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Tutbury Castle
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‘The Circle Of Life’
The illustration on the front cover of ‘Valuing the Village’ depicts how sustainable rural
settlements need a renewed ‘circle of life’, whereby mixed communities of different
people, ages and incomes are nourished and maintained over generations. The work of
housing associations over the long-term is vital to create this ongoing ‘circle of life’,
by providing affordable homes for all rural residents, investing in local economies and
supporting rural communities.
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Signposting village futures
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Foreword

‘Valuing the Village’ continues a discussion of the contribution of housing associations to creating
a future in which every rural community in England can thrive. The National Housing Federation,
which I chaired until September 2015, has been a strong advocate of the pivotal role of housing
associations in rural communities. As I said in the Introduction to a Rural Coalition report back in
2010, to build the ‘Big Society’ in the countryside requires empowerment of rural communities to
manage and plan for business and residential growth, to shape and take part in the delivery of
services, and to meet the challenges of austerity and climate change.
‘Valuing the Village’ sets out, by actively involving rural residents, to explore what is special about
village life. It then moves on to describe the role of housing associations in providing affordable
housing, supporting economic activity in rural settings and underpinning the sustainability of local
communities. It uses the impressive work of the Matrix Housing Partnership to illustrate what is
currently being achieved by housing associations and what they, central and local government,
and rural residents need to do to improve the quality of village life.
The rural challenge today is clear. It includes housing associations and their partners providing
the homes needed for those who live and work in rural areas, especially those on low incomes
and those who have family ties to villages. Maintaining and evolving the services rural residents
rely upon is a growing challenge for associations as local authority services retrench. The role of
housing associations now must be to support new, higher-waged and diverse employment
opportunities in our villages through their economic development and regeneration work.
Yet perhaps the greater challenge, which ‘Valuing the Village’ confronts, is to achieve residential
and economic development in the countryside while genuinely enhancing rural communities,
increasing environmental sustainability, and conserving the countryside. So it is upon their role as
agents of sustainable change in the countryside that housing associations must now build with
the active engagement of rural communities.

Lord Matthew Taylor of Goss Moor,
Chair of the National Housing Federation
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A flourishing village High Street
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Introduction

This is a booklet of a major research project undertaken in 2014/15 by the Matrix Housing
Partnership and the Human City Institute. A full ‘technical’ report is also available. This booklet
explores how housing associations like the Rooftop Housing Group and Trent & Dove Housing,
the two predominantly rural Matrix partners play a vital role in rural communities and economies.
The Accord Group and the Trident Social Investment Group, two other Matrix partners, also
provide housing and services in rural communities.
The title of the booklet and for the wider research project – ‘Valuing the Village’ – is used to capture
the two meanings of ‘valuing’: appreciating the contribution of the village to economic and
community life and measuring that contribution. The research centred upon two case study
villages – Bredon in Worcestershire and Tutbury in Staffordshire. The views of local stakeholders,
focus groups with Rooftop and Trent & Dove residents, interviews with board members and staff
were all welded to wider research to paint a comprehensive picture of rural life and priorities.
While the research has highlighted challenges to housing associations operating in rural
communities, it also illustrates a vibrant countryside brimming with potential, where the key assets
are people as well as place. Residents in the study clearly value village life highly. Challenges that
face us include worsening housing affordability, economic vulnerability, stalled social mobility,
disproportionate digital exclusion, environmental challenges, rising fuel poverty, and transport
links (lower grade) than we would like.
Yet solutions should remain, our research concludes, in the hands of rural residents supported
by housing associations to maintain sustainable, mixed communities. Housing associations, like
those in the Matrix Housing Partnership, are some of the most dynamic agencies for economic
improvement and community development in rural communities. We value village life and
local people who are at the heart of villages. It is these people who will be the bedrock on
which housing associations and their partners should build in future.

Nicola Inchbald,
Chair of the Matrix Housing Partnership and Rooftop Housing Group
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Trent & Dove residents enjoying extra care housing
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Summary

About Valuing the Village
• ‘Valuing the Village’ is a major research project undertaken in 2014/15 by the Matrix Housing
Partnership and the Human City Institute. The title of the project and this booklet, although a
full ‘technical’ report is also available, captures the two meanings of ‘valuing’: appreciating the
contribution of the village to economic and community life and exploring that contribution.
• This booklet not only describes some of the research findings from two case study villages –
Bredon in Worcestershire and Tutbury in Staffordshire – but also the views of rural stakeholders
and residents, interviews with Matrix board members and staff, the wider review of literature,
and mapping of key socio-economic indicators.

Rural Challenges
• Rural areas face three challenges: a lack of affordable housing; local economies that need
sustainable growth and diversification, generating more high-paying jobs; and communities
under pressure from retrenchment of public services linked to austerity and from a decline in
local facilities and amenities.
• The introduction of the extended Right-to-Buy and the requirement for housing associations
to decrease their rents by 1% annually for the next four years, are both likely to reduce the
ability of associations to provide more affordable housing, invest in rural economies and support
rural communities.

Village Voices
• The population of England is 53m, of which 44m or just over 82%, live in urban areas and over
9.3m (18%) live in rural areas. Within rural areas, 0.5m people live in sparse settings. Rural
communities tend to be ‘older’, consist of more two parent families, have fewer ethnic minority
members are more likely to identify as being of Christian faith.
• A larger proportion of rural residents work in either skilled trade occupations or as managers,
directors and senior officials than do residents in urban areas. Home ownership is more common
in rural areas.
• The value of the village in the eyes of residents and local stakeholders centres on its close-knit
nature of family ties and community spirit linked to a natural beauty that enhances health and
well-being. Low pollution, noise and crime are associated factors. An active ‘Big Society’
network of community groups working to improve village life, maintaining local facilities as public
services retrench, is seen as a highly valuable ingredient.
9
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• However, a lack of affordable housing for local people, especially, young families and a growing
elderly population, undermine the viability of the future of village life. A need for more diverse
local economies beyond farming, tourism and retail, supported by faster broadband, an
enhanced local skills base and affordable public or community transport is crucial for the
sustainment of village life. Alongside, there are threats to the continuance of local pubs, post
offices and shops as demand dwindles.
• Rural residents are hopeful about the future and their ability, with support from organisations
like housing associations, to help local people work together to develop affordable housing,
and improve the local economy and community life.
• Raising awareness of the advantages of village life, and bringing more people in from cities and
towns who appreciate these advantages, will enable retention of local facilities like pubs, post
offices and shops. Growth of the social enterprise sector and local environmental initiatives
provide opportunities for creating new and sustainable local economies, together with more
connected village communities through investment in ICT and human capital.

Housing Associations in Rural Communities
• Around 440 housing associations own and manage 728,000 homes in villages and market
towns across England. Investment in rural homes, economies and communities is a core
housing association activity.
• Housing associations, especially those in the Matrix Housing Partnership, are seen as key to
the success of villages in the future. Building affordable homes keeps the countryside alive and
enables a more balanced community mix. Alongside, the potential role of housing associations
in developing garden cities, towns and villages, in helping create community land trusts and
cohousing schemes is important.
• Housing associations support rural economies in two main ways. Firstly, the Matrix partners are
major investors and employers in rural economies. Secondly, the Matrix partners also support
the rural economy via business incubators, encouraging social enterprises and entrepreneurs,
and providing employment, training and volunteer support to strengthen local economies.
Providing fast broadband is equally vital.
• Supporting rural people to find their own solutions to local challenges is also a key role for
housing associations. Acting as community hubs, offering a range of rural services as local
authorities are under pressure from austerity is a growing role.
• A range of mutual approaches, supported by housing associations, are open to rural people to
develop housing and retain facilities in under-stress villages. Examples are cohousing for older
people, community land trusts for affordable home ownership and rented housing, and
community shares to support retention of local facilities.

10
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• The Matrix partners are seeking to help rural communities achieve a ‘circle of life’ – enabling
generations and employment cohorts to live together. Young people need to be retained in the
countryside and should not have to move to cities and towns for work. Sustainability of housing,
the local economy and environment are at the centre of the required approach. Key to
sustainable rural communities is a range of local facilities, especially village halls, post offices,
pubs, schools and transport links to nearby cities and towns.
• Residents and rural stakeholders prioritise the need for sensitive residential development of
village sites by housing associations, their involvement as key economic agents, and their
continuing support for jobs, training and community service delivery.

Villages need thriving small businesses
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An example of a Matrix eco scheme
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CHAPTER 1

About Valuing the Village

Backdrop
The Matrix Housing Partnership is distinctive since it incorporates housing associations that
operate in both urban and rural locations. Two of those partners – the Rooftop Housing Group
and Trent & Dove Housing – work extensively in the countryside. The Accord Group and Trident
Social Investment Group, two other Matrix partners, provide some housing with care and support
services in Derbyshire and Staffordshire, although their main housing stock concentrations are in
Birmingham and the Black Country. All Matrix partners working in rural settings offer more than
housing: economic regeneration and community support services based upon wide and deep
experience are what mark the Matrix Housing Partnership as a special consortium of housing
associations managing almost 30,000 homes.
Trent & Dove Housing is a stock transfer housing association managing 5,700 homes,
which has been transforming lives and neighbourhoods across East Staffordshire and South
Derbyshire for more than 12 years. Key to the success of Trent & Dove Housing has been its
consistent involvement of residents, evidenced by high satisfaction ratings, and upon its founding
principles covering a flexible governance structure and ability to adapt to an ever changing
housing landscape.
Rooftop Housing Group was formed in 1994 through transfer of 4,020 homes from Wychavon
District Council in South Worcestershire. Although the work of Rooftop Housing Group was initially
in South Worcestershire, since then the Group has expanded to include work in Gloucestershire.
Today, Rooftop provides almost 6,500 homes. The work of Rooftop Housing Group generates
high levels of resident satisfaction too. Key stakeholders also value Rooftop’s ability to find
solutions to complex housing issues.
It was because of the commitment of the Matrix Housing Partnership to providing housing in the
countryside, investing in rural economies and supporting rural communities that it joined forces
with the Human City Institute (HCI) to research the views of rural people and how Matrix could
build in its current success in creating sustainable rural communities.

Scoping ‘Valuing the Village’
The ‘Valuing the Village’ project was set in motion in 2014 with research running to May 2015.
The project aimed to explore how rural communities are changing, the pressures they are under
and what housing associations like those in the Matrix Housing Partnership can do to aid those
who live in rural areas, across a range of activities beyond the provision of affordable housing.
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The research approach sought to appreciate and evaluate the contribution of the village to
economic and community life in England through two case study villages, Bredon in Wychavon;
and Tutbury in East Staffordshire, those being within the operational areas of Rooftop Housing
Group and Trent & Dove Housing respectively.
The research centres upon:
• A review of the economic, demographic and environmental changes in rural England.
• Profiling and mapping the two case study villages.
• A survey of key stakeholders associated with the two case study villages.
• Interviews with the Chairs and Chief Executives of Rooftop Housing Group and Trent & Dove
Housing.
• Focus groups and interviews with village residents, Rooftop Housing Group, and Trent & Dove
Housing staff representatives.
• A review of the work of the Matrix Housing Partnership to support rural housing, economies
and communities.
The following booklet synthesises and summarises the findings from this extensive research
project by considering three major challenges facing rural communities – a lack of affordable
housing, under-developed rural economies and rural communities needing support. It then moves
on to discuss the views of residents and stakeholders. Finally, it investigates how housing
associations are key agencies for supporting rural communities as local authority services retrench
under pressure to reduce costs. First, though, the booklet profiles the two case study villages in
the study – Bredon and Tutbury.

Trident’s Oakland Village in Swadlincote
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CHAPTER 2

The Case Study Villages:
Bredon and Tutbury

Bredon Playing Fields

The Department of Environment and Rural Affairs uses the Government’s Rural-Urban
Classification to distinguish rural and urban areas. The Classification defines areas as rural if they
fall outside of settlements with more than 10,000 resident population. Rural areas are sub-divided
into six categories, town and fringe; town and fringe in a sparse setting; village; village in a sparse
setting; hamlets and isolated dwellings; and hamlets and isolated dwellings in a sparse setting.
The two case studies in the Matrix-HCI study – Bredon and Tutbury – are classified as villages.

Bredon
Bredon is a village and civil parish in Wychavon District at the southern edge of Worcestershire,
which lies on the banks of the River Avon on the lower slopes of Bredon Hill, made famous
by poet A. E. Houseman. The village, which has a population of 2,542, is located 3 miles north
of the Gloucestershire town of Tewkesbury. The River Avon forms the western boundary of the
parish, and two of its tributaries, the Carrant Brook and Squitter Brook form the southern boundary.
Bredon’s history of farming and settlement goes back at least four thousand years. There are
numerous archaeological remains from the Bronze Age and Iron Age. Bredon is also rich in
remains from the Roman Period (43–410 AD), revealing a continuing history of settlement and
farming. Modern Bredon has its roots in the Anglo-Saxon period. It remained part of the
Worcester Monastic Estate until the Reformation. Bredon’s name evolved during the Saxon
period, deriving from bree (Celtic for hill) and don (Old English for hill). Bredon and its surroundings
are exceptionally rich in wildlife and rare fauna.
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In the 1960s, a housing estate of around 600 homes was developed. The 1970s and 1980s saw
a rapid growth in the residential population of Bredon. However, much of this growth was poorly
planned, resulting in a dormitory settlement, reliant on nearby towns for employment and services.
In more recent years, Rooftop Housing Group has developed a range of affordable housing close
to Bredon to support local people wishing to stay in the area and new in-migrants from nearby
cities and towns.

Tutbury
Tutbury is a large village and civil parish of about 3,076 residents in East Staffordshire. It is
surrounded by the agricultural countryside of both Staffordshire and Derbyshire. The site has
been inhabited for over 3,000 years, with Iron Age defensive ditches encircling the main defensive
hill, upon which now stand ruins of a Norman castle. These ditches can be seen most clearly at
the Park pale and at the top of the steep hills behind Park Lane. The name Tutbury probably
derives from a Scandinavian settler and subsequent chief of the hill-fort, Totta, bury being a
corruption of burh the Anglo-Saxon name for ‘fortified place’. Tutbury is located 5 miles north of
Burton upon Trent and 20 miles south of the Peak District.
Until 2006, Tutbury Crystal, a manufacturer of high-quality cut glass products, was based in the
village. However production was transferred to Stoke-on-Trent as the existing factory was very
old and was thought to be too small for the modern company’s requirements. The old factory
was demolished and flats were built on the site, but a factory shop still operates in the village.
Despite this, the tourism trade survives thanks to the long and distinguished history of the Norman
Priory Church and medieval Tutbury Castle where Mary, Queen of Scots, was once imprisoned.
Tutbury has seen a range of new housing over the last two decades as a popular commuting
base to Burton upon Trent, Derby and Birmingham, Trent & Dove Housing has provided new
housing surrounding the village and offers community services to local residents.

Farmers’ Market, Tutbury
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CHAPTER 3

Rural Challenges

Idealistic village life faces challenges

The countryside faces three linked challenges. First, a lack of affordable housing that reduces the
capacity of rural residents to stay in the community, especially the young, and for lower income
groups to move to the countryside. Secondly, the rural economy needs to be enhanced and
diversified and geared to generating more high-paying jobs. Thirdly, rural communities, which are
highly resilient with deep roots going back generations, are increasingly under pressure from
retrenchment of local public services linked to austerity and from a decline in High Street facilities.
David Orr, Chief Executive of the NHF, described these linked issues:
“Our idealistic view of the English countryside is fast becoming extinct. Workers and
families aspiring to live, work and grow up in the countryside can’t find homes they can
afford. If we don’t build more homes, these places will become ‘pensioner pockets’ rather
than the thriving, working communities they can be. A lack of affordable housing in rural
areas will put pressure on small businesses, which will struggle to find local workers; as
well as schools, in places where families have had to move away, and health and support
services are needed to care for aging communities.”
19
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Housing Affordability
The UK faces a major housing crisis that has been growing for a decade and more, with rates of
house-building not keeping up with population and household growth. At the same time, funding
for social and affordable house building has gone sharply into decline since the international
financial crisis hit in 2007/08. The rate of house-builds being started and completed in rural areas
has fallen over the last two years. Existing social housing, managed by both local councils and
housing associations, is also under threat from the extended Right-to-Buy. The social housing
sector in rural communities is likely to lose thousands of homes in the next four years with
replacement unlikely on the promised one-for-one basis in the short or medium term.
Affordability remains a major problem in rural areas and is significantly worse than in the majority
of conurbations, with the exception of London. The average earnings to average house price ratio
is now back to pre-credit crunch levels. The ratio is generally higher in rural areas. The following
table illustrates the changing ratios in the counties of interest to this study. Both Staffordshire and
Worcestershire have seen worsening affordability since 1997, when home ownership was broadly
affordable to the average wage earner. Some decline has been seen since the peak in 2007, but
the ratios remain high at 5.8 in Staffordshire and 7.3 in Worcestershire.
In the areas of the two case study villages, affordability problems are embedded. The average
earnings to average house price ratio for the area containing Tutbury, our first case study village,
is 5.3 compared with 3.1 in 1997, although a little lower than in the peak year of 2007 (at 6.5).
For the area where Bredon is located, the ratio is 8.1 today: a sharp increase from the 4.7 in 1997
and only marginally down from the year before the credit crunch struck.
Chart (1) – Ratio of House Prices to Earnings in Worcestershire and Staffordshire
[Source: DCLG (2015) Live Tables]
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CHAPTER 3 – RURAL CHALLENGES

The Rural Economy
While rates of economic activity are higher in rural areas (at 23% compared with 20%), the rural
economy faces a number of challenges. Farms and food production are rightly acknowledged as
a key industry, but the rural economy is about more than farms. Half a million businesses are
based in the countryside worth £145bn to the national economy yearly. Rural entrepreneurs are
some of the most accomplished. However, business support services are not often as well
developed as in urban areas.
The rural economy is also held back by lower wages and a fall in living standards over the last
decade. Rural workers earn on average £2,000 each year less than the urban average. In the
travel to work areas encompassing Tutbury and Bredon, averages earnings are £19,000 and
£22,000 pa compared with £26,000 nationally. Around one third of rural workers have earnings
in the bottom decile. And one quarter of self-employed people in rural areas live in official poverty.
Digital exclusion and transport are also key issues affecting rural economic growth rates.

Rural Communities
Rural areas often have a deficiency of basic services enjoyed by their urban counterparts. Market
towns and villages sometimes lack some of the basic infrastructure to support their residents and
those living in the surrounding rural hinterland. Since 2010, scarcity in local services has worsened
as local authorities have been under pressure to reduce costs as part of the government’s deficit
reduction strategy. Yet local services are fundamentally important to rural communities – perhaps
more so than in urban areas – since they contribute significantly to the vitality of rural settlements,
and underpin sustainable and mixed communities.
It is not only the most vulnerable who are hardest hit by the withdrawal of local services, but local
businesses which need services essential to rural economic prosperity. Local services generate
local jobs. And only if people in rural communities have ready access to local schools, local jobs,
local shops and pubs and homes which are affordable will they and their children thrive, and will
the nation meet its environmental and economic needs. Yet the trend across the whole range of
rural services, has been one of retrenchment and disinvestment.
Housing associations have a key role to play in supporting rural communities, which is discussed
in chapter 5. Yet this role is being challenged by the requirement for housing associations to
reduce their costs through a rent decrease of 1% each year until the end of the 2019. This will
mean around a 12% compound decrease in the real-terms rental incomes of housing
associations, like those in the Matrix Housing Partnership, over the next four years which will
put pressure on the housing association role in rural community development.

21
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Housing Associations support the rural ‘circle of life’
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CHAPTER 4

Village Voices

Chapter 4 describes some of the characteristics of rural residents. It then moves on to explore
the views of residents and stakeholders from the two case study villages of Bredon and Tutbury
about their views of village life. The results from the interviews and focus groups with village
constituents have then been organised into a SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and
threats) analysis to provide an overview.

Rural People – Who Are They?
The population of England is 53m, of which 44m or just over 82%, live in urban areas and over
9.3m (18%) live in rural areas. Within rural areas, 0.5m people live in sparse settings. There are
proportionately more older people living in rural areas – over 50% of rural dwellers are aged 45
and above, compared with around 40% in urban areas. Less than 50% of those living in rural
areas are aged below 45 years, compared with 60% in urban areas, and overall there are
proportionately fewer younger people in sparse rural areas. In urban areas 21% of the population
are aged 15 to 29 years, but in the countryside this falls to 14%. Differences between age bands
in rural and urban areas reflects a variety of effects such as younger people moving to urban areas
to study and work, and for older people retiring to the countryside. The greatest rate of population
increase in recent years has been in urban areas, with a fall in population in rural areas.
As researched by the NHF, swathes of rural England are set to become ‘pensioner pockets’ in
the next six years as young families find themselves priced out of the areas they grew up in.
Analysis of population trends by the NHF revealed ‘pensioner pockets’, having 40% of households
contain people aged over 65 in six years’ time, compared with the predicted national average of
29%. Twenty-five rural areas were identified, raising concerns that the idea of living and working
in the countryside is disappearing. Lichfield, South Staffordshire, Staffordshire Moorlands,
Derbyshire Dales, Malvern Hills, Wyre, and Wyre Forest, all close to the case study villages, are
predicted to be among the ‘pensioner pockets’.
Other key characteristics of rural residents:
• Residents of rural areas are also more likely to be born in the UK (94.9% compared with 84.7%
for urban areas), to be of ‘White British’ ethnicity (95.0% compared with 77.2% for urban areas)
and to report a Christian religious affiliation (66.9% compared with 57.6% for urban areas).
• Among residents in employment, a larger proportion of rural residents work in either skilled trade
occupations or as managers, directors and senior officials than did residents in urban areas.
• In terms of housing tenure, home ownership is more common in rural areas (74.1%) than in
urban areas (61.2%).
23
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While the most common type of household in both urban and rural areas in 2011 is a one family
only household containing a married or civil partnership couple, this type of household is also
more common in rural areas than in urban areas (39.9% compared with 31.7%).

The Value of the Village
Residents living in the two case study villages, show great resilience and point to family networks,
sometimes going back generations, as a major strength, alongside strong and cohesive
communities. The need for more young people to live, work and stay in these villages, rather than
migrate to towns and cities, is seen as a key priority with which housing associations can help.
Table (1) – Rural Communities: SWOT Analysis
STRENGTHS

WEAKNESSES

• Outstanding natural beauty & surroundings
helping with health & well-being.

• Lack of affordable housing for locals,
especially young families and single people.

• Close-knit communities working together
with neighbours rallying round in times
of crisis.

• Economy over-dependent upon farming,
tourism & retail.

• Family networks stretching back generations.
• Low pollution, noise & crime.
• Active ‘Big Society’ & community groups
working to improve village life.

• Turnover of local shops low & falling,
with risk of a High Street of charity shops.
• Affordable fuel availability/fuel poverty.

• Local public services remain good.

• Digital exclusion, especially broadband.

• Local shops & community facilities.

• Lack of local skills base.

• Mixed income communities.

• Transport withdrawal, regularity & costs.

• Local housing associations offer
community-based help for local people.

• Growing social problems –
ASB, drugs & alcohol.

OPPORTUNITIES

THREATS

• Local people working together with housing
associations to develop affordable housing,
including community land trusts.

• NIMBYism threatening new housing coming to
villages, housing of local people & attracting
new people & businesses.

• Making more of tourism opportunities &
market local facilities & historical sites.

• Poorly thought-through development of
housing & infrastructure.

• Raise awareness of advantages of rural life –
marketing, especially around tourism &
farmers’ markets.

• Rapid demographic change.

• Retention of local facilities like pubs & shops
via community shares schemes.

• Potential loss of community spirit as local
people move away to find work & housing.

• Growth of the social enterprise sector.

• Withdrawal of local, public services.

• Develop local environmental initiatives.

• Further loss of local shops & community
facilities, with competition from supermarkets.

• Connected communities – faster broadband.
• Leadership & training initiatives to support
local people.

24

• Setting up retail businesses through
leasehold is becoming expensive.

• Insufficient housing & care provision for an
aging local population.

• Loss of local industries.
• Loss of banking & credit facilities.

CHAPTER 4 – VILLAGE VOICES

Village value is further ascribed to outstanding natural beauty, which is seen as helping with
personal health and community well-being. Generally low pollution, noise and crime are associated
factors. An active ‘Big Society’ network of community groups working to improve village life,
maintaining local facilities as public services retrench, is seen as a highly valuable ingredient
in the success of village life. Local housing associations, like Rooftop Housing Group and
Trent & Dove Housing offer community bases in their offices and housing schemes to support
this network.
Quotes from local people underscore the ‘Big Society’ ethic:
“Numerous organisations are all active in the community. Each has a sphere of influence
and there is a good deal of co-operation. All are independent but together make a
valuable contribution to village life.”
“As a landlord of a community pub, it is important to give something back so we host our
annual community awards with a red carpet and our own Oscars. This is supported by
local businesses and the community nominates and votes for people in different
categories. It brings everyone together.”
“Everyone knows each other. Everyone pools their resources together and are keen to
embrace creativity. It’s community spirit you don’t get in cities and towns.”
“The Farmers’ Market is a good example of the community working together. It was a huge
success, a brilliant day and it worked well for all in the village.”

Villages need thriving High Streets
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However, there are significant threats to village life. A lack of affordable housing for local people,
especially young families and a growing elderly population, a problem sometimes compounded
by NIMBYism, may undermine the vibrancy of village communities and family networks as young
people in particular move away to find jobs and housing. A need for more diverse local economies
beyond farming, tourism and retail, supported by faster broadband, an enhanced local skills base
and affordable public or community transport is crucial for the sustainment of village life. Alongside,
there are threats to the continuance of local pubs, post offices and shops as demand dwindles.
Rural residents explain their thinking:
“Too much new, expensive housing on the edges of the village. Likely to have a detrimental
effect on community life in that we will become a commuter village, attracting people
who want a good home but not to be part of the village.”
“The greenbelt land is being taken-up with houses that don’t fit in with the village style –
large, expensive houses that local people can’t afford. We need managed growth of the
village – not just building houses all around the village which changes the dynamics.”
“More interconnectedness needs developing to ensure that local people can grasp future
opportunities. It would also be good to see new businesses come in. And some units
where people can live and work would help.”
“There is an ongoing loss of small businesses, especially butchers and grocers. Everything
outside the village, such as supermarkets, takes people away. We need new types of
business setting-up in the village to provide jobs, wages and spending in shops.”
Residents are generally hopeful about the future and their ability, with support from organisations
like housing associations, to help local people work together to develop affordable housing,
and improve the local economy and community life. Further marketing of local attractions to
support tourism (for example Tutbury Castle in Tutbury and Bredon Hill in Bredon) is seen as
another opportunity to grasp.
Alongside, raising awareness of the advantages of rural life, and bringing more people in from
cities and towns who appreciate these advantages, will enable retention of local facilities like pubs,
post offices and shops. Growth of the social enterprise sector and local environmental initiatives
provide opportunities for creating new and sustainable local economies, together with more
connected village communities through investment in ICT and human capital.
Rural residents expand:
“Affordability – young people in particular don’t have much money and there are limited
employment opportunities. Young people move out because they can’t afford to stay and
are looking for work. The rate of house price rises is still high as the housing market crash
didn’t hit villages so badly.”
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“Villages are the backbone of rural life. The quality of life is wonderful and you live in
beautiful surroundings that promote healthy lifestyles and well-being. Not everyone is
happy in cities and towns. Country life is a rich life. There is everything you could want,
you know everyone and pretty much everybody gets on.”
“The village is central to community life and the High Street is the heart of the village. Not
only does the rural economy play an active role in the national economy, but the quality
of village life contributes to people’s well-being.”

What Rural People Want from Housing Associations
Residents and rural stakeholders were asked to suggest the sorts of activities and actions they
want from housing associations. Here is a sample of residents comments which stress the need
for sensitive residential development of village sites by housing associations, and support for jobs,
training and community service delivery:
“Build more homes but make them sympathetic to existing buildings. Integrate new homes
rather than separating ‘the haves and have nots’ – large developments that only outsiders
can afford. Build small developments that are scattered around the village.”
“More shared ownership to get people on the property ladder and low-cost homes for
young people and young families, so that people don’t have to move away because they
can’t afford to live here where their families were born and lived for generations.”
“More local employment and access to employment and training. Invest money and energy
in partnerships with local people and other organisations, and lobby government and
local councils on things like increasing public transport.”
“Housing associations have the opportunity to regenerate villages. Villages are becoming
more expensive to live in and many have an aging population. Providing affordable and
supported housing helps to balance the population. This benefits facilities such as
schools, youth groups, and the variety of businesses that can be sustained.”
“Provide money advice services that are accessible. Access to employment and training
is important, and working with local businesses so that local people can get placements
and experience.”
“Housing associations’ role in supporting the community – like tackling ASB, investing in
community gardens, parks, playgrounds and skateboard areas tailored to young people.”
“They need to concentrate on sustaining the village. Develop crèche facilities, support
social enterprises, work with local colleges and offer access to training and education.”
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Fern walk in Tutbury
The quality of rural life
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CHAPTER 5

Housing Associations
in Rural Communities
The Rural Role
The NHF reports that around 440 housing associations, or about one quarter of the total number
of housing associations, own and manage 728,000 homes, or one third of housing association
homes, in villages and market towns across England. Investment in rural homes and communities
is, therefore, a core housing association activity. Consequently, the NHF plays an active and visible
part in campaigning on behalf of rural economies and communities.
The Rural Alliance was created to support housing associations working in rural locations,
meeting regularly with the Homes and Communities Agency and the Rural Communities Policy
Unit at Defra. The Rural Alliance has published a rural housing pledge, promoting the needs for
more affordable homes for countryside dwellers. Alongside, Rural Housing Week in July each
year was created by the NHF to promote rural issues. And the NHF’s Save Our Villages campaign,
which ran from 2009 until early 2012, called on government and local councils to confront the
affordable housing shortage in rural areas.
Housing associations, such as those making up the Matrix Housing Partnership, especially
Rooftop Housing Group and Trent & Dove Housing, offer the countryside a range of options to
improve housing affordability, to support and stimulate rural economies and to sustain local people
and communities. Housing associations are much more important players in rural communities
than the providers of affordable housing alone. The following provides some examples of what
the Matrix Housing Partners do, and what needs to be done, in rural areas to provide more
affordable housing, support local economies and sustain rural communities.

Providing Affordable Housing
Building affordable homes for rural residents, and for people who want to return to the countryside,
and for attracting new people, keeps rural communities alive. The housing association role
in developing garden cities, towns and villages, in helping create community land trusts
and cohousing schemes is crucial, together with provision of traditional affordable and social
housing programmes.
The Matrix Housing Partnership is perhaps uniquely placed to tackle this ambitious agenda.
The Partnership incorporates elements that have extensive experience in pioneering the
eco-town concept, mutual solutions and off-site construction to keep building costs down.
Community land trusts (CLTs) are a potential growth area, with the Government’s Housing Strategy
formally announcing that CLTs can access a portion of the HCA’s Affordable Homes Programme.
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Two generations celebrate rural life

Building new homes in the countryside
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However, government and local authority partners of housing associations need to aid
affordable housing development by releasing sites at low cost and by putting pressure on private
companies to free-up their land banks. Private housing developers should contribute to the
enhancement of community infrastructure through disassembly of land banks and reinvigorated
section 106 agreements. Housing associations also need to build-in technology to improve
sustainability through low or zero carbon housing. This is why Matrix has pioneered eco-building
and off-site construction.

Supporting Rural Economies
The Matrix Housing Partnership supports rural economies in two main ways. Firstly, the Matrix
partners are major investors and employers in rural economies. Matrix employs over 4,000 people,
and supports many more in the supply chain, controls assets of more than £1.2bn and has a
combined turnover of over £218m. Annually, Matrix spends over £19m on repairs and
maintenance services, £18m on home improvement programmes and £46m on a range of goods
and services in local and often fragile economies; stimulating growth, creating jobs and generating
extra economic and social value.
A second way in which Matrix supports the rural economy is via business incubators, encouraging
social enterprises and entrepreneurs, and providing employment, training and volunteer support
to strengthen local economies. Creating apprenticeships should be an area of growth, since the
building trade is calling out for skilled people. Supporting business start-ups, especially microbusinesses, will enable a more sustainable rural economy. Alongside, Matrix is connecting rural
people to the global economy – for example, providing fast broadband that caters for all age
groups and enables older people to move with the times and fend off isolation and loneliness.
Both Rooftop Housing Group and Trent & Dove Housing have pioneered this approach.
Developing enterprise opportunities and supporting the social economy, as the Matrix partners
are doing, enables rural people to access local jobs in sustainable and ethical enterprises. The
Matrix involvement in two LEPs in the Midlands provides the Partnership with insights into localised
economic development policy and enables Matrix to help shape that policy, including housing
elements and community capacity building. Matrix is also involved in an extensive apprenticeships
programme, liaising with colleges in rural settings.
Matrix invests directly in manufacturing through its partnership with a Norwegian, low carbon
house manufacturer – LoCal Homes. Through this partnership Matrix has developed a range
of new house types which achieve Code for Sustainable Homes levels 4-6. Assembling new
homes from a factory in Walsall, in partnership with Walsall Council, also enables cost-effective
housing construction while looking after the environment and creating jobs and training
opportunities. This approach to sustainable house-building has been used in an eco-scheme –
Blakes Hill in North Littleton – developed by the Matrix Housing Partnership as part of its
commitment to tackling climate change.
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Innovation in supporting local economies and communities is central to the Matrix approach –
whether through Accord’s timebanking initiative or Trent & Dove Housing’s Community Awards –
the approach is to help and reward residents and community partners who have gone the ‘extra
mile’ in helping to transform lives and neighbourhoods. Matrix is also known for its community
support and funding. One such initiative is the Rooftop Community Fund to benefit the wider
community with grants from £100 to £10,000 for improvement to parks, playgrounds and local
green spaces, a local playgroup needing to purchase new toys and equipment and a re-fit for a
village hall kitchen so that it can be better used by the local community. Trent & Dove Housing
has also created such a Community Fund, which has regenerated spare land into community
gardens in Tutbury.

Sustaining Rural Communities
Together with their local authority partners, the private and third sectors, housing associations,
like those in Matrix, have a key role to play in maintaining successful rural communities and in
supporting rural people to find their own solutions to local challenges. Housing associations should
continue to act as community hubs, as do the Rooftop Housing Group and Trent & Dove Housing,
increasingly offering a range of rural services as local authorities unfortunately retrench. Trent &
Dove’s Extra Care Home, Chestnut Grange, is a good example.
Both organisations use their offices and housing schemes as bases for these community hubs;
as does Trident Oakland Village in Swadlincote, South Derbyshire, providing care and support,
shared ownership and community outreach facilities. The Accord Group’s hi-tech dementia
schemes in Staffordshire, offering extensive community support while deploying state-of-the-art
technology to care and support scheme residents.
The need for housing association-managed community development that addresses fuel poverty,
tackles worklessness, offers welfare advice, provides affordable credit and supports community
transport will most likely grow as council services come under increased pressure in the next
Comprehensive Spending Review. Housing association community development work is also
under threat as they are required to reduce their rents by 1% annually for the next four years.
Local service provision, such as money, welfare and debt advice, teaching budgeting skills, and
training for ICT has been a growing component of Matrix’s work to tackle economic and social
exclusion. The social return on investment of these services is high and they enable more money
to circulate in the local economy, as well as equipping residents to cope with a rapidly changing
rural economy and society.
A range of mutual approaches are open to rural people, communities and agencies to develop
housing and retain facilities in under-stress villages. These are cohousing for older people,
community land trusts for affordable home ownership and rented housing, and community shares
to support retention of local facilities. Matrix has considerable experience of these approaches
but should seek to expand its repertoire in the mutual arena as part of a ‘Big Society’ strategy.

32

CHAPTER 5 – HOUSING ASSOCIATIONS IN RURAL COMMUNITIES

The Matrix Housing Partnership will continue to protect the most vulnerable – families, young
people, the elderly, those with care and support needs – in rural communities. This includes
Gypsies and Travellers in Worcestershire. Rooftop Housing Group is involved in a number of
Gypsy and Traveller projects, such as the work improving the caravan site at Houndsfield Lane in
Wythall, as well as working with partners to inform and educate communities about Gypsies and
Travellers. Rooftop Housing Group has its own dedicated Gypsy and Traveller Project Manager
to support and develop new and existing Gypsy and Traveller sites and projects as part of the
Worcestershire Gypsy and Traveller Group.

Conclusion – Maintaining the ‘Circle of Life’
The Matrix Housing Partnership is effectively seeking to help rural communities achieve a ‘circle
of life’ – enabling generations and different age and employment cohorts to live together. In
particular, young people need to be retained in the countryside and should not have to move to
cities and towns for work. Sustainability of housing, the local economy and environment are at
the centre of the required approach. Key to sustainable rural communities is a range of local
facilities, especially village halls, post offices, pubs, schools and transport links to nearby cities
and towns.
Equally essential is more affordable housing in rural settings and this housing should receive its
fair share of the total housing allocated by the Homes and Communities Agency. Matrix wants to
see significant growth in the number of homes rural housing associations provide. Building homes
for people who want to return to rural communities and for attracting new people to these areas,
would help keep rural communities alive. Supporting the ‘circle of life’ in rural communities should
be a major priority for policy-makers in government at all levels. Housing associations, like the
Matrix partners, should be the key delivery agencies.
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