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Figure 11: Project dialogues held with local authorities in the East of England 
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Figure 12: Project dialogues held with local authorities in the South East 
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Figure 13: Project dialogues held with local authorities in the South West 
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1.6 Research design: the dialogues     
 

1.6.1 The project team held 54 face-to-face semi-structured interviews focusing 
on issues, challenges and solutions related to rural affordable housing 
delivery.   

 
1.6.2 Dialogue is the preferred term, due to the discussion-focused aspect of the 

interviews. These dialogues produced questions and debate as well as 
identifying issues, related barriers and solutions.  

 
1.7 Research design: further engagement 

 
1.7.1 The project team, as part of the strategy to provide continual outputs, has 

attended many forums and conferences, delivered presentations, provided 
workshop events, and engaged partnership meetings around the country.   
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Chapter 2  
The rural housing debate  

 
2.1 Introduction 

 
2.1.1 The following discussion surrounding research relating to rural affordable 

housing, with reference to specific policy documents is provided to 
emphasise the wider, related issues - thereby asserting the need for an 
enhanced approach5 to uncover solutions.  For barriers to delivery to be 
overcome, a reflective and ‘joined up’ approach is essential. 

 
2.2 Affordable housing and sustainable communities 

 
2.2.1 The response to the issues of need and demand in rural areas where 

prices are high and land scarce is what Buchanan calls the ‘nub of the 
rural housing debate.’ 6.  Public policy, discourse, professional 
implementation and culture affect our response.  The ‘nub of the rural 
housing debate’ is therefore a good starting point to discuss the issues, 
perspectives and facts relating to delivery challenges.  

 
2.2.2 Taylor states that the planning system has a ‘crucial role to promote and 

deliver sustainable communities’.7  Buchanan points out that evidence is 
needed to demonstrate the link between homes and sustainability.8  
Without this evidenced connection, development of affordable housing 
cannot be justified as being of social and economic value, let alone 
environmental significance.  The relationship between housing and 
facilities such as schools, shops and pubs is a quantifiable way of 
providing this evidence. A village ‘protected’ from affordable housing 
development may become an exclusive community of the retired and 
wealthy, for example.9  This has measurable ramifications on the provision 
of services that are essential for a sustainable community.  If access to 
facilities across rural communities is a factor of a ‘sustainable 
community’,10 then it is clear this ‘protection from development’ can 
produce communities that are unsustainable in the future.   

 
                                                 
5  The  usage  of  an  ‘enhanced’  approach  is  based  on  Professor Gavin  Parker’s work  in  the  field  of 
community‐led planning and more recently  the  intersections with housing enabling.   See Parker, G. 
(2008);  Parker, G &  Lynn,  T  (2010).    The  concept of  an  enhanced  rural  enabling  approach  further 
borrows and builds from the introduction of an enhanced housing options approach in 2008 – which 
encourages  local  authorities  to  take  a  holistic  approach when  giving  housing  advice.    This means 
taking  into consideration  the  ‘wider causes of housing need, and  links to other  types of advice and 
support’ so as to offer housing solutions and to prevent homelessness  ‐ see Communities and Local 
Government, (2008a,) page 4.  Therefore, ‘enhanced’ describes a holistic approach, where joined‐up 
working between agencies is an integral aspect of policies and procedures. 
6 See Buchanan, C (2010)  
7 Taylor, M (2008), page 7 
8 See Buchanan, C (2010) 
9 Taylor, M (2008), page 6 
10 Monk, S et al (2006), page 72  
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2.2.3 To emphasise the point further, the generational aspect and social 
balance of a rural settlement demonstrates how housing is related to 
sustainability. A lack of affordable housing is one factor that drives young 
people out of rural communities and prevents return.  Without more 
affordable housing, those on lower incomes will increasingly be excluded 
from living in many parts of the countryside, offering ‘the next generation’ 
little choice but to move away to find homes.11  This disrupts social 
networks, family ties and education.12  

 
2.3 Aspiration and need, affordability, and scarcity: a constant thread 

 
2.3.1 The balance, intersections and relationships between (i) need and 

aspiration, (ii) scarcity, and (iii) affordability is where the thrust of public 
policy and research surrounding rural affordable housing is most acute. 
The way this information is interpreted and disseminated has an 
identifiable effect on public discourse, perception and implementation of 
rural affordable housing strategy and planning policy.  Analysis of existing 
statistics relating to aspects of the need and provision of affordable homes 
highlight disparities between what is required and what will be made 
available in the future.13  

 
2.3.2 The issues related to the themes above are complex, and demand 

focused and joined-up responses.  The following paragraphs summarise 
research and public policy related to rural affordable housing, identifying 
these themes as a constant thread; one that informs the future direction of 
rural affordable housing delivery and what constitutes rural sustainable 
communities.  

 
2.4 Aspiration and need, affordability, and scarcity: social balance 

 
2.4.1 Hoggart and Henderson14 stated that the social balance, composition and 

vitality of rural communities are adversely affected by the supply and 
demand factors across rural markets.  Following this, the Affordable Rural 
Housing Commission highlights the correlation between the effects of rural 
markets and that of rural communities becoming fractured and 
unsustainable.15 

 
2.4.2 Housing market conditions across rural areas - resulting in lack of 

affordability - perpetuate a fragmentation of social and family networks.16  

                                                 
11 See Affordable Rural Housing Commission (2006). 
12 Monk et al (2006), page 68; see also Affordable Rural Housing Commission (2006); Shaw, J (2007), 
page 4.   
13 Commission for Rural Communities (2010), page 26. 
14 Cited in Buchanan (2010) 
15 See Affordable Rural Housing Commission (2006) 
16 Affordable Rural Housing Commission (2006), page 1 
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This is emphasised by Monk et al17, who cite young people moving away 
and an inward migration ‘forcing ‘locals’ out’ as evidenced effects.   

 
2.4.3 Moreover, the ‘hidden homeless’ is an acute issue in rural areas, with 

those on the lowest incomes and vulnerable groups such as care leavers, 
refugees, and people with mental health issues or drug and alcohol 
dependencies being most affected.18   

 
2.5 Aspiration and need, affordability, and scarcity: economic and 

environmental 
 

2.5.1 In terms of economic sustainability, the problems associated with an 
ageing population across rural communities are well documented.19  
Taylor highlights how ‘age-related migration’ has constituted much of the 
migration to rural areas, with ‘a net outflow of people aged between 15 
and 30, and inflow of people aged between 30 and 45 often with families 
and those aged between 45 and 65, as younger people seek employment 
and housing in urban areas, and wealthier people and retirees seek to 
move to the countryside.’20  

 
2.5.2 This contributes to what Taylor calls an ‘artificially inflated’ picture of rural 

wealth21 and impacts on the relationship between economic activity and 
community sustainability, with issues of commuting workforces22 and 
housing provision central to rural services and employment being 
maintained.  For example, Monk et al cites businesses being unable to 
expand across rural areas and an increased level of economically inactive 
people as being directly related to housing need23, due to the coterminous 
nature of scarcity and lack of affordability.  

 
2.6 Aspiration and need, affordability, and scarcity: sustainability 

 
2.6.1 A direct correlation can be made from the above effects of scarcity and 

lack of affordability with an unsustainable future by applying the 
components of sustainable communities.24 The main ingredients that 
enable and maintain a sustainable community are themed around 
fairness, links to services, environmental sensitivity, quality design and 
build, opportunity and inclusivity.  The negative impact on sustainability 

                                                 
17 See Monk et al (2006) 
18 Monk et al (2006), page 6 
19 See Cabinet Office  ‐ Social Exclusion Task Force (2009); Monk et al (2006); Housing Learning and 
Improvement Network (2005) 
20 Taylor (2008) page 34 
21 Taylor (2008), page 120  
22 See Monk et al (2006) 
23 See Monk et al (2006)  
24  The  Bristol  Accord  was  signed  in  2005  between  European Member  states.    It  sets  out  eight  key 
characteristics that define a sustainable community: active, inclusive and safe; well run; well served; well 
connected; environmentally sensitive; thriving; well designed and built; fair for everyone 
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associated with restrictive housing markets across rural areas, as 
reviewed above, provide clarity that, unmitigated, these ingredients are 
unobtainable. 

 
2.6.2 There is a simple dichotomy at the heart of the sustainability issue: links to 

services and employment opportunities are components of sustainable 
development, although with inaccessible housing these aspects quickly 
retreat. When planning for sustainable development, these boxes cannot 
be ‘ticked’ - thereby rendering a swathe of villages and hamlets 
‘unsustainable’.   

 
2.6.3 Interpretation of planning policy is an issue, with differing approaches to 

sustainability within core strategies across the country.  There is much 
debate regarding the links between accessible housing markets, jobs and 
services in rural areas, reminding us of the ‘nub of the rural housing 
debate’ – namely, the allocation of land for affordable housing in areas 
previously deemed ‘unsustainable’.   

 
2.6.4 Following Taylor’s assertion that a flexible planning system is needed for 

communities to escape the ‘sustainability trap’,25 Buchanan calls for a 
better understanding of the link between housing affordability and access 
and the nature of sustainable rural communities.  This implies that a strong 
evidence base - which enables understanding of how rural markets work, 
and how this affects social capital, networks, employment opportunities 
and, indeed, facilities - can inform planning to ensure it is ‘ahead of the 
game, making appropriate development decisions.’26  Furthermore, 
allocations policies cannot be separated from planning decisions.  
Buchanan points out that if the economic sustainability of a rural area is 
linked to ‘local priority’, then this should be clearly stated in planning 
policy.27  

 
2.6.5 There is much literature tackling the problem of defining a connection to a 

rural area, which is necessarily tied to notions of what a rural community 
actually is (as opposed to urban)  - including identification, social 
construction, and socio-political concepts of what makes a rural settlement 
rural.28  Furthermore, the debate surrounding ‘what is local’ persists, with 
the applicable legislation allowing interpretation.29   

 

 
25 Taylor (2008), page 8 
26 See Buchanan (2010) 
27 This helping to properly justify local connection policies, based on economic and social 
sustainability of communities, rather than simply based on ‘ancestral rights’ and ‘exclusionary 
protection from external influence.’ See Buchanan (2010) 
28 See Housing Corporation (2007), page 26; Defra (2005); Defra (2009); Office for National Statistics 
(2010); Rural Evidence Research Centre (2010a); Rural Evidence Research Centre (2010b); Buchanan 
(2010) 
29 Local connection is defined in the Housing Act 1996, amended in the Housing and Regeneration Act 
2008. 
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2.6.6 Balances between need and aspiration are particularly nuanced when 
applied to rural affordable housing.  Allocating homes, and the way 
affordable housing is presented to rural communities, demand finely tuned 
sensitivity and flexibility. The statutory guidance on social housing 
allocations for local authorities in England30 highlights local lettings 
policies31 as mechanisms to deal sensitively with allocations across rural 
communities.  

 
2.6.7 Planning Policy Statement 3: Housing (PPS3) advocates the employment 

of rural exception site policy to help address the heightened scarcity of 
land across rural settlements, together with enabling a ‘local needs 
approach’.32  This approach can mitigate lack of affordability, but the 
definition of ‘need’ is problematic:  having compelling evidence of local 
people with a ‘pressing need’ to live locally is cited as an overarching view 
of ‘community representatives’ by Buchanan, over and above reasons of 
affordability.  Furthermore, being charged with prioritising ‘need’ becomes 
a ‘matter of power and responsibility’ – reinforcing the necessity of 
enabling communities to make properly informed decisions.33 

 
2.6.8 Monk et al found that neighbouring villages can be seen as ‘substitutes’ for 

people aspiring to live in a specific rural location. This means that across a 
cluster of villages a reasonable response could be to allocate affordable 
housing within this ‘network’.34   

 
2.6.9 The following chapter discusses the issues related to delivery challenges 

and suggested ways to overcome them, providing examples of local 
authorities putting theory into practice.  The identified issues all relate in 
some way to the themes discussed above, demonstrating how theoretical 
perspectives and policy design and implementation have an impact on 
professionals’ day to day activities. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
30 CLG (2009a), page 28  
31 Statutory basis for Local Lettings Policies can be found in S.167(2E) of the 1996 Act – it enables local 
authorities to allocate particular accommodation to people of a particular description, whether or not 
they fall within the reasonable preference categories, provided that overall the authority is able to 
demonstrate compliance with the requirements of s.167 
32 CLG (2006a), page 11 
33 See Buchanan (2006) 
34 Monk et al (2006), page 79 
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