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REPORT SCOPE

Rural small towns are vital for surrounding 

communities, serving as hubs for services, 

employment, and retail.

Objective: Overview of challenges and potential 

policy shifts to support these towns effectively.



REPORT 
OBJECTIVES

Understand contemporary socio-economic 

conditions and challenges facing rural small towns 

in England, with a focus on their central areas.

Assess the lasting impacts of the Covid-19 

pandemic on these towns, especially concerning 

retail and service provision.

Evaluate the engagement of local authorities, 

businesses, and community groups with central 

government funding initiatives.

Identify local policies, initiatives, and actions 

that have emerged to address the challenges facing 

small rural towns and to capitalise on their assets 

and potential.

OBJECTIVES



FUNDING AND POLICY 



CHALLENGES



DECLINING INFRASTRUCTURE AND SERVICES

Declining role in 
marketing, 
supply and 

retail/service 
provision

Further closures 
of public and 

private services.

Closure of public 
buildings and 

associated local 
service access 

points



DECLINING INFRASTRUCTURE AND SERVICES

Economic challenges … [include the] 
loss of good quality public sector jobs 

as it withdraws from communities, 
impacting spend and loss of public 
services, with particular adverse 
impacts on digitally excluded and 

vulnerable cohorts

Lack of dentists, increasing waits 
for doctors, school classrooms 

expanding … More funding 
[needed] for public toilets, footpaths 

and cemeteries, as councils are 
cash strapped and these services 

really suffering

The police are less responsive, 

less present in the area and 

therefore less respected by the 

community.

10 years ago, the local Borough 

Council was open to the public 5 

days per week. Now it only 

opens 1 day per week on a 

limited basis.



RETAIL CHANGE

Significant 
decline in footfall 

in high streets 
during Covid-19 

lock-downs

Accelerated 
movement to 

online shopping 
contributing to 

empty retail units.

Responses often 
public realm/
appearance 

focused



RETAIL CHANGE

67% of the retail centres in small towns are ‘indie high streets’

Over 71% are ‘small local centres’.

(Source: Consumer Data Research Centre) 



RETAIL CHANGE

“...towns have seen a decline in footfall in high streets/main streets, which has been 

exacerbated by the Covid-19 Pandemic … The pandemic exacerbated a pre-existing 

trend of High Street and Main Street decline (largely attributed to reduced footfall 

and online shopping outcompeting the traditional retail offering) … 25% of business 

owners had to close, compared to only 7% nationally” 

(County Council Policy Officer, Cornwall).



RETAIL CHANGE – LOCAL RESPONSES

Public realm 
improvements.

Repurposing of 
local infrastructure

Mock and 
improved shop 

fronts. 



OPPORTUNITIES & POTENTIAL

“Scope to … increase the Town Market and other 

attractions including festivals … support local 

producers through expanded market and increased 

visitor numbers through expanded Market and other 

activities – festivals etc.” 

(RoseRegeneration; 2022a: 5-17)

“...will provide the setting for great farmers’ markets and be a hive of activity on market 

days, both within the Town Centre and providing a wider leisure offer alongside the 

River Avon” (Wychavon District Council (2022b: 53)



"Our vision is rooted in our location in some of 

Britain’s most beautiful countryside and in our 

ambitions to connect to the advanced 

industries and services in engineering, green 

technology, agri food, digital and circular 

economies which are emerging on our doorstep 

and to lead the way in artisan food and drink 

tourism” (RoseRegeneration, 2021a: 2).

OPPORTUNITIES & POTENTIAL



Inclusive Funding Policies: 
There is a critical need to revise funding policies to 
ensure that small rural towns, especially those with 
populations under 5,000, are not excluded from central 
government support. More flexible and inclusive criteria 
would help address the specific needs of these 
communities.

Targeted Economic Development: 
Policies should focus on fostering economic 
diversification in small towns. This includes supporting 
creative and green economies, enhancing digital 
connectivity, and encouraging local entrepreneurship to 
build resilient local economies.

Addressing Social Inequalities: 
Efforts to tackle social inequalities should include 
improving access to essential services, affordable housing, 
and public transport. Policies must also recognise and 
address the hidden nature of rural poverty, ensuring that 
deprived areas receive the attention and resources they 
need.

Community-Led Initiatives: 
Empowering local councils and community groups to lead 
development initiatives can foster more effective and 
context-sensitive solutions. This involves providing 
adequate funding and decision-making powers to local 
authorities and ensuring meaningful community 
participation in planning processes.

POLICY 
IMPLICATIONS

POLICY IMPLICATIONS



Small towns are integral to rural England’s fabric. To thrive, they require fairer access to 

resources, more tailored support, and recognition of their unique challenges.

Central government support must be recalibrated to ensure equitable access for all 

towns, regardless of size. 

By fostering economic diversification, addressing social inequalities, and empowering 

local communities, it is possible to create sustainable and resilient rural towns that can 

thrive in the face of ongoing and future challenges.

www.ruralengland.org
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