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More action needed to give rural children a sure start

Poor families in rural areas are missing out on services that families in towns and cities take for granted, including primary healthcare, continuing education, childcare and employment, a report by Capacity for the Commission for Rural Communities (CRC) has found.

The report, Peace and quiet disadvantage: insights from users and providers of children’s centres in rural communities, published today, reveals that while the countryside is widely believed to provide a safe and healthy environment for children, for parents lacking jobs and transport the realities of day-to-day living are extremely harsh and the impact of the current recession has made life even harder.

The study, which took place earlier this year, has found that among workless families in rural areas, nearly half report chronic health problems and more than half said their children had additional needs or health problems. Some families are missing out on key services such as healthcare, particularly dental care, because of the distances involved in accessing services.

The service most parents say needs significant improvement is transport. Those living in smaller villages said public transport was expensive and hopelessly inadequate. Some parents on very low incomes have no choice but to pay for expensive taxis in order to get their weekly shopping, because there is no bus on the particular route.

Among families where no-one is in work, half of the parents want help in gaining qualifications and support to find employment. Others wanting to work shifts cannot find suitable childcare to fit the times when the work is available.

The report said Sure Start Children’s Centres are doing all that they can to ensure that they support those families most in need, but the recession is creating extra hardship, with the costs of supporting families through outreach and mobile services higher than in urban areas.

The report’s author, Margaret Lochrie, said: “If these problems are to be tackled successfully, rural poverty needs to be given more priority and change is needed across a broad range of areas of public service delivery. 
“Better transport links and subsidised fares for families would help more families to access key services. Affordable childcare in the evenings and at weekends is also needed. 
“While children’s centres are doing a good job, they could have an important role to play in helping out-of-work families to gain and sustain employment, including more support for parents to gain qualifications, helping with transport, advising on benefits and tax credits, and helping to create local enterprise.”
Sarah McAdam, Chief Executive of the Commission for Rural Communities, said: “For many children and young people, the idyll of living in the countryside is far from the reality. Their remoteness from essential services is often made worse because of limited access to transport and the hidden disadvantages which affect poorer families.

 

“Government’s goal is to make the UK the best place in the world for children and young people to grow up. Services for children, therefore, need to meet the needs of all, particular those most vulnerable children living in rural areas. 

“The study being published today forms a crucial part of our work with providers to understand the barriers and solutions to delivering and accessing children’s services in rural areas. The CRC is keen to support and encourage innovation – it’s important that national and local agencies actively explore new ways of working which address areas of disadvantage and ensure ​​​​that rural children and families have equitable access to important services.”

Notes to Editors
Margaret Lochrie, Executive Director of Capacity and author of the report, is available for interview on 020 8977 0283 mobile 07785 918376.
To interview Sarah McAdam, Chief Executive of the Commission for Rural Communities, contact Chris Wynne-Davies, CRC Communications Manager, on 01242 534070, e-mail Chris.Wynne-Davies@ruralcommunities.gov.uk.

1. A PDF of the executive summary of the report ‘Insights from users and providers of children’s centres in rural communities’ is attached to press release.
2. The Commission for Rural Communities website is at www.ruralcommunities.gov.uk.
3. Capacity is a leading policy, practice and research body for children's services that is based in Teddington, Middlesex. It specialises in cross-cutting services for children and families, helping to manage and deliver change where change is needed, and developing strategies to increase social inclusion. For more information about Capacity, visit its website at www.capacityltd.org.uk
