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INTRODUCTION

Historically, planning policy has relied on settlement hierarchy where development is focused on cities, then towns, then large villages, then smaller villages and finally open countryside. The rationale behind this service centre and hinterland approach is being increasingly questioned. Does this reflect how people really live today? Has the increasing personal mobility and the relative reduction in the cost of travel turned this approach on its head? People can now commute further to work and being near to their place of employment seems to be a less significant factor in determining where people choose to live. This may be particularly important as many households now contain two or more working adults who work in different locations. In contrast, issues around quality of life, local facilities, services, school catchment areas or simply peace and quiet seem to have an increasing influence. 
The notion of sustainability has been translated into methodologies for defining service centres that rely on what facilities are available. If a particular place has a certain number of facilities, and a certain population level, then it is deemed to be sustainable and therefore an appropriate place for new development and growth. Whilst this approach may translate into sensible spatial strategies in urban areas, does it work for rural areas? More critically, where does this approach leave a community that is deemed to be ‘not sustainable’? 
The Workshop looked at the impact of these hierarchical policies on upland areas. It discussed the consequences and impacts of the current service centre-led approach in rural areas and considered whether sustainability could instead be viewed as a relative, rather than an absolute concept. The Workshop also considered an alternative policy approach. The Lake District National Park Authority aspires to the National Park becoming an inspirational example of sustainable development in action where a prosperous economy, world class visitor experiences and vibrant communities come together to sustain the spectacular landscape, its wildlife and cultural heritage.

DEFINING SUSTAINABLE COMMUNITIES

Roger Roberts introduced the session by suggesting that sustainable communities could be defined by having a balanced age structure, viable services that can be delivered in a market-driven way and affordable living costs (including house prices and household incomes). However, his summary of the situation in rural Cumbria painted a picture of rural decline in which the combination of factors includes low incomes, high house prices, an ageing population and the decline of upland farming in an already low ‘gross value added’ (GVA) economy relying on agriculture and tourism. It was clear that it will be very difficult to address the changes taking place and to maintain viable services under these circumstances.

Rachel Bland of the Lake District National Park Authority examined policy definitions of sustainable development and sustainable communities.

The Department for Communities and Local Government use a short definition: ‘sustainable communities are places where people want to live and work, now and in the future’. She suggested that too literal an interpretation of this in planning policy would be unwise. In reality there are many factors which influence people’s choice of where they live, not just the proximity to where they work.

POLICY INTERPRETATIONS OF A VISIONING APPROACH

The meeting felt that it had been accepted by the Lake District National Park Authority that planning policy by itself had failed to address change and challenge in rural communities. Rachel Bland accepted that planning policies could not deliver sustainable communities in terms of any of the commonly used definitions of what that might comprise as an ideal, and felt that great care needed to be taken in developing visions, particularly because of the impacts of social segmentation. Conference was being invited to consider what sustainable uplands might look like in 2020 but this suggested at least two possible approaches. One approach might be to identify pragmatically what might be achievable and work towards it, whilst the other might develop a shared vision of what an upland sustainable community might look like and then identify how this might be achieved. In either case, it was important that there should not be a single model either for particular areas or for communities.

Delegates identified possible discrepancies between policy interpretation of principles and existing trends. Concepts of the desirability of balanced communities have to recognise the reality of social segmentation through inward migration of older, more affluent residents and loss of young people of working age. Developing a vision that regarded these changes as completely negative would ignore the vital contribution often made by incomers to a rural area whilst young people may return to an area with valuable experience and fresh ideas. Rachel Bland challenged delegates to consider whether there should be more acceptance of change and to work positively with it by seeking to identify community assets. Older communities include many active empowered individuals and they have a significant economic function in rural areas although this may also affect the demand and provision of services.

WORKSHOP DISCUSSION

There was agreement that institutions (including planners) needed to create more opportunities to empower people on the ground to develop and implement their own vision of a sustainable community. However, there was also recognition that some communities or sectors within communities may need more support than others to ensure that the articulate and experienced members of a community did not thrive at the expense of others. This issue of social inclusion is particularly relevant where spatial sorting is occurring with people living next to ‘people like them’. 
However, if local communities are to be supported, this raises the problem of provision of long-term support and funding. Most schemes are only funded for 3 years or less, which is not long enough to provide a stable environment where communities can develop and achieve their own aims. Most community action relies on volunteers, and community support has to be targeted. This may result in hard choices and unsupported communities.

The meeting concluded that current rural policy is not addressing the changes taking place and that inadequacies will be exacerbated by inadequate funding that is likely to be further reduced by policy changes and spending reviews. There was some support for the idea that resources directed to rural areas, particularly for agriculture, could be used more holistically to benefit the whole community including farmers. It was agreed that ideally interventions should be directed towards enabling communities to implement their own visions. 
Rachel Bland concluded by suggesting that change is inevitable and we should welcome it and work with it. The landscape, economy and culture all need to change to reflect and adapt to changing circumstances. Sustainable communities are not preserved as they are; they are changing and adapting too. We may need to challenge our own preconceptions of what a sustainable community is. They need to change and develop and may not all be what we perceive as a balanced community approach. 
Finally, she suggested that climate change could force us all to change radically.
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