	considered	ineffective	on	a	number	of	counts.			

	

While	Cedervärn	(2016)	points	out	rural	proofing	needs	time	to	embed	before	its	

effectiveness	 can	 be	 evaluated	 properly,	 it	 should	 not	 be	 overlooked	 that	 a	

chronology	of	rural	proofing	in	England	shows	that	it	has	sat	within	four	different	

agencies/departments	 since	 its	 introduction	 in	 2000,	 almost	 20	 years	 ago.		

Frequent	 changes	 in	 rural	 proofing	 guidance	 aligned	 with	 these	 structural	

changes	may	have	derailed	policy-makers	in	their	understanding	and	familiarity	

of	 a	 particular	 process	 and	 reporting	 mechanism	 before	 guidance	 changed.		

Indeed,	 in	 the	DEFRA	Annual	Report	and	Accounts	2017	–	18,	 rural	proofing	 is	

mentioned	only	once:		“[DEFRA]	continued	to	implement	Rural	Proofing	across	

government”	 (DEFRA,	2018,	p.	13).	 	With	DEFRA	championing	 rural	proofing,	

this	brevity	 in	 terms	of	 their	own	reporting	makes	 it	difficult	 to	 see	how	 this	

encourages	 and	 supports	 other	 departments	 to	 report	 fully	 on	 their	 rural	

proofing,	unless	of	course	there	is	little	to	report.			
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Further	 criticisms	 of	 rural	 proofing	 have	 been	 discussed;	 in	 terms	 of	 the	

mechanics	 and	 formalities	 of	 the	 process;	 its	 ambiguity,	 scope	 for	 multiple	

interpretations	by	different	actors,	lack	of	direction	and/or	clear	purpose,	and	

questions	of	leadership	and	accountability.		Rural	proofing	as	a	one-size	fits	all	

approach	at	national	government	level	attracts	particular	criticism.	 	There	has	

always	 been	 an	 expectation	 that	 rural	 proofing	 will	 occur	 locally,	 and	 many	

examples	 cited	 as	 success	 stories	 are	 local	 solutions	 for	 local	 needs.	 	 The	

discussion	 highlighted	 that	 while	 these	 examples	 may	 in	 fact	 not	 be	 rural	

proofing	 within	 an	 auditable	 framework,	 the	 outcomes	 of	 addressing	 local	

services	 need	 is,	 for	 some,	 seen	 as	 rural	 proofing.	 	 Local	 level	 rural	 proofing	

draws	attention	to	the	relevance	of	dialogues	with	and	between	stakeholders,	the	

representatives	of	the	rural	voice.	 	Here	too,	there	is	ambiguity	of	who	are	the	

rural	 proofing	 stakeholders	 at	 the	 national	 level.	 	 This	 ambiguity	 of	 both	

stakeholders	and	where	rural	proofing	occurs	draws	consideration	to	England	

and	 its	 differentiated	 rural	 and	 differing	 priorities.	 	 In	 terms	 of	 national	

stakeholders,	and	their	particular	rural	focus,	whether	this	is	social,	economic,	

environment	 or	 a	 combination	drives	 their	 priorities,	 rather	 than	providing	 a	

consensus	 for	 government	 policy-makers.	 	 As	 well	 as	 the	 rural	 voice,	 the	

differentiated	rural	is	shown	to	be	causing	tension;	nationally	DEFRA	is	using	the	

rural-urban	 classification,	 based	 on	 settlement	 hierarchy,	 to	 develop	 average	

values	 on	which	 to	 adapt	 policy,	 whereas	 the	 local	 solutions	 are	meeting	 the	

needs	of	the	specific	rural.				

	

Despite	 criticism,	 rural	 proofing	 has	 remained	 within	 government	 policy,	

through	five	administrations.		It	is	clear	successive	governments	recognise	to	a	

lesser	 or	 greater	 degree	 rural	 areas	 need	 consideration	within	 policymaking.		

Rural	 proofing	 in	 England	 has	 set	 the	 principle,	 which	 other	 nations	 have	

followed,	 and	 the	 RSN	 (2019a)	 recognises	 the	 value	 of	 rural	 proofing	 in	

delivering	outcomes	of	a	rural	strategy.		The	principle	therefore	must	have	some	

merit.		Yet,	the	House	of	Lords	(2019)	report	reminds	policy-makers	that	policy	

development	 in	 England	 is	 still	 urban	 focused,	 reiterating	 the	 existence	 of	 a	

rural–urban	 binary	 underpinning	 the	 original	 drive	 for	 rural	 proofing,	 and	
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reporting	that	rural	proofing	in	England	is	not	fit	for	purpose.		There	is	clearly	an	

opportunity	to	undertake	an	evaluative	study	of	rural	proofing	in	England	to	this	

point,	 identifying	 the	 strengths	 and	weaknesses	 of	 rural	 proofing	 in	 previous	

practice	to	inform	future	practice	agendas.	

	

This	chapter	has	outlined	and	critiqued	the	journey	of	rural	proofing	in	England	

thus	far.		A	contextual	backdrop	is	provided	that	develops	both	the	rationale	for	

this	study	and	guiding	parameters.		Chapter	Three	now	introduces,	develops	and	

provides	a	conceptual	framing	against	which	to	carry	out	this	research	study.				
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Chapter	Three:	Theorising	Rural	Proofing		
	

____________________________________________________________________________________________	

	

	

3.1.	 Introduction	

In	this	chapter,	the	literature	outlining	various	theoretical	perspectives	through	

which	the	principle,	policy	and	practice	of	rural	proofing	can	be	approached	is	

reviewed	and	critiqued.	 	Concurrently,	the	conceptual	framing	for	this	study	is	

developed	through	each	review	stage.		To	consider	critically	the	effectiveness	of	

rural	proofing	in	England	since	its	introduction	in	2000,	Chapter	Two	discussed	

the	meanings	attributed	 to,	 and	a	 critical	 evaluation	of,	 the	approach	taken	 to	

rural	 proofing	 in	 England.	 	 This	 chapter	 develops	 that	 discussion,	 this	 time	

adopting	a	theoretical	lens,	drawing	specifically	on	traditional	and	contemporary	

geographical	 perspectives	 in	 relation	 to:	 understandings	 of	 the	 rural-urban	

dichotomy;	an	acknowledged	blurring	of	spatial	constructs;	and	the	notion	of	the	

differentiated	rural.		A	discussion	of	each	of	these	highlights	the	significance	of	

the	politics	of	the	rural	and	in	turn	framings	through	which	to	consider	the	role	

and	 attribution	 of	 rural	 proofing.	 	 In	 so	 doing,	 a	 conceptual	 framing	 for	 the	

empirical	 approach	 adopted	 in	 this	 study	 is	 provided	 which	 allows	 for	 an	

informed	 commentary	 in	 respect	 of	 critically	 considering	 the	 effectiveness	 of	

rural	proofing	in	England.	

	

	

3.2.	 The	rural-urban	dichotomy		

	

3.2.1.	 A	dualism?	

Images	 of	 rural	have	 over	 the	 centuries	 shaped	 our	descriptions	 of	 rural	 and	

indeed	the	dichotomy	with	urban	(Woods,	2011).		As	Williams	(1973)	discussed,	

historically	rural	England	was	primarily	described	as	contingent	on	agriculture,	

with	agriculture	giving	the	rural	its	uniqueness	(Woods,	2006).		Woods	and	Heley	

(2018,	p.	11)	highlight	it	was	agriculture	which	was	the	“distinctive	feature	that	

made	the	rural	different	from	the	urban”.		The	dichotomy,	or	dualism,	between	
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rural	and	urban	is	well	documented	in	the	literature	and	is	noted	as,	“one	of	the	

oldest	ideas	in	geography”	(Woods,	2011,	p.	I).		The	rural	–	urban	binary	is	linked	

to	the	evolution	of	the	words	rural	and	urban	and	an	unequal	dualism	(Woods	&	

Heley,	2018).	 	Woods	(2011)	explains	that	in	Latin,	the	term	urbs	refers	to	the	

object,	the	city;	rural,	derives	from	the	word	rus	meaning	open	space.	Therefore	

rural	became	a	way	of	describing	the	other,	the	not	urban.	

	

Agriculture	predominated	the	rural	economy	in	the	United	Kingdom	(UK)	until	

the	latter	part	of	the	20th	century	(Murdoch,	2006;	Woods	&	Heley,	2018).		At	this	

point	 industry	 and	 services	 took	 the	 lead,	 with	 agriculture	 becoming	 less	

important	 economically	 with	 fewer	 jobs	 available	 in	 the	 sector.	 	 There	 is	

appreciation	that	rural	systems	have	changed	since	the	end	of	the	Second	World	

War	(Marsden	et	al.,	1990;	Woods	&	Goodwin,	2003)	with	a	shift	from	the	single	

primary	focus	of	agriculture	within	the	rural	discourse	to	being	more	holistic	and	

focused	on	“rural	social	relations”	(Marsden	et	al.,	1990,	p.	10).			

	

Rural	continues	to	hold	“deep	meaning”	to	UK	society	(Woods	&	Heley,	2018,	p.	

11)	which	 is	shaped	by	the	experiences	and	perceptions	of	 the	 interactions	of	

society	with	the	countryside.		Woods	(2010)	found	that	experiences	in	place	are	

embraced	by	farmers,	landowners,	non-farming	residents,	workers,	visitors	and	

tourists	 as	well	 as	policy-makers	and	are	different	 to	 those	who	only	 see	and	

consume	 the	 rural	 through	 different	 media	 platforms.	 	 Protagonists	 of	 this	

discourse	argue	these	individual	experiences,	perceptions	and	understandings	of	

the	 rural	 shape	 the	 spatial	 construct	 (Abram,	 2003;	 Halfacree,	 2006,	 2007;	

Macnaghten	&	Urry,	1998;	Phillips,	1998;	Woods,	2010;	Woods	&	Heley,	2018).		

Furthermore,	 social	 construction	 is	 when	 the	 meanings	 of	 entities	 are	

constructed	 by	 individuals	 based	 on	 experiences,	 conversations,	 expectations	

and	policies	rather	than	as	a	distinctive	object	(Woods	&	Heley,	2018).		Within	

the	rural	perspective:		

	

…	 ’rural’	 and	 ‘urban’	 are	 not	 objective	 categories,	
because	 what	 counts	 as	 rural	 or	 urban	 is	 actually	
decided	by	what	people	themselves	say	and	do	…	with	
none	 of	 them	 being	 more	 or	 less	 real	 …	 [with]	 the	
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contradictions	 between	 different	 constructions	 that	
cause	conflict.		(Woods	&	Heley,	2018,	p.	12).			

	

This	social	construction	of	 the	rural,	 leads	to	 the	different	needs,	expectations	

and	conflict	as	individuals	promote	and	protect	their	rural	distinctiveness.		Yet,	

researchers	and	policy-makers	have	tended	to	affirm	a	rural-urban	dichotomy	

within	which	they	attempt	to	“define	the	rural”	(Woods	&	Heley,	2018,	p.	12).	

	

	

3.2.2.	 The	descriptive	rural	

The	above	discussion	alludes	to	two	descriptors	of	rural,	the	not	urban	and	the	

rural	 as	 agricultural.	 	 A	 further	 way	 of	 describing	 rural	 is	 as	 a	 quantifiable	

concept.		There	is	a	wealth	of	academic	literature,	particularly	in	regional	studies	

and	population	geography	 that	quantifies	 rural	based	on	population	densities	

(see	Copus	et	al.,	2008;	Jonard	et	al.,	2009;	Pateman,	2011;	Stockdale,	2006;	van	

Eupen	et	al.,	2012).	 	The	UK	government,	 for	England	and	Wales,	uses	a	rural	

urban	 classification,	 which	 it	 states	 should	 be	 used	 in	 government	 policy	

(Department	for	Environment,	Food	&	Rural	Affairs	[DEFRA]	et	al.,	2013).		For	

England,	 the	 Office	 for	 National	 Statistics	 [ONS],	 2011)	 states	 the	 statistical	

binary	to	the	rural	and	urban,	gives	policy-makers	consistency	in	rural	–	urban	

classification.		The	classification,	for	England	and	Wales,	is	a	structural	hierarchy	

based	on	population	density	and	the	locality	of	the	settlement	within	proximity	

of	 an	 urban	 centre.	 	 The	 classification	delineates	 rural	 and	urban	 settlements	

when	 the	 population	 of	 less	 10,000	 (ONS,	 2011;	 DEFRA,	 2017;	 DEFRA	 et	 al.,	

2013).	 	The	UK	government	goes	on	to	explain	the	categorisation,	 for	England	

and	 Wales,	 is	 a	 “two-dimensional	 typology	 based	 on	 settlement	 form	 and	

settlement	 context”	 (DEFRA	 et	 al.,	 2013a,	 p.	 4).	 	 The	 settlement	 context	 is	 a	

description	of	the	rural	or	urban	which	are	either	sparse	of	less	sparse,	where	

sparse	or	less	sparse	is	statistically	calculated	by	the	number	of	households	as	

“particularly	low”	(DEFRA	et	al.,	2013,	p.	18).		In	terms	of	the	urban	settlement	

form,	these	are	cities	and	towns	in	sparse	settings	and	in	the	less	sparse	urban	

regions,	cities	and	towns	and	major	or	minor	conurbations.		For	the	rural	context,	

sparse	or	less	sparse,	there	are	hamlets	and	isolated	settlements,	villages	or	town	

and	fringe	(DEFRA	et	al.,	2013).		The	classification	is	based	on	the	geography	of	
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the	 hierarchy	 of	 settlement,	 for	 example,	 hamlets	 and	 villages.	 (DEFRA	 et	 al.,	

2013).	 	 In	 Scotland,	 the	 rural-urban	 classification	 differentiates	 between	

accessible,	 remote	 and	 very	 remote	 areas	which	 is	 based	 not	 only	 population	

density,	where	accessibility	is	based	on	drive	time	to	a	town	with	a	population	of	

10,000	or	more;	furthermore,	in	Scotland,	a	rural	area	has	a	population	of	3,000	

or	less	(Scottish	Government,	2018).		In	Northern	Ireland	there	is	no	definitive	

rural	definition	(Sherry	&	Shortall,	2019).		Indeed,	the	participants	in	Sherry	and	

Shortall’s	(2019)	study	specifically	referred	to	the	lack	of	a	rural	definition	in	the	

Rural	Needs	(Northern	Ireland)	Act	of	2016.		The	Northern	Ireland	Statistics	and	

Research	Agency,	in	2015,	recommended	rural	areas	would	be	less	than	5,000	in	

population,	 and	 be	 based	 on	 settlements	 size,	 where	 rural	 is	 less	 5,000	 in	

population	 and	 the	 classification	 incorporates	 drive	 to	 service	 provision,	

however,	the	recommendation	was	not	for	a	prescriptive	classification.	

	

Indeed,	 the	 statistical	 descriptor	 of	 the	 rural	 is	 contested	 by	 Champion	 et	 al.	

(2003)	who	describe	the	English	policy	classification	as	“crude”	(p.	277).		Abram	

(2003,	p.	35)	suggests	the	“term	‘rural’	has	little	value	as	an	analytical	category”.		

Woods	and	Heley	(2018)	return	to	questions	of	subjectivity	stating	that	“we	can	

never	objectively	define	rural	and	urban	places”	(p.	12).		Woods	and	Heley	(2018)	

recognise	 this	 simplification	 is	now	moving	 forward	when	 they	 said	 “we	now	

know	 creating	 strong,	mutually	 supportive	 linkages	 between	 rural	 and	 urban	

areas	is	the	key	to	realising	smart,	circular	and	inclusive	development”	(p.	2).		The	

UK	 government	 acknowledged	 broader	 connections	 between	 rural	 and	 urban	

areas,	when	in	2016	as	DEFRA	and	ONS	published	a	refreshed	classification	for	

local	 authority	 districts	 and	 similar	 geographical	 units	 for	 England.	 	 This	

refreshed	 classification	 recognises	 rural	 –	 urban	 interconnections	 within	 the	

context	 of	 access	 to	 service	 centres,	with	 a	 population	of	 10	 –	 30,000	 people	

(DEFRA	&	ONS,	2016).		The	classification	is	still	a	structural	statistical	approach	

underpinned	by	the	urban-rural	dichotomy.		Although	there	is	the	shift	towards	

incorporating	the	 interrelationship	and	proximity	to	urban	centres,	within	the	

latest	 rural	 proofing	 guide,	 DEFRA	 refers	 policy-makers	 to	 rural	 areas	 being	

those	areas	of	less	than	10,000	rather	than	incorporating	the	interrelationships	

with	urban	centres	(see	DEFRA,	2017).			
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3.2.3.	 The	rural	idyll	

Moving	 on	 from	 more	 quantitative	 conceptualisations	 of	 rural,	 attention	 is	

turned	to	representations	of	rural.		Woods	(2011)	argues	that	knowledge	from	

literature	 and	 the	 media	 underpins	 individuals’	 cultural	 perceptions	 of	 their	

images	of	the	rural.		Short	(2006)	and	Williams	(1973)	see	the	emergence	of	the	

rural	idyll	stretching	as	far	back	as	Ancient	Greece	and	the	writing	of	Hesiod	and	

a	golden	age	of	rural	lifestyles.		Williams	(1973),	in	his	book,	The	Country	and	the	

City,	 narrates	 the	 changing	 perceptions	 of	 the	 rural	 as	 seen	 through	

contemporary	 literature.	 	Williams	(1973)	explains	how	language	was	used	to	

encourage	the	imagination	of	the	reader	to	see	rural	to	be	more	pleasant	than	the	

city,	with	Shucksmith	 (2018)	explaining	the	 rural	 can	be	 seen	as	 tranquil	 and	

calm.			

	

More	 recent	 explorations	of	 the	 rural	 idyll	 note	 a	 sense	 of	 nostalgia	 for	what	

Kenneth	Grahame	describes	as	“a	lost	world”	(as	cited	in	Short,	2006,	p.	141)	of	

rural	 traditions,	 people,	 culture	 and	 landscape	 which	 became	 sacred.	 	 Short	

(2006)	went	on	to	suggest	such	nostalgia	came	from	a	desire	to	escape	from	the	

“evils	and	days	of	 the	city”	(p.	141).	 	Furthermore,	as	 individuals	and	families	

settled	 in	 the	 cities,	 a	sense	of	 loss	developed	and	a	yearning	 for	 the	 sense	of	

community	felt	in	their	rural	village.	 	Williams	(1973,	p.	129)	recognised	rural	

England	has	been	used	as	“solace”	for	city	dwellers	to	rest	and	recuperate,	with	

Woods	(2011)	adding	the	countryside	is	deemed	a	place	to	recover	from	illness.		

Shucksmith	 (2018)	 discusses	 that	 for	 some,	 the	 countryside	 is	 a	 place	 for	

relaxation	from	day	to	day	life.		Consistent	over	decades,	these	narratives	of	the	

rural	reaffirm	the	either/or	of	rural	and	urban.	

	

Cloke	(2003)	notes	how	contemporary	literature	often	refers	to	the	rural	as	being	

nicer,	healthier	or	more	idyllic	than	the	city,	influencing	how	generations	have	

perceived	rural	and	urban	England;	portrayals	in	film	and	television	contribute	

to	 the	 idyllic	 notion	 of	 rural	 England	 (Cloke,	 2003;	 Horton,	 2006a,	 2006b;	

Valentine	et	al.,	2008;	Woods,	2006,	2011).	 	 Imaginations	of	rural,	 fuelling	the	
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notion	of	a	rural	 idyll,	are	being	“handed-down”	(Cloke,	2003,	p.	1)	 in	 the	21st	

century	psyche	of	 the	general	 construction	of	rural	England	as	a	place	having	

“stability,	coherence	and	solidarity”	(Woods,	2006,	p.	589).			

	

The	rural	idyll	is	the	antidote	to	the	urban.	 	Horton’s	(2008a,	2008b)	research	

identifies	 the	white	 traditional	 family	units	 in	 early	 productions	of	 the	 young	

children’s	television	series	Postman	Pat.		Attempts	to	redress	this	representation	

of	what	Philo	(1992)	describes	as	“Mr.	Average”	(p.	200)	are	made	in	later	series	

with	 the	 arrival	 of	 black	 and	 multi-ethnic	 residents,	 solo	 parents	 and	 single	

people	living	in	Greendale,	the	fictional	community.		Despite	the	step	change	in	

later	 series,	 Greendale	 continued	 to	 be	 depicted	 as	 gentile	 community,	 with	

neither	poverty	nor	deprivation.		In	fact,	rural	areas	are	also	“places	of	exclusion	

and	 intolerance”	and	“discrimination	within	rural	communities	on	the	basis	of	

race,	 sexual	 orientation,	 gender,	 culture	 and	 lifestyle	 are	 well	 documented”	

(Wood,	2006,	p.	589).		Horton	(2008b)	suggests	Greendale	was	an	antidote	for	

the	younger	age	group	 in	contrast	 to	 the	harsher	urban	based	productions	 for	

older	 teenagers	 such	 as	 Byker	 Grover	 and	 Grange	 Hill;	 these	 representations	

portraying	 difficulties	 within	 communities	 such	 as	 poverty,	 prejudice	 and	

discrimination	(Horton,	2008b).		As	such,	Postman	Pat	gave	a	particular	image	of	

rural	England	to	younger	audiences	-	a	gentile	idyllic	place	to	live	as	compared	to	

the	city.	

	

The	rural	idyll	antidote	is	created	from	an	urban	lens,	with	Bell	(2006)	describing	

the	rural	 idyll	as	being	the	other	to	urban,	based	on	an	urban	mind-set	of	 the	

modernisation	of	the	19th	century.		The	pastoralists	of	the	time,	who	wanted	to	

preserve	the	rural	promoted	the	preservation	of	landscape	and	maintaining	rural	

traditions	 (Murdoch	 et	 al.,	 2003).	 	 Parker	 and	 Ravenscroft	 (1999)	 and	 Sheail	

(1984)	reported	the	1949	Access	to	the	Countryside	Act	gave	agencies	a	statutory	

right	 to	 promote	 nature	 conservation,	 preservation	 of	 the	 landscape	 and	

enjoyment	of	rural	areas.	 	Contention	between	development	and	preservation	

occurs	today,	and	the	tensions	between	developers	and	 local	communities	are	

often	played	out	through	the	planning	system	(Murdoch	et	al.,	2003;	Scott	et	al.,	
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2013;	Woods	 &	 Heley,	 2018),	 where	 members	 of	 local	 communities	 want	 to	

preserve	the	idyll	(Champion	&	Hugo,	2004).	

	

	

3.2.4.	 Rural	as	a	distinctive	policy	agenda		

In	 contrast	 to	 the	 above	 idyll,	 the	 modernists	 of	 the	 19th	 century,	 who	 were	

considered	 middle-class	 with	 a	 national	 consciousness,	 perceived	 rural	

populations	 as	 being	 poorly	 educated	with	 low	morals	 (Short,	2006).	 	 Laslett	

(1977)	 found	 similar	 assumptions	 in	 his	 work	 of	 the	 19th	 century	 and	 the	

perception	of	 the	“sub-society	of	 the	bastard-prone	 in	the	English	villages”	(p.	

147).		The	modernists	strived	to	improve	the	education,	health	and	morals	of	the	

rural	population	 from	the	urban	standpoint	 (Bell,	 2006;	Murdoch	et	 al.,	 2003;	

Short,	2006).		Within	a	more	contemporary	context,	Woods	and	Goodwin	(2003)	

suggest	governance	and	regulation	are	applied	to	rural	areas	with	an	urban	bias,	

rather	than	develop	from	within	a	rural	context	and	Lacour	and	Puissant	(2007)	

argues	rural	areas	receive	urban-based	services.		Shucksmith	(2018)	reminds	us	

of	 the	 argument	 of	 rural	 being	 passive	 to	 receiving	 the	modernity	 of	 society,	

which	 comes	 from	 an	 urban	 point	 of	 reference.	 	 Modernity	 of/in	 the	 rural	 is	

perceived	as	a	driver	of	policy	(Murdoch	et	al.,	2003;	Lacour	&	Puissant,	2007;	

Shucksmith,	2018)	which	could	lead	to	the	“death	of	the	rural	way	of	life”	(Bell	et	

al.,	2010,	p.	207).			

	

Bell	et	al.	(2010)	use	their	work	on	the	power	of	the	rural	as	the	foundation	from	

which	to	argue	rural	is	neither	in	demise	nor	should	be	considered	as	such.		In	

academia,	there	is	a	call	not	to	lose	rural	within	the	policy	discourse	(Halfacree,	

2006;	Lacour	&	Puissant,	2007).	 	Rural	 and	urban	differences	are	 seen	within	

policy	development,	for	example,	the	UK	government’s	refreshed	2018	National	

Planning	 Policy	 Framework	 supports	 a	 prosperous	 rural	 economy	 as	 well	 as	

specific	rural	sub-policies;	a	vision	furthered	this	year	when	the	House	of	Lords	

called	 for	 a	 specific	 rural	 economic	 strategy	 to	 recognise	 and	 develop	 the	

potential	 of	 the	 distinct	 rural	 economy	 (House	 of	 Lords,	2019).	 	 As	discussed	

earlier,	 the	 UK	 government’s	 statistical	 rural-urban	 definition	 (DEFRA	 et	 al.,	

2013;	DEFRA	&	ONS,	2016;	ONS,	2011)	maintains	an	element	of	distinctiveness	
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within	 policy	making	 in	 England	 and	Wales,	 and	 similarly	 in	 Scotland,	 albeit	

based	on	a	different	formula.	 	In	many	ways,	the	visibility	of	rural	in	policy,	in	

spatial,	place-based	and	sectoral	terms,	could	be	argued	to	be	two-fold:	firstly,	as	

indicative	 of	 the	 nation’s	 attachment	 to	 notions	 of	 rural;	 and	 secondly,	 as	

recognition	 of	 the	 economic	 opportunity	 potential	 of	 rural	 or	 conversely	 the	

challenges	apparent	therein.	

	

As	previously	mentioned,	there	had	been	a	shift	in	the	prominence	of	agriculture	

in	 the	 English	 economy,	 which	 occurred	 concurrently	 in	 a	 shift	 away	 from	

primary	 economy	 to	 a	 more	 service	 based	 one	 in	 the	 UK,	 which	 led	 to	 the	

traditional	rural	changing	(see	Murdoch,	2006).		This	shift	coincided	with	a	shift	

in	 European	 policy,	 transitioning	 from	 an	 emphasis	 on	 sectoral	 policy	 to	

territorial	 policy,	 emphasising	 territory	 and	 place,	 and	 importantly	 the	

distinctiveness	of	place	(Bryden	&	Bollman,	2000;	Organisation	for	Economic	Co-

operation	and	Development	[OECD],	2006,	2007,	2011;	Marsden	&	Sonnio,	2008;	

Murdoch	et	al.,	2003).	 	The	shift	was	set	within	the	expansion	of	social	policy	

research	at	the	time	(Miles	&	Huberman,	2002;	Ritchie	&	Spencer,	2002),	where	

social	policy	 considers	 the	 interactions	of	 people	with	 systems	 and	 processes	

(Gill,	1970).		A	shift	which	was	also	paradigmatic	within	rural	studies,	and	saw	a	

restructuring	of	rural	research	across	Europe	to	consider	rural	within	a	social	

construct	rather	than	an	agricultural	domain	(Marsden	et	al.,	1990).	

	

	

3.2.5.	 The	differentiated	rural	

Woods	(2011)	argues	that	rural	is	“an	ambiguous	space	and	complex	space”	(p.	

1),	 from	which	 individuals	 can	 “intrinsically	 say	whether	any	given	place	was	

rural	to	us,	rather	than	urban,	but	explaining	why	it	was	rural,	not	urban	…	[is	a]	

more	difficult	task”	(p.	2).		Short	(2006)	articulates	that	rural	varies,	whether	the	

rural	is	imagined	as	the	landscape,	or	in	the	interactions	of	the	relationships	of	

people	and	their	space.	 	Murdoch	et	al.	 (2003)	discuss	the	differential	rural,	a	

typology	 of	 rural,	 incorporating	 the	 proximity	 and	 associated	 interactions	 of	

urban	centres	and	 the	 interconnections	of	 constituents	and	 the	 related	power	

and	politics	at	play.		Murdoch	et	al.	(2003)	suggest	rural	England	is	divided	into	
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four	 types,	 namely	 the	 preserved,	 contested,	 paternalistic	 and	 clientelistic	

countryside.	

	

The	preserved	rural	is	found	in	lowland	England	or	the	accessible	and	attractive	

uplands,	and	dominated	by	middle-class	“pastoral	and	preservationist	attitudes	

and	decision-making	processes”	(Murdoch	et	al.,	2003,	p.	13).		In	their	contested	

countryside,	 the	 Murdoch	 et	 al.	 (2003)introduce	 conflict	 as	 characteristic	 in	

those	areas	beyond	the	commuter	belt,	having	seen	an	influx	of	middle-class	and	

retirees,	described	as	resident	“incomers”	(=	(p.	13).		These	two	area	types	are	

where	countryside	leisure	activities	or	consumption	of	the	idyll	occurs	(Parker	&	

Ravenscroft,	 1999)	 with	 corresponding	 experiences	 of	 anti-development	

residents	and	other	interested	actors	(Murdoch	et	al.,	2003).		What	is	more,	these	

groups	use	the	planning	system	to	achieve	restrictions	of	development	(Curry,	

2010;	Marsden,	 1998;	Murdoch	 et	 al.,	 2003;	Woods	&	Heley,	 2018),	 trying	 to	

preserve	their	notion	of	the	rural	idyll	either	as	a	place	to	live	or	as	a	place	to	visit	

(Champion	 &	 Hugo,	 2004).	 	 Indeed,	 Scott	 et	 al.	 (2013)	 recognise	 the	 role	 of	

community	values	 in	 their	work,	 suggesting,	 in	 the	 context	of	 the	 rural-urban	

fringe,	the	power	struggle	for	socio-economic	development	could	be	explained	

by	the	compartmentalisation	of	policy	processes	of	the	spatial	planning	system,	

natural	resources,	ecosystem	services	and	community	values.			

	

Concurring	with	Murdoch	et	al.	(2003),	Creswell	(2015)	argues	a	place	is	more	

than	a	location	with	a	function,	but	an	area	of	connections,	socially,	economically,	

environmentally	and	politically.		This	became	more	apparent	in	the	latter	part	of	

the	 20th	 century	 as	 rural	 England	 shifted	 away	 from	 a	 productivist	 regime	

(Murdoch,	2006)	 to	one	which	 saw	environment,	 economic	and	social	 agency	

activity	beyond	structured	agriculture,	and	saw	policy	actions	occurring	through	

multi-levels	 of	 governance	 (Goodwin,	 1998;	 Murdoch,	 2006;	 Pemberton	 &	

Goodwin,	 2010).	 	 The	 latter	 two	 typologies	 of	Murdoch	 et	 al.	 (2003)	 are	 the	

paternalistic	and	clientelistic	countryside.		These	areas	are	characterised	by	less	

middle-class	influence,	less	resistance	to	development,	and	continue	to	receive	

structural	 state	 intervention	 to	 support	 productivity	 but	 also	 farm	

diversification.		Woods	and	Heley	(2018)	discuss	that	differences	are	recognised	
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within	policy	making;	the	further	a	settlement	may	be	from	the	urban	centre,	the	

form,	functions	and	interventions	change	within	the	rural	setting.	

	

The	Organisation	for	Economic	Co-operation	and	Development	(2011)	suggest	

England	 does	 not	 have	 large	 rural	 regions,	 particularly	 as	 compared	 with	

Scotland	or	other	parts	of	 the	European	Union	(EU).	 	Woods	(2011)	proposes	

demarcations	 between	 different	 rurals	 are	 arbitrary	 and	 variations	 occur	

because	of	the	different	functionalities	of	rural,	rather	than	from	interventions	

by	 different	 policy	 and	 policy	 actors.	 	 Woods	 and	 Heley	 (2018)	 explain	

individuals	and	organisations	may	not	necessarily	identify	as	rural	or	urban,	thus	

may	not	be	aligned	to	the	statistical	classification	described	previously	or	indeed	

align	 with	 a	 rural	 construct,	 which	 further	 contributes	 to	 the	 potential	 for	

contention	within	a	rural	locality.		Woods	(2003)	recognised	the	need	to	mediate	

and	manage	contested	values	between	rural	actors,	for	example	those	involved	

in	policy	development	within	a	rural	context.	

	

	

3.2.6.	 The	lived	rural	

Shucksmith	(2000,	p.	6)	argues	“most	people	in	Britain	know	little	about	rural	

areas	 beyond	 …	 [the]	 purely	 visual”.	 	 Rural	 is	 a	 recognised	 spatial	 construct	

developed	by	experience(s)	(Abram,	2003;	Halfacree,	2006,	2007;	MacNaghten	

&	Urry,	1998;	Phillips,	1998;	Woods,	2010).	 	Murdoch	et	al.	(2003,	p.	9)	argue	

“land	remains	a	special	marker	of	rurality”,	despite	the	“widespread	changes	in	

rural	economy	and	society.”		However,	in	the	latter	part	of	the	20th	century,	the	

European	political	scene	refocused,	viewing	rural	areas	as	more	than	agriculture	

and	primary	production,	and	poverty	as	more	multi-faceted	than	low	income	and	

famine	 (Alderwick,	 2012;	 Martell,	 2004;	 Wissenberg,	 2001).	 	 It	 was	

acknowledged	 that	 rural	 areas	 could	 be	 disadvantaged,	 experiencing	 rural	

deprivation,	 in	 terms	 of	 socio-economic	 issues	 as	 found	 elsewhere,	 and	

inequitable	 access	 compared	 to	 policy	 intervention	 to	 address	 need	 in	 urban	

settings	(Alderwick,	2012;	Martell,	2004;	Shucksmith.	2018;	Wissenberg,	2001).		

This	shift	was	illustrated	by	Paul	Cloke’s	(1997)	editorial	for	the	Journal	of	Rural	

Studies,	 “Country	 backwater	 to	 virtual	 village?	 Rural	 studies	 and	 'the	 cultural	
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turn.”	Cloke	 (1997)	discussed	a	drawing,	by	Willson,	published	 in	 the	Sunday	

Times	in	the	previous	year.		The	cartoon	depicted	a	traditional	idyllic	image	of	a	

rural	 village	with	a	humpback	 stone	bridge,	 cottages	and	a	 church,	but	 in	 the	

foreground	 issues	 of	 alcoholism,	 poverty,	 violence,	 homelessness	 were	

represented;	 making	 unpalatable	 socio-economic	 issues	 often	 masked	 by	 the	

idyll,	explicit	rather	than	hidden	in	the	rural	environment	(Cloke,	1997).			

	

Halfacree	 (1993)	 notes	 the	 low	 population	 densities	 of	 rural	 England	 have	 a	

detrimental	 impact	 on	 service	 provision,	 which	 was	 emerging	 in	 the	 rural	

poverty	 narrative	 (Cloke,	 1997;	 Short,	 2006;	 Woods,	 2009).	 	 Furthermore,	

Woodward	(1996)	reported	individuals	felt	the	lack	of	public	transport,	limited	

access	 to	 housing	 and/or	 a	 lack	 of	 other	 services	 as	 contributing	 to	 their	

deprivation.		The	lack	of	services	was	often	referred	to	in	comparison	to	service	

provision	 in	 urban	 areas	 with	 Caffyn	 and	 Dahlström	 (2005)	 suggesting	 this	

undercurrent	of	tension	could	be	attributed	to	a	sense	of	marginalisation.		Woods	

(2009)	adds	the	notion	of	other	and	the	inequitable	rural-urban	binary	situating	

the	rural	as	a	marginalised	geography,	with	rural	areas	often	“left	behind”	and	in	

a	“catch	up	game”	(Woods	&	Heley,	2018,	p.	2)	 in	comparison	to	urban	areas.		

Towards	the	end	of	the	20th	century	there	was	resurgence	of	rural	studies	where	

poverty	was	considered	as	deprivation	or	disadvantage	rather	than	just	income	

based,	where	the	need	or	disadvantage	is	more	akin	to	consumption	of	services	

(Cloke,	1997;	Cloke	et	al.,	1995;	Shortall	&	Brown,	2019).			

	

Higgs	and	Langford	(2013)	suggest	there	is	insufficient	research	as	to	whether	

rural	 communities	are	 truly	disproportionately	disadvantaged	 in	 terms	of	 fair	

access	 to	 services	 across	 the	 UK.	 	 Woodward	 (1996)	 found	 rural	 residents,	

although	recognising	that	 themselves	or	within	their	communities	had	limited	

access	to	services,	did	not	always	feel	disadvantaged;	in	fact,	they	saw	this	as	part	

of	 their	 rural	 distinctiveness.	 In	 2004,	 a	 survey	 in	 Farmers	Weekly	 magazine,	

reported	that,	in	general,	rural	communities	were	satisfied	with	their	access	to	

services	(“Public	Happy	with	Rural	Services”,	2004).	 	Shucksmith	(2018)	notes	

“the	 concept	 of	 social	 exclusion	 is	 contested”	 (p.	 169).	 	 However,	 adding	 the	

power	 of	 the	 focus	 on	 inequity	 is	 informing	 academic	 studies	 and	 policies	 to	
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address	 social	 exclusion,	 even	 though	 the	 causes	 of	 social	 exclusion	might	 be	

underlying	policy	processes.	

	

Rural	living	can	be	less	than	idyllic	particularly	for	certain	demographic	and/or	

socio-economic	groups,	including	the	elderly	or	those	on	low	incomes	(Cloke	et	

al.,	 1995;	Shucksmith,	2003;	Watkins	&	 Jacoby,	2007;	Woodward,	1996),	with	

others	arguing	that	government	policy	intervention	should	be	targeted	towards	

specific	socio-economic	groups	in	rural	communities	(Higgs	&	Langford,	2013;	

Keating	et	al.,	2011;	Shucksmith,	2003).		Indeed,	Shucksmith	(2003)	argues	the	

elderly	in	rural	communities	should	be	considered	as	a	minority	community,	as	

they	in	particular	become	adversely	affected	by	non-direct	policy	changes	such	

as	 the	 closing	 of	 sub-post	 offices.	 	 These	 closures	 not	 only	 remove	 the	 local	

service,	but	wider	financial	access	and	broader	regular	social	contact	(Higgs	&	

Langford,	2013;	Milbourne	&	Doheny,	2012;	Shucksmith	2003).	 	Furthermore,	

within	 the	 UK	 context,	 addressing	 any	 deficit	 predominantly	 requires	 state	

intervention	 (Shortall	 &	 Brown,	 2019),	 since	 “market	 forces	 alone	would	 not	

allow	rural	areas	to	catch	up”	(Shucksmith,	2018,	p.	167).	

	

Keating	 et	 al.	 (2011)	 and	 Urry	 (2003)	 argue	 the	 need	 for	 comprehension	 of	

different	 rural	 constructs	 as	 essential	 to	 understanding	 diversity	 in	 rural	

demographics	within	the	context	of	interrelating	socio-cultural	relationships	and	

different	 localities.	 In	 a	 similar	 vein,	 Short	 (2006)	 reported	 the	 1995	

Environment	Select	Committee,	in	its	review	of	the	rural	White	Paper	of	the	same	

year,	recognised	rural	poverty	as	an	omission	from	the	1995	rural	White	Paper,	

one	 that	 needed	 to	 be	 discussed,	 with	 support	 provided	 for	 the	 pockets	 of	

deprivation	and	the	“rural	idyll	misconceptions	corrected”	(p.	133).	 	The	2000	

rural	White	 Paper	 took	 account	 of	 the	 1995	 Select	 Committee	 as	 it	 set	 out	 a	

framework	to	address	rural	isolation	and	improve	access	to	services.		The	2000	

rural	White	Paper,	as	already	noted	in	the	Introduction,	was	the	first	to	focus	on	

more	than	agriculture	(Murdoch	et	al.,	2003).		Shucksmith	(2003)	adds	there	is	

scope	for	social	isolation	in	different	rurals	and/or	for	different	groups	in	society,	

such	as	the	elderly.			
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3.2.7.	 Blurring	the	binary	

Lefebvre	(1970/2003)	suggested	society	is	urbanised,	with	Lacour	and	Puissant	

(2007)	adding	rural	areas	have	not	been	“devoid”	(p.	279)	of	urban	structures,	

more	the	emphasis	has	shifted	away	from	an	agricultural	dominance.		Bell	et	al.	

(2010)	 and	 others	 (see	 Lacour	 &	 Puissant,	 2007)	 include	 examples	 of	 the	

internet,	mobile	technologies	and	other	services	as	explaining,	in	part,	the	urban	

way	 of	 life	 found	 in	 the	 countryside.	 	 Farrington	 and	 Farrington	 (2005),	 use	

transport	infrastructure,	to	show	access	to	services	as	a	policy	outcome	for	the	

UK	government.		The	maintenance	of	services	such	as	broadband,	transport,	and	

telecommunications	is	vital	to	both	rural	as	well	as	urban	centres,	however	are	

unlikely	to	be	met	within	the	UK	because	of	the	high	costs	of	delivery	needed	in	

rural	areas	(Shucksmith,	2018).		Cedervärn	(2016)	recongnises	addressing	rural	

needs	requires	integrating	desired	policy	outcomes	within	urban	socio-economic	

policies.	 	 Within	 the	 2000	 rural	 White	 Paper,	 the	 government	 took	 steps	

acknowledging	such	needs,	 recognising	 isolated	 families	within	 the	 rural	 idyll	

had	 a	 “lack	 the	 support	 of	 larger	 communities”	 (DETR	&	MAFF,	 2000,	 p.	 43).		

Although	 this	was	 set	within	 the	 context	of	black	and	ethnic	minorities,	other	

sections	of	the	2000	rural	White	Paper	outlined	how	the	government	planned	to	

improve	access	to	services	through	policy	intervention;	their	intention	being	to	

deliver	 a	 more	 equitable	 standard	 of	 public	 services,	 since	 some	 rural	

communities	and	 individuals	 feel	 they	had	been	“out	of	reach”	by	government	

(DETR	 &	 MAFF,	 2000,	 p.	 17).	 	 In	 concurrence,	 Shortall	 and	 Brown	 (2019)	

highlight	the	state	interventions	approach	found	across	the	UK	as	differentiated	

to	 the	approach	 to	addressing	 rural	deprivation	 found	 in	 the	United	States	of	

America,	which	is	market	led.		

	

Interdependencies	do	not	cease	at	the	urbanising	of	the	rural.		The	influence	of	

the	rural,	or	the	needs	of	the	urban	for	the	rural,	are	often	overlooked;	put	simply	

rural	 areas	 provide	 cities	 with	 food	 and	 natural	 resources	 (Woods	 &	 Heley,	

2018).		Similarly,	Bell	et	al.	(2010)	describe	society,	when	eating	food,	as	rural	at	

least	“three	times	a	day”	(p.	213).	 	Lacour	and	Puissant	(2007)	refers	to	urban	

dwellers	as	needing	rural	areas	to	take	pollution	from	the	cities	and	the	role	of	
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rural	as	a	leisure	commodity	or	“playground”	is	well	versed	(Woods,	2011,	p.	2);	

the	antidote	to	urban	(Short,	2006;	Williams,	1973;	Woods,	2011).					

	

Champion	and	Hugo	(2004)	frame	the	relationship	between	city	and	countryside	

as	 one	 of	 greater	movement	 between	 rural	 and	 urban,	 the	 authors	 citing	 the	

example	of	the	dormitory	notion	of	living	in	the	country	and	working	in	the	city,	

where	 individuals	will	sleep	 in	 the	village,	but	 face	the	urban	centre	 for	work,	

leisure	 and	 retail,	 and	 therefore	 not	 engaging	 in	 village	 services	 and/or	

community.		Pemberton	and	Goodwin	(2010)	argue	the	rural-urban	dichotomy	

is	superfluous,	because	both	rural	and	urban	are	driven	by	the	same	economic	

and	 social	 policy	 drivers,	 the	 ramification	 of	 which	 is	 a	 point	 illustrated	 by	

Shucksmith	 (2018),	 who	 argues	 rural	 areas	 are	 seen	 as	 contributing	 to	 the	

economy	because	the	socio-economic	networks,	be	they	migratory,	market-led	

or	amenity-led	impact	on	rural	development,	where	the	pull	is	often	the	nice	and	

accessible	rural	location,	whether	 for	enterprise	and	relocation	or	access	 from	

urban	centres	 for	amenities.	 	Woods	and	Heley	 (2018)	develop	 this	narrative	

recognising	rural	and	urban	areas	have	“shared	access	to	systems	and	services,	

planning	 functional	 infrastructures,	 and	 activating	 networks	 between	 people,	

places	and	products”	(p.	6).		Woods	and	Heley	(2018)	describe	the	interactions	

and	 interconnections	 occurring	 within	 and	 between	 localities,	 blurring	 the	

boundaries	 of	 urban	 and	 rural	 with	 “relational	 space”	 (p.	 14),	 where	

interconnections	may	not	necessarily	occur	with	places	within	close	proximity.	

	

More	recent	academic	contributions	emphasise	the	role	of	locality,	rather	than	

the	rural	or	urban	binary.	 	Woods	and	Heley	(2018,	p.	14)	describe	locality	as,	

“simply	 an	 area	 that	 has	meaning	 for	 people’s	 lives	 and	with	which	 they	 can	

identify”,	adding	that	individuals	and	organisations	do	not	always	identify	with	a	

pre-determined	rural	or	urban	classification.		In	their	work	on	the	Isle	of	Wight	

rural	governance,	Clark	et	al.	(2007,	p.	254)	found	the	“importance	of	contextual	

variation	and	locally	specific	processes.”		Rather,	locality	is	a	place	with	networks	

at	 play,	 across	 multi-levels	 of	 governance,	 both	 horizontally	 and	 vertically	

facilitate	a	top-down	and	bottom-up	approach	between	the	public,	private	and	

non-governmental	sectors	to	development.	



59	
	

	

However,	 Shucksmith	 (2018)	 cautions	 that	 a	 place-based	 approach	 to	

development	 can	 lead	 to	 greater	 inequities	 between	 localities	 because	 of	 the	

“uneven	capacity	of	local”	(p.	169).		The	expectations	of	local	communities	need	

to	be	managed,	bearing	in	mind	that	individuals	in	the	community	will	have	their	

own	 rural	 construct	 and	 associated	 expectation	 of,	 and	 involvement	 in,	 the	

decision	 making	 process	 (Halfacree,	 2006;	 Shortall,	 2008;	 Shucksmith,	 2018;	

Woods,	2011;	Yarwood,	2002).	 	That	 said,	 there	will	 always	be	 sectors	of	 the	

community	who	do	not	engage	in	the	place-making	processes,	either	by	situation	

or	by	choice	(Fenwick	et	al.,	2009;	McIntyre	&	Halsall,	2013),	with	McIntyre	and	

Halsall	 (2013)	 suggesting	 individuals	 are	 less	 likely	 to	 participate	 in	 decision	

making	as	there	is	now	a	greater	concern	with	self.		Cloke	et	al.	(2006),	Champion	

et	al.	(2003),	Murdoch	(2006)	and	Woods	and	Heley	(2018)	joined	the	call	within	

rural	studies	of	the	late	20th	century	for	rural	classification	to	be	reconsidered	

within	the	rural	development	discourse	that	examines	the	social,	economic	and	

political	 restructuring	 that	 was	 occurring	 in	 rural	 areas.	 In	 other	 words,	

recognising	rural	as	more	than	a	settlement	classification	premised	on	a	spatial	

relationship	with	urban.			

	

	

3.2.8.	 Rural	Space	

Drawing	the	descriptive,	idyll,	differentiated	and	lived	rural	together,	Halfacree	

(2006)	 conceptualises	 the	 complexities	 of	 the	 inter-rural	 differences	 and	 the	

subsequent	 relationships	between	 rural	 localities	which	have	been	difficult	 to	

articulate	both	for	policy-makers	and	academics.	 	Halfacree	(2006)	tackled	the	

complexities	 of	 rural	 space	 based	 on	 Lefebvre	 1971	 three-fold	 trialectic	

description	of	space.		Halfacree	(2006)	explains	rural	as	“a	social	representation	

of	space”	(p.	47),	in	part	built	on	the	individuals’	reflexivity	of	rural.		Hence,	rural	

was	 conceptualised	 in	 terms	 of	 the	 interactions	 and	 relationships	 of	 place,	

representations	 and	 lived	 experience,	 so	 recognising	 both	 contention	 and	

complexity,	 and	 positioning	 understanding	 of	 rural	 as	 a	 postmodern	 social	

construct	arising	from	an	individual’s	interpretations	of	the	symbols,	practices	
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and	 processes	 within	 the	 different	 and	multifaceted	 perceptions	 of	 space	 by	

society	(Abram,	20033;	Halfacree,	1995;	Short,	2006;	Woods,	2011).			

	

Halfacree’s	(2006)	rural	totality	of	space	sets	rural	within	the	framework	of	these	

interactions,	developing	an	explanation	of	rural	space	which	moved	away	from	

the	 urban-rural	 binary,	 to	 one	 which	 would	 embrace	 the	 importance	 of	 the	

differentiated	 countryside	 and	 enable	 the	 interrogation	 of	 rural	 space.	 	 This	

conceptualisation	moved	the	debate	on	from	defining	rural	spatially	to	one	which	

recognised	 the	 relevance	 of	 multi-level	 governance	 and	 socio-political	 and	

economic	 networks	 facilitating	 rural	 development.	 	 Halfacree’s	 (2006)	model	

was	 relevant	 to	 lay	 individuals,	 academics	 and	 policy-makers,	 who	 were	

grappling	with	trying	to	understand	and	apply	the	changing	nature	of	rural	 to	

ensure	 the	 provision	 of	 services	 (Champion	 &	 Hugo,	 2004).	 	 Woods	 (2009)	

welcomed	 the	 development	 of	 the	 conceptualisation	 of	 rural	 areas	 beyond	

statistics	and	place.			

	

	

3.3.	 The	voice	and	politics	of	the	rural	

	

3.3.1.	 The	rural	voice	

The	 above	 discussions	 manifest	 in	 the	 voice	 of	 the	 rural:	 “The	 invitation	 to	

consider	 mobilities	 provided,	 then	 as	 now,	 a	 space	 to	 question	 normal	

assumptions	 and	 categories,	 challenge	 segmentations	 and	 boundaries	 within	

communities	of	knowledge”	(Faulconbridge	&	Hui,	2016,	p.	3).		Bell	et	al.	(2010)	

in	 their	 discussion	 of	 social	 mobilities	 within	 the	 debates	 of	 rural	 studies	

recognised	a	shift	in	voice	in/of	the	rural,	one	that	was	far	more	complex	than	

had	 been	 articulated	 previously.	 	 This	 shift	 was	 identified	 as	 one	 from	 the	

agricultural	voice	dominating	rural	politics	to	one	where	the	voice	represented	

the	 constituents	 of	 rural	 social	 mobilities	 (Bell	 et	 al.,	 2010;	 Murdoch,	 2006;	

Woods,	2008;	Woods	&	Heley,	2017).		Both	Bell	et	al.	(2010)	and	Woods	(2008)	

described	the	agricultural	rural	voice	as	groups	representing	farmers	and	their	

families,	yet	“rurality	is	performed	by	rural	residents	and	in-migrants,	farmers,	

landowners,	workers,	tourist	and	tourist	attractions,	recreational	visitors,	policy-
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makers,	 the	 media,	 and	 academic	 researchers”	 (Woods,	 2010,	 p.	 843).		

Recognition	 of	 the	 broadening	 of	 the	 rural	 voice	 through	 a	 social	 mobilities	

framework	 acknowledged	 other	 representations	 of	 rural,	 from	 grass	 roots	 to	

what	was	described	as	the	elite	in	policy	processes;	where	the	elite	were	from	

public	sector	and	lobby	organisations,	representing	rural	concerns,	even	though	

they	may	still	be	seeing	rural	through	an	urban	lens	(Lacour	&	Puissant,	2007;	

Sherry	&	Shortall,	2019;	Shucksmith,	2018).			

	

The	structure	of	knowledge	shapes	the	rural,	leading	to	the	established	argument	

that	different	actors	have	different	views	of	what	they	perceive	as	rural	England	

(Murdoch	 &	 Pratt,	 1997;	 Phillips,	 1998;	 Shucksmith,	 2018).	 	 There	 is	 a	well-

argued	 case	 that	 different	 actors	 use	 their	 power	 relations	 within	 the	

management	of	rural	(Abram,	2003;	Curry,	2010;	Marsden,	1998;	Murdoch	et	al.,	

2003;	Murdoch	&	Pratt,	1997;	Shucksmith,	2018;	Woods,	2011).		What	is	more,	

the	 different	 representations	 emerge	 from	 the	 different	 functions	 at	play	 in	 a	

locality	(Woods,	2011).		Actors	experience	space	differently	and	therefore	have	

different	understandings,	integration	and	expectations	of	rural	(Cresswell,	2015;	

Halfacree,	2006;	Lefebvre,	1974/1991).		Agnew’s	(1987)	call	to	incorporate	the	

locality,	functionalities	and	a	sense	of	place	can	be	seen	in	Scott	et	al.’s	(2013)	

rural-urban	fringe	research	where	they	found	individuals	did	not	always	feel	a	

sense	of	fairness	within	the	local	development.		These	were	underpinned	by	the	

conflict	of	 the	 functionalities	 of	 the	 rural-urban	 fringe,	 the	 urban	 focus	 to	 the	

planning	 process,	 and	 the	 need	 to	 strive	 to	 balance	 development	 whilst	

protecting	the	environment	(Scott	et	al.,	2013).			

	

Murdoch	 (2006)	 discusses	 the	 implications	 of	 a	move	 from	 the	 productionist	

agricultural	economy	to	one	where	rural	England’s	economy	was	synonymous	

with	 the	 national	 economy.	 	 The	 shifts	 in	 the	 rural	 economy	 were	 at	 play	

alongside	a	shifting	political	scene,	spawning	networks	which	had	emerged	or	at	

least	 became	 more	 prominent	 with	 the	 decrease	 in	 agricultural	 economic	

contribution	 and	 subsequent	 demise	 of	 the	 dominance	 of	 agriculture	 in	 rural	

politics.	 The	 new	political	 vanguard	 comprised	 networks	 from	multi-levels	 of	

governance,	from	economic,	social	and	environmental	sectors	and	constituting	
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public,	 private	 and	 lobby	 organisations	 (Goodwin,	 1998;	 Murdoch,	 2006;	

Pemberton	 &	 Goodwin,	 2010;	 Shucksmith,	 2003;	 Yarwood,	 2002).	 	 These	

representations	 of	 rural	 became	 the	 active	 political	 voice,	 informing	 the	

formation	of	policy	for	rural	areas	(Halfacree,	2006;	Shucksmith,	2018;	Woods,	

2011).	

	

Murdoch	et	al.’s	(2003)	rural	demarcations	based	on	socio-economic	activity	and	

different	interactions	of	the	environment,	economic	and	political	networks,	from	

structural	 to	 network	 based	 development	 were	 not	 homogenous.	 	 Instead,	

depending	on	the	locality,	the	various	networks	had	more	or	less	influence	and	

power.		In	the	contested	countryside,	for	example,	development	was	prominent	

with	 networks	 of	 politicians,	 planners,	 developers,	 businesses	 alongside	

environmental	 networks	 wanting	 to	 protect	 and	 preserve	 the	 countryside	

(Murdoch,	 2006).	 	 In	 comparison,	 in	 the	 clientelistic	 countryside,	 where	

traditional	 agriculture	 continued	 to	 prevail,	 economic	 networks	 tended	 to	 act	

within	socio-economic	structures	of	subsidies	and	associated	farming	voices	as	

described	 by	 Bell	 et	 al.	 (2010)	 and	 Woods	 (2006).	 	 Recognition	 of	 the	

differentiated	countryside	is	mentioned	within	rural	policy	documents,	however,	

as	discussed	in	Chapter	Two,	application	of	a	heterogeneous	rural	England	is	not	

addressed	 nationally,	 because	 of	 the	 policy	 underpinning	 of	 the	 rural-urban	

classification	discussed	earlier	in	this	chapter.		An	example	of	this	homogenous	

approach,	is	the	2017	DEFRA	rural	proofing	guidance	directing	policy-makers	to	

use	the	average	of	the	national	comparison	of	rural	and	urban	statistics	within	

the	 rural	 proofing	 process,	 rather	 than	 addressing	 different	 rurals	 and	 the	

associated	rural	considerations	needed.	

	

	

3.3.2.	 The	politics	of	the	rural	

Rural	 knowledge	 is	 a	 set	 of	 interpretations	 of	 signs,	 symbols,	 practices	 and	

processes	 emerging	 from	 within	 England’s	 social	 and/or	 political	 and/or	

economic	historic	cultural	construct(s)	which	leads	to	 the	notion	of	difference	

between	rural	and	urban	(Lacour	&	Puissant,	2007;	Woods,	2011);	this	informs	

an	 individual’s	 rural	 lens	 (Abram,	2003).	 	Moreover,	 this	 conscious	bias	 could	
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lead	 to	 unstructured	 lobbying	 and	 ill-informed	policy	 influencing	 competition	

between	 perceived	 local	 priorities	 and	 evidence-based	 need	 (Dorey,	 2005;	

Hogwood	 &	 Gunn,	 1984;	 Urry,	 1990).	 	 Halfacree	 (2007)	 sets	 this	 discussion	

within	the	context	of	policy	organisations,	which	he	describes	as	representations	

of	 space:	 “they	would	have	 their	own	 formal	 conceptions	of	 [rural]	space”	 (p.	

128).	 	 Consequently,	 this	 would	 lead	 to	 power	 relations	 within	 rural	

development,	 and	 in	 turn,	 influence	 policy	 development	 (Lowe	 et	 al.,	 1993;	

Pemberton	&	Goodwin,	2010;	Urry,	2003).		Stakeholders	in	policy	development	

have	 their	 individual	 and	 collective	 constructs,	which	will	 of	 course	 influence	

their	 contributions	 to	 the	 policy	 process	 (Pemberton	 &	 Goodwin,	 2010)	 and	

become	 articulated	 in	 contention	 and	 the	 struggle	 for	 power	 (Abram,	 2003;	

Curry,	 2010;	 Marsden,	 1998;	 Murdoch	 et	 al.,	 2003;	 Murdoch	 &	 Pratt,	 1997;	

Woods,	2011).	

	

As	 discussed	 in	 Chapter	 Two,	 regional	 rural	 affairs	 fora	were	 established	 and	

expected	 to	 undertake	 rural	 proofing	 both	 within	 national,	 and	 respective	

regional	and	 local	policy	development	(Atterton,	2008).	 	The	rural	affairs	 fora	

were	to	feed	into	government	consultations	and	policy	development	(Marsden	&	

Sonnino,	 2008)	 and	were	 from	 the	 social,	 economic	 and	 environment	 sectors	

including,	 government	 and	 government	 agencies,	 lobby	 or	 membership	

organisations,	experts	and	delivery	organisations	(Environment	&	Rural	Affairs	

Committee,	2004).		Pemberton	and	Goodwin	(2010)	suggest	rural	stakeholders	

bring	their	own	construct	to	the	discussions	based	on	what	Bell	et	al.	(2010)	and	

Woods	(2006)	explain	as	the	different	notions	of	rural	and	different	priorities	for	

the	 rural.	 	 Rural	 stakeholders	 and/or	 the	 policy	 community,	 as	 discussed	 in	

Chapter	 Two,	 represent	 national,	 sub-national	 and	 local	 levels	 involved	 with	

rural	development	and	delivery	(Atterton,	2008;	Morris,	2015;	Shortall	&	Alston,	

2016).			

	

Woods	 and	 Heley	 (2018)	 argue	 that	 some	 representations	 are	 better	 able	 to	

articulate	 their	 views	 and	 priorities,	 giving	 them	 the	 greater	 power	 relations	

within	the	management	of	policy	development	for	rural	England.		Abram	(2003)	

argues	 these	 different	 social,	 political	 and	 economic	 backgrounds	 lead	 to	 a	
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struggle	 towards	 consensus	 within	 the	 development	 of	 policies	 for	 rural;	 for	

example,	policy	decisions	such	as	whether	to	build	a	new	housing	development	

or	new	road,	whether	to	close	a	library,	or	provide	primary	care	in	a	community	

centre	as	opposed	to	a	general	practitioner’s	surgery.		Indeed,	the	complexities	

attributed	to	an	individual’s	understanding	of	(their)	rural	(England)	permeates	

the	politics	of	the	rural	and	impacts	policy	development	(Woods,	2011).		

	

Addressing	 power	 relations	 and	 finding	 strength	 in	 the	 multiplicity	 of	 rural,	

lobbying	can	be	achieved	through	collaboration	and	integration,	giving	strength	

in	 the	 sum	 of	 the	 individual	 constituents	 and	 emphasising	 the	 need	 for	

interrelated	 networks	 (Goodwin,	 1998;	 Heley	 &	 Jones,	 2012;	 Pemberton	 &	

Goodwin,	 2010).	 	 Pemberton	 and	 Goodwin	 (2010)	 and	 Ray	 (2006)	 argue	

governance	arrangements	and	partnership	working	between	the	public	sector	

and	 extra-government	 structures	 within	 rural	 development	 made	 significant	

progress	in	the	late	1990s.		Within	the	counter	views	in	the	partnership	debate,	

caution	exists	that	partnerships	tend	to	be	constituted	with	policy	practitioners	

who	come	with	an	urban	focus	and	are	senior	representatives	or	as	previously	

mentioned	elite	and	are	deemed	to	best	represent	the	rural	(Lacour	&	Puissant,	

2007;	McIntyre	&	Halsall,	2011;	Shucksmith,	2018).	

	

The	 need	 for	 co-operation	 between	 rural	 constituents	 is	 well	 argued	 (Cloke,	

2003;	Goodwin,	1998;	Little,	2003;	Pemberton	&	Goodwin,	2010).	 	Woods	and	

Heley	(2018,	p.	6)	illustrate	the	argument:			

	

Good	 rural-urban	 government	 enables	 participation.	
Real	 world	 solutions	 won’t	 be	 found	 by	 making	
decisions	for	the	countryside	from	a	city	office.	But	nor	
should	the	village	hall	be	the	 limit	of	 local	democracy.	
We	 need	 to	 make	 decisions	 together.	 This	 takes	 the	
acknowledgement	 that	no	one	group	knows	best,	 and	
the	will	to	get	listening.	

	

The	conceptualisation	of	networks,	locality	and	representation	of	rural	England	

was	indicative	of	a	shifting	focus	in	rural	studies	that	coincided	with	change	in	

rural	 socio-economic	 policy	 across	 Europe	 (Cedervärn,	 2016).	 	 The	 shift	 to	 a	
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social	construction	of	rural	areas	(Shortall	&	Brown,	2019)	and	a	recognition	of	

rural	deprivation,	as	opposed	to	rural	poverty	per	se	coincided,	in	England,	with	

the	 emergence	 of	 socio-economic	 policy	 impact	 assessments	 (discussed	 in	

Chapter	Two).		The	policy	impact	assessments	were	introduced	to	address	or	to	

mitigate	 against	 policy	 impact	 implications	 for	 particular	 localities	 and	 social	

groups	(Dorn	&	Levi,	2006);	there	follows	the	introduction	of	rural	proofing	in	

England.			

	

	

3.4.	 Rural	proofing:	a	theoretical	framework		

There	 has	 been	 a	 shift	 in	 governance	 arrangements	 towards	 collaboration	

between	the	public,	private,	non-governmental	organisations	sectors	and	rural	

residents	 (Goodwin,	 1998;	 Morrison,	 2014;	 Murdoch,	 2006),	 and	 these	

arrangements	 are	 set	 within	 a	 context	 of	 European	 social	 policy	 (Shortall	 &	

Brown,	 2019).	 	 Halfacree’s	 (2006)	 three-fold	 trilectic	 of	 rural	 space,	

conceptualised	 a	 step	 change	 from	 what	 Murdoch	 (2006)	 described	 as	 the	

structural	binary	of	agriculture/city	policy	arrangements.		Rural	is	a	reflexive	and	

social	 construct	 (Halfacree,	 2006;	 Shucksmith,	 2018),	 albeit	 including,	 and	 as	

applied	to,	policy-makers	(Woods,	2011).		Rural	proofing	has	been	developed	to	

engage	with	these	constituents	as	representing	rural	interests,	because	from	the	

beginning,	rural	proofing	was	to	engage	 in	 the	rural	voice	(see	DETR	&	MAFF,	

2000).	

	

Caffyn	et	al.	(2002)	found	policy	for	rural	areas	is	striving	for	greater	integration	

with	 urban	 centres	 of	 policy	 delivery.	 	 However,	 the	 contextual	 platform	 for	

integration	is	coming	from	the	rural-urban	binary,	the	one	rural	is	other	to	urban	

(Caffyn	et	al.,	2002;	Woods	&	Heley,	2018).		This	subsuming	of	the	rural,	as	urban	

constructs	expanded,	led	to	the	desire	by	scholars	to	record	the	distinctiveness	

in	response	to	local	need,	local	systems	and	local	actions.		Lacour	and	Puissant	

(2007)	 recognise	 that	 the	 value	 of	 differentiating	 rural	 and	 urban,	 politically,	

culturally,	 financially	 and	 theoretically,	 had	 not	 been	 obvious	 prior	 to	 rural	

restructuring	because	the	focus	of	the	community	had	been	agriculture.			
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Although	 the	 movement	 for	 preserving	 the	 rural	 remains	 highly	 visible	 in	

contemporary	 rural	 studies	 literature,	 for	 example,	 the	 contention	 between	

housing	 number	 priorities	 and	 plans	 set	 by	 principal	 authorities	 and	 the	

perspective	by	the	local	community	housing	will	affect	the	distinctiveness	of	the	

location	which	 should	 be	 preserved	 (Gallent	&	 Robinson,	 2012).	 	Woods	 and	

Heley	 (2018,	 p.	 3)	 suggest	 “preserving	 the	 past	 will	 not	 meet	 future	 needs”,	

arguing	 greater	 attention	 on	 the	 integration	 of	 rural	 and	 urban	 as	

interdependencies	rather	than	separate	domains.			

	

In	a	recent	paper,	Shucksmith	(2018)	suggests	concepts	of	a	good	city	could	be	

applied	 to	 the	 countryside,	 where	 rural	 is	 networked,	 addressing	 social	

disadvantage	and	is	underpinned	by	an	“enabling	state”	(p.	168).		Rural	proofing	

was	introduced	in	England	for	all	national	domestic	policy,	(see	DETR	&	MAFF,	

2000)	to	address	the	potential	for	inequity	in	policy	implications	for	rural	areas	

through	 urban-focused	 policy	 design.	 	 Rural	 proofing	 is	 the	 mechanism	 for	

policy-makers	 across	 government	 to	 rural	 mainstream	 emerging	 policies	 to	

ensure	“people	 in	all	parts	of	England	receive	comparable	policy	treatment	by	

government”	(Shortall	&	Alston,	2016,	p.	37).		However,	as	discussed	previously	

in	 this	 Chapter,	 in	 practice,	 the	 rural	 proofing	 process	 requires	 government	

departments	to	use	the	structured	rural-urban	classification	to	underpin	rural	

mainstreaming	and	use	in	a	rural	proofing	context	(DEFRA	et	al.,	2013;	DEFRA	&	

ONS,	2016).				

	

This	Chapter	has	explored	how	the	rural-urban	dichotomy	is	argued	to	be	a	false	

binary,	and	rural	is	in	fact	the	agency	of	interdependencies	and	complexities	of	

social	 construction	 which	 manifest	 across	 heterogeneous	 rural	 localities.		

Moreover,	there	are	tensions	between	representations	of	rural,	where	some	are	

striving	 for	 integration	 of	 policy	 and	 others	 for	 the	 preservation	 of	 rural	

distinctiveness;	the	rural	as	the	other	to	urban.	These	complex	framings	of	rural	

are	problematic	for	policy-makers	(Scott	et	al.,	2007)	and	particularly	in	relation	

to	rural	proofing:		
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…	 the	 old	 urban/rural	 dichotomy	 is	 in	 the	 process	 of	
evolving	 towards,	 on	 the	 one	 hand,	 more	 integration	
and	 interdependency	 and,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	
clarification	of	the	distinctive	nature	of	rural	issues	and	
problems	 facing	 rural	 communities.	 Rural	 proofing	
could	 lead	 to	 greater	 policy	 integration	 in	 policy	
development	and	service	delivery.	(Caffyn	et	al.,	2002,	
p.	276).	

	

Rural	 proofing	was	 introduced,	 in	 England,	 as	 a	mechanism	 to	 enable	 policy-

makers	 to	 consider	 rural	 and	 urban	 considerations	 when	 developing	 and	

delivering	policy	(Shortall	&	Alston,	2016).		The	approach	was	to	champion	the	

rural,	consider	rural	priorities	and	listen	to	the	rural	voice	(Atterton,	2008;	DETR	

&	 MAFF,	 2000;	 DEFRA,	 2004b;	 Shortall	 &	 Alston,	 2016),	 thus	 situating	 rural	

proofing	within	the	complexities	of	the	social	construction	of	rural.			

	

The	 rationale	 for	 this	 study	was	 developed	 in	 Chapter	 Two	 and	 this	 Chapter	

(Three)	 provides	 a	 framework	 through	which	 to	 consider	 the	 principles	 and	

practice	 of	 rural	 proofing	 in	 England.	 	 This	 framework	 specifically	 gives	

consideration	 to	 policy	 practitioners’	 understandings	 of	 rural	 and	 how	 this	

informs	 their	 experiences	 of	 rural	 proofing;	 deliberation	 of	 the	 role	 and	

representation	 of	 the	 rural	 voice;	 and	 questions	 of	 the	 contested	 nature	 of	

leadership	and	accountability.		Attention	to	each	of	these	theoretically	informed	

strands	of	enquiry	both	inform	the	research	approach	and	provide	a	framework	

for	 the	 collection	 of	 empirical	 evidence.	 	 Chapter	 Four	 describes	 the	

methodological	approach	adopted	in	this	study,	while	chapter	five	presents	the	

findings	of	the	research	structured	around	these	strands	of	enquiry.		
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Chapter	Four:	Methodology	
	

	

	

4.1. 	Introduction		

This	 chapter	 describes	 and	 justifies	 the	 methodological	 approach	 adopted	 to	

address	the	aim	of	this	study,	a	critical	review	of	rural	proofing	in	England	since	

2000.		A	critique	of	the	effectiveness	of	rural	proofing	in	this	context	is	achieved	

through	 four	 thematic	 objectives:	 to	 explore	 practitioners’	 understanding	 of	

rural	and	how	this	informs	their	understanding	of	rural	proofing;	to	consider	the	

role	and	representation	of	the	rural	voice	within	rural	proofing;	to	investigate	the	

contested	nature	of	leadership	and	accountability	within	rural	proofing;	and	to	

critically	discuss	the	strengths	and	weaknesses	of	rural	proofing	to	date.	 	This	

chapter	outlines	the	rationale	for	the	research	design	as	informed	by	a	review	of	

the	methodological	approaches	of	other	studies,	and	appropriate	to	address	the	

research	questions	posed	by	this	study.	The	sampling	strategy	implemented	to	

identify	 the	 study	 participants	 is	 also	 outlined,	 prior	 to	 the	 techniques	 and	

implementation	of	data	collection	and	the	analysis	approaches	adopted.		

	

To	undertake	an	original	study	into	the	effectiveness	of	rural	proofing	in	England	

(since	 2000)	 demanded	 the	 collection	 of	 new	 empirical	 material.	 Informed	

stakeholders,	those	with	tangible	rural	remits,	were	identified	as	having	a	vested	

interest	 and/or	 experience	 in	 rural	 proofing	 and	 therefore	 able	 to	 inform	 the	

research	objectives.	The	nature	of	enquiry	was	complex	and	tangled,	relating	to:	

perceptions,	attitudes,	understandings	of	rural	proofing,	voices	of	rural	proofing	

and	 that	 pertaining	 to	 leadership	 and	 accountability,	 thus	 a	 predominantly	

qualitative	approach	to	data	collection	was	required.		Acquisition	of	knowledge	

required	open-ended	and	exploratory	approaches	to	questioning	the	how,	why,	

nature	and	 interpretation	of	policy	practitioners’	perceptions	of	 the	 strengths	

and	weaknesses	 of	 rural	 proofing	 in	 England.	 	 The	 conceptual	 framing	 of	 the	

research	question	is	set	within	the	key	themes	emerging	from	Chapters	Two	and	

Three.		In	Chapter	Two,	the	challenges	and	barriers	to	rural	proofing,	around	the	
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tension	between	national	definitions	and	 local	delivery	and	 lack	of	 leadership	

and	 lack	 of	 rural	 championing	 emerged	 as	 key	 themes.	 	 Chapter	 Three	

demonstrated	 there	 are	 different	 understandings	 and	 priorities	 of	 and	 across	

rural	England,	within	which	there	are	different	representations	of	rural,	across	

multi-scale	 levels	 of	 governance	 incorporating	 public,	 private	 and	 non-

government	sectors,	each	with	their	own	social	constructs	of	rural	England	and	

associated	priorities.	 	The	 framework	for	 the	participant	sample	at	 the	core	of	

this	study,	 is	drawn	from	the	 literature	with	representations	of	rural	proofing	

emerging	 from	 across	 public,	 and	 non-governmental	 organisations	 spanning	

inter-related	environmental,	economic	and	social	agendas.		The	selection	of	the	

methodological	 approach	 is	 considered	 in	 the	 next	 section,	 situating	 this	

research	within	the	methodological	trends	that	have	emerged	in	rural	studies	in	

recent	decades.			

	

	

4.2. Selecting	a	methodological	approach		

Social	policy	considers	the	wellbeing	of	individuals	within	society,	interactions	

with	members	of	the	community,	and	the	interactions	of	systems	and	processes	

at	play	which	may	or	may	not	be	improving	the	quality	of	life	(Gil,	1970).		Miles	

and	Huberman	(2002)	and	Ritchie	and	Spencer	(2002)	recognise	the	growth	in	

qualitative	research	within	social	policy	in	the	latter	decades	of	the	20th	century	

and	into	the	21st	century.		Furthermore,	Ritchie	and	Spencer	(2002)	highlight	that	

analyses	of	social	policy	contextualise	what	already	exists,	examine	the	reasons	

to	what	 already	 exists,	 consider	 underlying	 attitudes	or	 perceptions,	 evaluate	

effectiveness	and	identify	new,	or	improvements	to,	theories,	policies	or	plans.		

This	 overview	 resonates	 with	 the	 objectives	 of	 this	 study	 in	 setting	 out	 the	

current	context	of	rural	proofing,	examining	underlying	attitudes	and	priorities	

and	evaluating	the	effectiveness	of	rural	proofing	in	a	contemporary	context.	

	

	

4.2.1. Trends	in	rural	studies	
Over	 the	 last	 four	 decades	 epistemological	 and	 ontological	 framings	 in	 rural	

studies	 have	 seen	 a	move	 away	 from	quantifying	 the	 rural,	 steering	 research	
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discourses	towards	a	qualitative	 lens	(Ashworth,	1997;	Cloke,	1997;	Murdoch,	

2006;	Woods,	2006).	Furthermore,	this	trend	coincides	with	a	shift	within	social	

policy	to	be	researched	qualitatively	(Gil,	1970;	Miles	&	Huberman,	2002;	Ritchie	

&	 Spencer,	 2002).	 	 Shortall	 and	 Brown	 (2019)	 and	Woods	 and	 Heley	 (2018)	

remind	us	that	rural	is	socially	constructed,	this	is	in	comparison	to	the	historical	

policy	view	of	rural,	which	as	Murdoch	(2006)	explains	was	deemed	to	be	set	

within	the	structural	binary	policy	relationships	between	state	and	agriculture.	

As	discussed	 in	Chapter	Three,	 there	are	multiple	 interpretations	of	 the	 rural	

construct,	embraced	by	a	postmodern	framework	(Barclay	&	Bartal,	2015;	Calás	

&	Smircich,	1999;	Glaser,	2002;	Jerneck	&	Olsson,	2013).		Rural	is	a	postmodern	

construct	 and	 therefore	 much	 of	 rural	 research	 is	 situated	 within	 a	

postmodernism	framework	(Halfacree,	1995,	2007;	Higgins	et	al.,	2014;	Murdoch	

&	Pratt,	1997,	&	Woods,	2011).	

	

It	 is	 accepted	 that	 the	 understandings	 and	 lenses	 of	 rural	 professionals	 are	

individual	 and	 varied	 (Abram,	 2003;	 Pemberton	&	Goodwin,	2010)	 hence	 the	

data	 required	 to	 inform	 this	 study	does	not	 lend	 itself	 to	a	positivistic	stance.	

Instead,	 there	 is	 recognition	 that	 individual	 perspectives	 are	 influenced	 by	

values,	 attitudes,	 perceptions	 and	 experiences.	 	 Data	 capture	 and	 reporting	 is	

reliant	 “on	quotes”	of	 the	participant	 (Cresswell,	2013,	p.	21)	 that	 collectively	

relay	 a	 narrative	 true	 to	 the	 individual.	 In	 qualitative	 research,	 participant	

language	 is	 individual	 and	 possibly	 personal	 (Cresswell,	 2013).	 	 Moreover,	 a	

qualitative	 approach	 capturing	 the	 values	 of	 individuals	 is	 methodologically	

interpretative	(Cresswell,	2009,	2013;	Kitchin	&	Tate,	2000).			

	

A	critical	review	is	the	unpicking	of	a	concept,	from	the	depth	of	knowledge	from	

literature	and/or	policy	practitioner,	to	consider	the	component	parts	with	the	

aim	 to	 deepen	 understanding	 and	 suggest	 alternatives	 for	 future	 applications	

(Derrida	&	Caputo,	1997);	in	this	research	as	applied	to	rural	proofing.		Alvesson	

and	 Sköldberg	 (2012)	 discuss	 identifying	 the	hidden	 pictures	 from	 seemingly	

dominant	views,	which	when	followed	with	further	unpicking	of	the	dominant	

and	other	viewpoints,	leads	to	a	deeper	more	rounded	understanding	of	theory	

and/or	practice	(see	Cillers,	2005).			
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4.2.2. Methods	in	rural	policy	studies	
Turning	attention	to		methods	used	to	explore	research	questions	specifically	in	

policy	 studies,	 in	 a	 rural	 spatial	 and/or	 development	 context,	 Bjärstig	 and	

Sandström	(2017)	undertook	an	interpretative	analysis	of	interview	data	in	their	

research	on	the	critique	of	public-private	partnerships	as	a	policy	tool	to	achieve	

sustainable	 rural	 development	 in	 Sweden.	 	 The	 authors	 went	 on	 to	 identify	

recommendations	 to	 improve	 future	 effectiveness	 of	 public-private	

partnerships.		Clark	et	al.	(2007)	compared	state	sponsorship	partnerships	and	

community-development	trusts	on	the	Isle	of	Wight,	critiquing	the	literature	on	

community	governance	to	use	as	a	 framework	to	evaluate	the	effectiveness	of	

development	 trusts	 in	 rural	 regeneration.	 This	 included	 interpretation	 of	

interviews	 with	members	 and	 officers	 of	 the	 development	 trusts,	 along	 with	

interviews	 of	 wider	 representations	 of	 rural	 in	 this	 case,	 the	 Market	 Town	

Initiatives.		McMorran	et	al.	(2014)	gathered	data	through	interviews	with	rural	

constituents	about	 community	 land	ownership	within	North	West	Scotland	 to	

explore	 the	 barriers	 and	 opportunities	 of	 a	 policy	 approach	 to	 land	 tenure.		

Skerratt	 (2013)	 critiqued	 rural	 community	 resilience,	 via	 17	 community	 land	

trusts,	through	a	review	of	literature	and	empirical	evidence	gathered	through	

interviews.	 	 Another	 pertinent	 example	 is	 the	 work	 of	 Steiner	 and	 Atterton	

(2015)	who	 undertook	 research	 asking	 the	what,	 how	 and	why	 questions	 to	

enhance	understanding	of	resilience	in	rural	communities	within	the	context	of	

private	sector	local	development	in	South	West	Australia.	

	

Turning,	to	rural	proofing	research,	Caffyn	et	al.	(2002)	critiqued	rural	proofing,	

not	 long	after	 its	 inception.	 	The	authors	 reviewed	 literature	and	 interviewed	

local	authority	officers	and	members	in	Suffolk	County	Council	to	investigate	how	

local	 authority	policymaking	processes	might	be	 adapted	 to	 incorporate	 rural	

proofing.	 	 This	 far	 from	 exhaustive	 list	 of	 policy	 research,	 deemed	 broadly	

relevant	 to	 the	 methodological	 parameters	 of	 this	 study,	 illustrates	 the	

pervasiveness	 of	 the	 interview	 as	 an	 accepted	 and	 appropriate	 means	 of	

empirical	data	collection	in	rural	policy	studies.		In	turn,	this	reasserts	the	validity	
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of	 the	 approach	 adopted	 in	 this	 study,	 to	 critique	 the	 effectiveness	 of	 rural	

proofing	in	the	English	context.				

	

	

4.2.3.	 Towards	a	qualitative	research	approach		

As	 outlined	 thus	 far,	 it	 is	 appropriate	 for	 rural	 research,	 considering	 a	 policy	

construct,	to	combine	a	critique	of	the	literature	with	an	interpretative	analysis	

of	 interviews	 from	 rural	 representatives.	 	 At	 the	 heart	 of	 this	 thesis	 is	 the	

development	 of	 a	 deeper	 understanding	 of	 rural	 proofing	 practices	 and	

processes,	 to	 consider	 critically	 the	 strengths	 and	 weaknesses	 of	 the	

effectiveness	of	rural	proofing	 in	England	since	 its	 introduction	 in	2000.	 	This	

critique	 is	 framed	 through	 perspectives	 of:	 understanding	 of	 rural;	

understanding	 of	 rural	 proofing;	 the	 voices	 of	 rural	 proofing;	 and	 the	

implications	 of	 leadership.	 	 Using	 the	 values	 and	 interpretations	 of	

representations	 of	 rural,	 garnered	 from	 in-depth	 semi-structured	 interviews,	

was	identified	as	the	most	effective	data	gathering	means	to	address	the	research	

aims	and	objectives.			

	

	

4.2.4.	 Geographical	considerations		

England	 provides	 the	 geographical	 sphere	 of	 this	 research;	 the	 starting	 point	

being	 the	 introduction	 of	 rural	 proofing	 as	 compulsory	 for	 English	 domestic	

policy	 in	 2000	 (Atterton,	 2008;	 Cameron,	 2015;	 Department	 for	 the	

Environment,	 Transport	 &	 the	 Regions	 [DETR]	 &	 Ministry	 of	 Agriculture,	

Fisheries	&	Food	[MAFF],	2000;	Shortall	&	Alston,	2016).	 	A	position	that	was	

reiterated	in	the	2015	Independent	Review	of	Rural	Proofing	where	the	focus	was	

rural	 proofing	 at	 the	 national	 level	 (Cameron,	 2015).	 	 The	 representations	 of	

rural	proofing	as	set	out	in	the	first	decade	of	 the	21st	century,	focused	on	the	

reporting	of	the	rural	voice	through	an	upward	structure	to	the	national	level,	

because,	“Ministers	should	be	fully	informed	of	the	state	of	the	countryside	and	

should	have	regular	and	direct	contact	with	the	main	rural	groups	so	that	they	

know	what	is	going	on	and	what	countryside	people	think”	(DETR	&	MAFF,	2000,	

p.	162).			
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Additionally,	 rural	 proofing	was	 established	 as	 part	 of	 the	 national	 domestic	

policy	agenda	however,	as	discussed	in	Chapter	Two,	in	practice	the	processes	of	

rural	proofing	are	multi-scalar	and	multi-faceted,	occurring	in	and	across	rural	

areas	through	regional	and	local	level	delivery	agencies.		It	is	this	complexity	of	

the	process	that	spans	administrative	boundaries,	structures	and	scale	that	was	

necessary	to	capture	through	an	appropriate	sampling	framework.	

	

	

4.3.	 	Sampling	

	

4.3.1.	 Sampling	framework	

In	qualitative	research,	it	is	common	that	the	sample	is	deliberately	identified,	in	

other	words	 the	participants	have	particular	 features	or	 characteristics	which	

will	 enable	 the	 researcher	 to	explore	 the	 in-depth	nature	of	 the	area	of	 study	

(Ritchie	et	al.,	2003).		Ritchie	et	al.	(2003)	note	that	participants	will	have	specific	

experiences	and/or	roles	and	responsibilities	within	the	research	area.		Marshall	

(1996)	refers	to	the	sample	needing	to	be	most	relevant	to	answer	the	research	

question,	 and	 participants	 are	 identified	 because	 of	 their	 relevance	 to	 the	

“purpose	 of	 the	 inquiry”	 (Patton,	 2002,	 p.	 230).	 	 This	 research	 required	 that	

participant	 organisations	 were	 or	 had	 some	 formal	 involvement	 in	 rural	

proofing,	sufficient	to	be	able	to	provide	data	to	inform	a	collective	interpretation	

of	 rural	 proofing	 in	 England	 and	 an	 evaluation	 of	 the	 effectiveness	 of	 rural	

proofing	in	England.			

	

This	sampling	framework	constitutes	professional	organisations	involved	in,	or	

have	been	involved	in	rural	proofing	in	England	(Patton,	2002).	 	The	sampling	

framework	aimed	to	capture	the	complexity	of	the	nature	of	actors	involved	in	

rural	proofing,	with	remits	spanning	national	to	local	levels	and	public	and	non-

government	 organisations.	 	 Alvesson	 and	 Sköldberg	 (2012),	 Derrida	 (1982),	

Longhurst	(2003),	Marshall	(1996)	and	Patton	(2002)	advocate	the	participants	

should	be	 identified	 from	within	both	grey	and	academic	 literature,	especially	

when	participants	are	drawn	from	organisations	rather	than	as	individuals.		
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Table	4.1	presents	a	 framework	of	potential	 representations	of	 rural	proofing	

organisation	 types	 based	 on	 the	 discussions	 articulated	 in	 Chapter	 Two	 and	

Chapter	 Three.	 	 As	 noted	 in	 Chapter	 Three,	 Shucksmith	 (2018)	 and	 Woods	

(2010)	 argue	 that	 the	 rural	 voice	 emerges	 through	 both	 public	 and	 non-

government	 organisations.	 	 Furthermore,	 these	 representations	 in	 the	 rural	

context	derive	from	policy-makers,	academics,	the	agricultural	sector,	each	with	

environment,	economic,	political	and	social	interests	(Lacour	&	Puissant,	2007;	

Murdoch,	 2006;	 Shucksmith,	 2018;	 Woods,	 2008,	 2010).	 Five	 categories	 of	

organisations	were	identified	through	the	grey	and	academic	literature.			

	

The	 first	 of	 these	 sampling	 categories	 comprised	 of	 the	 policy-makers,	 the	

government	voice,	namely	government	departments	and	government	agencies,	

for	 example	 DEFRA,	 the	 Countryside	 Agency	 and	 the	 Commission	 for	 Rural	

Communities	(CRC).	 	The	second	and	third	groups	of	 the	rural	voice	were	the	

local	 government	 voice	 and	 the	 non-government	 voice.	 	 Drawing	 on	 the	 grey	

literature,	 where	 there	 is	 guidance	 on	 the	 potential	 stakeholders	 of	 rural	

proofing,	 membership	 organisations	 are	 dominant	 players.	 	 These	 types	 of	

organisations	are	akin	to	the	lobby	organisations	discussed	by	Bell	et	al.	(2010)	

or	Woods	(2008).		Firstly,	in	terms	of	the	local	government	voice,	these	national	

organisations	 represent	 different	 scales	 of	 local	 government	 and	 include	 the	

Local	Government	Association	(LGA),	County	Council	Network	and	the	National	

Association	 of	 Local	 Councils	 (NALC).	 	 Secondly,	 in	 terms	 of	 the	 non-

governmental	 organisations,	 these	 emerge	 from	 across	 a	 combination	 of	

environment,	 economic	 and	 social	 agendas,	 where	 interests	 of	 the	

representational	 organisations	 are	 often	 multi-faceted;	 examples	 include,	

Campaign	 for	 the	 Protection	 of	 Rural	 England	 (CPRE),	 Countryside	 Alliance,	

National	Farmers’	Union	(NFU),	Country	Land	and	Business	Association	(CLA),	

Chamber	of	Commerce	and	Action	 for	Rural	Communities	 in	England	 (ACRE).		

The	fourth	category	includes	those	labelled	as	experts,	for	example	academics	or	

policy	consultants	who	are	also	involved	in	rural	policy	making	(Jupe	&	Funnell,	

2015;	Lacour	&	Puissant,	2007;	Shucksmith,	2018;	Speers,	2007;	Woods,	2008,	

2010).			
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The	 fifth	 and	 final	 category	 are	 the	 delivery	 agencies,	 those	 recognised	 as	

entangled	with	rural	proofing	outcomes,	either	directly	or	indirectly	(see	Chapter	

Two)	through	the	delivery	of	services	and/or	funding	to	rural	areas	at	a	 local	

scale.		This	category	of	organisation	aligns	with	the	2000	rural	White	Paper,	the	

2004	Rural	Strategy	and	the	2012	Rural	Statement	which	position	rural	proofing	

as	 occurring	 locally	 and	 stakeholders	 as	 those	 involved	 with	 the	 delivery	 of	

services	in	rural	areas	(DEFRA	2004c,	2012b;	DETR	&	MAFF,	2000).	

	

A	definitive	list	of	rural	stakeholders	was	not	presented	in	the	2000	rural	White	

Paper	(see	DETR	&	MAFF,	2000),	the	Rural	Strategy	(see	DEFRA,	2004c),	nor	the	

local	level	rural	proofing	(see	ACRE	et	al.,	2012).		However,	within	the	rural	White	

Paper,	it	was	expected	stakeholders	would	be	rural	experts	from	public	and	non-

government	 organisations	 with	 social,	 economic	 and	 environmental	 interests	

from	national,	regional	and	local	levels	of	governance	(DETR	&	MAFF,	2000).		The	

sampling	framework	(Table	4.1)	embraces	the	level	of	ambiguity,	which	existed	

at	 the	 time	 of	 this	 research,	 with	 representations	 of	 rural	 proofing,	 and	

considering	social,	economic	and	environmental	 interests	at	 the	national	 level	

and	recognising	the	local	scale	of	delivery	of	rural	proofing	outcomes.		
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Table	4.1.	Sampling	Framework		

Representations	of	
rural	proofing		

Level	of	
Governance	

Organisation	
type	(re.	rural	
proofing)	

Sampling	sources	

Government	voice	-	
for	example,	
Government	
Departments,	
Countryside	Agency,	
Commission	for	
Rural	Communities	

National	 Policy-maker	 Atterton	(2008);	
Cameron,	(2015);	
DETR	&	MAFF	(2000);	
DEFRA	(2012d);	
Lacour	and	Puissant	
(2007);	Morris	(2015);	
Murdoch	(2006);	
Shucksmith	(2018);		
Woods	(2008,	2010)	

Local	Government	
voice	-	for	example,	
Local	Government	
Association,	Rural	
Services	Network,	
County	Council	
Network,	National	
Association	of	Local	
Councils	

National		 Lobby	 ACRE	et	al.	(2012);	
Local	Government	
Information	Unit	
[LGiU]	(2015);	
Shucksmith	(2018)	

Non-governmental	
rural	voice	-	for	
example,	Campaign	
for	the	Protection	of	
Rural	England,	
Wildlife	Trusts,	
Countryside	Alliance,	
National	Farmers’	
Union,	County	Land	
&	Business	
Association,	Action	
for	Communities	in	
Rural	England,	
General	Synod	

National	 Lobby	 ACRE	et	al.	(2012);	
Burgess	(2006,	2010);	
DEFRA	(2017);	
Shucksmith	(2018);	
Woods	(2008,	2010)	

Experts	-	for	
example,	consultants,	
academics	

National	 Policy	Expert	 ACRE	et	al.	(2012);	
DEFRA	(2017c);	
Plunkett	Foundation	et	
al.	(2015);	Woods	
(2008)	

Delivery	authorities	
for	example,	
principal	authorities,	
local	councils,	
funding	partnerships	

Sub-national	 Local	
Funding/Delivery	
Authority	

Atterton	(2008);	
Caffyn	et	al.	(2002);	
Plunkett	Foundation	et	
al.	(2015)	
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4.3.2.	 Sampling	approach		

A	two-stage	approach	was	adopted	to	identify	the	sample	for	the	study:	an	initial	

purposeful	approach	to	sampling	and	recruitment,	supplemented	by	a	secondary	

strategy	 of	 snowball	 sampling.	 	 The	 first	 stage,	 a	 purposeful	 approach,	

acknowledged	 the	 non-exhaustive	 list	 of	 named	 rural	 proofing	 stakeholders	

within	the	grey	policy	literature.		The	purposeful	sample	aimed	to	include	those	

stakeholders	involved	in	rural	proofing	alluded	to	within	rural	proofing	policy	

literature	 but	 not	 explicitly	 identified	 by	 government	 policy	documents.	 	 As	 a	

result,	 two	 points	 of	 reference	 were	 considered:	 first	 the	 early	 government	

literature	on	rural	proofing,	which	was	the	rural	White	Paper	(DETR	&	MAFF,	

2000),	the	Rural	Strategy	(DEFRA,	2004c)	and	the	Haskins’	Report	(2003).		The	

second	point	of	reference	followed	the	dissolution	of	the	Commission	for	Rural	

Communities,	which	had	been	the	rural	advocate	to	government	(Morris,	2015)	

and	 the	 Rural	 Coalition	membership.	 	 The	 Rural	 Coalition	was	 established	 in	

2012	 following	 the	 dissolution	 of	 the	 Commission	 for	 Rural	 Communities,	

claiming	to	be	the	voice	at	the	national	level	representing	“social,	economic	and	

environmental	rural	interests”	(Plunkett	Foundation	et	al.,	2015,	p.	2).		The	Rural	

Coalition	membership	included	local	authority	lobby	groups,	non-governmental	

lobby	groups	and	policy	experts	working	at	national,	 regional	 and	 local	 levels	

(ACRE	et	al.,	2012;	Plunkett	Foundation	et	al.,	2015).			

	

In	terms	of	the	specific	organisations	approached,	these	were	identified	within	

the	 context	 of	 the	 sampling	 framework,	 in	 part	 by	 considering	 the	 grey	 and	

academic	 literature	 (Alvesson	 &	 Sköldberg,	 2012;	 Derrida,	 1982;	 Longhurst,	

2003;	Marshall,	1996;	Patton,	2002)	and	 in	part	by	the	“researcher’s	practical	

knowledge	of	the	research	area”	(Marshall,	1996,	p.	523).		The	identification	of	

organisations	for	the	purposeful	sample	followed	four	steps.		The	first	step	was	

to	 extrapolate	 possible	 organisations	 from	 the	 grey	 and	 academic	 literature,	

which	had	been	or	were	involved	in	rural	proofing	and	fell	within	the	sampling	

framework	 (Table	 4.1).	 	 The	 second	 step	 confirmed	 the	 relevance	 to	 rural	

proofing,	in	conjunction	with	the	literature,	through	a	trawl	of	the	websites	of	the	

organisations.	 	 Step	 three	 used	 the	 researcher’s	 networks	 to	 approach	

representatives	of	 those	organisations,	which	were	no	 longer	 in	existence	but	
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had	had	a	pivotal	role	in	rural	proofing.		Step	four,	again	using	the	researcher’s	

networks	was	 to	 contact	 the	 organisations	 to	 identify	 and	 then	 approach	 the	

most	 appropriate	 individuals	 to	 invite	 to	 participate	 in	 the	 study.	 	 The	 most	

appropriate	individual	are	those	who	would	be	able	to	purposefully	discuss	the	

interview	prompts	and	contribute	towards	the	answering	of	the	objectives	of	the	

research	 (Alvesson	&	Sköldberg,	2012;	Gillham,	2000;	Marshall,	 1996;	Patton,	

2002;	Ritchie	et	al.,	2003).		The	delivery	agency	participating	organisations	were	

from	 different	 areas	 of	 England,	 which	 were	 identified	 through	 step	 two	

described	above.	

	

The	 second	stage	 of	 the	 sampling	 approach	was	 snowballing,	 as	 incorporated	

within	 the	 interview	schedule	 (Appendix	A).	 	 Snowballing	 is	where	 the	 initial	

participants	 are	 used	 to	 identify	 others	 (Ritchie	 et	 al.,	 2003).	 	 The	 snowball	

sample	was	compiled	 from	asking	the	participants	who	or	which	organisation	

they	thought	might	also	be	able	to	contribute	to	this	research.	 	Gillham	(2008)	

and	 Ritchie	 et	 al.	 (2003)	 argue	 careful	 consideration	 should	 be	 given	 to	

suggestions	 derived	 from	 snowballing	 as	 part	 of	 the	 data	 collection	 to	 avoid	

participants	with	similar	views	to	those	already	interviewed.		Using	the	sampling	

framework	 above,	 the	 suggestions	 offered	 by	 participants	were	 assessed	 and	

followed	up	as	appropriate.				

	

	

4.3.3.	 The	sample	

In	total	24	organisations	participated,	 from	first	stage	of	sampling	process,	23	

organisations	were	identified	through	the	purposeful	sampling	approach	(Table	

4.2).	 	The	 final	organisation	was	 identified	through	the	snowballing	approach.		

Three	 organisations	 declined	 to	 participate:	 firstly,	 representatives	 from	 the	

former	 Commission	 for	 Rural	 Communities,	 who	 were	 still	 active	 in	 rural	

development,	failed	to	respond	to	communications;	secondly	the	Department	for	

Communities	and	Local	Government	declined	and	gave	advice	to	contact	DEFRA,	

because	 DEFRA	 had	 the	 remit	 for	 rural	 proofing;	 thirdly,	 the	 Department	 for	

Business,	 Innovation	 and	 Skills	 declined,	 also	 advising	 to	 contact	 DEFRA.	 In	

addition,	 the	 Department	 for	 Business,	 Innovation	 and	 Skills	 suggested	
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contacting	 local	 enterprise	 partnerships	 as	 they	 had	 strategies	 for	 the	 local	

investment	of	European	Structural	Funds	into	rural	areas.	

	

Since	2011,	DEFRA	has	had	 responsibility	 for	 rural	proofing	 (House	of	Lords,	

2017;	Shortall	&	Alston,	2016),	therefore,	and	as	advised	by	other	government	

departments,	it	was	appropriate	to	include	DEFRA	within	the	purposeful	sample.		

A	DEFRA	representative	 from	the	Rural	Communities	Policy	Unit	participated.	

Additional	representation	of	 the	rural	proofing	government	voice	 included:	 	A	

politician	with	a	recognised	rural	remit;	and	a	former	senior	manager	from	the	

Countryside	Agency.		The	Countryside	Agency	was	given	responsibility	for	rural	

proofing	 when	 the	 concept	 was	 introduced	 in	 2000	 and	 developed	 early	

iterations	 of	 the	 guidance	 (Atterton,	 2008;	 Caffyn	 et	 al.,	 2002;	 Countryside	

Agency,	2002a,	2002b;	DETR	&	MAFF,	2000;	DEFRA,	2004c;	Shortall	&	Alston,	

2016).			

	

Moving	 to	 the	 lobbying	 voices	 cohort,	 the	 LGA	 represent	 local	 authorities	 to	

government,	 making	 recommendations	 for	 rural	 proofing	 within	 local	

authorities.	 	The	 second	national	organisation,	within	 the	 context	of	principal	

authority	 representation	 approached	 was	 the	 Rural	 Services	 Network	 (RSN).		

The	RSN	is	a	membership	organisation	of	county,	district	and	unitary	authorities	

from	across	England,	and	states	that	it	acts	as	a	voice	of	rural	authorities	working	

to	 ensure	 a	 fair	 deal	 for	 rural	 communities	 (RSN,	 2017).	 	 Similar	 to	 ACRE,	

discussed	 below,	 the	 RSN	 lobbies	 government	 departments	 to	 consider	 the	

impact	of	policy	decisions	on	rural	communities,	stating	that	it	is	the	“national	

champion	for	rural	services	(RSN,	n.d.,	para	1).		The	RSN	is	a	member	of	the	Rural	

Coalition	(ACRE,	2015),	and	the	only	organisation	linked	to	principal	authorities	

within	the	consortium.			

	

Staying	with	local	government	voice,	but	turning	attention	to	local	councils,	the	

National	Association	of	Local	Councils	(NALC)	is	the	representative	organisation	

for	local	council	members.		There	are	over	10,000	local	councils	across	England	

(NALC,	2015)	and	NALC	represents	the	elected	members	in	local	councils.		Both	

the	rural	White	Paper	and	the	2004	Rural	Strategy	recognised	the	contribution	
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of	local	councils	in	rural	proofing	(DEFRA,	2004c;	DETR	&	MAFF,	2000),	and	NAlC	

is	a	member	of	the	Rural	Coalition,	thus	NALC	was	approached	to	participate	in	

this	research.		The	Society	for	Local	Council	Clerks	(SLCC)	was	also	approached	

to	participate,	as	this	is	the	national	membership	organisation	representing	the	

voice	of	local	council	officers	(SLCC,	n.d.).			

	

In	respect	of	the	non-governmental	lobbying	rural	voice,	it	is	discussed	in	both	

Chapters	Two	and	Three	that	the	constituents	of	the	rural	voice	are	of	multi-level	

governance,	 from	 the	 public,	 private	 and	 community	 sectors	 with	 interests	

across	 the	 environment,	 economic	 and	 social	 agendas	 (Bell	 et	 al.,	 2010;	

Pemberton	&	Goodwin,	2010;	Shucksmith,	2018;	Woods,	2008).	 	Focussing	on	

the	national	governance	level,	recognising	many	organisations	have	structures	

spanning	national	to	local,	and	addressing	a	broad	range	of	rural	interests’,	six	

non-government	rural	voice	participants	were	identified.		The	first	of	these	was	

CPRE.		The	environment,	as	discussed	in	Chapter	Three	is	integral	to	rural	policy	

developments	 and	 debate	 (Murdoch,	 et	 al.,	 2003;	 Shucksmith.	 2018;	 Wilson,	

2010;	Woods,	2011).	 	Furthermore,	stakeholders	with	an	environmental	remit	

were	referred	to	in	the	first	points	of	reference	for	the	sampling	framework,	early	

rural	 proofing	 documents	 indicating	 environmental	 stakeholders	 would	 be	

involved	(DEFRA	2004c;	DETR	&	MAFF,	2000;	Haskins,	2003).		With	recourse	to	

the	second	point	of	reference,	the	Rural	Coalition,	CPRE	is	a	member	of	the	Rural	

Coalition	 (ACRE,	 2015)	 and	 is	 on	 the	 DEFRA	 (2017)	 list	 of	 rural	 proofing	

stakeholders.	 	Similarly,	 the	CLA	is	on	the	recent	DEFRA	list	(see	ACRE,	2015;	

DEFRA,	 2017).	 	 Although	Murdoch	 (2006)	 explained	 a	 shift	 in	 the	 rural	 voice	

occurred	 from	 the	 National	 Farmers’	 Union	 (NFU)	 to	 broader	 voices	 of	 rural	

representation,	considering	the	starting	points	of	the	sampling	framework,	the	

2000	 rural	 White	 Paper	 (DEFRA	 &	 MAFF,	 2000),	 and	 the	 Rural	 Coalition	

membership	(ACRE,	2015),	it	is	evident	the	NFU	is	still	considered	a	significant	

rural	stakeholder,	and	as	such	was	approached	to	participate	in	this	research.			

	

Burgess	(2010)	recognised	the	value	of	the	concept	and	practice	of	community	

development	to	rural	communities	and	for	this	reason,	ACRE	was	identified	to	

offer	 a	 social	 and	 community	 viewpoint	 at	 the	 national	 level	 (ACRE,	 2015).		
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Action	 with	 Communities	 in	 Rural	 England	 is	 a	 national	 organisation	

representing	 38	 community	 development	 organisations	 which	 make	 up	 the	

ACRE	network	 (ACRE,	n.d.-a),	 through	which	 it	 seeks	 to	be	 the	 “voice	of	 rural	

communities”	 (ACRE,	 n.d.-b	 para.	 2),	 undertaking	 evidence-based	 research	 to	

inform	 and	 suggest	 the	 implications	 of	 policy	 implementation	 across	 rural	

communities	(ACRE,	n.d.-a).				

	

The	faith	sector	is	reported	to	have	a	role	in	rural	communities	and	forms	part	of	

the	policy	community	for	rural	development	(ACRE	et	al.,	2012;	DEFRA,	2004b,	

2013;	Haskins,	2003;	Morris,	2015;	NALC,	2015).		Increasingly	faith	buildings	are	

becoming,	in	some	areas,	community	service	hubs	and	not	just	places	of	worship	

(Church	of	England,	2018).		Local	faith	leaders’	work	in	partnership	with	other	

providers	to	deliver	services,	such	community	shops	(Church	of	England,	2018).		

Burgess	(2006,	2010)	too	recognised	the	role	of	faith	organisations	in	community	

partnership	delivery.		This	remit	warranted	the	inclusion	of	the	General	Synod	in	

the	research	sample.	

	

Policy	 experts	 play	 a	 significant	 role	 in	 shaping	 policy	 and	 these	 may	 be	

academics,	policy	consultants	or	specialist	issue	experts	(Jupe	&	Funnell,	2015;	

Lacour	&	Puissant,	2007;	Shucksmith,	2018;	Speers,	2007;	Woods,	2008,	2010).		

Examples	of	consultancy	contributions	in	rural	proofing	are	evident	within	the	

grey	 literature,	 for	example:	GHK’s	2006	and	2007	reports	on	the	how	the	UK	

government	 departments	 were	 or	 were	 not	 undertaking	 rural	 proofing.	 	 A	

further	example	 is	 the	Rural	 Innovation	report	on	the	needs	and	principles	of	

policy	practitioners	in	delivering	rural	services.	 	The	latter	example,	led	to	the	

local	level	rural	proofing	principles	and	resources	being	published	on	behalf	of	

DEFRA	(see	ACRE	et	al.,	2012).		Furthermore,	experts	are	members	of	the	Rural	

Coalition	 (Plunket	 Foundations	 et	 al.,	 2015).	 	 As	 a	 result,	 three	 experts	

participated	in	the	research,	an	academic,	a	policy	consultant,	and	an	expert	from	

the	Rural	Housing	Commission.	Housing	specifically	was	identified	as	worthy	of	

specialist	expert	attention	as	housing	was	afforded	particular	attention	within	

the	Rural	Coalition	at	the	time	of	study	(Plunket	Foundation	et	al.,	2015).	
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Turning	attention	 to	 the	 cohort	 comprising	of	delivery	agencies,	 through	step	

two	of	 the	 sampling	approach,	 these	were	 identified	 through	a	web	search,	of	

local	authorities	who	undertake	rural	proofing	and	encompassed	the	three	types	

of	principal	authorities,	county,	district	and	unitary.		Turning	to	the	community	

level	of	local	authorities,	local	councils	deliver	some	devolved	services	and	are	

often	 members	 of	 partnerships	 which	 have	 been	 formed	 to	 deliver	 services	

(Atterton,	 2008;	 DEFRA,	 2013;	 Jones,	 2018;	 Yarwood,	 2002)	 and	 claim	 to	

represent	their	local	communities	(NALC,	2015).		Again,	through	step	two	of	the	

sampling	 stage	 and	 a	 web-based	 exercise,	 a	 town	 and	 parish	 council	 were	

identified	to	participate	in	this	study.	

	

Building	on	the	advice	offered	by	the	Department	for	Business,	Innovation	and	

Skills	 Local	 Enterprise	 Partnerships	 were	 identified	 within	 the	 purposeful	

sample.	The	rationale	for	this	was,	as	indicated	by	the	European	Structural	funds,	

in	 the	 form	 of	 the	 Rural	 Development	 Programme	 (RDP)	 for	 England	 and	

LEADER	(a	French	acronym	which	translates	to	Liaison	among	Actors	in	Rural	

Economic	Development).	 	The	 funds	 from	these	programmes	are	 invested	and	

are	required	to	be	delivered	through	partnerships	(Clark	et	al.,	2007;	DETR	&	

MAFF,	2000;	Marsden,	1998).		Furthermore,	local	enterprise	partnerships	(LEP)	

prioritise	the	funding	of	these	streams	(Higgins	et	al.,	2014).		Thus	for	this	study	

two	LEP	were	approached	and	participated.			

	

The	 majority	 of	 the	 24	 participants	 suggested	 additional	 participants	 and/or	

organisations,	 although	 in	 most	 cases	 these	 organisations	 had	 either	 already	

been	identified	within	the	purposeful	sample,	had	been	represented	elsewhere	

in	the	sample,	had	already	declined	to	participate,	or	were	outside	the	sampling	

framework.	One	further	organisation	was	identified	via	the	snowballing	stage	of	

the	 sampling.	 	 This	 was	 the	 Countryside	 Alliance.	 The	 definitive	 sample	 is	

presented	in	Table	4.2.			
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Table	4.2.	 Research	Sample		

Description	 Number	 of	
interviews	

	Affiliation	 of	 	 interviewee(s)	
(number	 of	 corresponding	
interviews)	

Government	voice			 3	 Department	for	Environment,	Food	and	
Rural	Affairs	(1)	
House	of	Lords	Peer	(1)	
Countryside	Agency	(1)	

Local	Government	voice			 4	 Local	Government	Association	(1)	
Rural	Services	Network	(1)	
National	 Association	 of	 Local	 Councils	
(1)	
Society	for	Local	Council	Clarks	(1)	

Rural	 non-governmental	
voice		

6	 Campaign	 for	 the	 Protection	 of	 Rural	
England	(1)	
Countryside	Alliance	(1)	
National	Farmers’	Union	(1)	
Country	 Land	 &	 Business	 Association	
(1)	
Action	 for	 Communities	 in	 Rural	
England	(1)	
General	Synod	(1)	

Policy	Experts		 3	 Policy	studies	academic	(1)	
Rural	Consultant	(1)	
Rural	Housing	Commission	(1)	

Delivery	agencies			 8	 County	Council	(1)	
District	Council	(1)	
Unitary	Council	(2)	
LEP	(2)	
Town	 Council	 (1)	
Parish	Council	(1)	

	

	

4.4.	 	Data	collection	and	analysis	

	

4.4.1.	 Selecting	the	research	instrument	

Qualitative	 research	 using	 in-depth	 semi-structured	 interviews	 captures	 the	

views,	values,	beliefs	and	perspectives	of	the	individuals	(Alvesson	&	Sköldberg,	

2012;	 Gillham,	 2008,	 2011;	 Ritchie	&	 Spencer,	 2002;	 Snape	&	 Spencer,	 2003;	

Wisker,	2001).		The	dialogue	within	in-depth	semi-structured	interviews	enables	

the	participants	to	be	heard	and	the	researcher	not	only	to	listen	but	to	develop	

their	 knowledge	 and	 understanding	 (Alvesson	 &	 Sköldberg,	 2012;	 Calás	 &	

Smircich,	 1999;	 Cole,	 2003;	 Derrida	 &	 Caputo,	 1997;	 Marshall,	 1996).	 	 The	
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method	of	in-depth	semi-structured	interviews	strives	to	deepen	the	knowledge	

of	a	topic	and	unpick	a	truer	meaning	hidden	behind	the	common	understanding	

(Alvesson	&	Sköldberg,	2012;	Cillers,	2005;	Derrida	&	Caputo,	1997)	

	

Ritchie	and	Spencer	(2002)	remind	us	that	social	policy	research	provides	the	

theory	of	the	social	action	based	on	the	worldview	gathered	from	experiences.		

As	 discussed	 previously,	 in-depth	 semi-structured	 interviews	 are	 a	 common	

means	 of	 gathering	 empirical	 evidence	 popular	 in	 rural	 policy	 studies.	 	With	

recourse	to	the	aim	and	objectives	of	this	study,	a	critique	of	rural	proofing	in	

England,	 in-depth	 semi-structured	 interviews	 were	 considered	 the	 most	

appropriate	means	of	data	collection.	 	The	 interview	approach	gives	a	balance	

between	structure	through	the	common	prompts	posed	and	openness	to	explore,	

at	depth,	themes	emerging	from	the	discussion	(Barclay	&	Bartel,	2015;	Gillham,	

2008;	Jerneck	&	Olsson,	2013).		

	

Glaser	(1998)	recommends	the	researcher	make	reflective	notes	to	capture	the	

depth	of	the	discussions,	although	Vaismoradi	et	al.	(2013)	air	caution	in	using	

interview	reflections	unless	they	are	analysed	with	the	same	rigour	as	the	other	

data.	 	 Bernard	 and	 Ryan	 (2010),	 Clarke	 (2003)	 and	 Wolfinger	 (2002)	 argue	

incorporating	 structured	 interview	 reflections	 allows	 for	 key	 points	 or	 initial	

research	connections	made	at	the	time	to	be	noted,	which	may	otherwise	be	lost.		

Therefore,	 structured	 interview	reflections	were	made	 alongside	 the	 in-depth	

semi-structured	interviews	gathered	as	part	of	this	study.	

	

	

4.4.2.		Data	gathering:	In-depth	interviews	

	

4.4.2.1		The	Interview	schedule	and	process	

Open	 questions	 enable	 research	 participants	 to	 articulate	 understanding,	

experiences	 and	 reflections	 of	 the	 study	 focus	 (Cresswell,	 2009,	 2013).	 	 As	

advised	by	a	number	of	authors	(Gillham,	2000;	see	also	Cresswell,	2009,	2013;	

Legard	et	al.,	2003),	the	interview	schedule	prompts	should	be	clear	and	facilitate	

the	 researcher	 and	 participants	 to	 explore	 the	 focus	 of	 enquiry	 through	 a	
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conversation.	 	Therefore	questions	need	 to	be	 flexible	 to	be	able	 to	 change	as	

appropriate	to	reflect	the	context	of	the	discussion.		An	interview	schedule	was	

devised	(see	Appendix	A.)	containing	prompts	that	pursued	four	broad	areas	of	

questioning	and,	as	suggested	by	Legard	et	al.	(2003),	formed	the	core	structure	

for	six	interview	phases.	

	

The	 first	phase,	built	 the	relationship	between	the	researcher	and	participant.		

This	 was	 perhaps	 more	 straightforward	 within	 this	 research	 because	 the	

researcher	was	known	personally	or	by	reputation	to	the	participants.		This	was	

from	 the	 researcher	 working	 as	 a	 policy	 practitioner	 in	 rural	 policy	 and	 in	

particular	 rural	 proofing	 since	 its	 introduction	 in	 2000;	 the	 researcher	 has	

worked	in	national	government,	local	government,	within	the	local	council	sector	

and	as	a	policy	expert.		The	second	phase	reaffirmed	the	information	presented	

in	respect	of	Information	for	participants	(Appendix	B)	and	confirmed	that	the	

participants	 were	 fully	 aware	 of	 the	 nature	 of	 the	 study,	 the	 purpose	 of	 the	

research	 and	 confirmed	 that	 consent	 to	 participate	 was	 granted	 by	 the	

participant	 (Arthur	&	Nazroo,	 2003;	Gillham,	2000;	Legard	 et	 al.,	 2003).	 	 The	

third	phase	of	the	interview	uses	opening	questions,	which	seek	to	facilitate	the	

participant’s	 comfort	with	 the	process	by	providing	 relatively	 straightforward	

contextual	information	in	relation	to	the	study	(Athur	&	Nazroo,	2003;	Gillham,	

2000,	2008;	Legard	et	al.,	2003).		In	this	study,	the	participants	were	asked	about	

their	role	within	rural	proofing	and	their	understanding	of	rural.	

	

The	 fourth	 phase	 of	 the	 interview,	 is	 the	 core	 of	 the	 discussion,	 where	 the	

participant	 is	 guided	 through	 the	 key	 themes	 within	 the	 interview	 schedule	

(Athur	&	Nazroo,	2003;	Gillham,	2000;	Legard	et	al.,	2003).		Within	this	study,	the	

participants	 and	 researcher	 explored	 representations	 of	 rural	 proofing,	

participants’	 understandings	 of	 rural	 proofing,	 perceptions	 of	 the	 purpose	 of	

rural	proofing,	the	effectiveness	of	rural	proofing	and	the	weakness	within	rural	

proofing.		The	fifth	interview	phase	brings	the	interview	to	a	close,	as	indicated	

through	 signposting	 for	 the	 participants,	 such	 as,	 the	 interviewer	 clearly	

articulating	the	discussion	is	moving	onto	the	final	topic	(Gillham,	2008;	Legard	

et	al.,	2003)	and	following	up	by	a		return		to	more	general	questions	and	asking	
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if	 there	 is	 anything	else	 the	participant	would	 like	 to	add.	 It	was	at	 this	point	

participants	were	asked	for	suggestions	to	changes	to	rural	proofing	in	the	future	

and	any	additional	information	they	wished	to	add	to	the	conversation.		This	was	

followed	 by	 a	 request	 for	 recommendations	 for	 snowballing	 sampling	 and	 a	

question	in	regarding	participant	identification,	as	per	the	study	write-up.				

	

The	 final	 stage	 as	 discussed	 by	 Legard	 et	 al.	 (2003)	 is	 the	 importance	 of	

conveying	 gratitude	 to	 the	 participant.	 	 Furthermore,	 this	 is	 stage	 when	

researcher	 reflections	 of	 the	 interview	 are	 completed	 to	 record	 initial	

connections	and	thoughts	to	ensure	these	are	not	lost	(Bernard	&	Ryan,	2010;	

Clarke,	2003;	Wolfinger,	2002).		

	

	

4.4.2.2.		Interview	reflections	

Reflective	practice	is	situated	within	the	context	of	ethnographic	research.		The	

interview	 reflections	 guide	 is	 presented	 in	 Table	 4.3	 and	 an	 example	 of	 the	

interview	 reflections	 is	 presented	 in	 Appendix	 C.	 	 Firstly,	 this	 format	

incorporated	 Wolfinger’s	 (2002)	 argument,	 where	 reflections	 are	 used	 to	

highlight	key	points	and	connections	from	the	interview	that	might	otherwise	be	

lost.	 	 Secondly,	 taking	 Glaser’s	 (2002)	 reflective	 stance,	 a	 structure	 was	

developed	using	the	principles	of	experience,	reflections	and	possible	changes	to	

consider	ways	to	improve	the	interview	process.		The	structure	of	the	interview	

reflections’	 prompts	 captured	 the	 initial	 thoughts	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 research	

questions.		Furthermore,	reflections	on	the	interview	process	captured	thoughts	

in	relation	to	potential	improvements	or	adjustments	of	interview	technique.			
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Table	4.3.	Interview	reflections	guide	

During	the	interview	 Immediately	after	the	
interview	

Reflections	on	the	
interview	process	

Key	words		
	

Initial	thoughts	on	the	
content	
	

How	was	the	
experience?	

Key	phrases	 Key	Phrases		 Did	it	go	well?	

Connections	to	other	
interviews	
	

Connections	to	other	
interviews	

How	could	it	have	been	
improved?	

Connections	to	the	
literature		

Connections	to	the	literature	 Changes	to	make	for	
future	interview	
	

Other	notes	 Other	notes	 Other	notes	
	

	

	

4.4.2.2.		Piloting	the	interview	schedule	

A	pilot	 study	 facilitates	 the	opportunity	 to	examine	 the	 research	 lens,	 test	 the	

processes	such	as	the	data	collection	method,	act	as	a	researcher	training	vehicle	

and	 identify	potential	problems	ahead	of	 the	 core	 research	 (Secomb	&	Smith,	

2011;	 Van	 Teijlingen	 &	 Hundley,	 2002).	 	 As	 advocated	 by	 Secomb	 and	 Smith	

(2011),	 within	 the	 piloting	 process,	 colleagues,	 independent	 of	 the	 study,	

reviewed	the	schedule,	they	commended	the	question	asking	how	participants	

would	 like	 to	 be	 identified.	 	 The	 piloting	 in	 this	 study	 took	 place	 between	

December	 2012	 and	 February	 2013,	with	 three	 organisations	 involved	 in	 the	

development	of	rural	policy	with	identified	links	to	rural	proofing.		These	were	

the	SLCC	participant,	the	ACRE	participant	and	the	officer	from	a	county	council.		

These	 three	organisations	were	approached	because	 they	were	 from	different	

groupings	 of	 the	 sampling	 framework,	 the	 local	 Government	 voice,	 the	 non-

government	 voice	 and	 a	 delivery	 agent	 voice.	 	 It	 was	 felt	 these	 three	

organisations	would	 be	 appropriate	 to	 check	whether	 the	 interview	 schedule	

worked	across	the	sample	groupings.		It	was	planned	data	would	be	used	from	

these	conversations	because	these	organisations	were	part	of	the	sample.	 	The	

remaining	interviews	took	place	between	March	2013	and	November	2015.		Data	

were	 used	 from	 the	 pilot	 interviews	 in	 the	 analysis.	 	 Following	 the	 pilot	

interviews,	the	interview	schedule	was	refreshed	and	the	prompts	clustered	into	
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opening	 questions,	 main	 areas	 to	 be	 explored	 and	 the	 closing	 questions	 as	

discussed	previously	in	Section	4.4.2.1.	

	

	

4.4.2.3.	Ethical	considerations	

Ethical	 considerations	 were	 addressed	 in	 accordance	 with	 the	 University	 of	

Chester	guidelines.		Ethical	approval	was	granted	on	the	11th	November	2012	for	

this	research.		Once	participants	were	identified	within	organisations	they	were	

sent	an	invitation	to	participate	letter	which	included	information	on	the	study	

and	 a	 consent	 form	 (Appendix	 B),	 to	 confirm	 each	 participant	 had	 read	 and	

understood	the	consent	criteria	required.					

	

As	part	of	the	interview	process,	participants	were	asked	how	they	would	like	to	

be	referred	to	in	the	research.		Responses	varied	between	participants	saying	use	

their	 full	 name	 to	 anonymisation.	 	 Participants	 are	 identified	 by	 their	

organisational	 category	 (Table	 4.2)	 and/or	 their	 organisation,	 for	 example	

DEFRA,	or	organisation	type,	for	example,	unitary	authority.	

	

	

4.4.3.	 	Issues	of	positionality	

Ashworth	(1997)	recognises	research	occurs	through	a	filter	of	the	researcher’s	

own	 lens,	 whether,	 tradition,	 experience,	 culture	 or	 philosophy.	 	 Within	

qualitative	research	there	is	recognition	that	the	collection	and	analysis	of	data	

is	influenced	by	the	researcher.		Faubion	(2002)	discusses,	based	on	Foucault’s	

arguments,	 that	 the	 researcher	 needs	 an	 understanding	 to	 be	 able	 to	 analyse	

nuances	between	and	within	participants.	 	Baker	et	al.	(1992),	Faubion	(2002)	

and	Marshall	 (1996)	 see	 researcher’s	 knowledge	 as	 supportive	 and	 beneficial	

towards	 an	 understanding	 of	 the	 data.	 	 Furthermore,	 the	 research	 process	

especially	 that	 between	 participant	 and	 researcher	 leads	 to	 deepening	 the	

existing	 understanding	 of	 the	 topic	 by	 the	 researcher	 (Alvesson	&	 Sköldberg,	

2012;	 Calás	 &	 Smircich,	 1999;	 Cole.	 2003;	 Derrida	 &	 Caputo,	 1997;	 Faubion,	

2002;	Lupton	&	Miller,	1994;	Marshall,	1996).		Crucial	to	meeting	the	objectives	

of	this	study	is	the	consensus	that	qualitative	research	reflects	on	experiences	to	
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enable	 a	 deeper	 inquiry	 incorporating	 both	 the	 participants	 and	 researcher’s	

existing	knowledge	to	develop	possible	areas	for	change	in	practice	(Ritchie	et	

al.,	2003;	Ritchie	&	Spencer,	2002;	Strauss	&	Corbin,	1990).			

	

The	 researcher	 entered	 the	 data	 collection	 and	 analysis	 phase	 with	 existing	

knowledge	and	understanding	of	some	of	the	relationships	and	nuances	in	place	

within	 rural	 proofing	 and	 with	 19	 years	 of	 work	 experience	 in	 this	 field.		

However,	 the	 role	 of	 the	 researcher	 was	 clear,	 which	 was	 to	 facilitate	 the	

discussion	 to	 enable	 the	 participant	 to	 share	 their	 fulsome	 understanding,	

reflection	and	thoughts	in	relation	to	rural	proofing	(Legard	et	al.,	2003).	 	The	

benefit	of	the	positionality	of	the	researcher	made	the	process	of	exploring	the	

relevance	 of	 comments	 made	 by	 the	 participants	 within	 the	 context	 of	 rural	

proofing	more	effective	(Legard	et	al.,	2003).		The	positionality	of	the	researcher	

facilitated	access	by	enabling	 the	 researcher	 to	make	contact	with	participant	

organisations	and	importantly,	appropriate	individuals	within	the	organisations.				

	

	

4.4.4.		Data	recording	

Recording	 interviews	 is	 common	practice	 in	 qualitative	 research.	 	 Glaser	 and	

Strauss	(2006)	argued	for	transcribing	verbatim,	in	their	seminal	work	in	1967	

to	 be	 necessary.	 	 Charmaz	 (2006)	 advocates	 the	 benefits	 of	 transcribing	

interviews,	as	enabling	researcher	familiarity	with	the	data,	and	so	better	placed	

to	undertake	deep	analysis	of	the	data	and	its	nuances.		Braun	and	Clarke	(2006)	

highlight	 transcription	 leads	 to	 active	 reading	 of	 the	 data,	 which	 should	 aid	

analysis.			

	

In	 considering	 examples	 from	other	 rural	 studies	 and	 the	work	 of	Braun	 and	

Clarke	(2006),	Charmaz	(2006)	and	Glaser	and	Strauss	(2006)	the	interviews	for	

this	study	were	transcribed.		In	addition,	as	outlined	above,	structured	interview	

reflections	were	also	incorporated	into	data	collection.	 	It	is	recognised	face	to	

face	interviews	can,	as	found	by	Steiner	and	Atterton	(2015),	be	time	consuming	

and	expensive	for	the	interviewee.		Wisker	(2001)	concurs	interviews	can	take	

time	 for	both	 the	participants	and	 researcher.	 	 Furthermore,	Cresswell	 (2009,	
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2013)	 and	 Legard	 et	 al.	 (2003)	 suggest	 it	 is	 important	 to	 identity	 the	 most	

appropriate	form	and	place	of	interview	for	both	the	participant	and	researcher.		

To	 address	 the	 potential	 time	 issues	 for	 participants,	 who	 were	 all	 policy	

practitioners	with	their	own	work	commitments,	 the	option	was	given	for	 the	

interviews	to	be	face	to	face,	over	the	telephone	or	through	a	written	response;	

this	 approach	 was	 supported	 by	 the	 University	 of	 Chester	 Ethics	 Committee	

(November	2012)	as	being	considerate	and	understanding	to	the	context	of	the	

individual	participants.			

	

The	responses	from	the	participants	were	recorded.		Only	one	participant	opted	

to	respond	in	writing,	with	all	other	interviews	being	carried	out	in	person.		In	

terms	 of	 the	 other	 interviews,	 these	 took	 place	 at	 a	 location	 chosen	 by	 the	

participant,	which	was	either	at	the	participant’s	place	of	work	or	in	a	café.		The	

interviews	took	between	40	minutes	and	two	and	a	half	hours.			

	

	

4.4.5.	 The	approach	to	qualitative	analysis		

The	analytical	framework	is	the	mechanism	for	interpreting	the	data	(Fossey	et	

al.,	 2002).	 	 Analytically,	 working	within	 a	 qualitative	 interpretative	 paradigm	

using	primary	data	collected	through	interviews,	requires	a	form	of	qualitative	

data	analysis	(Kohlbacher,	2006).		Smith	(2006)	argues	the	research	lens	should	

address	Pile’s	(1991)	call	for	effective	interpretative	analysis	of	interview	data.		

Caffyn	et	al.	(2002)	drew	out	themes	from	their	research	on	rural	proofing	with	

Suffolk	 County	 Council,	 which	 were	 used	 to	 make	 recommendations	 for	 the	

future	 of	 rural	 proofing	 in	 local	 authorities.	 	 Scott	 et	 al.	 (2013)	 used	 their	

interview	data	inductively	to	identify	key	reflections	on	policy	development	in	

the	rural-urban	fringe.	 	This	 thesis	sought	 to	systematically	make	sense	of	 the	

range	 of	 views	 received	 from	 the	 participants	 to	 identify	 the	 patterns	 and	

relationships	of	 experiences	of	rural	proofing,	where	 the	 interpretations	were	

driven	 by	 the	 data	 and	 not	 pre-determined	 (Fossey	 et	 al.,	 2002).	 	 This	 study	

critically	reviewed	rural	proofing	across	England	and	sought	to	identify	themes	

impacting	on	the	effectiveness	of	rural	proofing	based	on	empirical	data.			
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A	thematic	analysis	was	undertaken	based	on	Braun	and	Clarke’s	(2006,	2014)	

inductive	thematic	framework	analyzing,	presented	in	Figure	4.1.		The	analysis	

identifies	units	of	meaning	and	relationships	(Braun	&	Clarke,	2006,	2014;	Clarke	

&	Braun,	2013;	Miles	&	Huberman,	1994;	Willig,	2013).		The	visible,	obvious	or	

subtle,	and	relational	themes	emerged	from	revisiting	and	re-analysing	the	data	

(Braun	&	Clarke,	2006,	2014;	Bernard	&	Ryan,	2010;	Ryan	&	Bernard,	2003).	

	

In	terms	of	specific	steps,	the	data	were	initially	visited	to	enable	familiarity.	This	

was	followed	by	iterations	of	data	scrutiny,	based	on	Ryan	and	Bernard’s	(2003)	

eight	criteria	of	data	interrogation	(see	Figure	4.1):	firstly,	identifying	specifics	

from	the	data	and	secondly	identifying	sub-themes	based	on	the	theoretical	lens.		

Thirdly,	the	scrutiny	criteria	went	on	to	consider	repetition	of	comments	within	

the	 data	 of	 one	 of	 the	 participants	 and	 between	 participants.	 	 Fourthly,	 the	

similarities	and	differences	intra	and	inter	transcripts	were	identified.		The	fifth	

and	sixth	elements	of	scrutiny	sought	to	recognise	metaphors	and	analogies	as	

well	as	linguistic	connections	used	by	the	participants	such	as,	because,	therefore	

or	since.	 	The	seventh	element	considered	transitions,	where	there	is	a	shift	in	

the	topic	being	discussed,	a	pause	or	a	change	of	direction	as	a	result	of	the	in-

depth semi-structured	interview	prompts.		Finally,	the	eighth	scrutiny	criterion	

identified	possible	missing	expectations	from	the	contributions	(Ryan	&	Bernard,	

2003).			
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Data	

In-depth	semi-structured	interviews	and	interview	reflections	

	

	

	

Initial	review	of	the	data;	become	familiar	with	the	data;	be	able	to	describe	
the	data	

	

	

	

Interpolation	of	the	data	of	both	individual	interviews	and	between	
interviews	for	emerging	patterns;	adapting	list	of	Ryan	and	Bernard	(2003)		

	
Categories	from	the	data	
Categories		from	the	theories	
Similarities	/	differences		
Frequency	

Metaphors	&	analogies	
Linguistic	Connections	
Transitions		
Something	missing		

	

	

	

	
Review	patterns	through	iterations	of	the	interpolation	of	the	data	for	

emerging	themes	
	

	

	

Refine	themes	
	

Figure	4.1.	Analytical	approach	

	

An	example	of	the	analysis	is	presented	in	Appendix	D.	 	The	thematic	analysis	

was	undertaken	without	the	aid	of	computer	assisted	software.		This	was	in	part	

informed	 by	 Glaser	 (2002)	 who	 argues	 that	 digital	 analysis	 removes	 the	

researcher	 from	 the	 nuances	 of	 the	 detail	 and	 Charmaz	 (2006)	 who	 argues	

qualitative	analysis	is	more	than	a	process	for	a	computer	as	there	is	a	need	for	

the	researcher	to	have	the	ability	to	be	reflexive	of	the	analysis	within	the	context	

of	 their	positionality,	 to	be	able	 to	 construct	 themes,	which	 is	not	as	effective	

through	the	computer.		To	ensure	connection	with	the	data	and	reduce	the	risk	
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of	missing	nuances,	it	was	decided	analogue	analysis	was	the	most	appropriate	

rather	than	digitally	analysing	the	data	with	computer	assisted	software.	

	

This	 chapter	 has	 presented	 the	 methodology,	 outlining	 the	 rationale	 for	 the	

research	design	within	 the	 context	of	 appropriate	methodological	debate	as	 it	

applies	to	the	study	of	rural	proofing.		The	research	is	set	alongside	other	relevant	

rural	policy	research,	within	the	context	of	a	trend	towards	a	qualitative	tradition	

in	 rural	 policy	 studies.	 	 The	 qualitative	 research	 approach	 adopted	 sought	 to	

ensure	a	deeper	understanding	of	rural	proofing	practices	and	processes	could	

be	 generated	 through	 empirical	 enquiry	 within	 the	 geographical	 context	 and	

considerations	of	this	study.			

	

The	sampling	framework,	emerged	from	the	context	of	both	grey	and	academic	

literature.		The	approach	identified	organisational	stakeholders	involved	in	rural	

proofing.	 	The	approach	comprised	 two	sampling	approaches,	purposeful	 and	

snowball.		The	purposeful	sample	was	achieved	via	four	steps:	identification	of	

organisations	 from	 the	 literature,	 confirmation	 via	 a	 web-based	 search,	

contacting	representatives	from	dissolved,	in	other	words	no	longer	in	existence,	

organisations	 to	 participate	 and	 finally	 contacting	 existing	 organisations	 to	

participate.		The	snowball	sampling	approach	was	achieved	via	the	interviewing	

process.			

	

Finally,	this	chapter	considered	the	analytical	approach.		Data	were	recorded	and	

transcribed	 verbatim,	 other	 than	 one,	 where	 the	 response	 was	 received	 in	

written	 form.	 	Data	were	 thematically	analysed,	 adopting	 the	approach	of	 the	

eight	scrutiny	criteria	of	Bernard	and	Ryan	(2010).	 	Chapter	Five	presents	 the	

analysis	 of	 the	 empirical	 data	 collected	 that	 forms	 the	 empirical	 body	 of	 this	

study.		
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Chapter	Five:	Moving	towards	a	critique	of	rural	
proofing	

_____________________________________________________________________	

	

	

5.1.	 Introduction	

This	chapter	presents	the	results	of	the	study,	analysing	the	data	and	establishing	

findings	 of	 this	 research,	 and	 considers	 the	 effectiveness	 of	 rural	 proofing	

through	a	practitioner	 lens.	 	The	 chapter	 commences	with	a	 reflection	on	 the	

position	 of	 the	 interviewees	 (detailed	 in	 Chapter	 Two)	 to	 preface	 their	

contribution	 in	 the	 coming	 together	 of	 the	 practitioner	 lens	 with	 their	 lived	

experiences.		Within	this,	they	bring	both	personal	and	professional	perspectives,	

it	is	suggested,	informing	and	influencing	their	responses.		The	discussion	then	

considers	 the	 relevance	of	 the	multiple	understandings	and	 interpretations	of	

rural	 England	 and	 related	 perceived	 challenges	 within	 the	 context	 of	 rural	

proofing,	incorporating	the	rural	other	to	urban,	the	implications	of	the	idyll	and	

the	contested	rural.	 	The	chapter	moves	on	to	consider	the	implications	of	the	

rural	politics,	and	power	of	the	rural	voice	within	the	processes	of	rural	proofing.		

In	particular,	there	is	discussion	in	relation	to	rural	representations,	the	hidden	

voice,	 the	 powerful	 voice,	 the	 single	 voice	 and	 the	 local	 voice.	 	 Participants’	

perspectives	 on	 leadership	 and	 accountability	 in	 their	 experience	 and	

perceptions	of	the	rural	proofing	process	are	examined,	with	a	particular	focus	

afforded	 to	 the	 range	 of	 ‘levels’	 of	 accountability	 from	national	 to	 local.	 	 The	

chapter	converges	to	provide	a	synthesis	of	the	empirical	evidence	and	considers	

the	 contribution	 of	 the	 analytical	 framework	 in	 uncovering	 issues	 and	

implications	for	the	effectiveness	of	rural	proofing.		

	

In	presenting	the	data,	direct	quotations	enable	voice,	as	well	as	evidence	claims.		

Thus,	quotations	are	written	verbatim.		In	text	quotations	are	indicated	by	double	

inverted	commas	with	longer	quotations,	indented	and	paragraphed.		Quotations	

are	attributed	to	the	organisational	affiliation	of	the	participant	and	a	reminder	

of	the	‘voice’	perspective	given,	when	appropriate,	whether	government	voice,	

local	 authority	 voice,	 non-government	 voice,	 expert	 voice	 or	 delivery	 agency	
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voice	(as	presented	in	Table	4.1).		To	distinguish	where	there	is	more	than	one	

participant	from	a	single	organisation,	(1)	or	(2)	is	added	to	affiliation.	

	

5.1.1.	 The	practitioner	lens	

Participants	were	asked	about	 their	roles	and	responsibilities	within	the	rural	

proofing	agenda.		All	of	the	participants	had	been	involved	in	rural	policy	related	

work	for	a	number	of	years	and	in	many	instances	their	roles	had	changed.		For	

some	 participants	 this	 followed	 the	 dissolution	 of	 the	 Countryside	 Agency,	

Commission	 for	 Rural	 Communities	 (CRC)	 and	 reorganisation	 of	 local	 and	

national	government.			

	

Only	 the	 participant	 from	 the	Department	 for	Environment,	 Food	 and	Rural	

Affairs	(DEFRA)	had	rural	proofing	as	a	formal	part	of	their	current	role.		For	

the	remaining	participants,	rural	proofing	was	part	of	working	within	the	rural	

policy	 arena	 and	 working	 with	 rural	 communities	 of	 place	 and	 interest.	 	 A	

number	 of	 the	 participants	 noted	 that	 they	 had	 multiple	 roles	 and	

responsibilities	within	their	rural	[policy]	community,	outside	of	their	primary	

role.	 	 These	 roles	 included:	 involvement	 in	 other	 employment	 within	 rural	

policy;	community	and	voluntary	contributions,	for	example,	local	councillors,	

Women’s	Institute;	members	of	sub-national	boards,	including	local	economic	

partnerships,	 county	 associations	 of	 local	 councils,	 Rural	 Food	 and	 Farming	

networks;	 trustees	 and	 members	 of	 a	 non-governmental	 organisations,	

including	 Women	 in	 Rural	 Enterprise,	 Action	 with	 Communities	 in	 Rural	

England	 (ACRE);	 farmers;	 as	 well	 as	 living	 in	 rural	 England.	 	 Most	 of	 the	

participants	shared	that	they	lived	in	rural	communities.	

	

	

5.2.	 	Practitioner	understandings	of	the	rural		

	

5.2.1.	 Constructions	of	the	rural			

“The	 rural	 is	 a	 messy	 and	 slippery	 idea	 that	 eludes	 easy	 definition	 and	

demarcation”	(Woods,	2011,	p.	1).		The	complexities	of	describing	and	defining	

rural	 emerged	 throughout	 the	 discussions	 with	 the	 participants.	 	 The	
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complexities	were	not	only	from	the	discourses	which	were	discussed	in	Chapter	

Three	and	whether	 rural	 is	 a	political	descriptive,	 an	 idyll,	 differentiated	or	a	

lived	space.	 	There	was	an	added	 layer	of	complexity	because,	 as	noted	 in	the	

introduction,	most	of	the	participants	brought	in	their	lived	experiences,	as	well	

as	their	professional	lens,	forming	their	individual	constructs	of	rural	England.		

The	discussions	of	rural	with	the	participants	in	the	context	of	rural	proofing	can	

be	 considered	 twofold.	 	 Firstly	 as	 a	 spatial	 measured	 rural	 and	 secondly	 as	

imprecise	social	constructs.	

	

In	terms	of	the	spatial	measured	rural,	participants	referred	to	the	rural-urban	

settlement	 classification,	 where	 rural	 areas	 are	 those	with	 less	 than	 10,000	

population	 (see	 DEFRA	 et	 al.,	 2013).	 	 Both	 the	 House	 of	 Lords	 and	 DEFRA	

participants	used	 the	phrase	 “I	 can	only	 refer	 to”	 and	 then	cited	 the	DEFRA	

definition	of	rural.		Since	rural	proofing	is	part	of	national	government	policy,	

and	government	departments	are	only	to	use	the	rural-urban	classification	in	

policy	development	 (see	DEFRA	et	 al.,	 2013),	 this	 is	 the	description	of	 rural	

which	 is	 to	 be	 used	 in	 the	 rural	 proofing	 process	 within	 English	 domestic	

national	 policy	 making.	 	 Policy	 organisations	 have	 their	 own	 “formal	

conceptions	 of	 space”	 (Halfacree,	 2007,	 p,	 128).	 	 During	 the	 interview	 the	

DEFRA	participant	felt	that	they	could	not	“deviate	from	the	DEFRA	definition,”	

the	reason	articulated	by	the	Rural	Housing	Commission	participant,	who	lived	

in	a	sparse	rural	area,	-	“I	have	to	use	the	statistical	definition	because	I	work	

on	behalf	of	government	departments.”	 	 “Although,	 there	 is	now	a	statistical	

process	 by	 which	 you	 can	 define	 a	 settlement	 as	 being	 rural	 or	 non-rural;	

increasingly	I	think	rural	is	personal	and	a	value	based	on	a	concept	that	you	

cannot	pin	down	statistically”	(Rural	Services	Network	[RSN]).		This	means	the	

process	 of	 rural	 proofing	 across	government	will	 be	 implemented	 using	 the	

measured	 statistical	 description	 of	 rural-urban,	 without	 any	 of	 the	 social	

construction	 that	 is	 rural	England.	 	This	 goes	 some	way	 towards	 explaining	

criticisms	 of	 policy-makers,	 that	 when	 they	 are	 undertaking	 rural	 proofing	

across	government,	they	do	not	consider	more	of	differentiated	rural	England,	

an	issue	raised	in	following	sections.	
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It	was	not	only	the	government	voice	who	referred	to	statistics.	 	The	National	

Farmers	Union	(NFU)	recognised	“different	organisations	use	different	data	sets	

for	 different	 rurals	 across	 England”.	 	 They	 went	 on	 to	 explain,	 the	 NFU,	 the	

Country	 Land	 and	 Business	 Association	 (CLA)	 and/or	 local	 authorities	 could	

have	 their	own	statistics	which	are	 “subtly	different”	 leading	 to	organisations	

having	 “their	 own	 rural”.	 	 These	 data	 sets	 are	 in	 addition	 to	 the	 rural-urban	

classification	of	England	and	Wales,	and	contribute	to	the	complexity	of	what	is	

rural,	when	nationally,	rural	proofing	is	underpinned	by	a	structured	measure.	

	

There	was	 little	 discussion	on	 rural	 proofing	 between	 sparse	 and	 less	 sparse	

areas,	 because	 the	 conversations	 focussed	 on	 the	 rural	 compared	 to	 urban.	

However,	there	was	a	discussion	with	some	of	the	participants	on	the	rural	and	

market	 town	 interrelationship.	 	 Market	 towns	with	 a	 population	 of	 less	 than	

10,000	 are	 nationally	 classified	 as	 a	 rural	 settlement,	 however	 some	 of	 the	

participants	 indicated	 some	 individuals	do	not	always	 frame	market	 towns	as	

rural.	 	The	NFU	participant,	reflected,	“people	from	market	towns	often	do	not	

classify	themselves	as	living	in	the	rural”.		In	fact,	internationally,	as	explained	by	

the	Countryside	Agency	participant,		

	

England	 could	 be	 argued	 not	 to	 have	 rurality	 because,	
based	on	the	OECD	definition	[of	rural],	it	is	acceptable	to	
be	60	minutes’	drive	 from	a	service	centre,	we	are	never	
more	than	30	minutes’	drive	from	a	service	centre.	

	

Where	market	towns	were	perceived	as	urban,	the	lived	experience	of	some	of	

the	participants	emerged:	“[my	local	market	town]	is	the	focus	for	local	services,	

there	is	no	consideration	to	the	surrounding	rural	hinterland”	(CLA).		The	Parish	

Council	participant	recalled	“some	places	in	[my	area]	will	be	urban	when	it	is	

beneficial	 to	achieve	greater	outcomes	and	rural	 the	 rest	of	 the	 time	…	urban	

areas	 get	 more	 investment”.	 	 These	 different	 perceptions	 of	 measured	

descriptions	 of	 rural	 can	 impact	 investment	 and	 allocation	 of	 funding.	 	 The	

District	Council	participant	felt	the	rural-urban	identity	will	“vary	depending	on	

the	particular	circumstances	or	activities”	and	the	Parish	Council	participant	felt	

“some	places	…	will	be	urban	when	it	is	beneficial	to	achieve	greater	outcomes	…	
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urban	areas	get	more	 investment”.	 	The	 inconsistent	nature	of	 localities,	with	

specific	reference	to	market	towns	brings	to	the	fore,	again,	the	issue	of	blurred	

boundaries,	and	the	interconnectivities	between	rural	and	market	or	hub	towns	

described	 in	 the	 2016	 DEFRA	 and	 Office	 of	 National	 Statistics	 revised	

classification	of	rural	authorities.			

	

This	illustrates	that	rural	proofing	is,	as	Caffyn	et	al.	(2002)	argue,	the	coming	

together	of	rural	and	urban	policy	outcomes.		The	inconsistency	as	to	whether	a	

settlement	 is	 rural	 or	 urban,	 could	 make	 it	 problematic	 for	 those	 trying	 to	

promote	 rural	 distinctiveness	 within	 policy	 considerations	 and	 the	 rural	

proofing	process	if	a	locality	does	not	provide	a	coherency	when	representing	its	

particular	priorities.	

	

If	 there	 is	 ambiguity	 as	 to	 whether	 a	 settlement	 is	 rural	 or	 not,	 rural	

considerations	could	be	overlooked	or	avoided	by	policy-makers	as	they	could	

suggest	there	are	not	rural	needs	and	therefore	not	see	a	need	to	opt	into	rural	

proofing,	within	the	English	context	(see	DEFRA,	2017).		This	could	be	less	of	an	

issue,	 if	 the	 English	 formal	 process	 of	 rural	 proofing	 asked	 policy-makers	 to	

justify	why	rural	proofing	was	not	to	occur	as	per	the	Northern	Ireland	approach.		

This	 is	 notwithstanding	 the	 challenges	 and	 barriers	 identified	 by	 Sherry	 and	

Shortall	(2019)	from	the	Northern	Ireland.		

	

Moving	 from	 the	 spatial	 measured	 rural,	 the	 research	 now	 turns	 to	 the	

imprecise	 social	 construct.	 	 “There	 is	 the	 statistical	 quantitative	 basis	 that	

policy	decision	makers	look	for	…	but	I	think	[rural]	is	also	the	living	working	

countryside	to	appreciate	that,	there	is	a	complexity	that	you	can’t…	pin	down	

to	categories”.(Unitary	Council	[2]).		“Rural	is	my	personal	perception”	(Local	

Enterprise	 Partnership	 [LEP]	 [1]).	 	 Lived	 experiences	 and	 personal	

constructions	 permeated	 these	 participants	 narratives	 in	 relation	 to	 their	

vocalised	understandings	of	rural,	which	included	admissions,	by	some	of	the	

participants,	that	they	could	not	clearly	define	rural,	LEP	(2)	noted	that	“I	am	

not	sure	really	what	rural	is”.		This	is	despite	participants	living	in	a	rural	area	

because	“rural	is	the	attraction,	which	is	why	I	live	here”.		The	District	Council	
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participant,	whilst	working	with	rural	communities	said,	“I	am	not	really	sure	I	

fully	understand	rural	areas,	I	know	my	area”	and	the	Town	Council	participant	

admitted,	 “rural	 is	 not	 something	 I	 do	 not	 really	 fully	 appreciate”	 and	 the	

General	 Synod,	with	 particular	 reference	 to	 understanding	 rural	 in	 terms	 of	

rural	 proofing,	 “I	 have	 only	 recently	 appreciated	 rural	 is	 not	 just	 about	 the	

social	communities,	but	includes	the	economy”.		Overall	there	is	a	general	lack	

of	clarity.		If	rural	policy	practitioners	do	not	fully	understand	how	“rurality	is	

complex”	 (Countryside	 Agency),	 it	 is	 unsurprising	 that	 non-rural	 policy	

practitioners	find	rural	and	rural	proofing	complex.			

	

Lowe	 and	 Ward	 (2007)	 argue	 that	 rural	 is	 not	 always	 understood	 by	 civil	

servants	 undertaking	 rural	 proofing,	 therefore	 contributing	 to	 the	

ineffectiveness	of	rural	proofing.		In	2009,	the	CRC	recommended	working	with	

DEFRA	to	support	 the	department	to	develop	a	greater	understanding	of	the	

complexities	 of	 rural	 across	 government	 departments.	 	 DEFRA	 is	 still	 the	

department	 championed	 as	 the	 rural	 expert	 (Cameron,	 2015).	 	 However,	 if	

disparity	in	understanding	the	complexities	of	rural	exist	across	the	rural	policy	

practitioners,	there	will	be	barriers	to	facilitating	effective	rural	proofing.		One	

way	to	address	a	 lack	of	understanding	of	civil	servants	 is	 the	 idea	that	 they	

“should	 work	 in	 rural	 places	 to	 develop	 understanding	 and	 awareness	 of	

rurality”	 (House	 of	 Lords).	 	 However,	 this	 would	 only	 be	 one	 approach,	 as	

practically	civil	servants	would	not	be	able	to	fully	experience	the	diversity	of	

rural	England.		The	Local	Government	Association	(LGA)	participant	suggested,	

“strategic	planners	need	to	understand	what	makes	a	viable	rural	…	and	need	

to	develop	an	understanding	of	rural	regeneration”.	 	For	rural	proofing	to	be	

effective,	 “we	 need	 policy	 people	who	 really	 know	 how	 rural	works	with	 a	

broad	contextual	understanding”	(Rural	Housing	Commission).		

	

In	 rural	 studies	 it	 is	 widely	 acknowledged	 that	 rural	 understanding	 is	

influenced	for	many	by	the	notion	of	 the	rural	 idyll	 (Williams,	1973;	Woods,	

2011).		Some	of	the	participants	recognised	this,	citing	the	media	as	influencing	

the	understanding	of	rural	by	the	general	public.		“The	perceptions	of	rural	is	

media	driven”	(House	of	Lords)	and	“rural	is	portrayed	in	a	certain	light	in	the	
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media	…	it’s	always	seen	as	a	nice	and	easy	place	to	live”	(Policy	Consultant).		

The	RSN	participant	concurred	when	they	said,	“TV	tends	to	show	rural	as	nice,	

white	and	middle	class”.		The	LEP	(2)	participant	linked	the	discussion	of	media	

perceptions	 of	 rural	 to	 a	 popular	 British	 Broadcasting	 Corporation	 (BBC)	

television	programme	by	saying	“…	on	a	recent	episode	of	Have	I	got	News	for	

You,	they	said	the	rural	idyll	does	not	exist,	it’s	a	myth	that	works	for	fiction”.		

They	went	on	to	say	“this	view	educates	policy-makers,	so	it’s	not	surprising	

rural	 is	 not	 understood”.	 	 As	 with	 other	 aspects	 of	 rural	 development	 the	

influence	of	the	lay	view	of	rural	will	influence	policy-makers,	particularly	those	

not	from	a	rural	interest	to	potentially	be	unaware	of	rural	complexities	and	

need,	 so	will	not	see	 the	 relevance	with	 regard	 to	 rural	proofing	because	 “if	

rural	is	not	understood,	then	rural	proofing	is	not	understood”	(ACRE).			

	

What	is	more,	in	terms	of	rural	proofing,	some	of	the	participants	explained	rural	

in	terms	of	access	to	services	in	comparison	to	urban	areas.		Woods	(2009)	and	

Woods	and	Heley	(2018)	describe	this	as	the	inequitable	binary	between	rural	

and	urban	areas.		The	participant	from	the	General	Synod,	said,	“I	have	to	remind	

myself	 that	 [rurality]	 is	 not	 just	 about	 the	 community,	 accessing	 services”	 a	

perspective	underpinned	and	confirmed	through	lived	experience	in	their	own	

village	 of	 residence.	 	 The	 challenges	 faced	 by	 rural	 communities	 were	

personalised:	“[Rural]	means	a	lack	of	access	to	services	…	here,	in	[my	village],	

the	 X30	 [bus]	 stops	 at	 6pm,	 which	 prevent	 those	 without	 cars	 accessing	

education,	sport	and	low	waged	or	shift	work	…	rurality,	is	not	having	access	to	a	

car”	(General	Synod).		This	was	not	the	only	reference	to	rurality	in	the	context	

of	access	to	services	and	indeed	car	ownership.		“Delivering	rural	services	is	more	

expensive,	for	transport,	you	have	to	have	a	car	as	it’s	too	far	to	walk	to	the	shops,	

and	 there	 is	 often	 no	mains	 gas”	 (LEP	 (1)	 participant).	 	 The	 District	 Council	

participant,	in	reference	to	service	delivery	outcomes	for	transport,	broadband,	

poverty	and	schools,	described	rural,	as	“…	smaller	quantities	of	issues,	where	

[the	 issues]	 are	 hidden	 and	 silent	 and	 different	 to	 urban	 areas”.	 	 The	 NFU	

participant	argued	that	rural,	in	the	context	of	rural	proofing,	is	“hidden	barriers	

to	employment	and	business	success	due	to	the	lack	of	service	provision”		
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Recognition	of	the	lack	of	an	encompassing	definition	of	rural,	and	the	resulting	

impact,	was	apparent	within	all	discussions,	“Government	needs	a	more	relevant	

definition	of	rurals	which	enable	clear	consistent	evidence	of	need”	(Countryside	

Agency).		Furthermore,	participants	from	the	NFU,	NALC	and	the	General	Synod	

all	said	in	one	form	or	other,	there	was	a	need	to	be	“a	move	away	from	the	rural	

idyll”	in	terms	of	the	“chocolate	box”	(NALC)	image	of	rural	England,	which	some	

want	to	“preserve”	(General	Synod),	for	a	more	realistic	understanding	of	rurals”	

(NFU).		“Rural	proofing	needs	to	be	understood	by	the	rural	[policy]	community”	

(General	Synod),	because	policy-makers	“	…	attitudes	can	be	quite	irrational	in	a	

rational	 world	 which	 seem	 to	 be	 driven	 to	 a	 significant	 degree	 by	 their	

perceptions	of	rural…,	which	is	based	around	the	notions	of	things	like	bucolic	

countryside”	 (ACRE).	 	The	ACRE	participant	synthesised	many	of	 these	points	

when	they	said,	“[rural]	is	a	personal	perception	and	these	lived	constructs	will	

influence	rural	policy	practitioners	and	their	expectations	of	rural	proofing	,	both	

through	the	process	and	associated	expected	outcomes,	which	means,	currently,	

rural	proofing	will	mean	different	things	to	different	individuals,	organisations	

and	sectors	with	rural	interests”.	

	

	

5.2.2.	 Interpretations	of	rural	needs	–	can	rural	proofing	prioritise	need?	

The	Policy	Studies	academic	reaffirmed	the	complex	nature	of	policy-making	in	

the	 rural	 arena,	 saying	 rurality	 can	 mean	 different	 things	 within	 a	 single	

community”,	a	point	also	raised	by	the	ACRE	participant:	 “different	actors	will	

perceive	 rurality	 differently”.	 	 Rural	 proofing	 requires	 dialogue	 with	

stakeholders,	and	different	perspectives,	as	illustrated	by	the	practitioners	in	this	

study,	organisational	rural	priorities	and	the	individuals’	lens	are	likely	to	impact	

on	 the	 effectiveness	 of	 the	 dialogue	 stage	 of	 rural	 proofing.	 	 The	 LEP	 [1]	

participant	alluded	to	the	difficulties	of	reconciling	different	rural	priorities	and	

expectations	 of	 rural	 proofing	 within	 stakeholder	 discussions:	 “At	 the	 [sub-

regional	LEP]	there	is	no	consensus	of	what	or	where	are	the	rural	priorities”.		

The	 House	 of	 Lords	 participant,	 despite	 citing	 the	 government	 definition	 as	

underpinning	 rural	 proofing	 in	 operational	 terms,	was	 clear	 “personal	 values	

define	 rural	…	and	 these	 lead	 to	 tensions	 in	policy	outcomes	across	 rural	 and	
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these	 then	 become	 contest	 areas	 within	 any	 rural	 proofing	 process	 and	

associated	desired	outcomes”.	

	

The	different	rurals	as	discussed	in	Chapter	Three	and	surfacing	within	the	data,	

influence	 perception	 of	 need	 and	 the	 associated	 priorities.	 	 Most	 of	 the	

participants	described	rural	within	the	context	of	urban,	where	rural	is	the	other	

to	urban.		Both	of	the	LEP	participants	described	“rural	is	not	urban”,	with	LEP	

(2)	participant	adding,	because	the	“needs	are	not	the	same”.		The	construction	

of	 rural	 from	 an	 urban	 lens,	was	 articulated	 by	 a	 number	 of	 participants,	 for	

example:	 “rural	 is	 an	 urban	mind-set”	 	 (Unitary	 Council	 [1]);	 “rural	 is	 urban	

focused”	(House	of	Lords);	and	the	local	authority	voice	from	the	Society	for	Local	

Council	Clerks:	 “Rural	 is	often	perceived	as	 something	different	 [with	urban]”	

(Town	Council);	 and	 the	 participant	 from	 the	CLA	 suggested	 	 “rurality	 is	 still	

based	 on	 the	 historical	 concept,	 rural	 is	 the	 opposite	 of	 urban”.	 	 The	 DEFRA	

participant	added	“rural	proofing	is	the	process	to	check	new	policies	have	no	

unintentional	consequences	for	rural	communities”,	they	went	on	to	say	“rural	

proofing	 is	about	 thinking	rural	 in	 the	policy	development	process”.	 	This	was	

further	developed	by	the	LEP	(1)	participant	who	said,	“rural	proofing	is	thinking	

rural	in	an	urban	biased	policy	process”.		In	a	similar	vein,	participant	from	the	

Unitary	Council	(2)	said,	“there	is	a	need	to	address	the	urban	bias	in	the	level	of	

services”.		The	comments	from	the	participants	understand	the	power	of	urban	

policy,	and	the	driver	of	urban	bias,	is	the	hidden	urban	voice	because	there	are	

usually	no	urban	organisations	present	 in	rural	partnerships.	 	There	 is	a	need	

therefore,	to	acknowledge	that	rural	proofing	is	caught	between	a	rural	–	urban	

binary.			

	

Transposing	the	focus	from	urban	to	rural	was	suggested	by	participants	from	

both	CLA	and	ACRE,	with	the	latter	saying,	“urban-rural	is	not	an	either/or;	it	is	

a	series	of	differentiations	on	the	urban-rural	continuum”,	or	as	Woods	and	Heley	

(2018,	p.	40)	describe	the	“rural-urban	gradient”	with	different	interactions	with	

the	 urban	 the	 further	 away	 from	 the	 centre	 (Murdoch	 et	 al,	 2003).	 	 The	

Countryside	Agency	participant	unequivocally	said,	“rural	needs	a	new	paradigm,	

where	we	look	at	rurals’	own	assets	within	the	economy	rather	than	sitting	on	
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the	agri,	aqua	or	forestry	production”.		They	went	on	to	suggest,	“There	should	

be	more	consideration	of	the	rural	ecosystem	services	and	benefits	as	occurring	

in	coastal	integrated	development”.		A	similar	point	was	raised	by	the	House	of	

Lords	participant	who	felt,	“holistically	there	seems	to	be	a	better	understanding	

and	awareness	of	coastal	areas”.		The	majority	of	the	participants	did	not	suggest	

new	 approaches	 to	 explaining	 rural,	 only	 that	 there	 was	 complexity	 and	

contention	which	were	not	understood	by	policy-makers.	

	

5.2.3.	 Contested	rural	(proofing)	

Throughout	 the	 discussions	 with	 participants,	 tensions	 emerged.	 	 The	

participant	from	ACRE	articulated	this	when	they	said,	“emotive	perceptions	…	

there	 is	 tension	 between	 the	 communities	 and	 land-based	 sectors	 which	

influence	 the	 policy-makers,	 in	 turn	 shaping	 what	 is	 rural	 …	 because	

sentimentality	influences	rural	understanding”.		Echoing	the	rural	idyll	and	the	

pastoral	movement	and	the	contested	and	preserved	countryside	(Murdoch	et	

al.,	2003),	the	participant	from	NALC	added	“in	some	counties	[of	England]	rural	

is	 seen	 as	 the	 idyllic	 ‘chocolate	 box’	 England	with	 roses	 climbing	 the	walls	of	

cottages,	which	should	not	be	touched”.			

	

A	 core	 tension	 is	 in	 the	 functionality	 of	 rural,	 which	 emerged	 within	 the	

conversations	with	practitioners.	The	emphases	were	two-fold:	firstly,	the	land-

based	sector	and	the	economy,	and,	secondly,	the	social	and	community	need	for	

services.		From	these	discussions	it	became	evident	there	were	complex	tensions	

within	and	between	the	priorities	of	different	rural	functionality.		The	participant	

from	 the	 CLA	 reflected	 with	 emotion	 “historically,	 agriculture	 drove	 the	

economy,	managed	the	land,	laying	the	foundations	of	the	countryside	we	have	

today”,	 going	 on	 to	 say,	 “The	 rural	 economy	 is	 a	 patronised	 second-class	

economy”.		Others	also	alluded	to	the	presence	and	role	of	agriculture,	with	the	

General	 Synod	 participant	 recognising	 rural	 communities	 and	 economies	 are	

“intrinsically	linked	to	the	landscape”,	with	the	participant	from	the	NFU	making	

the	 connection	 more	 emotively,	 “rural	 is	 a	 nice	 place	 because	 of	 farming,	

therefore	 if	 there	 were	 no	 farms	 there	 would	 not	 be	 a	 rural”,	 adding	 “since	
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agriculture	underpins	 the	 rural	 community,	 also	 tourism,	 then	 these	 [sectors]	

produce	the	viable	communities	and	should	be	the	focus	of	rural	proofing”.			

	

The	LEP	(2)	participant	noted	the	significance	of	the	landscape,	when	they	said,	

“If	you	have	a	nice	rural	environment	people	will	want	to	invest	in	[the	rural];	

but	 the	 nice	 rural	 environment	 first	 began	 with	 the	 economy	 of	 the	 land”.	

However	the	LEP	(2)	participant	contextualised	this	point	among	one	of	rural	

restructuring	and	change:	“rurality	is	dynamic	and	always	changing	and	[their	

region]	was	recognising	the	opportunities	the	equine	industry	had	in	shaping	the	

rural	economy	in	the	future”.	 	While	traditional	agriculture	may	not	have	been	

the	focal	point,	according	to	LEP	(2),	it	maintained	an	affiliation	with	the	land-

based	economy	of	rural	and	suggested	that	this	is	where	the	priorities	of	rural	

proofing	 should	 lie:	 “Rural	proofing	needs	 to	 link	 to	 the	 diversification	 of	 the	

land-based	economy,	because	their	(LEP)	focus	was	to	ensure	“businesses	have	

access	to	services”.	

	

In	addition,	rural	proofing	was	generally	seen	by	all	the	participants	as	a	means	

to	address	inequity	of	service	delivery.		Some	participants	saw	this,	as	discussed	

above,	as	meeting	the	business	community	need	to	access	services	essential	for	

business.		However,	social	and	community	needs	were	also	central	to	discussions.		

Some	 participants	 highlighted	 rural	 proofing	 was	 to	 solve	 the	 problems	

associated	with	no	car	ownership	and	limited	transport	services	to	reach	local	

services	centres	“only	seven	miles	away”	(General	Synod).		The	LGA	participant	

felt	rural	proofing	was	needed	to	address,	

	

…	the	loss	of	services,	schools,	closing	of	pubs	and	closing	
of	post	offices…	we	have	 lost	so	much	 in	rural	areas	and	
now	 some	 [communities	 and	 individuals]	 have	 become	
quite	isolated.		Some	communities	don’t	see	buses	at	all	or	
policemen.		How	do	we	turn	that	around	is	clearly	the	plan?	

	

The	importance	of	developing	understanding	of	the	complexities	of	rural	and	the	

associated	priorities	and	possible	policy	implications	through	the	rural	proofing	

process	 were	 highlighted,	 with	 the	 Countryside	 Agency	 participant	 arguing	

“there	needs	to	be	more	research	on	what	makes	a	sustainable	rural	community”	
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and	the	participant	from	the	Countryside	Alliance	noting,	“We	need	services	to	

maintain	 viability”.	 	 The	 fundamental	 concern	 identified	 here	 is	 that	 for	 rural	

proofing	to	be	more	effective,	there	needs	to	be	a	greater	appreciation	of	rural	

England,	and	effective	rural	proofing	based	on	evidenced	knowledge	base.		“We	

need	 to	 see	 the	 bigger	 picture,	 rural	 proofing	 is	 a	 key	 tool”	 (Policy	 Studies	

academic).		Future	rural	proofing	would	“need	to	be	built	on	evidence	based	or	

led	research	and	effective	evaluation”	(Policy	Consultant).	 	The	House	of	Lord	

participant	considered	“government	should	make	their	data	available	to	NGOs	to	

help	 with	 rural	 proofing	 locally”	 and	 the	 Countryside	 Agency	 participant	

suggested	“NGOs	should	present	the	evidence	because	NGOs	are	more	respected	

in	 rural	 communities	 than	 the	 public	 sector”.	 	 Whether	 this	 could	 occur	 is	

unlikely,	 because,	 in	 part,	 as	 previously	 discussed	 different	 organisations	 and	

sectors	have	different	understanding	of	rural	and	different	priorities.			

	

Despite	the	barriers	to	sharing	data,	research	was	seen	as	key	to	rural	proofing	

locally:	“[We]	need	evidence	and	resources	with	a	clear	pathway	for	policy	and	

programmes	 to	mitigate	 against	 the	 negative	 impact	 of	 living	 and	working	 in	

rural	areas”	(Unitary	Council	[2])”.		There	is	need	for	evidence,	whether	from	the	

public	 sector	 and/or	 non-government	 organisations	 to	 be	 available	 to	 inform	

rural	priorities	and	in	turn	inform	the	current	rural	proofing	process	to	support	

government	departments	in	their	rural	mainstreaming.		Therefore,	to	develop	a	

broader	 understanding	 of	 rural	 England	 there	 needs	 to	 be	 an	 in-depth	

appreciation	 of	 the	 rural	 space,	 and	 encouragement	 to	 move	 away	 from	

preconceived	notions	of	the	rural	idyll	and	/	or	the	rural-urban	binary.		Without	

such	an	appreciation	of	the	nuances	of	rural	places,	rural	proofing	cannot	be	fully	

effective.			

	

How	to	achieve	a	greater	understanding	of	the	rural	space	is	important.	“Rural	

proofing	 needs	 to	 be	 understood	 by	 the	 rural	 policy	 community”	 (General	

Synod).	 	 In	 reaching	 rural	 communities,	 some	 participants	 suggested	 rural	

proofing	 should	 be	 more	 “media	 driven”	 (House	 of	 Lords)	 “because	 the	

countryside	does	not	get	a	 lot	of	coverage	 in	newspapers;	 the	media	 is	 fairly	

metropolitan	 in	 its	 outlook”	 (NALC).	 	 Furthermore	 “there	 is	 a	 need	 to	 use	
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modern	technology,	such	as	social	media	to	develop	understanding,	awareness	

and	challenge	of	rural	proofing”	(Society	for	Local	Council	Clerks),	a	suggestion	

echoed	by	the	House	of	Lords	participant.		Likewise,	social	media	was	identified	

as	a	vehicle	“to	act	as	the	rural	voice	in	the	future	to	achieve	rural	fairness”	(LEP	

[2]).	 	Using	the	media	to	provide	a	 fairer	reflection	of	rural	experiences	may	

help	build	better	understanding	of	rural	England.		Participants	recognised	the	

need	to	try	to	find	a	consensus	within	the	complexities	of	understanding	rural;	

something	which	both	Bell	et	al.	(2010)	and	Woods	(2011)	have	suggested	is	

unlikely.			

	

Participants	 linked	 addressing	 these	 complexities	 (of	 understanding	 rural)	

through	 better	 overall	 understanding	 of	 rural	 by	 all	 stakeholders.	 	 The	

participant	 from	the	NFU	succinctly	put	 it	when	they	said	“we	need	to	make	

sure	 rural	 is	 understood”.	 	 This	 is	 from	 their	 farmers’	 lens,	 however,	 the	

sentiment	is	relevant	across	rural	understanding.		The	Policy	Studies	academic	

added,	 “we	 need	 to	 see	 the	 bigger	 picture	 [of	 rural]”.	 	 Although	 the	 NALC	

participant	reflected	“rural	proofing	is	hard	to	do!”	and	rural	proofing	has	been	

beleaguered	with	criticism:	“I	 think	 it	would	be	really	 tempting	 just	 to	write	

[rural	proofing]	off,	because...	you	could	take	the	view	that	it’s	been	completely	

ineffectual”	(ACRE).		There	was	a	strong	opinion	that	“…	we’re	still	talking	about	

it	and	the	fact	that	we	can	identify	some	examples	of	where	it’s	worked,	means	

that	 it	would	 be	 churlish	 to	 do	 that”	 (ACRE).	 	 Rural	 proofing	was	 seen	 as	 a	

“mechanism	 with	 prospects”	 (Policy	 Studies	 academic)	 to	 “understand	 the	

needs	of	rural	communities”	(LEP	[1]),	 “a	very	clever	device”	(Policy	Studies	

academic)	 to	 get	 policy-makers	 “to	 think	 rural”	 (LEP	 [1]).	 	 However,	 rural	

proofing	 has	 not	 embraced	 the	 complexities	of	 the	 rural	 to	 find	 an	 effective	

process	to	identify	issues	for	consideration.	 	Furthermore,	rural	proofing	has	

been	described	as	a	mechanistic	tick	box	process,	it	could	be,	that	at	the	present	

time,	rural	proofing	is	too	simplistic	to	address	the	“ambiguous	and	complex	

concept”	 (Woods,	 2011,	 p.	 1).	 	 Instead,	 rural	 proofing	 is	 a	 mechanism	 to	

integrate	 “policy	 development	 and	 service	 delivery”	 between	 the	 “old	

urban/rural	 dichotomy”	 Caffyn	 et	 al.	 (2002,	 p.	 276).	 	 There	 was	 a	 general	
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consensus	that	rural	proofing	needs	to	engage	with	different	rurals,	including	

values	and	the	rural/urban	binary	that	permeates	the	debate.		

	

[rural	proofing]	needs	to	be	more	‘cutting	edge’,	needs	more	
comments	of	why	we	should	take	rural	issues	seriously	[and]	
rural	proofing	needs	to	consider	the	different	types	of	rural	
landscapes	 and	 therefore	 different	 values	 that	 need	 to	 be	
considered	in	rural	proofing.		For	example,	addressing	rural	
needs	 is	 different	 in	 the	 rural-urban	 fringe,	 to	 hill	 farming	
areas	 to	 the	 coalfield	 rurals	 of	 Yorkshire,	 Nottinghamshire	
and	Kent.	(NFU).	

	

	

The	issue	of	whose	voice	is	heard	and	whose	understanding	is	highlighted	in	the	

following	section.	

	

	

5.3.	 Politics,	power	and	rural	proofing	

	

5.3.1.	 Who	represents	rural	in	rural	proofing?		

When	rural	proofing	was	established,	as	detailed	 in	Chapter	Two,	 it	set	out	 to	

hear	 the	 rural	 voice.	 	 Throughout	 the	 grey	 literature	 there	 are	 examples	 of	

consortia	and	organisations	pertaining	to	be	the	rural	voice,	and	multiple	authors	

highlight	the	multisector	interactions,	both	horizontally	and	vertically,	from	the	

economic,	social	and	environment	sectors	representing	rural	interests	(Goodwin,	

1998;	 Murdoch,	 2006;	 Pemberton	 &	 Goodwin,	 2010;	 Shucksmith,	 2003).	 	 In	

terms	of	 rural	 proofing	 “there	 is	 no	 longer	 a	natural	 rural	policy	 community”	

(Countryside	Agency).		The	Society	for	Local	Council	Clerks	participant,	bringing	

in	their	lived	experience	as	well	as	their	professional	experience,	understood	the	

rural	voice,		

	

to	be	 right	 the	way	across	 from	high	 to	 low	because	of	my	
background	 which	 has	 always	 been	 from	 the	 community,	
from	the	grass	roots	…	the	huge	range	of	organisations	within	
a	 parish,	 outside	 the	 parish,	 at	 district	 level,	 county	 level,	
regional	and	national	levels.	(Society	of	Local	Council	Clerks).	
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Participants	 reflected	 there	 was	 a	 rural	 proofing	 policy	 voice,	 and	 included	

thoughts	in	respect	of	who	represents	rural	proofing,	with	interests	spanning	a	

range	of	scale	and	structure,	for	example:	“The	usual	suspects,	local	government,	

particularly	 those	 with	 a	 rural	 population	 or	 substantial	 rural	 population,	

Natural	 England,	 the	 Environment	 Agency,	 [national]	 government	 …	 DEFRA”	

(Policy	 Consultant);	 the	 CPRE	 perceived	 the	 rural	 proofing	 voice	 being	 “at	

[national]	governmental	level	…	led	by	the	Department	for	Environment,	Food	

and	Rural	Affairs	…	and	Natural	England”.			

	

Other	 participants	 saw	 the	 rural	 proofing	 voice	 locally.	 	 “I	 suppose	 the	 [rural	

proofing]	 policy	 community	 would	 be	 those	 involved	 with	 the	 different	

mechanisms	 to	 deliver	 services	 including	 town	 and	 parish	 councils”	 (LGA).		

Similarly,	the	Unitary	Council	(2)	said	the	rural	proofing	voice	is	the	“parish	and	

town	 councils	 and	 the	 principal	 authority”.	 	 The	 County	 Council	 participant	

articulated	the	voice	as,		

	

…	 the	 [rural	proofing]	 constituency	would	 certainly	 involve	
the	principal	local	authorities.	…		Equally	important	would	be	
the	network	of	Parish	Councils,	really	very	important	within	
that.	 	 And	 then	 aligned	 to	 that	 in	 the	 public	 sector	 context	
would	be	quasi-public	sector	organisations,	like	the	[county	
rural	community	council]	for	example.		Then	you	have	a	whole	
constituency	of	interest	in	rural	policy	that	relates,	obviously	
to	 the	 commercial	 and	 private	 sector.	 In	 particular,	 rural	
operators	 either	 on	 the	 agricultural	 side	 or	 on	 the	 visitor	
economy	side.	 	And	then	you	have	a	whole	different	level	of	
constituency	relating	to	the	third,	or	charitable	sector	you’d	
look	at	organisations	such	as	the	Women’s	Institute	and	other	
charitable	 enterprises,	 which	 had	 an	 active	 interest	 in	 one	
form	or	another	in	rural	policy	National	Trust	is	another	good	
example	of	that	as	a	charitable	organisation.	

	

However,	a	dissenting	voice	was	provided	by	the	County	Council	participant	who	

did	 not	 see	 multiple	 level	 governance	 arrangements,	 other	 than	 between	

principal	 authorities	 and	 local	 councils	 as	 relevant.	 	 They	 argued	 that	

“representation	 is	 those	 involved	 in	 local	 delivery”.	 	 Much	 of	 the	 discussion	

around	 rural	 voice	 caused	 reflection	 in	 answering.	 	 The	 discussions	 with	

participants	included	pauses	and	hesitations	when	asked	about	the	rural	voice.		
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There	 was	 some	 lack	 of	 clarity	 in	 identifying	 rural	 voice,	 and	 interestingly,	

despite	the	clear	selection	of	organisations	that	were	key	stakeholders	in	rural,	

the	participants	did	not	always	directly	 link	 their	organisations	as	part	of	 the	

rural	voice.		This	connection	tended	to	be	made	in	relation	to	accountability	and	

scrutiny	of	rural	proofing	(see	Section	5.4).	

	

5.3.2.	 Urban,	the	hidden	voice	in	rural	proofing!	

There	was	no	doubt	 from	all	 the	participants	 that	 there	was	a	requirement	to	

address	 rural	 needs	 and	 meet	 the	 “rural	 entitlement”	 (Countryside	 Agency)	

compared	to	the	urban	offer.	 	In	all	cases	participants	perceived	government’s	

focus	and	priority	is	with	the	urban	areas	and	the	ACRE	participant	said,	“it	is	a	

crude	process	of	saying…	if	80%	of	 the	population	aren’t	affected	by	this	stuff	

then	 it	doesn’t	need	 to	be	 considered	…	 then	 [policy-makers	are]	never	going	

really	to	take	rural	proofing	seriously	are	they	or	get	to	grips	as	to	what	is	needed	

from	rural	proofing?”		Concurring,	Society	for	Local	Council	Clerks	commented,	

	

I	think	there	is	a	real	basic	or	fraudulent	or	barrier	to	all	
rural	policy	let	alone	proofing	and	that	is	the	basic	fact,	
you	have	roughly,	as	far	as	we	know,	20%	population	in	
rural	England	…	but	it	is	a	predominately	urban	view	of	
the	country	and	its	governance.	

	

Furthermore,	 “service	delivery	policy	 focus	 is	urban”	(District	Council).	 	This	

resonates	with	Bell	et	al.	 (2010)	who,	in	 terms	of	a	passive	voice	 influencing	

rural,	 noted	 “we	 all	 live	 in	 an	 urban	 world”	 (p.	 208).	 	 Another	 explanation	

offered	was	that	the	“policy	focus	is	urban	as	this	is	where	the	votes	are	found”	

(Town	Councillor).	 	Governments,	both	nationally	and	locally	make	decisions	

driven	by	 the	elected	 representatives	because	 these	 individuals	are	working	

towards	 re-election	 (MacNaghten	&	Urry,	 1998).	 	 Although	 the	urban	 policy	

community	 may	 not	 be	 physically	 present	 within	 rural	 policy	 and	 any	

adaptations	of	policy	to	address	rural	considerations,	the	urban	policy	voice	is	

still	present	with	priorities	being	urban	driven,	due	to	the	economies	of	scale	

for	delivering	policy	interventions.		This	seems	to	reaffirm	the	rural	and	urban	

binary,	rather	than	the	different	rurals	and	the	interactions	between	rural	and	

urban,	even	though	rural	proofing	set	out	to	try	to	address	rural	circumstances	
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towards	 integration	 and	 interdependency	 of	 rural	with	 urban	 (Caffyn	 et	 al.,	

2002).	

	

As	 a	 result	 of	 “the	 low	 density	 of	 numbers	 of	 deprivation	 in	 rural	 areas	

compared	to	urban	populations	[rural]	doesn’t	get	the	same	consideration	[as	

urban	 areas]”.	 	 Indeed,	 all	 of	 the	 participants	 linked	 rural	 proofing	 to	 the	

requirement	to	address	fairness	in	service	delivery	compared	to	levels	in	urban	

areas.	 	The	participant	 from	the	General	Synod	provided	strong	rationale	 for	

this	 thinking,	stating	that,	 “[rural	proofing]	 is	about	promoting	 fairness”	and	

rural	proofing	is	about	“achieving	a	balance	for	residents	in	rural	areas	…	who	

should	not	be	disadvantaged	due	 to	 their	 location”	 (LEP	 [2]).	 	The	 language	

from	the	participants	is	in	comparison	to	urban,	or	disadvantage	compared	to	

another	 area.	 	 These	participants	 are	 looking	 to	 somewhere	 else,	where	 the	

other	 is	 a	 hidden	 voice	within	 their	 lens	 of	 the	 outcomes	 of	 rural	 proofing,	

rather	than,	in	this	context,	conserving	the	rural	distinctiveness.		It	is	likely	the	

hidden	urban	voice	within	rural	proofing,	or	the	urban	lens	of	English	policy	

development	 will	 influence	 the	 effectiveness	 of	 rural	 proofing.	 	 This	 seems	

particularly	pertinent	when	the	hidden	voice,	at	times	seemed	to	be	inferred	as	

the	dominant	voice,	is	the	urban	voice.			

	

In	addition,	there	will	be	greater	value	on	return	with	investment	because	“the	

cities	are	where	the	votes	are	found”	(NFU),	similar	to	MacNaghten	and	Urry,	

(1998)	who	articulate		the	political	drive	as	being	returned	to	one	of	power	and	

re-election.	 	This	is	because,	“policies	are	driven	by	economics”	(LGA)	and	“if	

there	is	no	money	then	they	can’t	bring	in	[rural]	policy	aspirations”	(House	of	

Lords).		The	ACRE	participant	felt	“rural	proofing	will	be	trumped	by	austerity,	

which	will	potentially	destabilise	all	forms	of	creative	and	innovative	solutions	

for	rural	equity”,	the	CPRE	participant	felt	“in	a	recession,	it	is	going	to	be	harder	

than	ever	to	get	[policy-makers]	to	pay	attention	[to	rural	issues]”	and	the	Rural	

Housing	Commission	participant	reported,	“in	the	future	people	will	recognise	

there	is	a	need	for	rural	proofing,	but	resources	won’t	exist	because	they	will	

be	given	to	urban	areas”.		The	District	Council	participant	pessimistically	said	
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a	council	will	say…	we’ve	got	to	make	a	choice	of	subsidising	
this	bus	service	or	closing	this	library	or	an	old	people’s	home	
or	filling	the	potholes…	they’re	going	to	take	a	very	pragmatic	
approach	and	say,	‘well	yes,	it	does	disadvantage	these	people	
but	you	know,	we	haven’t	got	the	money.	

	

The	Countryside	Agency	participant	felt	“the	government	[is]	of	the	mind-set	of	

risk	 adverse	 during	 austerity”.	 	 However,	 the	 House	 of	 Lords	 participant	

suggested	 “delivery	 solutions	 should	be	developed	 for	 rural	 areas	and	allow	

market	 forces	 to	 make	 them	 profitable	 for	 urban	 centres”.	 	 Austerity	 has	

emerged	as	a	concern	for	some	participants	and	whether	rural	proofing	can	be	

implemented	during	a	time	of	funding	constraints,	because	delivering	services	

in	“rural	locations	is	more	expensive”	(LEP	[1]).	

	

	

5.3.3.	 Many	voices	–	whose	is	holding	the	power?	

If	the	urban	bias	provides	a	hidden	urban	voice,	then	it	is	important	to	explore	

where	the	dominant	or	powerful	voice	is	located	within	the	rural.		As	McIntyre	

and	Halsall	(2013)	state,	those	individuals	from	organisations	representing	the	

rural	are	often	the	“great	and	the	good”	(p.	14).		This	similar	sentiment	came	

through	clearly	in	this	research.		Most	of	the	participants	recognised	the	success	

of	 the	 rural	 voice	 is	not	 just	 from	 the	 constituents	but	 the	 leadership	of	 the	

partnership	involved	in	rural	development,	“the	difference	it	makes	depends	on	

leadership	 of	 the	 group”	 (Town	 Council).	 	 The	 Rural	 Housing	 Commission	

participant	reported	the	rural	voice	needs	consistent	effective	leadership,		

	

Sometimes	 individuals	 are	 more	 effective	 than	 others.		
Success	is	often	as	a	result	of	zealous	personalities	…	[former	
chair]	of	the	Rural	Coalition	was	more	vocal	than	the	current	
chair	 and	 …	 stakeholders	 knew	 about	 rural,	 it	 has	 been	
weaker	in	recent	years.	

	

The	 Unitary	 Council	 (1)	 participant	 said	 “those	 who	 shout	 the	 loudest	 are	

heard”.		However,	caution	on	the	great	and	the	good	was	raised	and	it	was	noted	

as	 important	 to	 ensure	 “the	 right	 personalities	 are	 in	 the	 roles	 to	 address	

scepticism”	 (Policy	Studies	academic)	and	as	 the	Rural	Housing	Commission	
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participant	added	“good	policy	development	needs	experts	independent	of	all	

levels	of	government	but	respected	by	government”.			

	

Bell	et	al.	(2010)	argued	that	the	primary	production	voice	is	disappearing,	with	

(CLA)	suggesting	“there	is	an	argument	now	rural	is	no	longer	agriculture	or	

land-based”.		Despite	this,	the	sentiment	that	primary	production	is	losing	voice	

was	 not	 clear	 cut	 in	 this	 research.	 There	 was	 a	 sense	 of	 a	 power	 struggle	

between	 the	 agricultural	 voice	and	 the	other	rural	 voices,	 articulated	by	 the	

NALC	 participant	who	 said	with	 a	 sigh,	 “rural	 is	 still	 very	much	 land	 based	

focused”	and	“rural	communities	have	missed	out	due	to	agricultural	focus	of	

rural	policy”	(General	Synod).		This	was	also	highlighted	by	the	County	Council	

participant	who	recorded	“the	lion’s	share	of	the	rural	recovery	funds	allocated	

in	 2002	 after	 FMD	was	 funnelled	 to	 agriculture,	 missing	 an	 opportunity	 to	

invest	in	sustainable	rural	communities”.	 	The	NFU	participant	said	there	are	

“clashes	between	farmers	and	the	communities	as	they	have	different	priorities	

for	 their	 rural	 areas”,	 generally	 concurring,	 with	 Shortall	 (2008)	 who	

highlighted	 farmers	 and	 other	 community	 interests	 often	 had	 different	

priorities	 for	 the	 community.	 	 Again,	 this	 reflects	 back	 onto	 the	 diverse	

priorities	in	rural	areas	

	

Two	 further	 dominant	 voices	 emerged.	 	 A	 number	 of	 participants	 felt	 rural	

policy	is	now	focused	towards	economic	growth,	and	there	was	recognition	that	

there	was	insufficient	voice	to	ensure	rural	fairness.		The	Countryside	Agency	

participant	 said,	 “the	 Countryside	 Agency	 used	 to	 focus	 on	 the	 economic,	

environmental	and	social	aspects	of	rural	development,	but	now	the	 focus	is	

just	 on	 the	 economy”.	 	 Similarly,	 the	 LEP	 (2)	 participant	 articulated	 “rural	

proofing	is	making	sure	businesses	have	access	to	services”;	furthermore,	the	

Parish	Council	participant	felt	the	focus	of	rural	proofing	is	a	“concept…	to	avoid	

disadvantage	and	disenfranchise,	when	you’re	running	a	business”.			

	

The	other	perceived	dominant	voice	emerging	was	the	preventing	development	

voice.	 	 There	were	 perceptions	 from	 some	 of	 the	 participants	 that	 the	 local	

council	 voice	 was	 the	 most	 powerful,	 because	 they	 used	 rural	 proofing	 to	
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prevent	 development:	 “parish	 councils	 use	 rural	 proofing	 to	 prevent	

development	 and	 look	 after	 themselves”	 (LEP	 [2]).	 	 Similarly,	 the	 non-

government	voices	from	the	CLA	and	CPRE	saw	rural	proofing	as	a	local	tool	to	

“prevent	unwanted	development”	(CPRE)	in	their	own	communities.		Although,	

the	General	 Synod	participant	 sees	rural	proofing	 for	both	 the	economy	and	

access	 to	 services	 for	 the	 community,	 they	 expressed	 how	 enterprise	

developments	were	not	being	rural	proofed	because	unwanted	development	

was	emerging	in	their	villages.		In	response	to	the	growth	in	the	equine	industry	

on	what	had	been	agricultural	land	across	parts	of	England,	“I	don’t	do	‘orses’.		

This	provides	an	interesting	example,	of	how	an	individual	has	complexities	in	

their	 own	 views	 of	 what	 is	 accepted,	 in	 this	 case	 economic	 development,	

because,	as	the	ACRE	participant	said	“rural	is	emotive”.			

	

The	three	perceived	dominant	voices	were	from	the	perception	of	others	outside	

the	particular	interest	or	sector;	as	illustrated	by	the	comment	from	the	General	

Synod	can	be	personal.	 	This	 could	manifest	 to	different	organisations	and/or	

sectors	 using	 rural	 proofing	 to	 meet	 their	 priorities,	 rather	 than	 trying	 to	

establish	a	consensus	voice,	even	though	Bell	et	al.	 (2010)	and	Woods	(2006)	

argue	this	will	never	happen.		To	mitigate	for	the	lack	of	a	consensus	voice	and	to	

minimise	 the	 powerful	 voice,	 greater	 clarity	 on	 the	 purpose	 and	 expected	

outcomes	of	rural	proofing,	especially	when	rural	proofing	is	occurring	locally,	

would	be	beneficial.			

	

	

5.3.4.	 A	single	voice?	

As	previously	documented,	the	Countryside	Agency	and	the	CRC	were	abolished	

and	with	 them,	 the	 loss	of	 the	 rural	 critical	 friend	and	advocate,	 respectively.		

Morris	(2015)	asked	who	would	represent	rural	communities	as	there	was	no	

agency	tasked	with	adopting	this	concern,	the	responsibility	of	advocating	for	the	

rural	to	government.		The	participants	did	not	agree	as	to	how	and	to	what	extent	

the	former	arrangements	had	been	effective.	 	Not	surprisingly	the	Countryside	

Agency	participant	felt	the	Countryside	Agency	had	been	the	most	effective:	“the	

Countryside	Agency	was	the	Government’s	critical	friend	for	rural	proofing	and	
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was	 successful.	 	 The	 effectiveness	 of	 rural	 proofing	 began	 to	 diminish	 with	

dissolution	of	the	Countryside	Agency	in	2004	and	the	establishment	of	the	CRC”.		

However,	 the	 RSN	 participant	 said,	 “the	 Countryside	 Agency	 was	 not	 very	

successful	 in	 ensuring	 policy-making	 bodies	 such	 as	 regional	 assemblies	 and	

local	authorities	were	au	fait	with	the	concept	[of	rural	proofing]”.			

	

In	exploring	whether	there	should	be	a	replacement	for	the	Countryside	Agency	

or	 CRC,	 the	 CA	 participant	 said,	 “there	 should	 be	 a	 single	 rural	 voice”.	 	 A	

response	 which	 was	 not	 unexpected	 bearing	 in	 mind	 their	 previous	 role.		

Similarly,	 the	House	of	Lords’	participant	 said,	 “the	 single	 lobby	voice	of	 the	

rural	advocate	carried	merit	because	policy-makers	knew	who	to	contact”.		The	

DEFRA	participant	 reminded	 the	discussions,	 “DEFRA	 is	 the	 rural	 contact	 in	

government”.		Although	not	claiming	to	represent	all	rural	interests,	the	NALC	

participant	highlighted	“we	are	the	voice	of	local	councils”	and	the	LGA	said	“we	

represent	 local	 government	 to	 government”.	 	 Although	 not	 said	 within	 the	

context	of	the	interviews,	the	RSN	(2015)	literature	states	they	represent	the	

rural	voice.		Despite	the	value	for	some	participants	of	having	a	single	focus	for	

rural	proofing,	the	General	Synod	participant	said	“I	do	not	think	there	is	any	

one	person	or	body	that	holds	the	brief	for	rural	equity”;	a	view	held	by	most	of	

the	 participants.	 	 The	 Rural	 Housing	 Commission	 participant	 added	 “good	

policy	development	needs	experts”	rather	than	a	single	expert.	

	

Attempting	 to	 create	 a	 coherent	 voice,	 rural	 affairs	 fora	 were	 established	

following	the	publication	of	the	rural	White	Paper	in	2000	(DETR	&	MAFF,	2000)	

and	reaffirmed	 in	the	Rural	strategy	(DEFRA,	2004b)	and	were	given	a	role	 in	

rural	proofing	as	they	were	seen	by	DEFRA	to	be	representing	the	voice	of	rural	

experts	 from	 social,	 economic	 and	 environmental	 sectors	 (Atterton,	 2008;	

Environment	 &	 Rural	 Affairs	 Committee,	 2004;	 Marsden	 &	 Sonnino,	 2008).		

Although	the	rural	affairs	fora,	when	speaking	with	the	rural	minister	would	have	

given	what	would	have	been	seen	as	a	coherent	voice	from	the	region,	there	is	a	

divergent	argument	 from	 the	research	participants	 that	 there	 should	not	be	a	

coherent	voice.		
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The	NFU	participant	 argued	 against	 a	 single	 voice	 because	 the	 “triple	 bottom	

indicators	of	sustainable	development	should	be	considered	separately”	(NFU).		

The	NFU	was	also	resolute	there	should	not	be	a	single	rural	voice	even	within,	

the	environment	sector,	“because	the	NFU,	RSPB	and	other	organisations	have	

their	 own	 priorities	 and	 should	 lobby	 policy-makers	 separately”.	 	 The	 CLA	

participant	expressed	“the	NFU,	CLA,	RSPB	and	Wildlife	Trusts	who	have	more	

areas	in	common	than	areas	of	disagreement	…	however	getting	them	working	

together	makes	herding	cats	look	like	a	sensible	operation”.		The	House	of	Lords	

(2019)	report	recognised	the	range	of	views	of	the	rural	economy	and	did	not	

support	the	call	for	a	single	rural	advocate.			

	

The	multiple	voices	do	bring	in	the	range	of	views,	however	it	makes	it	difficult	

for	 national	 policy-makers	 to	 ascertain	 the	 priorities	 which	 should	 be	

incorporated	within	the	current	 formal	rural	proofing	process.	 	Nonetheless,	

rural	proofing	has	always	advocated	involving	a	range	of	rural	stakeholders	and	

as	previously	noted,	DEFRA	(2017)	has	the	suggested	list	of	organisations	for	

consultation,	giving	multiple	voices	to	rural	proofing.	

	

Whether	 as	 a	 single	 voice	 or	 not,	 there	was	 consensus	 that	 the	 rural	 voice	

needed	 to	have	knowledge	and	expertise	because	 “good	policy	development	

needs	 expertise	 independent	 of	 all	 levels	 of	 government	 but	 respected	 by	

government”	(Rural	Housing	Commission).		This	was	both	nationally	and	at	the	

local	delivery	level.		The	Unitary	Council	[2]	participant	emphatically	suggested	

rural	proofing	needs	to	embrace	and	use	“local	knowledge	and	expertise”	which	

was	echoed	by	the	LEP	[2]	participant	who	said,	“rural	proofing	has	to	be	a	mix	

of	local	government	officers	to	ensure	an	element	of	expert	advice”.		It	is	worth	

adding,	Bell	et	al.	(2010)	suggest,	even	though	appropriate	dialogue	with	the	

rural	 voice	 constituents	 may	 occur,	 it	 will	 be	 forever	 in	 variability	 because	

common	 agreement	with	 competing	 priorities,	 idylls	 and	 understandings	 of	

rural	is	unlikely	ever	to	be	reached.			
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5.3.5.	 Local	voices	for	local	needs	

The	NALC	participant	preferred	rural	proofing	to	have	a	“focus	on	place	rather	

than	 themes	 of	 need,	 for	 example	 access	 to	 transport”.	 	 This	 was	 also	 the	

recommendation	of	the	Rural	Housing	Commission	participant	when	they	said	

rural	proofing	needs	an	understanding	of	place	rather	than	“focus	on	issues	such	

as	housing”.		The	Unitary	Council	[1]	emphatically	suggested	rural	proofing	needs	

to	“embrace	and	use	local	knowledge	and	expertise”	which	was	echoed	by	LEP	

[1]	who	 said,	 “rural	 proofing	 has	 to	 be	 a	mix	 of	 local	 government	 officers	 to	

ensure	an	element	of	 expert	 advice”,	 reaffirming	 the	need	 for	experts	 in	 rural	

proofing	discussed	above.	

	

Integrating	local	views	is	now	commonplace	within	decision-making	processes	

and	 consultations	 aim	 to	 incorporate	 local	 need:	 “Principal	 authorities	 are	

making	 sure	policies	 reflect	 local	 circumstances”	 (NALC)	and	 the	participant	

from	 the	 District	 Council	 reflected	 how	 their	 principal	 authority	 is	 putting	

“people	first”,	which	was	explained	as	putting	people	and	the	locality	at	the	core	

of	 local	 development.	 	Woods	 (2010,	2011)	 argues	 the	 involvement	 of	 rural	

residents	in	partnerships	and	collaborations	striving	to	achieve	rural	fairness	

should	be	recognised,	however,	the	process	needs	to	be	managed.		“The	process	

must	 be	 mindful	 of	 “consultation	 fatigue”	 (CLA)	 and/or	 community	

development	 “boredom”	 (General	 Synod).	 	 The	 RSN	 participant	 suggested	

“there	are	still	many	groups	in	rural	communities	which	do	not	get	heard”	the	

District	Council	participant	said	there	will	be	members	of	the	community	who	

“do	not	engage	in	the	process”	for	different	reasons.		There	is	a	risk	of	a	missed	

opportunity	for	local	residents	to	contribute	to	identifying	local	rural	priorities	

and	 how	 these	may	 be	 addressed	 if	 individuals	 opt	 out	 of	 or	 are	 unable	 to	

participate	in	consultation	processes.		If	this	continues	up	the	governance	chain	

into	 the	 national	 process	 of	 rural	 proofing,	 it	 is	 possible	 there	 would	 be	

insufficient	identification	and	knowledge	of	the	rural	priorities	required,	for	the	

formal	rural	proofing	process	to	enable	government	departments	to	assess	if	

the	emerging	policy	will	have	implications	for	rural	areas.	
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Despite	the	feeling	of	consultation	fatigue	discussed	above,	there	was	a	sense	a	

greater	focus	on	the	needs	of	local	rural	communities	is	required.		A	number	of	

principal	authorities	have	focused	their	policy	to	“people	first”	(Unitary	Council	

[2])	which	is	“putting	the	community	at	the	heart	of	all	we	do	“(District	Council)		

The	 RSN	 participant	 said,	 “DEFRA	 wants	 communities	 to	 shape	 some	 of	 the	

things”,	 The	 Policy	 Studies	 academic	 suggested	 “give	 power	 to	 the	 long	

established	 institutions,	 which	 include	 the	 town	 and	 parish	 councils	 and	

principal	 authorities”,	 inferring	 some	 of	 the	 power	 should	 be	 in	 the	 local	

communities,	 which	 was	 mirrored	 by	 the	 Unitary	 Council	 [1]	 and	 NFU	

participants	who	both	said,	“rural	proofing	should	be	place-based”	(NFU).			

	

Although	there	was	a	call	by	most	of	the	participants	to	bring	rural	proofing	to	

the	local	level,	there	was	a	recognition	of	a	number	of	challenges.		Firstly,	local	

voice	 “is	 often	 too	 parochial”	 (CLA)	 because	 “rural	 communities	 are	 too	

disparate,	if	they	were	to	unify,	communities	would	have	a	powerful	voice	and	

natural	synergies	 to	 fight	 together	on	common	issues	of	social	 justice”	(ACRE)	

and	the	Society	 for	Local	Council	Clerks	added	“parish	councils	do	not	see	the	

strengths	of	cluster	working”	which	would	give	them	a	collective	powerful	voice.		

This	is	even	though	“people	who	get	involved	at	elections,	are	doing	so	for	the	

community	 and	 a	 stronger	 representative	 role	 would	 be	 in	 line	 with	 their	

motivation	 and	 may	 enhance	 rural	 proofing	 outcomes”	 (Policy	 Studies	

academic).		Secondly,	local	authorities	need	better	understanding	of	rural	need	

and	how	rural	proofing	can	help	the	decision	making	at	the	“lowest	level	of	local	

as	 possible”	 (LGA).	 	 There	 is	 recognition	 of	 the	 strength	 of	 place-based	 rural	

proofing.		However,	it	appears	caution	is	needed,	because	the	local	voice	can	be	

parochial,	this	ideally	would	need	to	be	addressed	from	collaboration	between	

communities	 for	 effective	 local	 level	 rural	 proofing	 outcomes.	 	 Despite	 the	

caution,	 it	 is	 clear	 most	 of	 the	 participants	 see	 rural	 proofing	 as	 being	 most	

effective	if	focussed	locally,	“because	people	take	care	of	reality	on	the	ground”	

(NALC).			

	

A	number	of	participants	highlighted	examples	of	where	the	local	voice	had	been	

effective.		The	Unitary	Council	[2]	participant	mentioned,	“there	are	examples	of	
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good	policy	partnership	such	as	the	[local	council	and	the	principal	authority]	in	

the	development	of	[the]	Local	Plan”.		They	went	on	to	note	this	occurred	through	

negotiations	based	on	a	problem	and	in	this	case,	it	was	because	the	local	councils	

“were	not	happy	with	the	housing	allocations”.		The	County	Council	participant	

reflected	 the	 “Foot	 and	Mouth	Disease	 recovery	 programme	had	 acted	 as	 the	

“mechanism	through	which	we	could	channel	and	engage	all	of	the	communities	

of	 interest	 in	 the	development	of	 rural	policy”.	 	 It	 seems	where	 there	 is	not	a	

specific	 issue	 there	 is	 not	 the	 motivation	 locally	 to	 engage	 in	 the	 policy	

development	process.		From	personal	experience	“[My	village]	does	not	have	the	

will	 to	 come	 together	 for	 a	 neighbourhood	 plan…	 There	 was	 not	 a	 lot	 of	

enthusiasm	for	the	parish	plan	either”	(CLA).		The	LEP	(2)	partnership	explained	

their	reflection	of	the	lack	of	local	engagement	as	an	“unexpected	lack	of	common	

interest”.	 	 If	 the	 constituents	 of	 the	 rural	 areas	 do	 not	 feel	 compelled	 to	

participate	 in	 the	mechanisms	established	to	 facilitate	 their	voice	to	be	heard,	

according	 to	 the	 ACRE	 participant,	 “rural	 proofing	 is	 a	 meaningless	 process	

unless	 it	 is	able	 to	engage	with	those	constituents	of	 interest”	and	therefore	 if	

individuals	or	groups	do	not	engage	in	the	rural	proofing	process,	their	voice	will	

be	hidden.	

	

Rural	proofing	set	out	to	hear	the	local	voice	(see	DETR	&	MAFF,	2000)	and	that	

it	should	occur	locally	(see	Caffyn	et	al.,	2002;	DETR	&	MAFF,	2000;	House	of	

Lord.	2019).	 	Although,	 there	was	 contention	between	 the	participants	as	 to	

whether	local	councils	have	an	effective	voice	to	ensure	rural	proofing	occurs,	

there	was	general	consensus	local	policy	development	mechanisms,	whether	at	

principal	authority	or	local	council	level,	hold	the	power	for	achieving	effective	

rural	 outcomes	 because	 rural	 proofing	 should	 sit	 within	 the	 local	 delivery	

agents.			
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5.4.	 Leadership,	accountability	and	place	

	

5.4.1.	 Who	is	championing	rural	proofing?	

	“Rural	does	need	champions	to	drive	the	agenda	and	champions	to	explain	why	

[rural]	is	different	because	rural	is	important	still”	(Countryside	Alliance).		This	

was	 simply	 put	 by	 the	 General	 Synod	 participant	 who	 said	 “rural	 needs	

someone	to	lead	it	and	actually	have	the	capacity	to	deliver	on	rural	proofing	

beyond	 the	 tick	 box	 of	 the	 past”.	 	 The	 Town	Council	 participant	 advocated,	

“every	sector	needs	a	champion,	whether	that	is	deprived	urban	areas	or	rural”,	

similarly	“we	need	a	rural	advocate”	(Rural	Housing	Commission)	and	“we	need	

a	rural	advocate.		It	was	a	mistake	of	the	Coalition	Government	to	dissolve	the	

CRC	 and	 the	 rural	 advocate	 in	 2010”	 (House	 of	 Lords).	 	 It	 seems	 with	 a	

champion	of	rural	proofing,	“you	always	[have]	the	sense	that	an	organisation,	

an	institution,	agency	[is]	batting	on	your	behalf	and	promoting	the	concept	of	

rural	proofing”	(ACRE).	 	Without	a	champion	it	is	possible	the	rural	proofing	

message	may	be	diluted	or	lost.	

	

In	response	to	the	change	in	the	national	governance	arrangements	when,	in	

2010,	following	the	General	Election,	it	was	announced	that	the	Commission	for	

Rural	 Communities	 (CRC)	 was	 to	 be	 abolished	 (House	 of	 Lords,	 2017),	 no	

alternative	rural	champion	nor	specific	rural	voice(s)	were	identified	(Morris,	

2015).		The	Countryside	Agency	participant	described	the	Countryside	Agency	

as	the	“critical	friend	for	rural	proofing”	and		

	

…	the	rural	advocate,	who	chaired	the	CRC	from	2004	to	2010,	
was	 more	 important	 than	 a	 rural	 minister;	 he	 was	 more	
effective	 than	 junior	ministers	 because	 he	would	 challenge	
ministers	 and	 civil	 servants	 across	 government	 in	 a	 way	
DEFRA	 ministers	 and	 officials	 were	 and	 are	 unable	 to	 do.	
(House	of	Lords).	

	

As	 such,	 the	 Rural	 Housing	 Commission	 participant	 felt	 rural	 within	 policy	

development	was	 not	 being	 championed,	 “we	need	 a	 rural	 advocate	…	need	

rural	 advocacy	…	we	also	need	 rural	 lobbying	…	 this	has	been	 lost	 since	 the	

dissolution	 of	 the	 Countryside	 Agency	 and	 Commission	 for	 Rural	
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Communities”.		The	dissolution	of	the	CRC	has	meant	there	is	no	rural	watchdog	

external	 to	 government,	 therefore,	 rural	 proofing	 is	 only	 being	 formally	

championed	by	DEFRA;	and	those	other	 lobby	organisations,	as	discussed	 in	

Section	5.3,	each	of	which	have	multiple	visions,	with	their	own	rural	priorities	

and	associated	expectations	of	rural	proofing.			

	

In	Chapter	Two,	the	four	changes	to	rural	proofing	leadership	were	highlighted,	

being	from	the	Countryside	Agency,	who	was	the	critical	friend	of	government	

on	rural	affairs,	the	CRC	which	was	the	rural	advocate,	the	Rural	Communities	

Policy	Unit	in	DEFRA	and	DEFRA	itself	(House	of	Lords,	2017).		The	participants	

adopted	a	wholly	professional	stance	when	discussing	the	leadership	of	rural	

proofing.	 	There	was	 little	demarcation	between	the	groups	and	their	views,	

other	 than	 the	 government	 voice	 from	 DEFRA	 who	 was	 not	 critical	 of	 the	

current	 nor	 previous	 arrangements:	 “there	 were	 strengths	 and	 weaknesses	

with	the	previous	and	current	approaches”.		Other	participants	were	critical	of	

the	leadership	arrangements.	

	

There	was	a	 suggestion	by	some	of	 the	participants	 rural	proofing	had	been	

more	 effective	 pre	 2010	 and	 especially	 pre	 2004,	 some	 positions	 to	 be	

anticipated,	 for	 example:	 “The	 Countryside	 Agency	 was	 effective	 at	 rural	

proofing”	 (Countryside	 Agency),	 others	 such	 as	 District	 Council	 and	 NALC	

participants	 concurred.	 	 “Rural	 proofing	 was	 effective	 at	 the	 beginning”	

(District	Council);	furthermore,	“rural	proofing	has	gone	off	the	boil	since	2010”	

(NALC).		The	CPRE	participant	illustrated	the	point,		

	

…	what	was	also	useful	was	the	government	agencies	such	as	
the	Countryside	Agency	also	used	to	take	part	in	the	[Regional	
Spatial	Strategy]	and	[Regional	Economic	Strategy]	processes	
and	reminded	the	examination	in	public	panels	of	what	was	
expected	of	them	in	terms	of	rural	issues.		…		

	

Although,	 there	 was	 some	 sense	 the	 previous	 rural	 proofing	 leadership	

arrangements	 had	 merit,	 this	 was	 not	 a	 consensus.	 	 The	 Parish	 Council	

participant	felt,	
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lobbying	and	promotion	of	rural	proofing	by	the	Countryside	
Agency	was	 to	ensure	all	policy	and	programmes	were	not	
disadvantaging	rural	areas	and	that	there	was	a	sort	of	rural	
dimension	to	it,	but	really	the	Countryside	Agency	promoting	
rural	proofing	simply	didn’t	have	the	will.	

	

Similarly,	 “the	 Countryside	 Agency	were	 not	 very	 successful	 in	 ensuring	 that	

policy-making	bodies	were	au	fait	with	the	concept”	(Unitary	Council	[1]).		It	is	

clear	the	participants’	views	are	mixed	as	to	the	effectiveness	of	rural	proofing	

pre	and	post	2010.	 	Notwithstanding	these	differences	between	perceptions	of	

effectiveness,	there	appears	to	be	general	agreement	that	there	was	a	significant	

change	in	rural	proofing	effectiveness	aligning	to	dates	when	the	leadership	of	

rural	proofing	changed.			

	

Morris	 (2015)	 asked	who	will	 be	 the	 advocate	 of	 rural	 communities,	 and	 the	

answer	from	government,	is	DEFRA,	and	Cameron	(2015)	hailed	DEFRA	as	the	

champion	for	rural	proofing	“[DEFRA	is]	the	lead	department	in	Whitehall	…	we	

help	 government	 departments	 rural	 proof	 policies.”	 [DEFRA]	 	 However,	

previously	Atterton	(2008)	reported	there	was	confusion	with	the	championing	

and	 leadership	 of	 rural	 proofing	 and	whether	 it	 was	 the	 CRC,	 DEFRA	 or	 the	

Government	Offices	in	the	English	Regions.		The	DEFRA	participant	explained	in	

the	previous	arrangements	there	was	confusion	“for	colleagues	…	should	they	

contact	DEFRA,	CRC	or	Government	Offices	for	help	with	rural	proofing”.		They	

added,	“it	is	more	organised	…	government	colleagues	know	who	to	contact”.			

However,	it	was	only	the	DEFRA	participant	who	felt	DEFRA	has	the	expertise	to	

influence	other	government	departments	to	ensure	effective	rural	proofing.		The	

dominant	view	was	one	of	a	lack	of	leadership	and	championing	across	national	

government	by	DEFRA,	because	“DEFRA	is	not	a	big	hitter	in	government	circles”	

(LGA),	“DEFRA	has	all	the	targets	but	none	of	the	levers”	(CLA),	“DEFRA	is	not	

pushing	enough	with	rural	proofing”	(LEP	[1])	and	rural	proofing	is	being	led	by	

“the	weakest	government	department”	 (CPRE).	 	The	RSN	participant	 asserted	

that	 rural	 proofing	 has	 been	 less	 effective	 than	 it	 could	 have	 been	 because	

“DEFRA	was	and	is	toothless!”		The	Policy	Consultant	elaborated:	
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DEFRA	 is	 not	 a	 big	 hitter	 in	 government	 circles	 and	 rural	
affairs	is	the	bit	tacked	on	the	end	of	the	remit	which,	is	rather	
obscure,	what	 it	means	 is…	 it	 could	be	housing,	 it	 could	be	
health	 or	 it	 could	 mean	 all	 manner	 of	 public	 services;	 but	
DEFRA,	ultimately	don’t	have	responsibility	for	any	of	those	
services,	so,	rural	proofing	is	a	kind	of,	token.	

	

DEFRA	was	not,	according	to	most	of	 the	participants,	strongly	leading	rural	

proofing.		This	lack	of	leadership	was	leading	to	policy-makers	only	paying	“lip	

service	to	rural	proofing”	(CPRE).		Furthermore,	“DEFRA	is	not	pushing	enough	

with	 rural	proofing;	 for	example,	 the	Rural	Payments	Agency	 is	not	pushing	

enough	 for	 100%	 broadband	 with	 the	 Government’s	 priority	 of	 a	 digital	

government,	 to	 the	 detriment	 of	 many	 farmers,	 businesses	 and	 families	 in	

sparse	rural	communities”	(Countryside	Agency).		Active	and	visible	leadership	

was	 seen	 (as	 noted	 previously)	 as	 key	 to	 the	 success	 of	 rural	 proofing	 and	

perhaps	“the	rural	advocate	should	be	in	the	Cabinet	Office	with	the	‘ear	of	the	

Prime	Minister”	(House	of	Lords).			

	

As	part	of	the	leadership	and	championing	role	of	the	Countryside	Agency,	the	

CRC	 and	 DEFRA	 published	 guidance	 to	 support	 policy-makers	 and	 the	

Countryside	 Agency	 and	 CRC	 publications	 are	 “still	 excellent	 resources	 for	

successful	 examples	 of	 rural	 proofing”	 (District	 Council).	 	 However,	 the	 new	

government	 websites	 are	 more	 difficult	 to	 work	 with	 than	 the	 older	 ones”	

(CPRE).		In	2012,	DEFRA	published	resources	for	local	level	rural	proofing,	but	

few	 of	 the	 participants	 were	 aware	 of	 the	 resources.	 	 The	 Rural	 Housing	

Commission	participant	did	say	they	“had	cited	the	DEFRA	guidance	in	judicial	

reviews	but	not	used	them”;	they	went	on	to	admit	they	“had	not	explored	the	

local	 level	 principles”.	 	 Furthermore,	 “it’s	 disappointing	 the	 local	 level	 rural	

proofing	toolkits	are	buried	on	DEFRA’s	website.		The	toolkits	have	not	been	sent	

out,	making	it	more	difficult	at	local	policy	decision-making	levels	to	encourage	

those	people	to	engage	with	the	principles”	(RSN).			

	

Where	promotion	did	exist,	this	too	came	under	criticism.		The	participants	felt	

there	 needs	 to	 be	 more	 than	 “just	 naming	 good	 and	 less	 good	 examples	 as	

occurred	with	the	Countryside	Agency	and	CRC”	(RSN).	 	The	Society	 for	Local	
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Council	 Clerks	 participant	 asked,	 “how	 do	 you	 know	 it	 is	 as	 a	 result	 of	 rural	

proofing	 and	 not	 something	 else?”	 	This	 question	was	 raised	 in	 Chapter	 Two,	

where	 local	 solutions	 for	 local	 needs	 seem	 to	have	 become	 synonymous	with	

examples	of	rural	proofing.		The	lack	of	promotion	of	rural	proofing	is	not	a	new	

barrier	 identified	of	DEFRA,	Atterton	(2008)	and	Lowe	and	Ward	(2007)	both	

highlighted	DEFRA’s	opportunity	of	promoting	rural	proofing	was	overlooked.		If	

rural	proofing	is	to	continue,	it	will	be	imperative	for	DEFRA	to	raise	the	profile	

of	rural	proofing	

	

	

5.4.2.	 Evidencing	the	success	of	rural	proofing	

Building	on	the	previous	section	on	the	championing	and	 leadership	of	rural	

proofing,	with	DEFRA	seen	by	most	of	the	participants	as	not	effectively	leading	

or	 championing	on	 rural	 proofing,	 there	was	a	 general	 view	 “rural	 proofing	

needs	to	be	challenging	and	not	rhetoric”	(Unitary	Council	[1]).		“Peers	from	the	

Lords	could	easily	and	cheaply	scrutinise	rural	fairness	in	policy	making	across	

government”	 (House	 of	 Lords).	 	 Since	 this	 view,	 the	 House	 of	 Lords	 has	

published	a	number	of	 Select	Committee	 reports	which	have	 reviewed	 rural	

proofing,	criticising	its	ineffectiveness.		To	address	the	criticism	of	rhetoric,	the	

CLA	 participant	 said	 the	 rural	 proofing	 mechanism	 needs	 to	 “…include	

accountability	and	monitoring	processes”.		The	House	of	Lords	participant	said,	

“rural	proofing,	does	on	paper,	suggest	there	is	transparency	but	it	is	not	strong	

enough”.		They	went	on	to	say	at	national	government	level	“rural	scrutiny	has	

reduced”.		Other	than	the	government	participants,	who	discussed	a	reduction	

in	scrutiny,	the	remaining	participants	discussed	a	lack	of	scrutiny.		The	Rural	

Services	 Network	 participant	 seemed	 to	 assertively	 say	 “rural	 proofing	 has	

been	less	effective	than	it	could	have	been	there	is	no	formal	scrutiny”.		There	

was	 consensus	 from	 the	 participants	 there	 needs	 to	 be	 scrutiny	 of	 rural	

proofing.		

	

As	well	as	highlighting	the	need	for	scrutiny,	a	number	of	participants	added	

“the	 need	 for	 sanctions	on	 policy	 development	 if	 rural	unfairness	of	 service	

delivery	was	not	considered	and	addressed	through	equitable	solutions”	(LEP	
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[1]).	 	 Relating	 to	 the	 need	 for	 scrutiny	 and	 sanctions	 the	 RSN	 participant	

referred	to	the	national	Government’s	2012	Rural	Statement,	 suggesting	civil	

servants	 needed	 more	 than	 general	 rural	 headlines.	 	 Furthermore,	 they	

highlighted	 even	 though	 the	 2012	 Rural	 Statement	 is	 technically	 a	 contract	

there	are	no	sanctions	when	or	if	the	outcomes	are	not	met.		Likewise,	the,	

	

…	public	sector	needs	to	have	a	discipline	imposed	on	them,	
not	to	allow	the	rural	interest	to	be	ignored.		There	needs	to	
be	annual	reporting	where	it	is	someone’s	job	to	analyse	and	
report	 on	 rural	 proofing	 as	 undertaken	 previously	 by	 the	
Countryside	Agency	and	the	CRC”	(Parish	Council).	

	

It	was	suggested,	“we	don’t	measure	anything	very	much	now…	be	interesting	

if	there	was	some	kind	of	reporting	responsibility	[for	rural	proofing]”	(ACRE).		

Furthermore,	they	went	on	to	recall,	“there	used	to	be	a	Rural	Service	Standard	

…	But	I	think	it’s	been	neglected	now	for	the	best	part	of	a	decade”.		Concurring,		

	

…even	in	the	golden	age	of	rural	development	when	we	had	
the	 RDAs	 and	 economic	 strategies,	 annually	 reviewed,	 and	
monitored	 and	 refreshed.	 	 The	weakness	 of	 that	was	 there	
was	 no	 strong	 monitoring,	 you	 know,	 targets,	 putting	 in	
targets,	 monitoring	 that,	 and	 resources	 didn’t	 follow	 the	
actual	 plan.	 It	 was	 just	 a	 sort	 of,	 vague	 set	 of,	 trying	 to	 be	
integrated,	 covering	 all	 aspects,	 but	 it	was	 simply	 a	 sort	of	
wish	list	collection	that	nobody	really,	the	authorities	that	had	
the	responsibility	for	delivering,	sort	of	notionally	said	yes	we	
support	 the	Action	Plan.	But,	 resources	didn’t	 follow	 it	 and	
nobody	 seriously	monitored	 it	 or	 reported	 back	 on	 it.	 And	
after	three	years,	I	think	the	whole	thing,	the	whole	process	
withered,	through	lack	of	commitment	(Parish	Council).	

	

The	ACRE	participant	said	“if	rural	areas	are	persistently	being	disadvantaged	

because	of	a	failure	to	think	about	…	or	ensure	rural	equity,	then	I	think	there	

is	an	argument	to	say	we	ought	to	think	about	whether	we	apply	some	form	of	

sanction.”		However,	other	than	a	monetary	fine,	other	possible	sanctions	could	

not	be	suggested	by	the	participant.		As	an	alternative,	because	as	is	discussed	

in	 Section	 5.4.3	 the	 examples	 of	 rural	 proofing	 cited	 are	 linked	 to	 delivery	

within	principal	authorities’	jurisdiction	so	“the	LGA	could	take	on	a	scrutiny	

role	of	local	authorities	[of	rural	proofing]”	(LGA).	
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There	 was	 a	 suggestion	 rural	 proofing	 is	 a	 “formal	 mechanism”	 (Policy	

Consultant),	 “for	 rural	 needs	 to	 be	 addressed	 there	 needs	 to	 be	 strong	

mechanisms”	(House	of	Lords)	and	not	one	which	is	“the	bit	tacked	on	the	end	

of	the	remit”	(General	Synod)	because	“[rural	proofing]	tends	to	be	retrofitted”	

(ACRE).	 	The	participants	 felt	 the	 current	process	was	 inefficient	and	all	 the	

participants	 referred	 to	 rural	 proofing	 being	 a	 “tick	 box”	 exercise	 and	 has	

become	just	“rhetoric”	(Policy	Consultant)	and:	

	

…certainly	when	[rural	proofing]	was	held	in	the	Commission	
for	Rural	Communities,	if	you	think	about	central	government	
and	those	departments,	 it	was	seen	as	a,	perhaps	more	of	a	
tick	 box	 exercise	 because	 working	 in	 central	 government	
you’ve	a	whole	heap	of	stuff,	a	kind	of	policy	bank	and	rural	
proofing	is	just	one	of	the	things	you	look	at	some	questions	
then	tick	a	box,	rightly	or	wrongly	(RSN).	

	

A	 number	 of	 participants	 felt	 rural	 proofing	 is	 not	 being	 as	 effective	 as	 the	

“theoretical	concept	would	suggest”	(CLA)	and	rural	proofing	is	more	“rhetoric	

than	 action”	 (Society	 of	 Local	 Council	 Clerks).	 	 These	 reflections	 are	 not	

dissimilar	to	a	body	of	literature	(see	Atterton,	2008;	GHK,	2008;	Lowe	&	Ward,	

2007;	 Shortall	 &	 Alston,	 2016)	 reporting	 a	weakness	 in	 rural	 proofing	 as	 a	

mechanistic	checklist,	often	tagged	on	at	some	point	within	the	policy	process.		

For	the	principles	of	rural	proofing	to	be	more	effective,	thinking	rural	needs	be	

beyond	the	answering	of	a	series	of	questions,	where	the	outcomes,	rather	than	

process	can	be	measured	and	monitored.			

	

	

5.4.3.	 So	where	does	rural	proofing	take	place?	

On	asking	participants	for	examples	of	where	rural	proofing	has	occurred,	many	

of	 the	 participants	 were	 unable	 to	 cite	 specific	 examples	 of	 successful	 rural	

proofing,	 because,	 “they	 couldn’t	 think	 of	 any”	 (Countryside	 Alliance)	 and	 as	

already	mentioned	“how	do	you	know	it	is	as	a	result	of	rural	proofing	and	not	

something	 else?”	 (Society	 of	 Local	 Council	 Clerks).	 	 The	 ACRE	 participant	

expressed	in	more	general	terms	rural	proofing	manifests	through	on	the	ground	
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delivery	 implementation,	 but	 noted	 there	 may	 not	 be	 an	 auditable	 rural	

proofing/policy	 decision:	 “I	 would	 argue	 that	 affordable	 rural	 housing,	

maintaining	rural	school	bus	services	is	actually	being	delivered	on	the	ground	

through	 the	 function	 of	 implementation	 rather	 than	 as	 a	 conscious	 policy	

decision”.	 	 When	 asked	 for	 examples	 of	 rural	 proofing,	 the	 General	 Synod	

participant	 gave	 a	 specific	 local	 example	 of	 “rural	 car	 schemes	 taking	 village	

residents	 to	 medical	 appointments”.	 	 They	 added	 this	 “unintentionally	

contributes	 to	 an	 integrated	 transport	 scheme	 with	 health	 care”.	 	 Similarly,	

although	not	a	tangible	delivery	outcome,	the	LEP	[1]	participant	explained	how	

their	 local	 enterprise	 partnership	 had	 “considered	 rural,	 recognising	 the	

contribution	of	the	rural	economy	to	the	area’s	Gross	Domestic	Product”,	 they	

went	on	 to	explain,	 two	 local	 regeneration	boards	within	 their	 area	have	also	

considered	rural	proofing	and	as	a	result	were	able	to	“recognise	rural	issues	and	

priorities,	 such	 as	 affordable	 rural	 housing	 …	 therefore	 …	 when	 monies	 do	

become	 available	 [the	 rural	 regeneration	 boards]	 have	 a	 framework	 for	

investment	for	rural	services,	business	developments	and	income	generation”.			

For	some	of	the	participants,	rural	proofing	was	explained	with	differences	on	

the	ground	meeting	local	need.			

	

Examples	from	national	policy	were	also	cited.		The	RSN	participant	reported	on	

the	health	toolkit,	published	by	the	Institute	of	Rural	Health	in	2012,	as	part	of	

the	Department	for	Health’s	rural	proofing	action	plan,	said,	“[the	health	toolkit]	

seems	to	be	principles	based,	but	I	am	not	sure	how	it’s	been	taken	up	and	used	

in	 delivery	 in	 terms	 of	 equity	 of	 health	 services	 across	 England”.	 	 The	 ACRE	

participant	suggested	rural	proofing	has	occurred	with	broadband	connectivity:	

“I	think	around	broadband…	there	is	a	commitment	to	put	money	into	addressing	

the	challenges	of	broadband	connectivity	in	deeper	rural	areas”.	 	The	National	

Planning	 Policy	 Framework	 for	 affordable	 rural	 housing	 “now	 has	 an	 explicit	

policy	stream,	rather	than	being	 implicit	with	planning	policy”	(Rural	Housing	

Commission).		This	example	was	also	identified	by	the	Countryside	Alliance	and	

Parish	Council	participants,	 and	added	 “this	was	being	met	 in	 the	 rural-urban	

fringes	 but	 not	 sparse-rural	where	 there	 is	 a	 specific	 need”	 (Parish	 Council).		
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Other	than	the	Rural	Housing	Commission	participant,	even	the	examples	within	

national	policy	were	linked	to	local	delivery	and	addressing	local	need.			

	

Although,	addressing	local	need	may	be	different	for	different	constituents,	the	

CPRE	participant	felt		

	

…	rural	proofing	is	still	not	as	effective	as	it	might	at	the	lower	
governance	 levels.	 	 A	 typical	 example	 of	 non-existent	 rural	
proofing	is	the	development	options	document	of	[principal	
authority]	…	It	 is	almost	entirely	about	high	growth	…	only	
11%	of	development	proposed	is	on	brownfield	land.	

	

The	 CPRE	 participant	 sees	 rural	 proofing	 as	 a	 way	 to	 “prevent	 unwanted	

development”	in	their	village.		Similarly,	the	CLA	participant	sees	rural	proofing	

through	 the	 community	 planning	 process	 as	 a	means	 to	 facilitate	 appropriate	

development.	 	However,	other	participants	saw	the	planning	process	link	with	

community	development	and	rural	proofing,	where	they	saw	rural	proofing	as	a	

means	to	improving	access	to	services.		The	RSN	felt	“parish	councils	should	be	

the	ones	looking	at	local	rural	justice	for	service	delivery”.		The	NALC	participant	

advocated		

	

Local	planning	is	helping	rural	proofing	and	social	justice	…	
ensuring	 community	 rights	 …	 with	 local	 agencies	 giving	
thought	to	the	needs	of	rural	through	their	policy,	programme	
and	planning	processes	…	this	should	give	people	the	powers	
to	obtain	vibrant	community	assets.			

	

Woods	 (2006)	 argues	 fair	 access	 to	 services	 is	 critical	 for	 sustainable	 rural	

communities.	 	 It	 has	 already	 been	 discussed	whether	 local	 councils	 have	 the	

capacity	 and	 capability	 to	work	 consistently,	 to	 address	 this	 and	 linking	with	

community	 plans,	 the	 Society	 for	 Local	 Council	 Clerks	 participant	 suggested	

“rural	proofing	is	a	community	development	process”,	which	could	contribute	to	

building	the	capacity	of	local	councils	to	be	more	consistent	in	the	rural	proofing	

process,	either	as	delivering	services	or	scrutiny,	linking	to	the	scrutiny	discussed	

above;	“giving	the	parish	councils	the	scrutiny	role	of	local	authorities	would	be	

radical”	(Policy	Studies	academic).		
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The	 Policy	 Studies	 academic	 added	 “social	 power	 was	 identified	 as	 part	 of	

DEFRA’s	 agenda	 striving	 for	 rural	 social	 justice,	 where	 the	 outcomes	 would	

emerge	from	local	communities	and	parish	councils	addressing	need	and	striving	

for	a	vibrant	countryside”.		The	Society	for	Local	Council	Clerks	participant	added	

“promotion	 of	 vibrant	 rural	 communities	 is	 welcomed”,	 and	 the	 Countryside	

Alliance	participant	felt	“parish	councils	should	work	in	clusters	to	deliver	rural	

sustainability”	with	a	“driving	force	in	the	community	to	focus	on	rural	fairness”	

(Policy	Studies	academic).		In	a	similar	vein,	“rural	proofing	is	about	delivering	

social	 justice”	 (DEFRA);	 “social	 justice	 is	 about	 a	 bit	 of	 fairness,	 quality	 of	

treatment”	(NALC).		This	was	illustrated	with	“to	get	better	broadband	in	rural	

areas	 means	 communities	 are	 not	 excluded	 from	 modern	 benefits,	 modern	

technology”	 (NALC).	 	 For	 the	 academic,	 along	 with	 social	 participants,	 rural	

proofing	 appears	 to	 be	 linked	 to	 local	 delivery	 of	 services	 addressing	

(un)fairness.	 	 As	 raised	 earlier,	 the	 expectations	 of	 rural	 proofing	 differ	 from	

person	 to	 person,	 therefore	 it	 seems	 there	 is	 ambiguity	 as	 to	 the	 expected	

outcomes	of	rural	proofing.		Furthermore,	this	haziness	will	add	to	the	contention	

of	what	are	rural	needs	unless	 there	 is	greater	 transparency	of	rural	proofing	

process	and	intended	[tangible]	outcomes.	

	

Although	rural	proofing	may	be	compulsory	for	English	domestic	national	policy,	

the	visualisation	of	rural	proofing	is	articulated	through	local	delivery	of	services;	

as	 noted	 by	 Alun	 Michael	 (see	 DEFRA	 2004a).	 There	 may	 be	 a	 disconnect	

between	 expectations	 of	 a	 policy	 process	 and	 the	 perceptions	 of	 what	 rural	

proofing	actually	 looks	 like	 for	communities.	 	 Indeed,	some	of	 the	participants	

feel	rural	proofing	“has	been	really	something	of	an	intellectual	exercise	rather	

than	something	practically	done”	(Policy	Consultant).		The	ACRE	participant	felt	

there	is	disconnection	between	what	is	written	as	rural	proofing	in	a	policy	to	

what	occurs	on	the	ground.			

	

I	 do	 think	 that	 there’s	 a	 really	 important	 dichotomy	 in	 the	
heart	of	rural,	between	what	people	say	and	what	people	do.	
And	I	think	you	could	be	quite	beguiled	if	you	just	did	a	kind	
of	 paper	 based	 exercise.	 	 And	 this	 is	 one	of	 the	 issues	 that	
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rural	 proofing	 faces	 a	 paper	 based	 overview	 of	 what’s	
happening	compared	to	what	actually	happens	on	the	ground.	

	

“More	 tangible	 examples	 of	 rural	 proofing	 to	 share	with	 communities	 to	help	

their	understanding	 [of	 rural	proofing]”	 (CLA)	would	be	beneficial	 along	with	

whether	rural	proofing	outcomes	could	be	measured	and	monitored,	rather	than	

just	reporting	the	process	has	occurred	as	at	present.	

	

	

5.5.	Practitioner	views	–	an	overview	

	

5.5.1.	 Reflecting	on	the	practitioner	lens	

The	research	focused	intentionally	on	practitioners.	Throughout	the	analysis	the	

lived	experiences	of	 the	participants	were	 intertwined	with	 their	professional	

view.	 	 At	 times,	 the	 practitioner	 lens	 was	 the	 prominent	 view,	 however,	 the	

individuals	 each	 have	 their	 own	 construct	 of	 rural	 and	 rural	 proofing.	 	 It	 is	

therefore	 impossible	 to	 unpick	when	 or	 if	 there	was	 a	 demarcation	 between	

personal	and	professional	constructs	and	this	research	does	not	claim	to	know	

whether	most	of	the	participants	have	become	part	of	the	professional	rural	voice	

because	of	lived	experiences	or	have	chosen	to	live	in	rural	areas	because	of	their	

professional	path.		Added	to	this,	most	of	the	participants	shared	that	they,	as	the	

CPRE	 participant	 described,	 “…	 had	 many	 hats”	 in	 other	 words,	 varied	 and	

diverse	roles	within	the	rural	[policy]	community.		Either	way,	the	professional	

and	 personal	 rural	 constructs	 were	 clearly	 blurred	 and	 as	 Pemberton	 and	

Goodwin	 (2010)	 explain,	 influenced	 their	 contributions	 in	 terms	 of	 their	

understandings	of	rural,	their	part	in	the	wider	rural	voice	and	their	perceptions	

of	the	effectiveness	of	rural	proofing.		The	presence	of	the	personal	highlighted	

potential	challenges	in	two	ways:	firstly,	as	mentioned	above	it	was	difficult	to	

ascertain	if	the	comment	was	personal,	professional	or	in	reality,	a	combination,	

and	 secondly,	 at	 times,	 participants	 gave	 narrow	 answers	 focusing	 on	 their	

locality	 of	 residence,	 rather	 than	 adopting	 an	 organisational	 representative	

stance.	 	Notwithstanding	 these	 concerns,	 the	 integration	of	 the	personal	 lived	
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experience	incorporated	further	depth	to	the	discussions,	additional	dimensions	

in	respect	of	knowledge	and	expectations	of	rural	proofing	in	its	broadest	sense.			

	

5.5.2.	 A	synthesis	of	practitioner	perspectives		

The	 participants	 welcomed	 the	 principles	 of	 rural	 proofing	 and,	 identified	 a	

number	of	challenges	and	barriers	to	rural	proofing	in	practice.		The	participants,	

when	asked,	in	the	context	of	rural	proofing,	what	rural	means	to	them,	identified	

a	diversity	of	rurals,	and	some	of	the	participants	were	clear	that	they	did	not	

fully	understand	the	complexity	of	rural.		Suggesting,	if	rural	policy	practitioners	

are	unsure	of	rural,	 then	 this	 is	undoubtedly	a	 challenge	 for	non-rural	policy-

makers	embracing	rural	proofing.		It	was	highlighted	that	national	policy-makers	

were	perceived	not	to	understand	rural	England.		However,	as	those	participants	

aligned	 with	 national	 government	 alluded,	 policy-makers	 have	 to	 use	 the	

measured	 statistical	 settlement	 classification,	 which	 as	 discussed	 in	 Chapter	

Three,	does	not	embrace	that	“rurality	is	complex”	(Countryside	Agency).	 	The	

diversity	 of	 descriptions	 of	 rural	 by	 participants	 demonstrated	 the	 contested	

nature	 of	 priorities	which	 participants	would	 expect	 to	 be	 addressed	 though	

rural	 proofing.	 	 In	 general,	 participants	 expected	 rural	 proofing	 to	 address	

(un)fairness	of	 policy	outcomes,	 in	 service	 delivery,	 between	 urban	 and	 rural	

areas.	 	 However,	 the	 focus	 of	 these	 varied	 from	 access	 to	 services	 for	 the	

community,	access	to	services	specifically	for	the	business	sector	to	preventing	

unwanted	development,	both	housing	and	business.		The	consideration	of	rural	

in	the	context	of	rural	proofing	highlights	the	tension	between	the	DEFRA	rural-

urban	 classification,	 which	 has	 to	 be	 used	 and	 does	 not	 embrace	 the	

differentiated	rural,	and	the	different	expectations	of	rural	proofing,	suggesting	

rural	proofing	does	not	necessarily	have	clarity	in	terms	of	expected	outcomes	

and,	like	rural,	means	different	things	to	different	individuals	and	organisations.	

	

Following	on	from	the	conflict	on	the	priorities	of	what	rural	proofing	is	trying	to	

achieve,	 it	was	 clear	 from	 the	participants	 that	many	of	 them	 felt	 there	was	a	

dominant	 voice	within	 rural	 proofing.	 	 There	was	 however,	 no	 consensus	 on	

where	this	dominant	voice	came	from.	 	Some	of	 the	participants	 felt	 the	 land-

based	 sector	 had	 the	 dominant	 voice,	 even	 though	 this	 is	 argued	 to	 be	
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diminishing	(Bell	et	al.,	2010).		Others	felt	the	economic	growth	voice	dominated	

whilst	others	perceived	local	councils	dominated	the	rural	proofing	voice.		The	

latter	was	because	rural	proofing	is	thought	to	be	being	used	to	prevent	so	called	

unwanted	development.		It	seems	therefore,	for	the	participants,	rural	proofing	

success	is	readily	challenged,	because	different	sectors	across	rural	England	use	

rural	proofing	as	a	mechanism	to	achieve	their	priorities.	 	If	there	was	greater	

clarity	on	the	outcomes	of	rural	proofing	beyond	the	mechanistic	process,	this	

may	address	some	of	the	tension.			

	

The	 representations	 of	 rural	 proofing	 were	 equally	 varied	 between	 the	

participants,	although	they	all	alluded	to	the	lack	of	one	rural	voice.	 	Although	

there	was	some	inference	the	Countryside	Agency	and/or	CRC	gave	value	to	the	

rural	 proofing	 agenda	 as	 the	 single	 rural	 voice	 to	 government,	 the	 majority	

suggested	 one	 rural	 voice	 was	 not	 appropriate	 for	 the	 complexities	 of	 rural	

England,	which	cannot	be	fully	considered	though	a	single	voice	informing	policy-

makers,	 especially	as	 it	 is	 argued	 it	 is	unlikely	a	 consensus	message	 from	 the	

constituents	of	the	rural	voice	can	be	reached	(Bell	et	al.,	2010).		For	some	of	the	

participants	the	rural	voice	in	rural	proofing,	was	those	stakeholders	with	rural	

interests	working	at	the	national	level,	for	some	this	spanned	the	national	to	local	

levels	of	governance	and	others	primarily	at	the	local	level	(principal	authorities	

and	local	councils).		This	variation	highlighted	for	most	of	the	participants	rural	

proofing	occurs	locally,	through	local	delivery,	rather	than	being	a	process	across	

national	government.		However,	data	suggest	there	is	a	hidden	voice,	the	urban	

voice,	because	the	policy	focus	is	driven	by	votes,	found	in	the	urban	space.			

	

The	majority	of	participants	felt	the	rural	proofing	voice	included	the	local	voice	

because	this	is	where	rural	proofing	occurs.	However,	caution	was	given	in	terms	

of	whose	rural	voice	may	be	heard,	or	relying	on	the;	’great	and	the	good’,	because	

there	 is	 consultation	 fatigue	 within	 some	 communities,	 and	 there	 will	 be	

individual	voices	which	will	not	be	heard	for	a	range	of	reasons.		Furthermore,	

linked	to	the	dominant	voice	of	the	local	councils,	there	was	a	stated	feeling	that	

local	councils	may	be	too	parochial	to	be	an	effective	voice,	as	the	principles	of	

community	planning	and	rural	proofing	are	used	to	prevent	developments.		The	
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rural	proofing	process,	nationally,	expects	consultation	with	stakeholders.		When	

rural	proofing	was	established	 it	 set	out	 to	hear	 the	 local	 voice,	 and	as	 this	 is	

where	rural	proofing	is	seen	to	occur,	or	where	the	outcomes	are	most	felt,	there	

needs	to	be	a	mechanism	within	rural	proofing	that	ensures	that	there	are	a	range	

of	 voices,	 acknowledged	 as	 present,	 and	 also	acknowledged	 as	 absent,	 and	 to	

ensure	voices	are	heard	and	the	range	of	voices	managed.		

	

Chapter	 Two	 identified	 that	 the	 leadership	 of	 rural	 proofing	 has	 changed	

significantly	four	times	since	its	inception	in	2000.		There	were	differing	opinions	

as	 to	 the	effectiveness	of	 the	Countryside	Agency,	CRC,	DEFRA’s	specific	Rural	

Communities	Policy	Unit	or	rural	proofing	being	 led	by	a	non-defined	team	in	

DEFRA.		Some	of	the	opinions	aligned	with	the	participants’	backgrounds.		The	

former	Countryside	Agency	officer,	not	surprisingly,	felt	the	leadership	was	more	

effective	 during	 the	 time	 of	 the	 Countryside	 Agency;	 similarly,	 the	 DEFRA	

participant	 suggested	 leadership	 is	 more	 effective	 now.	 	 However,	 the	 other	

participants	were	not	so	clear	cut.		There	seemed	to	be	consensus	rural	proofing	

was	more	effective	and/or	prominent	before	2010	and	the	announcement	of	the	

abolition	of	the	CRC.		Moving	on	from	looking	back,	the	participants	all	suggested	

there	 was	 a	 need	 for	 contemporary	 leadership	 and	 championing	 of	 rural	

proofing.			

	

There	 was	 almost	 a	 consensus	 that	 DEFRA	 is	 ineffective	 in	 its	 role	 and	

responsibilities	with	 rural	proofing.	 	This	 is,	 in	part,	 identified	by	some	of	 the	

participants	as	being	due	to	the	lack	of	influence	DEFRA	has	across	government,	

and	in	part	scrutiny	of	the	current	rural	proofing	process.		There	was	a	suggestion	

the	 responsibility	 for	 rural	proofing	 should	 be	moved	 to	 another	 government	

department	which	has	greater	influence	across	government.	 	Furthermore,	the	

lack	 of	 scrutiny	 was	 linked	 to	 the	 difference	 between	 the	 process	 and	 the	

outcomes.	 	An	 issue	 identified,	was	 that	 although	 the	 current	process	of	 rural	

proofing	 formally	occurs	at	national	policy	 level	 for	England,	 the	outcomes	of	

rural	proofing	are	felt	locally.		At	the	moment,	there	is	no	formal	mechanism	to	

evaluate	whether	rural	proofing	 is	successful	and	therefore,	perhaps	principal	
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authorities	should	be	the	ones	scrutinised	as	to	whether	their	rural	proofing	is	in	

fact	effective.			

	

This	Chapter	has	unpacked	critiques	of	rural	proofing,	with	a	particular	focus	on	

the	English	context	and	from	the	perspective	of	rural	policy	practitioners.		The	

participants	were	all	in	favour	of	the	principle	of	rural	proofing,	however,	there	

were	a	number	of	challenges	and	barriers	impacting	on	the	effectiveness	of	rural	

proofing.		There	were	suggestions	as	to	how	rural	proofing	could	be	improved,	

including	an	acknowledgment	of:	diverse	and	contested	understandings	of	rural;	

and	voice,	power	and	how	diverse	perspectives	(thus	voice)	can	and	should	be	

incorporated	 into	rural	proofing.	 	Finally,	 the	chapter	 found	that	 leadership	of	

rural	proofing	is	perceived	as	problematic	by	many,	and	that	leadership,	success,	

outcomes	 and	 effectiveness	 of	 rural	 proofing	are	 contested.	 	This	 chapter	 has	

provided	a	critique	of	the	elements	of	rural	proofing,	understanding,	voice	and	

leadership.	 	 It	was	 clear	 from	 the	discussions	that	 there	are	no	 calls	 from	 the	

participants	to	remove	rural	proofing	from	the	policy	making	process,	even	if	it	

is	currently	not	as	effective	as	it	might	be,	and	because	“we’re	still	talking	about	

it	and	the	fact	that	we	can	identify	some	examples	of	where	it’s	worked,	means	

that	it	would	be	churlish	to	do	that”	(ACRE).		In	the	next	concluding	Chapter	Six,	

the	implications	of	the	research	findings	for	rural	proofing	are	discussed.			

	

	

	

	 	



134	
	

Chapter	Six:	Practitioner	perspectives	–the	implications	
for	rural	proofing		

____________________________________________________________________________________________	

	

	

6.1.	 Introduction	

The	aim	of	this	study	was	to	consider	critically	the	effectiveness	of	rural	proofing	

in	England	since	its	introduction	in	2000.		This	chapter	revisits	the	aims	in	order	

to	draw	conclusions	in	respect	of	the	study	objectives,	namely:	exploring	rural	

policy	 practitioners’	 understandings	 of	 rural	 and	 how	 this	 informs	 their	

experiences	 of	 rural	 proofing;	 considering	 the	 role	 and	 representation	 of	 the	

rural	voice	within	rural	proofing;	considering	the	contested	nature	of	leadership	

and	accountability	within	rural	proofing;	and	to	critically	discuss	the	strengths	

and	weaknesses	of	rural	proofing	to	inform	the	rural	proofing	agenda.			

	

This	 study	 explored	 rural	 proofing	 through	 the	 lens	 of	 the	 rural	 policy	

practitioner	within	the	English	policy	context	to	contribute	to	the	current	rural	

proofing	 debate.	 	 The	 empirical	 research	 contributes	 in	 four	ways.	 	 First,	 the	

realisation	that	rural	proofing	is	after	nearly	20	years	still	a	welcomed	concept,	

however,	it	remains	problematic.		Second,	the	structured	urban-rural	binary	used	

in	national	policy	making	cannot	embrace	the	complex	realities	of	rural	England	

which	 is	 a	 construct	 of	 reflexive	 social	 relations.	 	 Third,	 a	 single	 government	

department	 overseeing	 a	 policy	 impact	 assessment	 which	 reaches	 across	 all	

departments,	 is	 set	 up	 to	 be	 less	 than	 effective.	 	 One	 department	 cannot	

appreciate	the	nuances	of	different	policy	agendas,	let	alone	then	incorporating	

the	complexities	of	rural	England;	nor	can	a	single	department	have	the	gravitas	

over	other	departments	to	demand	change.		Finally,	the	fourth	point	identifies	a	

mismatch	 between	 the	 technocratic	 matrix	 or	 tick	 box	 approach	 of	 a	 policy	

assessment	 process	 at	 the	 national	 level,	 where	 success	 is	 illustrated	 and	

articulated	through	local	solutions.		

	

Chapter	Two	provided	a	comparative	analysis	of	rural	proofing	in	a	number	of	

different	 countries,	 highlighting	 in	 particular	 that	 rural	 proofing	 in	 Northern	
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Ireland	is	set	within	a	legislative	framework	of	Due	Regard	of	the	implications	of	

policy	in	and	on	rural	communities	and	therefore	can	be	accountable	in	a	court	

of	 law.	 	 In	 comparison,	 in	 England	 rural	 proofing	 is	 only	 compulsory	 for	 the	

development	 of	 national	 domestic	 policy.	 	 The	 requirement	 is	 set	within	 Her	

Majesty’s	Treasury’s	Green	Book.	Central	Government	Guidance	on	Appraisal	and	

Evaluation	and	accountability	is	through	light	touch	reporting	to	and	then	by	the	

Department	 for	 Environment,	 Food	 and	 Rural	 Affairs	 (DEFRA).	 	 Despite	 the	

different	 legal	 standings,	Chapter	Two	draws	 to	 the	 reader’s	 attention	 similar	

weaknesses	 in	 the	 policy	 approaches	 of	 England	 and	 Northern	 Ireland.	 	 For	

example,	in	both	England	and	Northern	Ireland	a	lack	of	leadership	is	identified	

from	the	existing	literature	as	being	problematic	for	effective	rural	proofing.		A	

further	 comparison	 is	 provided	 with	 New	 Zealand	 where	 the	 New	 Zealand	

government	has	set	rural	proofing	within	clear	rural	priorities,	unlike	England	

where	rural	proofing	has	no	specific	focus.	

	

Chapter	 Two	 also	 provided	 a	 comprehensive	 chronology	 of	 rural	 proofing	 in	

England	from	its	first	mention	in	1999	by	the	Cabinet	Office	to	the	discussions	in	

April	2019	within	the	House	of	Lords	Select	Committee	on	the	rural	economy.		

The	chronology	highlights	that	there	have	been	changes	in	the	leadership	of	rural	

proofing,	 from	 the	 Countryside	 Agency,	 to	 the	 Commission	 for	 Rural	

Communities,	 the	Government	Offices	 for	 the	English	Regions,	 a	 specific	 rural	

communities’	 unit	 in	 DEFRA,	 to	 the	 current	 state	 of	 seemingly	 not	 the	

responsibility	of	a	specific	unit.	 	Change	of	leadership	has	led	to	confusion	and	

change	of	focus	over	the	years.			

	

Chapter	Three	positioned	rural	proofing	within	rural	studies	and	incorporated	a	

theoretical	 framework	 that	 interrogated	 the	 rural-urban	 dichotomy,	 thereby	

situating	rural	proofing	as	spanning	the	interdependency	and	integration	of	the	

rural	and	urban,	at	the	same	time	as	addressing	rural	distinctiveness	(Caffyn	et	

al.,	2002).		Chapter	Four	outlined	the	research	approach	within	the	context	of	a	

social	rural	policy	qualitative	research	tradition.	 	Chapter	Four	 introduced	the	

study’s	 practitioner	 sample	 comprising	 of	 the	 government	 voice,	 the	 local	

authority	voice,	the	non-government	rural	voice,	experts	and	delivery	agencies.		
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In	 Chapter	 Five,	 the	 data	 which	 comprised	 of	 24	 in-depth	 semi-structured	

interviews	 were	 analysed	 within	 the	 context	 of	 the	 theoretical	 framework,	

drawing	 out	 rural	 proofing	 is	 shaped	 by;	 the	 practitioners’	 understanding	 of	

rural,	the	politics	and	power	in	rural	policy	and	the	leadership,	accountability	and	

place	of	 rural	proofing.	 	 Finally	 in	 this	 concluding	 chapter	 the	 contribution	 to	

knowledge	 is	discussed:	 the	concept	of	rural	proofing,	 the	problematic	urban-

rural	binary,	the	challenges	of	a	single	department	overseeing	rural	proofing	and	

the	mismatch	of	national	policy	focus	and	the	local	outcome	perceptions	of	rural	

proofing.		The	conclusions	and	this	thesis	are	closed	with	the	consideration	of	the	

opportunities	for	future	research.	

	

	

6.1.1	The	concept	of	rural	proofing	

This	study	has	 critiqued	 rural	proofing	 in	England,	 and	notwithstanding	 the	

criticisms	 of	 rural	 proofing	 within	 the	 grey	 and	 academic	 literature	 (see	

Atterton,	2008;	Caffyn	et	al.,	2002,	GHK,	2008;	Local	Government	Information	

Unit,	 2015;	 Lowe	&	Ward,	 2007;	 Sherry	 &	 Shortall,	 2019;	 Shortall	 &	 Alson,	

2016),	the	participants	in	this	study	agreed	that	the	principles	of	rural	proofing	

are	welcomed.		The	participants	were	overwhelmingly	positive	of	the	concept	

of	 rural	proofing.	 	However,	 it	was	 appreciated	 that	 rural	 proofing	 is	 not	 as	

effective	 as	 it	 could	 be.	 	 Barriers	 and	 challenges	 identified	 included	 diverse	

understandings	of	rural	in	the	context	of	rural	proofing,	the	competing	priorities	

of	rural	voices,	leadership,	accountability	and	whether	rural	proofing	is	a	desk	

based	process	occurring	in	national	domestic	policy	or	a	concept	driven	by	the	

outcomes	 of	 rural	 proofing	 being	 delivered	 and	 felt	 locally.	 	 Despite	 rural	

proofing	 being	 acknowledged	 as	 problematic	 there	 were	 no	 calls	 for	 rural	

proofing	to	be	erased	from	the	policy	process.		

	

Despite	 the	 challenges	 of	 rural	 proofing,	 it	 is	 apparent	 that	 practitioners	

consider	rural	proofing	to	be	a	mechanism	which	provides	 local	solutions	to	

service	provision	challenges.		What	is	more,	this	acceptance	that	rural	proofing	

is	an	approach	to	address	local	policy	challenges	and	solution	opportunities	is	

in	fact	not	founded	in	any	empirical	evidence	aligned	with	rural	proofing	per	
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se;	it	is	instead,	one	of	perception	which	aligns	local	solutions	and	innovations	

to	address	service	provision	in	a	rural	locality.		Practitioner	participants	were	

focussed	on	meeting	community	needs,	predominantly	communities	of	place,	

but	at	times	coupled	with	their	associated	community	of	interest,	whether	this	

was	 land-based,	economic	and/or	community.	 	Either	way,	an	effective	rural	

proofing	 system	 is	 seen	 by	 practitioners	 as	 a	means	 to	meet	 needs	 in	 local	

communities,	rather	than	a	paper	exercise	within	national	policy,	even	though	

the	 national	 policy	 process	 is	 the	 formal	 mainstreamed	 rural	 proofing	

mechanism.			

	

	

6.1.2	Urban-rural	binary:	it	is	problematic	

Throughout	the	analysis	of	this	study,	it	was	evident	the	rural	policy	practitioners	

were	aware	of	the	process	of	rural	proofing	within	the	national	mainstreaming	

agenda.		It	is	suggested	here	that	this	is	in	part	because	the	formal	process	of	rural	

proofing	in	England	has	to	use	the	rural-urban	settlement	classification	where	

rural	areas	are	those	settlements	with	less	than	10,000	population	(see	DEFRA	

et	 al.,	 2013).	 	 The	 rural-urban	 settlement	 classification	 assumes	 homogenous	

categories	and	does	not	capture	the	spatial	unevenness	and	contested	priorities	

of	 stakeholders	and	as	such	 rural	proofing	 takes	place	within	 the	 context	of	 a	

quantitative	description	of	rural,	rather	than	encompassing	the	wider,	complex	

narratives	 occurring	 therein.	 	 The	 current	 national	 rural	 proofing	 framework	

within	 the	 statistical	 rural-urban	 binary	 cannot	 consider	 the	 imprecise	 rural	

social	 construct	 of	 experience,	 sentimentality,	 values	 and	 different	

functionalities.		Thus,	it	is	not	a	revelation	that	the	differentiated	nature	of	rural	

England	 will	 not	 be	 considered	 by	 other	 government	 departments,	 further	

contributing	to	the	challenge	of	the	mainstreaming	rural	proofing	process	to	be	

effective.	 	It	is	concluded	here,	mainstreaming	rural	proofing	nationally	should	

not	be	an	opt	in	option,	but	one	that	occurs	in	detail	for	all	policies.		Furthermore,	

rather	 than	 the	 rural-urban	binary	default	position	at	 the	national	 level,	 rural	

proofing	needs	to	acknowledge	and	incorporate	differentiated	rural	England.			
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6.1.3	Can	a	single	department	lead	rural	proofing?	

Through	 the	 analysis	 and	 indeed	 in	 the	 previous	 reviews	 of	 rural	 proofing	 in	

England	there	is	a	suggestion	that	DEFRA	does	not	have	the	gravitas	to	ensure	

effective	 rural	 proofing	 occurs	 in	 the	 compulsory	 mainstreaming	 process.		

However,	 it	 is	unlikely	 that	any	one	government	department	would	be	able	 to	

ensure	effective	rural	proofing.		In	part,	as	discussed	above,	the	statistical	rural-

urban	 binary	 description	 does	 not	 facilitate	 the	 embracement	 by	 other	

government	departments	of	the	complexities	of	rural	England.		In	a	similar	vein,	

DEFRA	is	not	going	to	have	the	expertise	to	understand	the	intricacies	of	different	

policy	agendas	to	be	able	to	support	and	enable	effective	rural	proofing	by	other	

government	departments,	where	the	outcome	may	in	fact	be	a	local	service,	such	

as	a	school	closing	for	the	benefit	of	the	children’s	development.		Furthermore,	

one	 government	 department	 does	 not	 have	 jurisdiction	 over	 the	 priorities	 of	

other	departments.		It	is	clear	therefore,	that	a	single	department	cannot	be	solely	

responsible	for	rural	proofing,	as	such	it	is	not	a	surprise	DEFRA	is	deemed	to	be	

ineffective.			

	

Leadership	of	rural	proofing	has	been	identified	in	this	study	as	problematic.		It	

is	concluded	here	that	this	is	compounded	by	the	complexities	of	rural	England	

alongside	the	multifarious	nature	of	policy	development	whether	at	national	or	

sub-national/local	 levels.	 	 If	 rural	proofing	 is	 to	be	effective	 it	 is	 important	 to	

develop	dialogue	with	rural	constituents	and	policy	experts	to	aid	understanding	

of	policy	agendas	and	of	rural	priorities,	with	no	one	voice	advocating	for	rural	

England.		Furthermore,	to	aid	the	leadership	of	rural	proofing	it	is	evident	that	

there	 needs	 to	 be	 greater	 accountability	 and	 scrutiny	 of	 rural	 proofing	 both	

within	 the	 national	 mainstreaming	 process	 and	 locally	 were	 outcomes	 are	

delivered.	

	

	

6.1.4	National	process	and	local	outcomes:	a	mismatch	

Rural	 proofing,	 along	 with	 other	 policy	 assessments,	 emerged	 as	 tick-box	

mechanistic	toolkits.		Although	the	rural	proofing	guidance	by	DEFRA	(2017)	is	

not	 a	 tick-box	 per	 se,	 it	 is	 still	 a	matrix	 of	 questions	 for	 consideration	 at	 the	
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national	level	by	departments	to	assess	whether	the	impact	of	a	policy	will	impact	

rural	areas	and	therefore	the	policy	process	needs	to	opt	in	to	rural	proofing.		The	

rural	proofing	guidance	by	DEFRA	(2017)	states	government	departments	are	to	

use	the	rural-urban	statistical	definition	and	suggests	the	use	of	averages	for	the	

whole	of	rural	England	to	assess	if	policy	outcomes	will	impact	rural	areas.		As	

already	 noted,	 this	 is	 problematic	 because	 the	 reflexive	 social	 construct	 of	

differentiated	 rural	 England	 cannot	 be	 embraced	 within	 the	 national	 rural	

proofing	process.	

	

What	is	more,	it	is	clear	from	this	research	that	rural	proofing	is	very	much	seen	

as	a	mechanism	to	try	to	address	local	rural	priorities,	whether	this	is	to	improve	

access	to	services	or	restrict	unwanted	development.		The	analysis	shows	local	

rural	constituents	are	paramount	 in	any	rural	proofing	process.	 	However,	 the	

local	 voice	 and	 thus	 local	 rural	 priorities	 cannot	 inform	 the	 national	 matrix	

approach	for	a	number	of	reasons.	 	First,	as	previously	discussed,	the	national	

rural	proofing	process	uses	the	statistical	definition	which	does	not	embrace	the	

differentiated	 nature	 of	 rural	 England.	 	 Second,	 the	 national	 rural	 proofing	

process	 is	 not	 concerned	with	 specific	 localities	 even	 though	 funding	 for	 and	

outcomes	of	policies,	such	as	access	to	affordable	housing,	are	delivered	and	felt	

locally	and	these	priorities	are	derived	locally.		Third,	the	sheer	number	of	local	

voices	would	be	unmanageable	for	national	policy	development.		Additionally,	in	

the	 2017	 rural	 proofing	 guidance	 DEFRA	 provided	 a	 list	 of	 recommended	

stakeholders	 for	 other	 government	 departments	 to	 consult	 in	 the	 policy	

development	 process;	 these	 organisations	 are	 all	 national	 organisations.	 	 The	

DEFRA	(2017)	list	does	not	embrace	the	rural	voice	below	the	national	level	of	

governance	 and	 this	 research	 suggests	 the	 rural	 voice	 is	 from	 the	 local	 rural	

community,	 from,	 for	example	 the	 local	 council	or	Women’s	 Institute	 through	

sub-national	governance	 levels	 to	 include	principal	authorities,	 local	economic	

partnerships,	 through	 to	 national	 policy	 organisations.	 	 The	 national	

mainstreaming	 rural	 proofing	 process	 is	 therefore	 not	 embracing	 the	

differentiated	rural	nor	the	local	rural	voice,	which	is	seen	as	imperative	if	rural	

proofing	is	to	be	effective.	
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Additionally,	 rural	 proofing	 is	 seen	 to	 manifest	 through	 local	 delivery	 and	 is	

unlikely	 to	 be	 auditable	 or	 traced	 back	 to	 the	 national	 mainstreaming	 rural	

proofing	process.		In	fact,	it	is	likely	the	local	outcomes	are	from	thinking	rural	to	

identify	local	solutions	for	local	need	rather	than	a	formal	rural	proofing	process.		

Furthermore,	even	in	the	national	grey	literature,	examples	of	rural	proofing	tend	

to	be	local	solutions,	which,	due	to	scale	cannot	have	been	identified	through	the	

national	 process.	 	 What	 is	 more,	 the	 national	 policy	 process	 is	 seen	 as	 an	

intellectual	 exercise	 rather	 than	a	means	 to	meeting	 rural	needs	or	exploiting	

opportunities	 locally.	 	 It	 is	 clear	 therefore,	 there	 is	 a	 mismatch	 between	 the	

national	policy	process	and	the	locally	driven	outcomes	where	rural	proofing	is	

seen	to	occur.	

	

	

6.2	Future	research		

This	study	presents	opportunities	 for	 future	research.	 	The	research	draws	 its	

evidence	from	the	in-depth	semi-structured	interviews	with	policy	organisations	

active	 in	 rural	 proofing	 and	 the	 analysis	 makes	 clear	 that	 rural	 proofing	 is	

deemed	 to	 be	 locally	 outcome	 driven.	 	 A	 case-study	 approach	 considering	 a	

particular	 sub-national	 geography	would	 complement	 this	 research.	 	 Building	

further	 on	 the	 sub-national	 case	 study	 context	 for	 further	 research	 and	 the	

findings	from	this	study	that	rural	proofing	occurs	locally,	there	would	be	merit	

in	 undertaking	 further	 research	 to	 explore	 the	 opportunities	 arising	 from	 the	

House	of	Lords	(2019)	report	on	the	rural	economy.		The	House	of	Lords	(2019)	

recommended	a	place-based	approach	to	meeting	rural	needs	and	unlocking	the	

economic	opportunities	within	rural	areas.		Such	future	research	might	ascertain	

how	a	place-based	approach	aligns	with	rural	proofing.	

	

Chapter	 Two	 of	 this	 thesis	 included	 a	 comparative	 analysis	 between	 rural	

proofing	 in	England	and	other	nations.	 	This	analysis	reminds	 the	 reader	 that	

England	is	seen	as	the	first	place	to	have	adopted	a	rural	proofing	process	and	

other	nations	have	adapted	and/or	adopted	the	English	model.		The	evaluations	

across	 these	 different	 nations	 highlight	 that	 the	 process	 is	 problematic	 with	

challenges	and	barriers	not	dissimilar	to	those	identified	throughout	this	thesis.		
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Further	 building	 on	 the	 place-based	 approach	 to	 addressing	 rural	 needs	 and	

opportunities,	the	next	stage	of	the	comparative	analysis	would	be	to	consider	

how	rural	needs	and	opportunities	are	interpreted	and	supported	in	countries	

where	rural	proofing	is	not	the	adopted	approach.		Such	research,	along	with	the	

other	proposed	studies,	would	provide	a	useful	foundation	from	which	to	further	

inform	the	parameters	of	the	rural	proofing	agenda	in	England.			
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APPENDICES	

	

_____________________________________________________________________	

	

Appendix	A:	Interview	schedule	prompts	for	the	in-depth	semi-

structured	

- What	is	your	involvement	in	rural	proofing,	policy	and	development?		

Has	it	changed?	

- What	do	you	understand	as	rural?		

	

- What	do	you	understand	as	the	rural	policy	community?			

- Does	the	rural	policy	community	represent	rural	England?	

- What	do	you	understand	as	(rural)	governance?			

- What	is	the	role	of	partnerships	in	rural	delivery?	

	

- What	does	the	term	think	rural	means	to	you?	
- What	do	you	understand	as	rural	proofing?		Do	you	have	examples?	

- How,	where,	when	and	by	whom	should	rural	proofing	be	delivered?			

- Do	you	think	rural	proofing	goes	/	would	go	some	way	to	improve	social	

justice?			

- What	are	your	reflections	of	rural	proofing	over	the	past	14	years,	has	

it	made	a	difference?			

- Is	the	difference	due	to	rural	proofing?	

	

- Should	we	have	a	mechanism	such	as	rural	proofing?			

- What	could	be	done	to	enable,	encourage	and	support	rural	proofing?		

- If	 you	were	 to	design	 rural	 proofing	now,	 based	 on	 your	 reflections,	

what	would	it	look	like?	

- Are	there	any	other	comments	you	would	like	to	make	with	respect	to	

rural	proofing?	

	

Snowballing	sampling	

- Are	there	any	other	organisations	you	recommend	I	speak	with	as	part	

of	this	research?	

	

Final	Question	

- Finally,	within	the	write	up	of	 the	research	how	would	you	and	your	

organisation	like	to	be	referenced?	 
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Appendix	B:	Copy	of	the	information	for	participants	
	

	

															 	

	

	

INFORMATION	FOR	THE	RESEARCH	PROJECT	

	

	

Thank	 you	 for	 considering	 participation	 in	 this	 research.	 	 Set	 out	 below	 are	

details	of	the	research,	dissemination,	confidentiality	and	informed	consent.		This	

has	 been	 agreed	 by	 the	 University	 of	 Chester	 Psychology	 Ethics	 Committee	

(November,	2012).		Please	read	this	document	and	please	reply	to	me	by	email	

that	you	consent	to	participating	in	this	research		 	 	 	 	

	

	

Contact	Details	

	

This	research	is	being	carried	out	by;		 Sonja	Rewhorn	 	

Telephone	Number;	 	 	 	 01244	511269	

Email	Address;	 	 	 	 s.rewhorn@chester.ac.uk	

Mail	address;	 Department	 of	 Geography	 and	

International	Development	

University	of	Chester;	Parkgate		

Road,	Chester	CH1	4BJ	
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Purpose	of	the	Research	

	

The	research	will	contribute	to	the	knowledge	of	rural	proofing,	by	addressing	

the	following	four	aims:	

	

1. to	develop	the	conceptualisation	of	rural	proofing;	

2. to	 critically	 evaluate	 rural	 proofing	 in	 England	 since	 2000,	 as	

perceived	by	policy	professionals;	

3. to	use	the	empirical	analysis	to	(re)construct	rural	proofing;	

4. and	to	inform	the	development	of	rural	proofing	and	future	research  	

	

The	 data	 will	 be	 collected	 through	 qualitative	 semi-structured	 and	 elite	

interviews.		Participants	will	be	drawn	from	stakeholder	organisations	involved	

in	rural	proofing	using	Patton’s	2002	operational	construct	sampling.		

	

The	 results	 from	 the	 research	 will	 contribute	 to	 developing	 a	 better	

understanding	 of	 a	 mechanism	 for	 greater	 fairness	 for	 rural	 communities	 in	

England.	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 		

	

Time	

Whether	the	semi-structured	or	elite	 interview	is	undertaken	by	telephone	or	

face	to	face	it	is	envisaged	that	these	will	take	between	45	and	60	minutes	

	

Confidentiality	

The	collected	data	will	be	treated	as	confidential	and	used	for	the	sole	purpose	of	

the	research.		Identification	or	anonymity	within	the	research	will	be	agreed	with	

the	participatory	organisation	will	be	confirmed	at	the	end	of	the	interview,	as	

the	final	prompt	of	the	interview	schedule	which	asks:	Finally,	within	the	write	

up	of	the	research	how	would	you	and	your	organisation	like	to	be	referenced?			
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Interview	Transcripts	

Where	 interviews	 are	 to	 take	 place,	 the	 interviews	 will	 be	 audibly	 recorded.		

Consent	for	this	will	be	sought	before	the	interview	takes	place.		Participants	will	

be	able	to	stop	the	interview	and	the	recording	at	any	time.		The	recording	will	

be	typed	up	as	a	transcript	and	if	preferred	sent	to	the	organisation	to	check	that	

it	is	an	accurate	record	of	the	interview	that	took	place.			

	

Data	Storage	

The	data	will	be	only	be	used	for	the	purpose	research	and	not	for	commercial	

use.		The	data	will	be	stored	in	the	Department	of	Geography	and	International;	

Development	at	the	in	University	of	Chester	for	ten	years	after	the	completion	of	

the	PhD	and	stored	in	a	locked	location.	

	

Dissemination	

The	 main	 route	 for	 dissemination	 for	 the	 research	 will	 be	 the	 PhD	 thesis.		

However,	there	will	be	other	dissemination	vehicles	during	the	PhD	and	once	the	

PhD	has	been	published.		This	dissemination	will	be	in	the	format	of	submitting	

papers	which	are	based	on	the	PhD	research	to	academic	journals	and	presenting	

papers	discussing	the	PhD	research	at	conferences,	seminars	and	workshops.	

	

As	a	minimum,	the	research	will	be	presented	at	the	Royal	Geographical	Society	

with	the	Institute	of	British	Geographers	annual	international	conferences	and	in	

the	Rural	Services	Network	Seminars		

	

Withdraw	

You	 and	 or	 your	 organisation	 may	 withdraw	 from	 its	 participation	 in	 this	

research	at	any	stage.		The	withdraw	will	have	no	implications	and	all	the	data	

received	from	your	organisation	will	be	removed	from	the	PhD	with	immediate	

effect	and	any	data	destroyed.			

	

Should	the	process	cause	concern	or	distress	to	the	individual	or	the	organisation	

the	interview	can	discontinue	at	any	time.		If	you	are	concerned	about	anything	
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as	a	result	of	the	interview,	you	may	find	the	following	useful;	occupational	health	

or	your	GP	can	be	a	good	source	of	support	organisations.	

	

If	you	or	your	organisation	wish	to	make	a	complaint	of	the	research,	in	the	first	

instance	 please	 contact	 Dr	 Martin	 Degg,	 Head	 of	 Department,	 Department	 of	

Geography	and	Development	Studies	at	the	University	of	Chester,	Parkgate	Road,	

Chester,	CH1	4BJ.		Dr	Degg	can	be	contacted	at	m.degg@chester.ac.uk	

	

No	Benefits	

The	research	will	not	provide	advantages	or	disadvantages	for	participants	nor	

will	 participating	 organisations	 gain	 financially	 from	 participating	 in	 this	

research.		It	is	important	that	this	research	has	received	informed	consent	from	

the	participating	organisations.				

	

Informed	Consent	

Before	contributing	to	this	research,	you	will	be	asked	to	confirm	that	you	had	

read,	 understood	 and	 agree	 to	 the	 information	 set	 out	 in	 this	 Participatory	

Organisation	Informed	Consent	Information	Sheet.			

	

Please	 email	 me	 s.rewhorn@chester.ac.uk	 to	 confirm	 that	 you	 have	 read,	

understood	and	are	happy	with	your	participation	 in	this	project.;	you	will	be	

asked	to	confirm	again	when	we	speak.		
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Appendix	C:	 	Example	of	field	notes	from	immediately	after	an	
interview	
	

During	the	interview	 Immediately	 after	 the	
interview	

Reflections	 on	 the	
interview	process	

Key	words	
	

- Farming	is	core	
- Rural	 economy	 vs	

economy	
- Think	rural	
- Lack	 of	 capacity	 to	

rural	proof	
- Village	vs	town	

Thoughts	on	the	content	
	
At	 times	parochial	 to	 their	own	
village	 rather	 than	 to	 the	
strategic	 view	 of	 Country	 Land	
and	Business	Association		
	
Local	 market	 town	 not	 rural	
even	 though	 population	 is	 less	
than	10k	

How	was	the	experience	
	
Interview	 flowed.	 	 All	
points	from	the	interview	
schedule	covered,	but	not	
necessary	in	the	order	of	
the	prompts	
	
	
	

Key	phrases	
	
Rural	 is	 a	 patronised	 second	
class	economy	
	
	

Key	phrases	
	
Consultation	fatigue		
	
Offer	 solutions	when	asking	 for	
devolution	rather	 than	a	closed	
question	
	

Did	it	go	well?	
	
The	 interview	 was	 good,	
informative.		The	tea	and	
homemade	 cake	 were	
great!	 	 It	was	 interesting	
to	 have	 the	 tour	 of	 the	
farm	and	see	the	activities	
associated	 with	 LEAF;	
this	helped	to	see	some	of	
the	comments	in	situ	

Connections	 to	 other	
interviews	
	
Parish	Councillor	
	
Local	 Enterprise	 Partnership	
member	and	officer	
	

Connections	 to	 other	
interviews	
	
General	 Synod;	 more	 than	 just	
people	
	
Local	 Enterprise	 Partnership	
Board	member	–	economy	at	the	
core	
	
Campaign	 for	 the	 Protection	 of	
Rural	England	
	
	
Multiple-hats	participants	
	

How	 could	 it	 be	
improved	
	
The	interview	took	longer	
than	 planned.	 	 The	
interview	was	 two	hours	
long	instead	on	one	hour.		
Perhaps	 manage	 the	
conversation	 more	
efficient;	 although	 [the	
participant]	 was	 keen	 to	
share	 and	 welcomed	 the	
opportunity	 to	 discuss	
the	issues	in	depth	based	
on	the	participant’s	many	
roles	 in	 rural	 England:	
local	councillor,		member	
of	 the	 board	 of	 the	 sub-
regional	 association	 of	
local	councils,	chair	of	the	
regional	 Rural	 and	 Food	
Network,	 	 former	 county	
councillor,	 a	 rural	
resident;	farmer.	
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Connections	to	the	literature	
	
Role	 of	 World	 Trade	
Organisation/	 move	 to	
agriculture	 in	 World	 Trade	
Organisation	 (Bryden	 &	
Bollman,	2000)	
	
	

Connections	to	the	literature	
	
Yarwood	(2002)	Parish	Councils	
	
Pemberton	and	Goodwin	(2010)	
social	 economic	 drivers	are	 the	
same	
	
Wilson	 (2010)	
multifunctionality;	 Woods	
(2011)	functions	of	rural		
	
	

Changes	 for	 future	
interviews	
	
Reflect	 in	 action	 (Schön,	
2013)	 as	 to	 whether	 to	
cut	 the	 interview	 or	
recognise	 if	 the	
participant	 was	
welcoming	 the	
opportunity	 to	 share	
concerns,	 issues	 and	
successes,	even	if	outside	
the	remit	of	the	interview.	
	
Continue	 to	 enjoy	 the	
wider	 discussions	 as	
these	 bring	 out	 greater	
depth	 to	 the	 rural	
proofing	 /	 research	
question.	 	 The	 lived	
experiences			

Any	other	notes	 Any	other	notes	
	
The	 personal	 experiences	 from	
the	 many	 hats	 added	 depth	 to	
the	response	

Any	other	notes	
	
Draw	out	other	roles	and	
responsibilities	 in	 rural	
development.	
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Appendix	D:	Example	of	thematic	analysis	
Extract	from	transcript	from	the	CLA	
R=researcher		CLA=participant’s	response	

Ryan	 and	 Bernard	
(2003)	Criteria	

Notes	 of	 patterns/links	 to	
literature	

Themes		

R:	What	is	your	understanding	of	rural	proofing		
	
CLA:	 The	 notion	 of	 rural	 policy	 being	 separate	 from	
general	 policy,	 I	 think	 has	 to	 an	 extent	 degenerated.	
Because,	 the	 whole	 concept	 of	 rural	 proofing	 has,	
deteriorated	into	a	rather	patronising	pat	on	the	head	
for	a	second	class	economy.	
	
The	concept,	for	example,	of	affordable	housing.	If	the	
country’s	economy	were	working	properly	there	would	
be	no	need	for	that	concept,	because	you	will	be	paying	
people	enough	so	they	could	afford	housing.	And	I	think	
perhaps	the	route	of	that	is	that,	farming,	50	years	ago	
you	would	 say,	 drove	 the	 rural	 economy,	 there	 is	 an	
argument	now,	that	it	doesn’t,	but	it	is	still	the	foot	on	
which	 the	 rural	 economy	 stands.	 And	 if	 you	 damage	
your	foot	you	don’t	stand	nearly	as	well	
	
I	think	for	too	many	people	for	too	long	it’s	been	really	
something	 of	 an	 intellectual	 exercise	 than	 something	
practically	 done.	 Certainly	 when	 it	 first	 became	
noticeable,	 people	 paid	 lip	 service	 to	 it	 that	 was	 the	
case.	I	think	over	the	years	it	has	developed	a	bit	so	that	
more	 organisations	 now	 when	 they’re	 developing	
policy	think	about	the	effect	it	will	have	in	rural	areas.	
In	a	way,	which,	perhaps	twenty	years	ago	they	didn’t.	
but	the	benefits	to	those	of	us	living	in	rural	areas	would	
be	hard	to	pick	out	I	think.		

	
	
	
Theories	–	ineffective	
Metaphor	
Rural	 /	 Urban	
Dichotomy	
	
Connections	
Theories	 -	 Blurring	 of	
boundaries	
	
Theories	 -	 Rural	
understanding	 –
agriculture	
/functionality	
Metaphor	
	
	
Theories	-	Ineffective	
	
	
	
	
Theories	 –	 brought	
rural	 beyond	
agriculture	
	

	
	
Not	 seeing	 RP	 as	
mainstreaming;	 separate	
approach	
Rural-urban	dichotomy;	rural	
other	to	urban;	urban	focused	
economy	
	
Blurring	 boundaries.	 	 Urban	
and	 rural	 “outmoded”	
(Pemberton	 &	 Goodwin,	
2010)	
	
	
Different	 functionalities	 of	
rural		
	
	
RP	 ineffective	 (Atterton,	
2008;	GHK,	2008)	
	
	
	
	
Power	 relations	 of	 priorities	
even	when	there	are	common	
interest		

	
	
	
	
	
Power/Understanding:	 rural	 –
urban	 dichotomy	 (Woods,	
2011;	Woods	&	Heley,	2018)	
	
	
	
Understanding	 of	 the	 rural	 /	
rural	 functionality	 (Woods,	
2011)	
	
Differentiated	countryside		
	
	
	
Lack	or	leadership	
Ineffective	
	
Some	successes	
	
	
Difficult	 to	 see	 tangible	
outcomes	
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R:	Do	you	think	there	is	leadership	in	rural	England?	
	
CLA:	think	it’s	divided	and	therefore	ruled		
	
R:	what	do	you	mean	by	that?	
	
CLA:	you	have	the	Farmers	Union	the	Country	CLA,	you	
have	the	RSPB,	you	have	the	wildlife	trusts,	essentially,	
they	all	have	similar	interests,	they	have	much	more	in	
common	than	areas	of	disagreement.	But	getting	them	
together	makes	herding	cats	look	quite	a	sensible	sort	
of	operation.	I	was	at	a	meeting	yesterday	and	the	cross	
channels	 setting	 up	 environmental	 schemes	 on	 an	
estate	where	 a	wider	 basis	was	 raised	 about	wildlife	
management.	And	my	contribution	was	that	I	thought	
the	CLA	ought	to	be	involving	the	likes	of	the	RSPB	and	
leading	on	 this	so	 it	could	have	a	proper	 influence	on	
the	way	the	whole	programme	was	developed	and	be	
seen	by	 the	wider	public	to	be	mindful	of	 the	need	to	
look	after	wildlife	properly.	…	And	perhaps	with	a	bit	of	
luck	 increase	some	of	 the	understanding	of	the	wider	
public	 about	 the	 things	 we	 do	 as	 farmers	 and	 land	
managers	and	the	reasons	why	we	do	them.		
We	are	very	bad	at	communicating	 there	 is	a	 farming	
attitude,	 which	 is	 akin	 to	 the	 Millwall	 football	
supporters,	no-one	loves	us	we	don’t	care.	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Theories	 –	 power	
relations		
Similar	interests	
Collaboration	
(difficult)	
Metaphor	
	
Collaboration	 /	
leadership	
	
	
	
Transitions	 and	
connections;	 theories:	
understanding	 of	 the	
rural	
Analogy	

	
	
	
Power?	
	
	
	
	
Multiple	 voices	 within	 the	
sector;	 even	 with	 similar	
interests.		Nuanced	priorities	
(Bell	et	al.,	2010)	
	
	
	
	
Leadership	bringing	 in	other	
voices/	bringing	experts	
	
Promotion	 of	 rural	 /	
protection	 of	 countryside	 /	
contested	 countryside	
(Murdoch	et	al.,	2003).	
	
Develop	 understanding	 of	
rural	 /	 differentiated	
countryside	(agriculture)	
Collaborative	 voice/	
Communication	 link	 to	
DEFRA/Lowe	 and	 Ward,	
2007)	

	
	
	
	
	
Multiple	voices	
Power	for	priorities		
	
	
	
	
	
Priorities;	differentied	rural	
Rural	Voice	
	
	
Knowledge	of	rural	
	
	
Understanding	 rural	 by	 the	
public.			
	
	
	
Power	-	Voice	–	single/coherent	
or	multiple			
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