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BASIC MOBILE CALL NOT POSSIBLE ACROSS MAIN NETWORK IN
A THIRD OF RURAL HOMES
Report also finds that rural residents are losing out as bus services are scrapped
00.01am 11th February 2019: Residents of rural England are being cut off from building businesses,
accessing digital services and going about their daily lives thanks to inadequate phone signal and 4G
connections, rapidly declining transport networks and ‘contracting’ public sector services, according to
the latest State of Rural Services report launched today in Parliament, which highlights the growing
challenges facing those living outside of cities or major towns and warns that they are consistently losing
out.
The research, published today by Rural England CIC, finds that, despite ongoing investment, a basic
phone call cannot be made inside 33 per cent of rural buildings on all four mobile networks (EE, Three,
O2 and Vodafone), an issue that affects just three per cent of urban premises. This covers the majority
of mobile phone users in the UK. Worse still, a 4G connection cannot be accessed in more than half
(58%) of rural premises, compared with just a sixth of those in cities. This comes at a time when online
access to services is increasingly the primary or default option, and in the wake of Government plans
to digitise GP services and process universal credit applications online.
The report, which looks at vital services across key areas including health and public health, public
transport, libraries, young people’s services and retail, lays bare the difficult situation facing those in
rural areas – covering 17 per cent of England’s population overall. Nearly a quarter of the rural
population is aged 65 or over, with this group particularly vulnerable to underinvestment in healthcare
and declining high streets. Yet they face increasing access barriers to getting around as rural transport
provision is axed by local authorities struggling with budgetary constraints.
According to the research, less public funding is directed towards rural residents than in urban areas,
despite the higher cost of providing essential services such as social care, education and public
transport in rural parts. For example, local authority expenditure on public transport is significantly
higher in predominantly urban areas with 63 per cent more spent on bus subsidies, and 348 per cent
more spent on discretionary concessionary fares 1.
The findings show that in 2016/2017, 191 bus services were reduced and 202 were withdrawn
altogether from shire areas, leaving many residents – particularly those unable to drive for age reasons
or to afford a car - struggling to fulfil vital activities like shopping, travelling to health appointments or
taking part in social activities. In Cumbria, Isle of Wight, Oxfordshire and Wiltshire, there is no longer
any local authority budget set for subsidising bus routes.
The analysis shows that residents of small rural settlements now travel 4,177 more miles annually on
all forms of transport than their urban counterparts (including on foot). They spend on average 384
hours (or 16 days) every year on the go.
With the number of over-85s expected to double over the next 20 years in rural areas, there are serious
concerns about rising demands upon local health services, yet the report finds that almost 30% of rural
residents live more than 30 minutes’ drive time from a major hospital, rising to 90 per cent if they are
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travelling by public transport or walking. Over 40% live more than an hour away by public transport or
walking.
The decline in high streets is exacerbating the challenges facing rural residents. And while online retail
is a lifeline for some, rural consumers have relatively poor access to parcel delivery points, which also
has implications for parcel returns. Currently, almost half of rural residents need more than 30 minutes
for travel time to town centres if using public transport or walking and nearly 10% need more than an
hour.
Other key findings from the report include:
» There is a 36 per cent discrepancy in funding per head that rural local authorities receive for
public health duties in comparison with their urban counterparts.
» Young people from rural areas tend to score worse on a number of key public health indicators
- risky behaviour, alcohol consumption, smoking and being bullied.
» 89% of rural journeys are made by car (73% for urban residents).
» In 2017 half of farmers only had dial-up fixed line connection speeds (below 2 Mbps).
» Local authority 2017/18 budgets per resident for library services were 25 per cent less in
predominantly rural areas than in predominantly urban areas.
The report provides evidence where future government policies should be rural proofed – with specific
provisions made for these communities if necessary – so they cease to be disadvantaged.
Brian Wilson, author of the report and chairman of Rural England CIC said: "Nearly a fifth of people
in England live in rural areas, yet the evidence shows that many of them face inadequate services, such
as being unable to make mobile phone calls or being without transport options. Two years after we
released the first State of Rural Services report it seems clear that rural residents frequently still lose
out in terms of funding and access to services. The challenges facing rural communities are likely to
grow in the coming years and this will be reflected in their service needs. If policies and service delivery
were properly rural proofed it seems evident that those needs would be much better met."
Graham Biggs, Chief Executive of of Rural Services Network said: “These findings confirm that the
situation for people living in rural England is not improving. The country faces a time bomb if nothing is
done to address their needs. Rural areas have been ignored for long enough. It is time for all policies
to be rural proofed. Rural communities deserve better than they currently get, they deserve the chance
to thrive.”
-ENDSTo read the report, please see XXX
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Notes to editors
This is the second State of Rural Services report to be produced by Rural England, the previous one
having been written in 2016. The 2018 version, once again, collates and presents recent evidence
about the provision of services to rural residents and businesses in the rural areas of England. Where

possible it also identifies trends and makes comparisons with non-rural areas. In some cases it is
possible to identify variation between different types of rural area.
Wherever possible the report uses and refers to the official rural-urban definitions or classifications
which are used by the Office for National Statistics and Defra.
The eight service topics covered by this report are:
 Local buses and community transport;
 Broadband and mobile connectivity
 Public library services;
 Hospitals;
 Public health services;
 Young people’s services;
 Shops and online shopping; and
 Personal advice services.

