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HAS RURAL ENGLAND A FUTURE?

The Government’s White Paper Rural England, published in October has
been welcomed as the most important contribution to the debate in fifty
vears. The Scott Report, Land Utilisation in Rural Areas of 1942 had, in turn,
been the pivot since Cobbett’s Rural Rides over a century before. On the eve
of the White Paper, the President of the Yateley Society, Edward Dawson,
made a speech to a national conference on Rural Policy. This is an abridged
version of his text.

was all much simpler, Farming was the main occupation and people left

the land to find a better life in the towns. Mobility has changed all that.
People are now departing the Victorian cities they created and returning to
medieval towns and villages. Many who arrive want to preserve the
countryside just as they find it.

Farming is still the main rural land use. The biggest influence on it is the
Common Agricultural Policy. Almost 80% of all public expenditure in the
countryside is via the caP. It must be further reformed, but we must avoid
replacing the car with some sort of intrusive European Rural Policy which
sets out to control the countryside from Brussels. We must maintain a
vigorous and competitive agriculture, closer to the market, with some
balancing of supply and demand.

Development in the countryside is as controversial as ever. The large
housing numbers predicted do not come from population growth, but from
the splitting of families and households. If we do not want our landscapes to
be suburbanised, we must tackle this issue. While expanding the market, we
should also be aware of the uncertainty felt by many new market entrants.
The hesitation of lower income households may well alter the trend of future
projections, casting doubt on county structure plan figures.

There should be better access to affordable and rented housing for
younger people who may be driven out by affluent newcomers. There
should also be a move away from rigid zoning and inflexible plans, to mixed
uses which would revitalise rural communities. Mixed employment and
housing schemes could also discourage crime and indifferent construction
styles.

There has to be more than an urban campaign. Design in the countryside
is important as well. Hostility to house building would not be as strong if
existing developments were of higher quality and designed to meet local
needs. The status of parish councils in all this should be enhanced.

THE COUNTRYSIDE IS changing at an unprecedented rate. Historically, it







