Rural Strategy for the Diocese of Ripon and Leeds

Sustaining an effective Christian presence in the countryside

1. The Diocese

A map of the Diocese indicates its extensive rural nature as, moving northwards from Leeds, the Diocese broadens out to include part of the Vale of York and much of the dales of the North Pennines.  It serves both the large, concentrated urban populations of Leeds and Harrogate, and the smaller scattered communities of the widespread rural north.  The two are not separate but interconnected, socially and economically and, from the perspective of faith, as part of the one Body of Christ expressed through the mission and ministry of the whole diocese.  

A rural strategy needs to be owned by and for the whole diocese and not just by rural church communities.

2. Types of Rural

Rural communities vary greatly.  Recent government definitions distinguish between types of settlements – dispersed dwellings, hamlets, villages, small towns, urban fringe – and between settlements that are remote (sparse) and those that are closer to key centres or transport networks (less sparse). Richmondshire contains some of the most remote communities in the Yorkshire and Humber region whereas the rural parts of Harrogate Borough are mainly defined as less sparse.  A strong feature of rural life is the Market Town which, whilst having many features of urban life, cannot be separated from its rural hinterland.  Some rural settlements close to conurbations, such as villages between Harrogate and Leeds, are strongly linked to those urban communities through commuting and employment patterns and use of services.  Village communities in the upper dales are more isolated and rely more heavily on their own resources.  Within these communities there are often a wide range of ‘villagers’.  These may be incomers who have retired to seek the ‘rural idyll’, younger families seeking an improved lifestyle, commuters, locals whose family roots are in the village.  

An understanding of the context of rural mission and ministry is essential for a realistic and effective rural strategy.

3. A Culture of Change

Rural communities are usually thought of as traditional, conservative and self-reliant. Yet, currently, the dominant feature of rural life is one of change.  

3(a) Inward Migration – In 2005 more people moved from urban to rural areas than the other way.  A net gain of over 105,000 people that it is anticipated will continue over next thirty years.  One of the reasons behind the growth in the rural population is the perception of an improved lifestyle in the countryside, where crime rates are lower, schooling is better, the environment is healthier and the surroundings more peaceful.  The majority of those migrating to the countryside are in the older age group.  There is a net loss of young people between 16 and 24 years of age due mainly to limitations in education, employment and a lack of affordable housing.   It is anticipated that the number of people over 65 years will grow by a significantly higher percentage in the countryside compared with cities (In Richmondshire and Harrogate 31-34% of population is over 60 and in Hambleton it is 39-42%).  However the proportion of young people below 16 years remains the same in urban and rural communities.  

A rural strategy will take account of the demographic changes in the countryside, the implications for pastoral ministry and the opportunities for mission.

3(b) Agriculture – There has been a thirty year decline in farm incomes. In the 18 years to 2002 the number of full-time farmers in the UK decreased by 20%. Since 1945 there has been a 75% decrease in the number of farm holdings as farms have got bigger in order to survive. Prof Sir John Marsh has commented that:  The agricultural industry we have known during the past 50 years is either dead or dying. What is happening now is not some exceptionally severe blip on an otherwise unchanging scene but a major turning point.  

Nationally, less than 2% of the workforce is involved in agriculture, forestry or fishing. However, in some remoter areas of our diocese agriculture is still a significant feature of the local employment and economy.  Hambleton and Richmond PCT estimated that in its rural areas 27% of the workforce were employed in agriculture or associated occupations.  Upper Teesdale, part of which is in the diocese, has the highest national rate of agricultural employment at 30%.  Under current EU funding arrangements upland farming faces a particularly uncertain future with consequences for upland communities, the environment and tourism.  

Support for the farming community, including the work of Farm Crisis Network and other rural support agencies, in a time of major restructuring should remain a significant element in diocesan policy towards the countryside. 

The environmental and economic benefit of local food sourcing should be endorsed, alongside a commitment to global trade justice, and the diocese and parishes invited to work towards their own policy on food.

3(c) Expectations – The last couple of decades have seen a major shift in public policy towards the countryside.  The post-war emphasis on the security of food supplies led to agricultural intensification.  The current emphasis is on access, and on the countryside as a ‘public good’, a place for leisure and tourism, a place for recreation benefit and environmental conservation.  The countryside has become a focus for competing interests between, for example those concerned for preservation of landscape, biodiversity and heritage, and those concerned for the economic and social development of rural communities.  

The diocese needs to engage prophetically with current concerns about the future of the countryside finding ways to contribute biblical and theological insights into the current debate.  

3(d) Communities – Changes to the countryside evoke differing responses from within rural communities.  For some there is a perceived sense of threat to a ‘traditional way of life’, for others there is a sense of confusion about the way forward, and some see change as an opportunity to be embraced.  There is a strong sense, however, that rural interests are being marginalised by national and mainly urban policy makers, deepening a sense of misunderstanding between the urban and the rural.  The church does not stand apart from these pressures.  Social capital is a term used to describe the reciprocal relationships and networks of care and community that exist within a locality.  A strong sense of community has been a feature of rural life and it continues to exist in many communities. However, increasing mobility, the loss of key services which act as meeting places (such as village shops, post offices, pubs and schools), and the growth of second homes (in Reeth and Arkengarthdale 28% of housing stock are second/holiday homes and in Richmondshire as whole the figure is 20%), has led to a weakening of social cohesion and the networks of care.   The church in the countryside remains a focus for community gatherings of celebration and sorrow.  Major festivals bring villagers together and funerals are often a village affair.  During Foot-and-Mouth the church became a focus for practical and spiritual support, and a focus for unity and hope amid the threat of division and despair. 
The diocese is committed to sustaining the life of the church in the countryside as a source of community and proclamation. 

3(e) Market Towns - have also become a focus of government initiatives for economic and social regeneration.  They are seen as providers of local services and employment, and economic drivers for the wider rural economy.  Market Town churches are in a position to be a resource to their own community and to the wider hinterland which the town serves.

Work needs to be done on the on the specific role of Market Town churches and their relation to the communities which make up their hinterland. 

4. Rural Disadvantage

Behind the image of a beautiful, tranquil and prosperous countryside lies a hidden deprivation. One in five of rural households live below the official poverty line with annual household incomes of £15,000 or less.  The Government’s Rural Advocate, in his report for 2006, commented that if the 20% of people below the poverty line were concentrated in cities they would cover an area the size of Birmingham, and there would be an outcry.  The dispersed nature of rural disadvantage means it is often hidden from view.  

The lack of affordable rural housing (due to the demand for rural properties as a consequence of inward migration, and to the demand for second/holiday homes in areas of great natural beauty,) has meant that local people on lower incomes have not been able to stay in the area.  This has social and economic consequences for the balance of the community and the sustaining and expansion of rural businesses.  The Final Report of the Affordable Rural Housing Commission (2006) recommends that, ‘‘the Church of England look in detail at its use of glebe land for the delivery of affordable housing, as a follow up to its 1990 report ‘Faith in the Countryside’.’’

Employment is generally higher in rural areas but wages are on average 9% lower.  Rural employment may be seasonal or casual. 

The culture of self-reliance and pride, when compounded by a lack of anonymity and the sparsity of service provision, means that there is underreporting of social needs and problems in the countryside.

A report on Rural Disadvantage: Priorities for action by the Commission for Rural Communities (2006) identifies three dimensions of rural disadvantage:

· Financial poverty – a low wage economy, lower take up of benefits

· Access poverty – poor transport services reducing ease of access to vital services

· Network poverty – loss of venues that provide informal but vital networks of support in the rural community. 

The influx of workers from East European countries to work on farms and market town businesses is a growing feature of rural life.  It is not clear what their social needs are or how they are to be met.
There is a need to raise awareness of rural disadvantage in the diocese and for parishes, deaneries and the diocese to look at ways in which the church can address rural social needs.

The Diocesan Board of Finance in the management of remaining glebe and Parsonage land should continue to explore the viability of its use for affordable housing.  
5. Changing Rural Church

The local church remains an important feature in rural life.  The building is often a focal point for the village and one of the (sometimes the only) important hubs or networks of village life.  The church is one of largest voluntary organisations in the countryside with an active presence in most communities.  Church members play a very active role in village life.  The church’s involvement in community action is more usually through individual involvement in village activities than through church owned projects.  In some cases community action may be better undertaken through ecumenical partnerships, or as a deanery.  Effective youth work in Pateley Bridge and Masham has been made possible through ecumenical collaboration. The significant contribution of rural churches to the vibrancy of the local community has been acknowledged in recent research carried out with the support of Defra - Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Faith in Rural Communities 2006).

The church in the countryside has been undergoing fundamental changes in recent decades.  The reduction in the number of stipendiary clergy led to the rise of multi-benefice parishes, where one incumbent is responsible for a number of parishes.  In most rural communities the traditional role of the ‘Vicar’ or ‘Parson’ is still recognised and valued.  This can create expectations not easily fulfilled by one clergyperson with a number of villages to care for.  In some cases it may perpetuate a traditional, though stretched, model of church life dependent on clergy presence.  The diocese is experimenting with developing teams of clergy, with an emphasis on local and lay ministries, working within a large number of parishes.   As the role of rural clergy changes a greater emphasis is placed on the role of oversight.  Training and support for a changing role should be made available.  Many clergy serving in the countryside come from an urban background, and the whole church is best served by recognising some rural parishes as training parishes suitable for title posts. This is of value whether an individual curate goes on to serve rural or urban communities. Clergy who can interpret the countryside are a resource to the whole church, and to the unity of its mission in the diocese.  Market Town churches have the potential to be a resource for mission and ministry to the wider hinterland.

The development of team ministries should be monitored and evaluated as alongside the multi-benefice model. 

There is potential for developing Reader ministry, NSM and local lay ministries, including pastoral and worship teams. 

Training and support for those in rural ministry needs to be maintained by supporting the work of the Arthur Rank Centre, the Rural Church Support Network for Yorkshire and the Humber,  and the training offered through the Diocesan Rural Officer.  
The diocese is committed to offering initial ministerial posts in rural settings.

The role of Market Town churches as a resource for wider ministry and mission should be explored.

6. (a) Mission - Presence 

The significance of the rural church as a ‘presence’ in the countryside was demonstrated during the outbreak of Foot-and-Mouth when the local church became an effective means of practical help, a source of pastoral support, a sign of hope and a focus for reconciliation. The Methodist Church’s workbook Presence, sustaining and promoting an effective Christian presence in villages (2004) describes such a presence as Priestly, Prophetic and Evangelising, a presence which may or may not be building centred and which may or may not be a Sunday presence.  This is consistent with the vision of a mission–shaped church where, in a rural context, traditional forms are likely to exist alongside Fresh Expressions of church (Mission-shaped and Rural by Sally Gaze 2006). Young people make up a significant element of the rural population but have limited access to resources catering for their needs.  The diocese welcomes and encourages initiatives taken by rural/market town parishes in working as deaneries and with ecumenical partners to engage with young people and their needs.     

The diocese endorses the vision of the Presence workbook and is committed to sustaining an effective Christian presence in the countryside, and encouraging the development of fresh-expressions of church in a rural context. 
6(b) Mission - Ecumenical 

Christian mission in the countryside will be more effective where there are strong ecumenical relationships.  This may be where for example vibrant Methodist and Anglican churches in a town or village work together on specific projects or occasions.  It may be where two congregations decide they can be more effective in mission by merging their resources, and worshipping as an ecumenical congregation drawing on each others traditions.  In many villages there may only be one denominational presence but it ought to offer a welcome to those of other denominations and strive to integrate elements of other traditions into it own. Sustaining an effective Christian presence does not necessarily mean sustaining a denominational presence. The diocese welcomes the Church in the Dale project among ecumenical partners in Nidderdale as a model of rural ecumenical collaboration.

In proposed pastoral re-organisation the diocese and deaneries should consult with ecumenical partners at an early stage.

The Declaration of Ecumenical Welcome and Commitment, available from the Arthur Rank Centre, should be used wherever the Church of England is the only denominational presence in a community. 

6(c) Mission - Buildings

The burden of upkeep of the many historic church buildings in the countryside falls on small congregations and can be a continuing source of anxiety and a drain on personal resources.  Church buildings however, have the potential to be a focus of the mission of the church both in the community to visitors and tourists.  They can be a sign of the holy and places for community gatherings.  They are often visited by tourists and in this context provide an opportunity for prayer and reflection.  The recent work of the North Yorkshire Tourism Initiative, continued by the CRC’s Culture Officer, has greatly enhanced the effectiveness of many rural parishes in the use of their church building as a focus for visitors.  External advice and guidance about the use and adaptation of church buildings would lift the sense of burden from many small congregations.  

The diocese is committed to sustaining rural church buildings and to their adaptation for contemporary worship and community use. 

The diocese should explore ways in which rural congregations can be supported in maintaining and adapting their church plant 

7. Administration 

Small rural congregations appear to carry a disproportionate burden of administration and representation for their size. This distracts from the encouragement to churches to explore fresh expressions of being church and new patterns of local ministry. 

The diocese should investigate ways of reducing the administrative and representative demands on small churches, and invite small churches to pool resources. 

8. Links

To be one diocese in mission involves mutual understanding about the contexts in which different parishes exercise their ministry and mission.  Links between urban, suburban and rural parishes are potentially useful ways in which mutual understanding and support can grow. Guidelines to developing effective links will be produced by the Mission Resourcing Team.

Key Points:

· A rural strategy for the diocese needs to be owned by and for the whole diocese and not just by rural church communities.

· An understanding of the context of rural mission and ministry is essential for a realistic and effective rural strategy.

· A rural strategy will take account of the demographic changes in the countryside, the implications for pastoral ministry and the opportunities for mission.

· Support for the farming community, including the work of Farm Crisis Network and other rural support agencies, in a time of major restructuring should remain a significant element in diocesan policy towards the countryside.

Key Recommendations:

General

· that this diocese is committed to sustaining the life of the church in the countryside as a source of community and proclamation.  Diocesan Synod

· that this diocese endorses the vision of the Presence and encourages the development of fresh-expressions of church in a rural context. Diocesan Synod/Evangelism Task Group
Ministry

· that the development of team ministries should be monitored and evaluated alongside the multi-benefice model. Ministry Advisory Group/Pastoral Committee
· that the potential for greater development of Reader, NSM and local lay ministries, including pastoral and worship teams be developed. MAG/Training 

· that training and support for those in rural ministry be maintained by supporting the work of the Arthur Rank Centre, the Rural Church Support Network  and the training offered through the Diocesan Rural Officer/Rural Task Group
· that this diocese is committed to offering initial ministerial posts in rural settings. Bishop’s Staff/DDO

· that work be done on the role of Market Town churches as a resource for wider ministry and mission. Rural Task Group
· The diocese should investigate ways of reducing the administrative and representative demands on small churches, and invite small churches to pool resources. Archdeacons/Deaneries
Ecumenical

· that the Declaration of Ecumenical Welcome and Commitment, available from the Arthur Rank Centre, should be used wherever the Church of England is the only denominational presence in a community. Ecumenical Officer
· that in proposed pastoral re-organisation the diocese and deaneries should consult with ecumenical partners at an early stage. Deanery Pastoral Committees/Archdeacons
Buildings
· that this diocese is committed to sustaining church buildings where they are viable, and to their adaptation for contemporary worship and community use. Archdeacons/DAC
· that this diocese explores ways in which rural congregations can be supported in maintaining and adapting their church plant. Archdeacons/DAC
Rural Issues
· that this diocese needs to engage prophetically with current concerns about the future of the countryside finding ways to contribute biblical and theological insights into the current debate.  Rural Officer/Rural Task Group/Senior Staff/all
· that this diocese should develop an awareness of rural disadvantage, and that parishes, deaneries and diocese should explore ways in which the church can address rural social needs. Presentations to Deaneries
· that this diocese endorses the environmental and economic benefits of local food sourcing, alongside a commitment to global trade justice, and that parishes be encouraged to work towards their own policy on food. Parishes
· The Diocesan Board of Finance in the management of remaining glebe and Parsonage land should continue to explore the viability of its use for affordable housing.  DBF
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