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Rural Communities
1.

Purpose

1.1

The purpose of this document is to provide guidance on

2.5

On balance therefore, it may be better to see this duty
as informing the way in which the Agency carries out its
activities, rather than one more duty that should take

how the Environment Agency should deliver the duty,

precedence over other.1 That is to say, it is necessary for

contained in the Environment Act 1995 (EA95) to have

us to consider explicitly these specific and distinct

regard to the social and economic well-being of local

aspects of local communities in rural areas when

communities in rural areas.

considering any activity that impinges on them. The
factors likely to apply include the dependence on a

2.

Background

2.1

Section 7 of EA95 concerns general environmental and

traditional cultural and heritage aspects of rural life in

recreational duties which fall on both the Agency and

England and Wales (which may not be so readily

narrower, often single-activity economic base, and the

identified in urban or suburban contexts). The 1995

Ministers. This guidance is concerned only with (Section

White Paper "Rural England" expresses this by saying

t 7(1 )(c)iii); which relates to rural communities, that is:

that the distinctive qualities of the countryside "must
It shall be the duty of each of the Ministers and of the

not be submerged in our predominantly urban culture, .

Agency, in formulating or considering — ... any proposals

nor must the voice of the countryside be drowned by

relating to any functions of the Agency — ...to have regard

the clamour of our towns and cities."

to any effect which the proposals would have on the economic and social well-being of local communities in

3.

Examples showing when the duty
applies

3.1

This duty clearly applies to any activity that affects a

rural areas.
2.2

Taken with our principal aim of contributing to
sustainable development (Section 4) and taking account

rural area. In practice, there is no one widely accepted

of likely costs and benefits (Section 39), this duty

way of defining a rural area, and the Agency will have to

underlines the increasing requirement that we bring

take a pragmatic view in each case. We can, however,

wider socio-economic considerations into our policy

be guided by the ways in which rural areas have been

making and operations.
2.3

defined in other circumstances. The Organisation for

It is, however important to consider this duty in context.

Economic Cooperation and Development defines an

It implies that the Agency needs to pay it special

area as rural if it has a population density of less than

attention, and to consider its effects, alongside its other

150 people per square kilometre. The White Paper

duties to "have regard to" and "take into account"

"Rural England", does not explicitly define a rural area

conservation (Sections 6, 7 and 8). We also have a more

but looks at its characteristics such as farmland or

general duty to take account of likely costs and benefits

wilderness. An area is likely to be classified as rural

(Section 39), which would of course include taking .

because the primary land use is agricultural, but there

account of social and economic factors in urban,

are other activities characteristic of rural areas, for

suburban and rural areas. Indeed, the Agency has a duty

example reliance on coastal or inland fisheries. There are

to protect or enhance the environment as a whole

also many large industries in predominantly rural areas,

(adopting a "holistic" approach), which appears to

including coal and metal mining.

question our ability to deviate from this approach in

3.2

considering rural areas.
2 .4

A number of statutory designations are also relevant.
The Rural Development Commission defines "rural

The Parliamentary debate is not very clear on the

development areas" as areas requiring special assistance.

balance to be struck. Similar duties apply to the

Government offices have defined so-called "Objective

Countryside Commission and the Countryside Council

5b" areas for the purposes of EC Structural Fund

for Wales (Countryside Act 1968, Section 37). The

support, where assistance is available for projects such as

National Park Authorities also have a similar, but more

the promotion of local products, environmental schemes

precise, duty to foster the well-being of communities in

to protect the countryside, and tourism-initiatives. These

national parks by working with other relevant authorities

are shown in the maps at the end of this paper. ■

(EA 95 (Section 61).
1 For example, the Minister for Rural Affairs, in a letter to David Curry MP dated 12
September 1996, suggests that the duty should not override the requirement that flood
defence schemes be cost effective.
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3.3

In general, almost any activity of the Agency will have

that are close to those in urban areas. For example,

some impact on a rural area. In order to target our

if a rural employer were to close, many local people

efforts, the Agency should treat the following as

might be left without a local employment option,

issues which invoke this duty:

and forced to travel a substantial distance to a place

•

of work.

projects where the bulk of expenditure will be in
•

rural areas. For example a conservation project or a

•

assessment already include consideration of the

more isolated areas, may be dependent on industries

impact on the local community);

which rely on environmental quality such as tourism.

policies or programmes which will have a significant

These industries may also put much stress on the

effect on the economy of rural areas, for example via

environment. The members of a rural community

LEAPs and any projects arising from them, river

may value the local environment greatly, having

clean-up programmes, changes to charges for

chosen a rural lifestyle to take advantage of access to
nature and the countryside

irrigation abstraction, commercial fishing licences or
•

the length of the angling season;
•
•

•

3.4

maintenance of Agency assets in rural areas, for

industry economic or social well-being. If, for
example, a lake in the Lake District were polluted, it

consents and licences to people and businesses in

would affect major local industries such as fishing

rural areas, for example farming, forestry, minerals or

and tourism and have a severe effect on local
enjoyment of the environment
•

situations where our actions, or inaction, would have

the nature of the activity likely to be affected.

a local impact, such as on local tradition or practices

A unique or traditional practice with a cultural or

of wide community interest;

heritage value might be lost, perhaps for ever. This is

any activity which affects a rural development area

a particularly important factor where such a practice

or objective 5b area.

is being protected via other routes, for example
heritage or tourism policies, or has a wider cultural

In certain activities which affect rural areas, for example

and associated employment context.

in commenting on a local authority planning
4.2

application, it may.be better to leave it to the local

3.5

the reliance on a single resource, employer or

example flood defence or navigation assets;

quarrying, or rural sewerage;
•

the dependence on local environmental quality or
resources. Many rural communities, particularly in

flood defence works (where the environmental

The Agency needs to be sensitive to a number of

authority to make the decision regarding economic and

specific pressures on rural areas. These include the

social well-being, which is their particular remit, and

following:

concentrate on the environmental aspects.

•

population and number of households;

It is also important to note that there are other policies

•

which the Agency must follow. For example, in their

landscape;

assigns less importance to flood defence in rural areas

•

compared with urban, reflecting the greater potential

afforestation and deforestation;

Agency and MAFF need to show they have paid

•

attention to the new duty.
4.3

4.1

In formulating and considering any proposal that fits the

changes in land usage patterns, such as in
agricultural diversification, irrigation demand,

losses from urban flooding. Nevertheless, both the

Key issues in applying the duty

the demand for land for ventures such as windfarms, which can have an impact on the local

prioritisation of flood defence works, MAFF generally

4.

the pressure on housing, with the growth in

development of more intensive recreation facilities.

We will be developing our policy on these pressures,
and it will be incorporated into this Guidance.

characteristics outlined above, an Agency operator
should pay special attention to the following issues

5.

Putting this duty into practice

.5.1

In formulating proposals, the Agency should explore

which apply to most rural areas:

partnership options with other statutory bodies and

•

organisations concerned with the rural economy and

the choices available locally and the distances
involved in reaching places of employment or

society (see Appendix 3). We need to demonstrate that

entertainment. By definition, communities in rural

we are not only complying with the duty but also

areas may be at some distance from many resources

working with it for maximum benefit. Both of these
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objectives will be furthered if Agency staff keep an audit

6.

Resources available

6.1

Appendix 2 lists a number of publications that may aid

trail of the issues taken into account and the conclusions
reached. The Agency will select a few "test case" areas

understanding of the issues.

to put the policy into practice as quickly as possible.
6.2

5.1.1 The standard Form A or any other pro-forma in use, for

Area customer service contacts should be your first

example to demonstrate compliance with the costs and

source of further help on dealing with rural

benefits duty, should be used.

communities. The Agency also has a Rural Land Use
Croup. If you need more specialist advice, its members

5 .1 .2 The environmental assessment of a proposal should

will be able to put you in touch with external bodies

indicate its impact on rural communities.

such as MAFF, DETR, the Countryside Commission,
Countryside Council for Wales and the Rural

5.1.3 As a minimum, any proposal affecting a rural area

5 .2

should clearly docum ent its im pact on the rural area

Development Commission, and relevant non

and how this affected the final decision.

government organisations,
6.3

The following simple steps should be taken, as well as
the usual steps in any appraisal of developing a wide
range of options and an analysis of their costs and

should also be able to provide guidance.

benefits. They follow the approach familiar to

5 .2.1

The Agency's Regional Environmental Protection
Advisory Committees and other local Committees

6 .4

The Agency is also working in the context of what

environmental assessment, of scoping impacts,

others are proposing to do. Local authority structure

quantifying them and appraising the options.

plans, local plans and National Park plans will give

Check if the issue is likely to have impacts on a rural

guidance on the pressures on rural areas and the major

community (see section 3 above).

resources of those areas.
6.5

5 .2 .2 If it does, list the impacts and describe them,

Appendix 3 lists the organisations associated with rural
areas.

qualitatively at least, but if possible, quantify them also
(use section 4 above as a guide to what to look for).

7.

Conclusions and future developments

7.1

Although not a central or overriding duty, this provision

5 .2 .3 For the negative impacts, consider what choices the
local community have to avoid or mitigate them. Do
they have any alternatives? Are the alternatives costly?

of the Act is a useful reminder of the need to consider

Is there a substantial risk to a major local resource? What

the impact on a local community of any major decision

other options are there?

the Agency is taking.
7.2

5 .2 .4 Where the impacts are positive, first double check that

in any specific case.

they really are (one can often be over-optimistic about
benefits) and then ensure that they do contribute to the

5.3

7.3

Further guidance is available within the Agency from the

choices, and the stability of the local community.

Rural Land Use group, Flood Defence Committees and

Consult widely with the community: this will expose any

others.

alternative views and help design a better proposal.

7.4

Consultation is a cornerstone of recent initiatives in both

This is a developing area, and we will be regularly
monitoring our success with this duty.

rural and urban areas. Consultees might include local
and parish councils and the various unions and
organisations associated with the agricultural and rural
sector.
5 .4

The attached checklists will help us to carry out this duty

Appendix 1 is a checklist with worked examples to
illustrate compliance.
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Appendix 1

D:

Checklist

E:

Who have you consulted with?
•

see Appendix 3 for relevant bodies.

You should now be able to complete the following
statements:

A:

If an issue involves the following, you will need to

•

demonstrate compliance with the duty to have
regard to rural communities:

•

& I do not consider that these impacts are significant

capital or maintenance works in an area dominated

in these circumstances..

by agricultural or fisheries interests, or wilderness, or

Or I/we believe that these considerations are

in a Rural Development or Objective 5(b) Area (for

outweighed by other considerations, including [...].

example flood defence works, river clean-up

Or I believe that these impacts mean that this proposal

programme, conservation project);
•

should be rejected.

consent or licence application from a business or
person in such an area (for example sewage

Appendix 2

disposal, abstraction licence, IPC authorisation);
•

I judge that the impact of this proposal on the rural
community is

regulatory proposal likely to involve significant
expenditure or loss of earnings (more than £10,000)

Publications

by an enterprise or individual in such an area (for

"Rural England - a nation committed to a living countryside", by

example a spray irrigation restriction order, a

Department of the Environment and Ministry of Agriculture,

requirement to construct a winter storage reservoir

Fisheries and Food, October 1995. Cm 3016, HMSO

to reduce risk to the environment);
•

"A Working Countryside for Wales", by the Welsh Office, March

any policy affecting any of the above.

1996. Cm 3180, HMSO
B:

Having decided that the issue involves the duty,
and in addition to any other consideration of

Planning Policy Guidance PPG7: "The Countryside Environmental

environmental and economic costs and benefits,

Quality and Economic and Social Development", by the

you must consider the following.

Department of the Environment, February 1997.

•

The relevant partners for the Agency in formulating

Appendix 3

proposals on this issue;
•

The extent to which the Agency's decision would

Statutory bodies and other organisations

affect:
•

choices and extent of employment

•

resources of importance to the community,

Statutory bodies
Department of the Environment, Transport and the Regions

(such as fishery or beauty spot)
•

o p p o rtu n itie s fo r e n jo y m e n t o r q u a lity of life

•

changes to cultural, traditional, or historic

*

Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food
Rural Development Commission

practice;
•

Countryside Commission

Actions the community could take to mitigate

Countryside Council for Wales

these impacts and their cost in financial and

English Nature

environmental terms :
•

travel to alternative employment

•

development of new resources, etc.

The Welsh Office

The National Parks Authorities and the Association of National
Park Authorities
Local Authorities and Local Authority Associations

C:

In the light of this, does the benefit of the Agency's

Other organisations

proposal still justify the local costs?

•

Council for the Protection of Rural England and the CPRE

is there an alternative which might be better for the

county branches

local community?
•

The Council for National Parks

can the environmental benefit be provided

Country Landowners Association

elsewhere at less cost to a local community?
•

Farmers' Union of Wales

is the benefit of overriding regional or national

National Farmers' Union

importance?
•

The Tenant Farmers Association

following discussion with the local community, do

Development Board for Rural Wales

they accept that the benefit is justified?

Wildlife Trusts (active in each county)
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Rural Development Areas

*

C O M M IS S IO N

In April 1996 the former counties of Avon, Cleveland and
Humberside became part of new local authority areas

R u ral D evelo pm en t Commission
141 Castie Street, Salisbury, Wiltshire SP1 3TP
Telephone 01722 336255
Fax 01722 332769

(Map reproduced from the Ordnance Survey mapping with the permission of the Controller of Her Majesty's Stationery Office © Crown
copyright. Unauthorised reproduction infringes Crown copyright and may lead to prosecution or civil proceedings. Licence number
GD031 77G0000/1/97)

Objective 5b Areas
Map showing areas qualifying for EC Structural Fund assistance in the UK

-A

I!
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ILLUSTRATIVE MAP OF UK OBJECTIVE
1 ,2 AND 5 (b ) AREAS

B

OBIECTIVE 1

ID

OBIECTIVE 2

□

OBIECTIVE 5(b)

Reproduced from the Ordanance Survey mapping with the permission of the Controller of Her Majesty's Stationery Office © Crown copyright.
Unauthorised reproduction infringes Crown copyright and may lead to prosecution or civil proceedings. Licence number GD031 77C 0000/2/97
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Sustainable Development'
Publication Series
SD l

Introductory Guidance on the Agency's Contribution
to Sustainable Development
November 1996

SD2

The Agency's Conservation Duties
November 1996

SD3

Taking Account of Costs and Benefits
November 1996

SD4

Rural Communities
March 1998

SD5

Sustainability examples from the USA and Canada
June 1997

SD6

The Agency's Contribution to Sustainable Development
Waste Minimisation
June 1997

SD7

A Strategy for Implementing the Environment Agency's
Contribution to The UK Biodiversity Action Plan
August 1997

SD8

Conservation Designations
February 1998

SD9

The Agency's Contribution to Sustainable Development
- Case Studies
October 1997

SDl 0 Guidance on the Agency's involvement in the
administration of EC Structural Funds
October 1997
SD11 Resource Demand Management
March 1998
SD12 Consensus Building for Sustainable Development
March 1998
For further information in relation to any of the above, please
contact the Sustainable Development Section a t :
Environm ent Agency
Rio House
W aterside Drive
A ztec West
Alm ondsbury
Bristol BS32 4UD
Tel. 01454 624349
Fax. 01454 624034
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MANAGEMENT AND CONTACTS:
The Environment Agency delivers a service to its customers, with the emphasis on
authority and accountability at the most local level possible. It aims to be cost-effective
and efficient and to offer the best service and value for money.
Head Office is responsible for overall policy and relationships with national bodies
including Government.
Rio House, Waterside Drive, Aztec West, Almondsbury, Bristol BS32 4UD
Tel: 01454 624 400 Fax: 01454 624 409

E N V IR O N M E N T A G E N C Y R E G IO N A L O F F IC E S
A N G L IA N

SO U TH ERN

Kingfisher House
Goldhay Way
Orton Goldhay
Peterborough PE2 5ZR
Tel: 01733 371 811
Fax: 01733 231 840

Guildbourne House
Chatsworth Road
Worthing
West Sussex BN11 1LD
Tel: 01903 832 000
Fax: 01903 821 832

M ID L A N D S

SO U TH W EST

Sapphire East
550 Streetsbrook Road
Solihull B91 1QT
Tel: 0121 711 2324
Fax: 0121 711 5824

Manley House
Kestrel Way
Exeter EX2 7LQ
Tel: 01392 444 000
Fax: 01 392 444 238

N O R T H EAST

TH A M ES

Rivers House
21 Park Square South
Leeds LS1 2QG
Tel: 0113 244 0191
Fax: 0113 246 1889

Kings Meadow House
Kings Meadow Road
Reading RG1 8DQ
Tel: 0118 953 5000
Fax: 0118 950 0388

N O R TH W EST

W ELSH

Richard Fairclough House
Knutsford Road
Warrington WA4 1HG
Tel: 01925 653 999
Fax: 01925 415 961

Rivers House/Plas-yr-Afon
St Mellons Business Park
St Mellons
Cardiff CF3 0LT
Tel: 01222 770 088
Fax: 01222 798 555

For general enquiries please call your
E N V IR O N M E N T AG EN C Y
local Environment Agency office. If you G E N E R A L E N Q U I R Y L I N E
are unsure who to contact, or which is -------------------------—--------------------your local office, please call our general
enquiry line.

0 6 4 5 3 3 3 111

The 24-hour emergency hotline
E N V IR O N M E N T A G EN C Y
number for reporting all environmental E M E R G E N C Y H O T L I N E
incidents relating to air, land and w ater.------------------------------------------------

0 8 0 0 80 70 6 0
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