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Rural Futures - 2020 - Scenarios for the future of rural England

The purpose of this was to identify the main trends and drivers of change in the English countryside, develop scenarios for the future and comment on their implications. There are increasing numbers who see the countryside as an opt-out strategy and a better balanced lifestyle. A major policy aim is that the environmental, economic and social sustainability of the countryside can be combined, but only with great difficulty.

The future of people in rural Britain over the next two decades has been debated. 20 years is far enough to be distant from the present, but not so far as be fantasy. There are themes centring on people’s everyday lives – work; retirement; consumerism; government; learning; well-being and healthcare; equality, exclusion and diversity; the countryside, cities and suburbs; families and relationships; faith and values; policing and crime. It is all part of the UK’s Tomorrow project
. A second major movement, Rural Futures
, the UK’s other “think-tank” for the countryside, method of top down definition of long term policy seems to be less popular currently. 

Rural Futures Top Down Policy Agenda

· Agriculture is integral to the health and wealth of rural communities and to society as a whole. Do we want Britain to remain a seriously capable food-producing nation? 

· Rural sustainability and well being should not be sacrificed to global economic forces. How can rural Britain be protected against the negative impacts of global economic forces. How will international trade liberalisation affect the ability of agriculture to perform its multiple functions? 

· Rural communities and rural services should be dynamic. How can we arrest future decline of rural local services? What infrastructure and services are needed to build, maintain and strengthen sustainable rural communities, and how can these best be delivered? 

· Environmental quality should be placed at the heart of rural policy. How can the loss of bio-diversity and specially valued wildlife and habitats be addressed, while at the same time enabling the social and economic development of rural areas and communities?

· The development process should be flexible and accountable to local people. How can rural communities be engaged in processes that involve wider economic or political perspectives?

· International and national policies affecting the countryside should be 'rurally proofed' How can rural communities impact relevant national or international policy? How can greater local participation be reconciled with increasing centralisation of economic and political power?

· Urban and rural interests are interdependent. Who is the countryside for and who is responsible for its well being? How can urban interests and rural interests be reconciled?
The future of the countryside will be shaped by ‘megatrends’, notably developments in the global economy, and by the influence of the distinctive history and character of English society - its social structure, the centralisation of government and attitudes to the countryside, but impacts will vary. Important trends in the global economy include the implications of the shift from a standardised to a customised economy, and future developments such as attempts to manage increasing global competition, the further expansion of choice and changes in the nature of organisations, work, governance, and the labour market.

The number of households will grow substantially, driven by the increase in single-person households.  Through a process of ‘quest’ (the intrinsic attraction of the countryside), ‘flight’ (disillusionment with city life) and ‘overflow’ (lack of space in the cities), perhaps around half of these extra households will live in the countryside. They will be middle class and middle aged, but more ethnically diverse than now. 

Building enough homes will be difficult because of resistance to development and high labour costs. Agricultural policy reform may help. The quality of housing development will remain a key issue. A design opportunity exists to build more environmentally sustainable settlements that enhance the countryside. Successful opposition to development will push up land prices and combining environmental, social and economic sustainability will be a tough challenge, requiring new policy measures. 

The search for “quality if life” is defined in terms of four dimensions of the well-being of people living in the countryside. 

Quality of Life – Determining Factors

1. Different meanings will mapped onto the countryside by different groups – e.g. ‘traditionalists’, ‘idealists’, ‘pragmatists’ and ‘visitors’. Pragmatism probably prevails.

2. Physical well-being will be affected by land use, how farms are managed, and by transport. Traffic could increase by 1/2, so congestion is likely to increase.

3. Autonomy will be influenced by the degree of regional and local government reform. Greater constitutional autonomy may be offset by disillusionment with local partnerships, unless many of them find better ways of working.

4. Relationships will be affected by social exclusion. The countryside may continue to fragment, though identification with place could possibly become a force for social cohesion.  Fear of crime will increase, encouraging social introspection.

Four Types of Countryside

1. The parts of the English countryside that are economically orientated towards the large conurbations will extend further, transforming many rural areas. More commuters will travel longer, and more will work from home more of the time.

2. Smaller economically ‘free-standing’ rural towns
 and the countryside associated with them will have much to offer in tourism and leisure. They represent growing markets, and will be attractive locations for business, and could be a good fit for the new economy.

3. Farming will still be at the heart of the countryside but will contribute to the rural economy in a more varied way. Some will move from quantity to quality production, diversify and will feel a part of the new economy, relying on knowledge and networks.  Others will use knowledge and networks in different ways to produce Conservation, Amenity and Rural Environment (CARE) products.  The countryside will become more innovative.

4. The future of ex-industrial areas of the countryside will depend on the pace of their transition into one or other of the above types of rural economy.

Scenarios for 2020

Four scenarios are proposed for 2020. All assume economic growth continues in most years. Two desirable uncertainties - environmental and social sustainability – are key common goals.

‘The countryside means business’ the countryside heads in an environmentally unsustainable direction and socially fragments. It is driven by competitive pressures, housing demand, the multiplication of lifestyles and by the fragmentation of environmental lobbies. 

‘Go for green’. The countryside becomes more environmentally sustainable, but more fragmented; social sustainability fails to match environmental sustainability.  Driven by strong environmental concerns, changing consumer behaviour and possibly by a series of environmental crises; countered by housing pressures which work against the environment, and taxpayers’ resentment at the perceived special treatment of the countryside. Anti-poverty groups complain that the environment is taking precedence over the poor.

‘All on board’ is an environmentally unsustainable countryside combines with more inclusion. There is greater social cohesion than in “business” scenario, at the expense of the environment. The scenario is driven by the strengthening of local networks as travel becomes more difficult, by dispersed rather than concentrated housing and by social cohesion as a growing ideal. It is countered by its inadequate response to the environment and by cost.

‘The triple whammy’ has economic, social and environmental sustainability combining as the economy changes direction radically, becoming greener and more inclusive. This is the scenario that many people want, but it is very demanding. It depends on persuading people that individual well-being is most enhanced when environmental, social and economic sustainability are combined. All will have to pay for this scenario – some disproportionately, but will all see the benefits equally?

Some consider that the “business” scenario is well on the way for many parts of England, and fear the worst. The key challenge for the countryside will be whether environmental, social and economic sustainability can be combined. How can we ensure that new homes in the countryside will be both affordable and well designed? How urgently will skill shortages and poor infrastructure be tackled, to boost investment in rural towns – and anyway what about brown sites in inner city areas, they have equal rights and greater trade-offs in social cohesion? What trade-offs will be made between environmental, social and economic sustainability in the support that is given to farming communities? If pragmatic values prevail, what would be the implications for the environment and for social inclusion? The triple whammy scenario is clearly the ideal, if everyone agrees to take the long term view and are willing to accept more non-personal goals and the wider public good over tendencies to consume. In England, this will mean the reverse thinking that has fuelled the recent boom years, but it is the “third way”, and this is increasingly viable in many areas of policy.

The report has been criticised for being too linear and too “establishment”. On the other hand it offers open visions rather than closed policy agendas in Rural Futures. Groups and organisations are being encouraged to use these scenarios, along with the analysis, to ask themselves reflective questions, such as:

· ‘What would be the implications of each scenario for us?’

·  ‘Are these scenarios plausible?  What alternatives exist?’

·  ‘How do we improve our rural community?’

· ‘How do we achieve our aims’

· ‘What external problems could divert us from our aims?’

What do other countries do?

Australia’s Rural Futures Network
 offers learning experiences and other support to empower local communities. It facilitates community participation to imagine innovative and visionary ways to live, work, care and play in sustainable relationships with the ecology, economy, culture and wider society. It tries to 
· Nurture a visionary local-global community spirit. 
· Explore-achieve future wellbeing in the life, learning, working, care & play.
· Develop new community livelihoods from small scale, local production.
The North American Rural Futures Institute - NARFI - is an applied futures institute designed to connect rural citizens, community leaders, researchers and futurists throughout North America who are working on innovative visions to enhance the sustainability of rural regions. NARFI has four key roles to its overall mission: 

· LENS - to be the eyes and ears, and focus for rural sustainability in North America. 

· CATALYST - to evoke change and innovation among rural leaders and to develop a rich network of collaborators to engage in rural futures research, experimentation and thinking. 

· EDUCATOR - to assist educators to develop a rural futures focus within their existing programs and to help students plan for a sustainable rural way of life. 

· REPOSITORY - to become an information and education resource for all.

This parallel approach to community transformation was pioneered by the Communities of the Future. NARFI collaborates with COTF
 as a network node,

The Communities of the Future Network is a unique collection of educational institutions and think tanks working in collaboration on the COTF mission to research, pilot and seed capacities for transformation among rural and urban communities seeking a sustainable and rewarding future. Objectives for the central organsation include developing partnerships among key organisations in diverse rural areas around the world to learn how to build "capacities for transformation" to prepare communities for the challenges of an increasingly fast-paced, interconnected and complex age. Then COTF identified five rural communities in North Carolina, a rural community each in five different states in other regions of the US, and a rural community in five countries outside the US that would work in collaboration with them. Finally institutionally aspirationally, to position the North Carolina “Rural Center” as the home of the Global 21st Century Rural Network Project
. COTF's extensive work with local communities over the last decade has shown the need to work with existing issues and problems at the same time that new capacities for transformation are seeded over time in the thinking and activities of local citizens. Each 'node', a Center, in the COTF Network has a unique character and charter of interest relevant to the COTF 'Big Picture' agenda. Communities of the Future has seeded its website with a collection of short essays and stories that frame the key issues of Rural and the Knowledge Economy Project's problem domain:

· Building Capacities For Transformation 

· Capacities For A Knowledge Economy 

· Community Learning Center – Portal for Transformational Thinking 

· The DNA Of Community 

· The Future Of Learning 

· Knowledge Democracy 

· The Missing Rural Capacity 

Three other nodes will be developed around the concept of Process Leadership, Futures Institutes, and Community Transformation. This turntable information-dialogue model has been used in other countries like Japan for inspiration.
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� A Report to the Countryside Agency by M Moynagh & R Worsley of the “Tomorrow Project”


� The Tomorrow Project encourages people and organisations to think insightfully about the future.  Companies, charitable organisations, government departments and agencies currently support it, including The Countryside Agency, Department for Education and Skills, Department for the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, Department for Transport, Department for Work and Pensions, Department of Trade and Industry, Financial Services Authority, Financial Services Research Forum, Health Development Agency, Learning and Skills Development Agency, Office of the Deputy Prime Minister, and Scottish Enterprise.


� Rural Futures is an initiative by a number of organisations, between them representing millions of town and country people throughout Britain (but no government departments), to bring new thinking to the countryside debate. Rural Futures is a shared initiative between its stakeholders: Friends of the Earth, The International Society for Ecology and Culture (ISEC), The Land is Ours - campaigns peacefully for access to land for everyone), the National Trust, the RSPB (birds and wildlife), The Small and Family Farms Alliance, The Soil Association, The National Federation of Women's Institutes (NFWI), and National Federation of Young Farmers' Clubs.


� Often still the old “market” towns of the more rural counties.


� � HYPERLINK http://www.ruralfutures.net ��http://www.ruralfutures.net�, sited in Pomona, Queensland, �HYPERLINK "mailto:rfn@lagunacom.com.au"��rfn@lagunacom.com.au�


� http://www.communitiesofthefuture.org/centers/index.html


� To establish a network of rural communities throughout the world connected to the work of the Center for Communities of the Future, to include its Center for the Common Good.
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