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From small rural settlements 
to large urban cities, in upland, 
lowland, and coastal communities, 
where we call home provides us 
with a unique sense of place, 
identity, and shared history which 
shapes the local narrative about 
where we live.1

As the home to millions of 
people across the UK and 
Ireland, governments across the 
jurisdictions have developed policies 
designed to improve economic, 
social, and environmental outcomes 
in towns and to strengthen local 

1 The British Academy, Where We Live Now: Making 
the case for place-based policy London: The British 
Academy 2017 http://www.britac.ac.uk/sites/default/
files/WWLN%20Making%20the%20case%20
for%20place-based%20policy_web.pdf [accessed 
April 2017]

The link between place  
and wellbeing 

The places where we live are critical to our wellbeing. 
The physical and social structures of our cities, towns, 
villages, and islands provide us with economic and social 
opportunities; formal support systems in local public services; 
and informal support systems in the relationships with our 
friends, families, and neighbours. 

decision-making and democratic 
accountability. As a system of 
component parts,2 towns are 
affected by a large number of 
policy areas, such as housing; 
transport; economic development; 
culture; heritage; land ownership; 
and regional development.3 As 
such, governments across the 
UK and Ireland have focused on 
different policy areas in a bid to 
improve the outcomes experienced 
by towns and their residents, 

2 Department for Communities and Local Government, 
Centre for Local Economic Strategies, and Association 
of Town and City Management, Developing Resilient 
Town Centres Manchester: Centre for Local Economic 
Strategies 2015 https://cles.org.uk/our-work/
publications/developing-resilient-town-centres/ 
[accessed April 2017]

3 The Heritage Council, Policy Proposals for Ireland’s 
Towns Kilkenny: The Heritage Council 2015 http://
www.heritagecouncil.ie/content/files/policy_
proposals_irelands_towns_2015_5mb.pdf [accessed 
July 2017]
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delivered by different departments 
and partner bodies, and with 
different levels of resource, in line 
with their priorities.

However, in contrast to the local 
narrative, the national and regional 
policy narrative of towns is largely 
negative, and one of decline.4 In 
academic, policy, and practitioner 
circles, towns are typically defined 
and categorised in relation to other 
areas, as ‘satellite’, ‘commuter’, or 

4 Cadywood, G. and A. Paget, Talk of the Town London: 
Demos 2015 https://www.demos.co.uk/wp-content/
uploads/2015/12/Talk-of-the-Town-PDF-Final.pdf 
[accessed July 2017]

‘dormitory’, or by their past, as former 
coal or post-industrial, in need of 
regeneration, resilience, or future 
proofing.5 This narrative has framed 
national policy which, in times of 
austerity, often targets towns or 
communities experiencing the 
poorest outcomes for place-based 
investment; develops structures for 
more local decision-making; and 
forges connections between less and 
more prosperous places.

5 Coca-Stefaniak, A and Carroll, A, ‘Traditional or 
experiential places? Exploring research needs and 
practitioner challenges in the management of town 
centres beyond the economic crisis’ Journal of Urban 
Regeneration and Renewal 9 (1) 35-42, 2015 

https://www.demos.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/Talk-of-the-Town-PDF-Final.pdf
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Defining our towns
3Searching for Space

Governments across the UK and in Ireland have developed 
their own definitions of place through the use of different 
criteria such as population thresholds, accessibility, and 
proximity of dwellings. 

With considerable variation in 
population and geography between 
and within the jurisdictions,6 there 
is no single definition of a town 
and no recognised performance 
framework used across the UK and 
Ireland .7

In Scotland, settlements of less 
than 3,000 people are defined as 
rural and population settlements 
of 10,000 or more are considered 
urban8 to classify where the 
estimated 5.4 million population 

6 The British Academy, Where We Live Now: Making 
the case for place-based policy London: The British 
Academy 2017 http://www.britac.ac.uk/sites/default/
files/WWLN%20Making%20the%20case%20
for%20place-based%20policy_web.pdf [accessed 
April 2017]

7 Coca-Stefaniak, A., Successful town centres – 
developing effective strategies London: Association 
of Town & City Management 2013 http://
thegreatbritishhighstreet.co.uk/pdf/Successful-Town-
Centres.pdf?2 [accessed April 2017] 

8 Scottish Government, Scottish Government Urban/
Rural Classification 2013-2014 Edinburgh: The 
Scottish Government 2014 http://www.gov.scot/
Resource/0046/00464780.pdf [accessed April 2017]

live.9 The Scottish Government 
Urban/Rural Classification uses 
criteria of population, with 
thresholds of 125,000, 10,000 and 
3,000 people, and accessibility, 
based on analysis of drive time, to 
provide a six-fold classification of 
place in Scotland, from large urban 
areas to remote rural areas.10 Within 
the Classification, Accessible Small 
Towns are defined as settlements of 
3,000 to 9,999 people and within a 
30 minute drive time of a settlement 
of 10,000 or more, and Remote 
Small Towns are characterised within 
the same population parameters but 

9 National Records of Scotland (2017) Mid-Year 
Population Estimates Scotland, Mid-2016: Population 
estimates by sex, age and area https://www.
nrscotland.gov.uk/files//statistics/population-
estimates/mid-year-2016/16mype-cahb.pdf 
[accessed August 2017]

10 Office for National Statistics (2016) Population  
Estimates for UK, England and Wales, Scotland  
and Northern Ireland https://www.ons.gov.uk/ 
peoplepopulationandcommunity/population 
andmigration/populationestimates/datasets/
populationestimatesforukenglandandwales 
scotlandandnorthernireland [accessed April 2017]
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with a drive time of over 30 minutes 
to a settlement of 10,000 people or 
more.11 There is a further eight-fold 
classification which distinguishes 
between remote and very remote 
areas to define a Very Remote Small 
Town as a settlement of 3,000 to 
9,999 people, with a drive time of 
over an hour to a settlement of 
10,000 or more.12 An estimated 
662,500 people live in Scotland’s 
Accessible Small Towns, Remote 
Small Towns and Very Remote Small 
Towns combined.13

The 10,000 population threshold 
is also used to define places as 
urban in England and Wales14 to 
classify where the estimated 57.4 
million population reside.15 A cross-

11 Ibid

12 Ibid

13 National Records for Scotland (2015) Population 
Estimates by Urban Rural Classification (2001 Data 
Zone based) https://www.nrscotland.gov.uk/statistics-
and-data/statistics/statistics-by-theme/population/
population-estimates/special-area-population-
estimates/population-estimates-by-urban-rural-
classification [accessed April 2017]

14 Bibby, P. and Brindley, P., The 2011 Rural-Urban 
Classification For Small Area Geographies: A User 
Guide and Frequently Asked Questions (v1.0) London: 
Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/
uploads/attachment_data/file/239478/RUC11user_
guide_28_Aug.pdf [accessed April 2017]

15 Office for National Statistics (2016) Population  
Estimates for UK, England and Wales, Scotland and  
Northern Ireland https://www.ons.gov.uk/people 
populationandcommunity/populationandmigration/ 
populationestimates/datasets/populationestimates 
forukenglandandwalesscotlandandnorthernireland 
[accessed April 2017]

classification of settlement form and 
settlement context, characterised 
by differentiating between two 
levels of population sparsity, assigns 
places to one of four urban or six 
rural categories – from the Major 
Conurbation urban category to the 
rural Hamlets and Isolated Dwellings 
in a Sparse Setting category.16 In both 
urban and rural categories, towns 
reside in both sparse and non-sparse 
settlement contexts. The definition 
of a town is based on settlement 
form rather than considerations of 
population size, economic function, 
or historic role.17 Towns are defined as 
having a core, including areas which 
are densely populated, and having 
a minimum of 500 dwellings within 
800 metres.18

In Northern Ireland, an urban town 
or city is defined as a locality within 
a settlement with a population of 
5,000 or more, based on the 2011 

16 Bibby, P. and Brindley, P., The 2011 Rural-Urban 
Classification For Small Area Geographies: A User 
Guide and Frequently Asked Questions (v1.0) London: 
Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/
uploads/attachment_data/file/239478/RUC11user_
guide_28_Aug.pdf [accessed April 2017]

17 Ibid

18 Ibid
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census,19 for the estimated 1.8 
million people who live in Northern 
Ireland.20 Three levels of geography 
are used to report data within the 
Department for Communities’ Town 
Centre Database – town centre 
boundary, settlement boundary, 
and new catchments areas. 

19 Department for Communities (2016) The Northern 
Ireland Town Centre Database Background Paper 
https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/
publications/communities/tcd-background-information-
feedback-request.pdf [accessed April 2017]

20 Office for National Statistics (2016) Population  
Estimates for UK, England and Wales, Scotland and  
Northern Ireland https://www.ons.gov.uk/people 
populationandcommunity/populationandmigration/
populationestimates/datasets/populationestimates 
forukenglandandwalesscotlandandnorthernireland 
[accessed April 2017]

Catchment areas are designed to 
capture data on the use of a town 
or city centre to access goods and 
services by those living outwith 
the town or city centre boundary, 
and are created using drive time 
analysis – the average time it takes 
to drive to the central point of the 
town or city centre map.21 Towns 
and cities in the database are 
classified by population thresholds, 

21 Department for Communities, The Northern 
Ireland Town Centre Database Background Paper 
Belfast: Department for Communities 2016 
https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/
files/publications/communities/tcd-background-
information-feedback-request.pdf [accessed April 
2017]
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COMMUNITY CENTRE

VOTE 
HERE

and drive time analysis is applied 
to differentiate between Small 
Towns based on their accessibility.22 
Belfast and Derry City have their 
own bands with populations of over 
280,000 and 83,000 respectively; 
followed by Large Towns with a 
population of over 18,000; Medium 
Towns with a population of 10,000-
17,999; accessible Small Towns 
with a population of 5,000-9,999 
within a 20-minute drive time to the 
town centre of a settlement with 
a population of at least 10,000; 
and remote Small Towns with a 
population of 5,000-9,999 outwith 
such driving distance.23 Almost 

22 Ibid

23 Ibid

610,600 people live in Northern 
Ireland’s 37 towns.24 13% of the 
population live in Large Towns; 6% 
reside in Medium Towns and 6% live 
in Small Towns in Northern Ireland.25

In Ireland, there is a distinction 
made between Legal towns and 
Census towns to categorise where 
the 4.76 million population reside.26 
The Local Government Act 2001 
established five cities, five boroughs 

24 Ibid

25 Department of the Environment, Living Spaces: An 
Urban Stewardship and Design Guide for Northern 
Ireland Belfast: Department of the Environment 2014 
https://www.planningni.gov.uk/livingplaces_-_web.
pdf [accessed April 2017] 

26 Central Statistics Office (2016) Census of 
Population 2016 – Preliminary Results http://
www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-cpr/
censusofpopulation2016-preliminaryresults/ 
[accessed April 2017]

https://www.planningni.gov.uk/livingplaces_-_web.pdf
https://www.planningni.gov.uk/livingplaces_-_web.pdf
http://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-cpr/censusofpopulation2016-preliminaryresults/
http://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-cpr/censusofpopulation2016-preliminaryresults/
http://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-cpr/censusofpopulation2016-preliminaryresults/
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and 75 towns as urban areas with 
legally defined boundaries.27 In the 
2011 Census, a new Census town 
was classified as a cluster with a 
minimum of 50 occupied dwellings, 
with a maximum distance between 
any dwelling and the building 
closest to it of 100 metres, and 
where there was evidence of an 
urban centre, such a shop or school, 
but is not legally defined.28 For the 
purposes of census reports, urban 
settlements are defined as towns 
with a population of 1,500 or more, 
while settlements with a population 
of less than 1,500 are classified as 
rural.29

In the absence of a common 
definition across the UK and 
Ireland, bespoke policies and 
initiatives designed to improve 
outcomes within towns have 
developed in the different 
jurisdictions. Improving outcomes 
in towns involves public, private, 
and voluntary sectors and a range 
of economic, social, environmental, 
and democratic policies, for 

27 Local Government Act, 2001 Dublin: The Oireachtas 
http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2001/act/37/
enacted/en/pdf [accessed April 2017] 

28 Central Statistics Office (2014) Census 2011 
Boundary Files http://www.cso.ie/en/census/
census2011boundaryfiles/ [accessed April 2017]

29 Ibid

example, economic development; 
health; education; skills; social 
care; enterprise; greenspace; urban 
regeneration and sustainability; 
place-making; transport; housing; 
land ownership and culture 
and heritage, all of which are 
a system of inter-connected 
policies impacting on towns and 
their residents.30 The focus of 
governments across the UK and 
Ireland has shaped their towns 
policy; the department or unit 
with oversight of the brief; and 
the nature of funding available to 
support improved outcomes. 

30 Department for Communities and Local Government, 
Centre for Local Economic Strategies and Association 
of Town and City Management, Developing Resilient 
Town Centres Manchester: Centre for Local Economic 
Strategies 2015 https://cles.org.uk/our-work/
publications/developing-resilient-town-centres/ 
[accessed April 2017]

http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2001/act/37/enacted/en/pdf
http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2001/act/37/enacted/en/pdf
http://www.cso.ie/en/census/census2011boundaryfiles/
http://www.cso.ie/en/census/census2011boundaryfiles/
https://cles.org.uk/our-work/publications/developing-resilient-town-centres/
https://cles.org.uk/our-work/publications/developing-resilient-town-centres/
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31 
To date, efforts to facilitate the 
sharing of skills, knowledge, and 
resources have ranged from:

• the international World 
Towns Framework: A Public-
Private-Social Vision for Urban 
Centres,32 the United Nations 
UN-HABITAT ‘wheel of urban 
prosperity’ framework,33 and 
Carnegie UK Trust Turnaround 
Towns case studies;34

31 Department for Communities and Local Government, 
Centre for Local Economic Strategies and Association 
of Town and City Management, Developing Resilient 
Town Centres Manchester: Centre for Local Economic 
Strategies 2015 https://cles.org.uk/our-work/
publications/developing-resilient-town-centres/ 
[accessed March 2017]

32 Scotland’s Towns Partnership (2017) http://www.
scotlandstowns.org/a_world_towns_agreement 
[accessed July 2017]

33 Coca-Stefaniak, A., Successful town centres – 
developing effective strategies: “understanding your 
high street” London: ATCM and gfirst 2013 http://
thegreatbritishhighstreet.co.uk/pdf/Successful-Town-
Centres.pdf?2 [accessed July 2017]

34 Kelly, J., Turnaround Towns: International Evidence 
Dunfermline: Carnegie UK Trust 2016 https://www.
carnegieuktrust.org.uk/carnegieuktrust/wp-content/
uploads/sites/64/2016/11/LOW-RES-2795-CUKT-
Turnaround-Town-Report.pdf [accessed July 2017]

• to the UK cross-border such as 
the Borderlands Initiative,35 the 
Twin Towns UK project from the 
Carnegie UK Trust,36 and place-
based networks such as Fairtrade 
Towns,37 Purple Flag,38 Social 
Enterprise Places,39 and Walkers 
are Welcome;40

• to the more immediately 
local, including The South of 
Scotland Alliance41 and the 

35 Burn-Murdoch, A., Financial Scrutiny Unit Briefing: 
City Region Deals Edinburgh: SPICe, The Scottish 
Parliament 2017 http://www.parliament.scot/
ResearchBriefingsAndFactsheets/S5/SB_17-19_City_
Region_Deals.pdf [accessed July 2017]

36 Carnegie UK Trust (2017) https://www.carnegieuktrust.
org.uk/project/twintowns/ [accessed July 2017]

37 Fairtrade Foundation (2017) http://www.fairtrade.org.
uk/Get-Involved/In-your-community/Towns [accessed 
July 2017]

38 Association of Town and City Management (2017) 
https://www.atcm.org/programmes/purple_flag/
WelcometoPurpleFlag [accessed July 2017]

39 Social Enterprise UK (2017) https://www.
socialenterprise.org.uk/Pages/Category/social-
enterprise-places [accessed July 2017]

40 Walkers are Welcome (2017) https://
walkersarewelcome.org.uk/ [accessed July 2017]

41 Ibid

The policy position of towns

Parallel national policies of devolution, decentralisation, 
regionalisation, and austerity have led some commentators 
to call for collaboration between towns in a bid to improve 
place-based outcomes.31

Searching for Space8

https://cles.org.uk/our-work/publications/developing-resilient-town-centres/
https://cles.org.uk/our-work/publications/developing-resilient-town-centres/
http://www.scotlandstowns.org/a_world_towns_agreement
http://www.scotlandstowns.org/a_world_towns_agreement
http://thegreatbritishhighstreet.co.uk/pdf/Successful-Town-Centres.pdf?2
http://thegreatbritishhighstreet.co.uk/pdf/Successful-Town-Centres.pdf?2
http://thegreatbritishhighstreet.co.uk/pdf/Successful-Town-Centres.pdf?2
https://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/carnegieuktrust/wp-content/uploads/sites/64/2016/11/LOW-RES-2795-CUKT-Turnaround-Town-Report.pdf
https://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/carnegieuktrust/wp-content/uploads/sites/64/2016/11/LOW-RES-2795-CUKT-Turnaround-Town-Report.pdf
https://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/carnegieuktrust/wp-content/uploads/sites/64/2016/11/LOW-RES-2795-CUKT-Turnaround-Town-Report.pdf
https://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/carnegieuktrust/wp-content/uploads/sites/64/2016/11/LOW-RES-2795-CUKT-Turnaround-Town-Report.pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/ResearchBriefingsAndFactsheets/S5/SB_17-19_City_Region_Deals.pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/ResearchBriefingsAndFactsheets/S5/SB_17-19_City_Region_Deals.pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/ResearchBriefingsAndFactsheets/S5/SB_17-19_City_Region_Deals.pdf
https://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/project/twintowns/
https://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/project/twintowns/
http://www.fairtrade.org.uk/Get-Involved/In-your-community/Towns
http://www.fairtrade.org.uk/Get-Involved/In-your-community/Towns
https://www.atcm.org/programmes/purple_flag/WelcometoPurpleFlag
https://www.atcm.org/programmes/purple_flag/WelcometoPurpleFlag
https://www.socialenterprise.org.uk/Pages/Category/social-enterprise-places
https://www.socialenterprise.org.uk/Pages/Category/social-enterprise-places
https://www.socialenterprise.org.uk/Pages/Category/social-enterprise-places
https://walkersarewelcome.org.uk/
https://walkersarewelcome.org.uk/


9Searching for Space

experimental tri-borough shared 
services partnership between 
Westminster, Kensington and 
Chelsea, and Hammersmith and 
Fulham councils.42 

Cities and rural policy

The most common policy framework 
for fostering collaboration between 
towns through their local authorities 
in England, Scotland, and Wales 
is City Deals, a mechanism which, 
further to the commitment to 
devolution of decision-making 
powers in the Localism Act 2011, was 
introduced in the UK Government’s 
vision for boosting economic growth 
in England’s ‘Core Cities’ outside of 
London.43 City Deals form the basis 
of agreements between the UK 
Government and cities to devolve 
powers to areas across the UK to 
support economic growth; create 
jobs; and fund local projects in the 
city and the broader economic areas 

42 Financial Times (2013) London boroughs combine 
to sign ‘radical’ outsourcing deal Monday 10 June 
2013 Financial Times (online) https://www.ft.com/
content/6ab5590a-d0d6-11e2-a3ea-00144feab7de 
[accessed July 2017]

43 HM Government Cabinet Office, Unlocking Growth 
in Cities London: Cabinet Office 2011 https://
www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/
uploads/attachment_data/file/7523/CO_
Unlocking_20GrowthCities_acc.pdf [accessed July 
2017]

surrounding them, supported by 
significant financial investment from 
the UK Government.44 The first wave 
of eight City Deals in England was 
announced in 2012, with a further 
18 City Deals made in 2013-2014.45 
City Region Deals, partnership 
deals between the UK Government, 
Scottish Government, local 
authorities and regional partners, 
were introduced in Scotland in 
2014,46 with Deals in place in 
Glasgow City Region; Aberdeen City 
Region; Inverness and Highland 
City Region;47 Edinburgh and South 
East Scotland City Region;48 and 
discussions on and development of 
Deals underway in Dundee, Perth 
and Kinross, Angus and North Fife; 
and Stirling and Clackmannanshire.49 
The Cardiff Capital Region City Deal 

44 Burn-Murdoch, A., Financial Scrutiny Unit Briefing: 
City Region Deals Edinburgh: SPICe, The Scottish 
Parliament 2017 http://www.parliament.scot/
ResearchBriefingsAndFactsheets/S5/SB_17-19_City_
Region_Deals.pdf [accessed July 2017]

45 Ibid

46 Ibid

47 Scottish Government, Enterprise and Skills Review: 
Report on Phase 2 Regional Partnerships Edinburgh: 
Scottish Government 2017 http://www.gov.scot/
Resource/0052/00521431.pdf [accessed July 2017]

48 Scottish Government (2017) 21,000 new jobs for 
Edinburgh and South East Scotland Thursday 20 July 
2017 Scottish Government (online) https://news.
gov.scot/news/21-000-new-jobs-for-edinburgh-and-
south-east-scotland [accessed July 2017]

49 Scottish Government, Enterprise and Skills Review: 
Report on Phase 2 Regional Partnerships Edinburgh: 
Scottish Government 2017 http://www.gov.scot/
Resource/0052/00521431.pdf [accessed July 2017]
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was announced in 201650 and there 
have been calls for their introduction 
in Northern Ireland.51 These Deals 
and proposals have largely focused 
on innovation; employability; skills; 
digital; transport; infrastructure; 
housing; energy; tourism; culture; 
and regeneration projects in the 
respective cities and regions and 
leveraged additional funding and 
support from local public, private 
and third sector partners, including 
universities and colleges.52 The 

50 HM Government et al., Cardiff Capital Region City 
Deal London: HM Government https://www.gov.uk/
government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_
data/file/508268/Cardiff_Capital_Region_City_Deal.
pdf [accessed July 2017]

51 Belfast Telegraph (2017) Northern Ireland’s turn for 
City Deal, minister says Monday 17 July 2017 Belfast 
Telegraph (online) http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/
news/northern-ireland/northern-irelands-turn-for-
city-deal-minister-says-35939639.html [accessed July 
2017]

52 See, for example, Scottish Government, Enterprise and 
Skills Review: Report on Phase 2 Regional Partnerships 
Edinburgh: Scottish Government 2017 http://www.
gov.scot/Resource/0052/00521431.pdf [accessed July 
2017]

delivery of these Deals is overseen 
by a Joint Committee or comparable 
structure, comprising elected 
representatives from the relevant 
local authorities, responsible for 
strategic decision-making on the 
Deal.53 The focus on cities as the 
drivers of economic growth is 
supported by organisations and 
initiatives such as the Centre for 
Cities;54 the Scottish Cities Alliance;55 
and the EU Action for Cities portal.56 

The alternative, indirect way in which 
towns are addressed collectively and 
collaboratively at a national level is 

53 Ibid

54 Centre for Cities (2017) http://www.centreforcities.
org/ [accessed July 2017]

55 Scottish Cities Alliance (2017) https://www.
scottishcities.org.uk/ [accessed July 2017]

56 European Commission (2017) https://ec.europa.eu/
info/eu-regional-and-urban-development/cities/
action-cities_en [accessed July 2017]
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in connection with their surrounding 
rural areas. This is a well-developed 
strategy in Ireland, for example, 
in which rural development policy 
asserts the need to consider 
towns as integral to the economic 
development of rural areas.57 The 
Department of Arts, Heritage, 
Regional, Rural and Gaeltacht Affairs 
recently launched the €20 million 
Town and Village Renewal Scheme 
for 2017 for rural towns and villages, 
further to this commitment in the 
Action Plan for Rural Development.58 
Up to 300 towns and villages will 
receive funding from the 2017 
scheme, which is targeted at rural 
towns and villages with populations 
of less than 10,000 people.59 
Applications for projects designed 
to regenerate rural towns and 
villages can range from €20,000 

57 Commission for the Development of Rural Ireland, 
Energising Ireland’s Rural Economy Dublin: 
Department of Arts, Heritage, Regional, Rural and 
Gaeltacht Affairs 2014 http://www.agresearch.
teagasc.ie/rerc/CEDRA/CEDRA_Report.pdf [accessed 
July 2017]

58 Government of Ireland (2017) Realising our Rural 
Potential: Action Plan for Rural Development http://
www.ahrrga.gov.ie/app/uploads/2017/01/162404-
rural-ireland-action-plan-web-2-1.pdf [accessed July 
2017]

59 Department of Arts, Heritage, Regional, Rural 
and Gaeltacht Affairs (2017) Minister Humphreys 
announces €20 million in funding for rural towns 
and villages – Up to 300 rural towns and villages to 
benefit over the next 15 months Thursday 13 April 
2017 Department of Arts, Heritage, Regional, Rural 
and Gaeltacht Affairs (online) http://www.ahrrga.
gov.ie/minister-humphreys-announces-e20-million-
in-funding-for-rural-towns-and-villages-up-to-300-
rural-towns-and-villages-to-benefit-over-the-next-
15-months/ [accessed July 2017]

to a maximum of €100,000, 
with funding of up to €200,000 
considered for a limited number of 
projects which have the potential 
to deliver exceptionally strong 
economic outcomes for a town and 
its outlying areas.60 The Department 
also announced that €5 million is 
being made available through the 
CLÁR programme for small scale 
capital funding projects in rural 
areas which have experienced 
significant depopulation; for schools 
or community safety measures; 
play areas; targeted community 
infrastructure needs; and First 
Response Support.61 

In Scotland, LEADER 2014-2020, 
a bottom-up, partnership-based 
approach to rural development, 
includes projects on community 
account management; cultural 
events; museums; footpaths; 
landscape initiatives; skills 
employment and broadband 
in rural areas.62 The Rural 

60 Ibid

61 Department of Arts, Heritage, Regional, Rural and 
Gaeltacht Affairs (2017) Minister of State Ring 
launches 2017 CLÁR Programme Friday 31 March 
2017 Department of Arts, Heritage, Regional, Rural 
and Gaeltacht Affairs (online) http://www.ahrrga.
gov.ie/minister-of-state-ring-launches-2017-clar-
programme/ [accessed July 2017]

62 Scottish Government (2017) https://www.
ruralpayments.org/publicsite/futures/topics/all-
schemes/leader/ [accessed July 2017]
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Development Programme supports 
towns through initiatives such as the 
Woods In And Around Towns project 
in which investment is made in 
managing woodlands and improving 
public access to forests close to 
where people live.63 In England, the 
RDPE Growth Programme provides 
funding for projects in rural tourism 
infrastructure; food processing; 
and business development which 
create jobs and growth in the 
rural economy.64 On account of 
their rurality, businesses based in 
towns areas such as New Anglia 
and Oxfordshire can apply for 
development grants to introduce 
new processes or develop new 
products,65 while applications to 
create or develop rural market town 
heritage are welcome in areas such 
as Buckinghamshire Thames Valley.66 

63 The European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development 
(2015) United Kingdom – Rural Development 
Programme (Regional) – Scotland http://www.gov.scot/
Resource/0050/00501661.pdf [accessed July 2017]

64 UK Government (2017) https://www.gov.uk/
government/publications/rdpe-growth-programme 
[accessed July 2017]

65 Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, 
RDPE Growth Programme: Business Development 
Handbook London: Department for Environment, 
Food and Rural Affairs 2017 https://www.gov.uk/
government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_
data/file/588395/Growth_-_business_development_
handbook_v1.pdf [accessed July 2017]

66 Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, 
RDPE Growth Programme: Rural Tourism Infrastructure 
Handbook London: Department for Environment, Food 
and Rural Affairs 2017 https://www.gov.uk/government/
uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/
file/588397/Growth_-_tourism_handbook_v1.pdf 
[accessed July 2017]

The Welsh Rural Development 
Programme 2014 – 2020 addresses 
the decline of market towns as 
having a detrimental effect on rural 
communities and the local economy, 
and explores the potential to focus 
on co-operation and collaboration 
activities on the theme of ‘food 
tourism’ through initiatives such as 
Taste Towns.67 In Northern Ireland, 
the Rural White Paper Action Plan 
outlines the Northern Ireland 
Executive’s vision for strong, vibrant 
rural communities achieved through 
strong connections with urban areas, 
and market towns which provide 
economic opportunities and access 
to services.68 The interests of rural 
areas across the UK and Ireland 
are served by organisations such as 
the Scottish Rural Parliament;69 the 
Wales Rural Network;70 Action with 
Communities in Rural England;71 

67 The European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development 
(2017) United Kingdom – Rural Development 
Programme (Regional) – Wales http://gov.wales/docs/
drah/publications/170705-wales-rdp-2014-2020-
document.pdf [accessed July 2017]

68 Department of Agriculture and Rural Development, 
Rural White Paper Action Plan Belfast: Department of 
Agriculture and Rural Development 2012 https://www.
daera-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/dard/
rural-white-paper-action-plan.pdf [accessed July 2017]

69 Scottish Rural Parliament (2017) https://www.
scottishruralparliament.org.uk/rural-parliament/ 
[accessed July 2017]

70 Welsh Government (2017) http://gov.wales/topics/
environmentcountryside/farmingandcountryside/cap/
wales-rural-network/?lang=en [accessed July 2017]

71 Action with Communities in Rural England (2017) http://
acre.org.uk/ [accessed July 2017]
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Irish Rural Link;72 and the Rural 
Community Network in Northern 
Ireland.73

Policy and advocacy gap

However, the value of being 
incorporated within cities and rural 
policy for towns has been called 
into question, as ‘[a]lthough small 
and market towns are often ‘lost’ 
within broader-brush categorizations 
of ‘rural’ and ‘urban’ areas 
(especially when these are defined 
at local authority level), they differ 
significantly from both.’74 Integrating 
towns into rural policy assumes that 
supporting rural areas with a range 
of goods and services is the primary 
function of rural towns, however, 

72 Irish Rural Link (2017) http://www.irishrurallink.ie/ 
[accessed July 2017]

73 Rural Community Network (2017) http://www.
ruralcommunitynetwork.org/default.aspx [accessed 
July 2017]

74 Wales Rural Observatory, Small and Market Towns in 
Rural Wales and their Hinterlands Cardiff: Wales Rural 
Observatory 2007 http://www.walesruralobservatory.
org.uk/sites/default/files/Market%2520Towns%2520
report%2520final2.pdf [accessed July 2017]

there is very little data available to 
support this expectation.75 As such, 
peripheral rural towns as entities 
themselves are often neglected in 
local policy on account on the size of 
their population and local economy.76

Commentators have also raised 
the fact that City Deals are city-
led negotiations and, as such 
investment is often concentrated 
on the core city to the detriment 
of its regional partners.77 As 
fundamentally different socio-
economic geographies, it cannot 
be assumed that all towns’ 
performance is closely aligned 

75 Brotchie, J. and J Atterton, Beyond Boundaries: 
‘Lifeline’ Towns and Rural Exclusion Dunfermline: 
Carnegie UK Trust 2014 https://www.carnegieuktrust.
org.uk/publications/beyond-boundaries-lifeline-
towns-and-rural-exclusion/ [accessed July 2017]

76 Powe, N. and R. Pringle, Helping Businesses Thrive 
in Peripheral Rural Towns Newcastle: Civitas 
2017 http://www.civitas.org.uk/content/files/
helpingbusinessesthrive.pdf [accessed July 2017]

77 Holyrood (2017) Edinburgh city deal ‘deeply 
disappointing’ for Fife, says Kingdom’s Labour 
leader Wednesday 26 July 2017 Holyrood 
(online) https://www.holyrood.com/articles/
news/edinburgh-city-deal-%E2%80%98deeply-
disappointing%E2%80%99-fife-says-
kingdom%E2%80%99s-labour-leader [accessed July 
2017]
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to that of nearby cities or that 
investment in cities will inevitably 
lead to improved outcomes for 
their surrounding towns.78 It has 
been asserted that instead, towns 
have particular issues which 
impact on the economic, social, 
environmental, and democratic 
outcomes of their citizens, which 
may require short-term or long-
term policy solutions, or both.79 As 
the initial City Deal agreements 
do not provide full details on 

78 Cadywood, G. and A. Paget, Talk of the Town London: 
Demos 2015 https://www.demos.co.uk/wp-content/
uploads/2015/12/Talk-of-the-Town-PDF-Final.pdf 
[accessed July 2017]

79 O’Donoghue, C. et al., ‘The economic structure 
of towns in Ireland’, Journal of the Statistical and 
Social Inquiry Society of Ireland Vol.43, 114-
135, 2013-14 http://www.tara.tcd.ie/bitstream/
handle/2262/72778/6%20o%27donoghue.
pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y [accessed July 2017]

timescales and the location of 
all investments, as evident in the 
new Edinburgh and South East 
Scotland City Region Deal,80 it 
has been cautioned that it may 
take longer for some areas, such 
as rural geographies, to reap the 
benefit of City Deals.81 In this 
regard, City Deals have been 
considered by some to be a narrow 
approach to place-based economic 
development and founded on 
the premise that investment will 

80 The Southern Reporter (2017) Mixed reaction to new 
city region deal Monday 24 July 2017 The Southern 
Reporter (online) http://www.thesouthernreporter.
co.uk/news/business/mixed-reaction-to-new-city-
region-deal-1-4512560 [accessed July 2017]

81 Audit Scotland, Local government in Scotland: 
Performance and challenges 2017 Edinburgh: Audit 
Scotland, 2017 http://www.audit-scotland.gov.
uk/uploads/docs/report/2017/nr_170307_local_
government_performance.pdf [accessed March 
2017]
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lead to future success,82 despite 
UK business confidence currently 
being at its lowest point for six 
years.83 City Deals can also be seen 
as too formulaic and insufficiently 
responsive to local conditions, with 
measures of success often based 
on metrics from other Deals or 
places.84 The business community 
in particular has deliberated if City 
Deals represent any significant 
policy shift towards boosting the 
wider city region, and the sector 
has highlighted the complex 
governance arrangements and lack 
of transparency inherent in the 
decision-making process.85 Others 
have raised the fact that with 
voters electing local councillors to 
represent their area, who elect a 

82 Commission for Underperforming Towns and Cities, 
A brighter future for our towns and cities Cheshire: 
Institute of Economic Development 2015 http://
www.rtpi.org.uk/media/1342242/A%20brighter%20
future%20for%20our%20towns%20and%20cities.
pdf [accessed July 2017]

83 The Guardian (2017) UK business confidence at lowest 
point for six years, say forecasters Monday 17 July 
2017 Guardian (online) https://www.theguardian.
com/politics/2017/jul/17/uk-business-confidence-
britain-economic-growth-brexit-anxiety [accessed July 
2017]

84 The British Academy, Where We Live Now: Making 
the case for place-based policy London: The British 
Academy 2017 http://www.britac.ac.uk/sites/default/
files/WWLN%20Making%20the%20case%20
for%20place-based%20policy_web.pdf [accessed 
July 2017]

85 Federation of Small Businesses, Local Government 
and Communities Committee City Region Deals 
Submission from the Federation of Small Businesses 
2017 https://www.fsb.org.uk/docs/default-source/
fsb-org-uk/cr_cityregiondealsinquiry_fsbresponse_
may2017_final.pdf?sfvrsn=0 [accessed July 2017]

Leader, who appoints a city-region 
local authority representative, 
democratic accountability within 
the governance of City Deal 
structures is also very weak.86 

This national agglomeration 
of towns with their nearest city 
for the purposes of economic 
development can also been seen in 
jurisdictions and areas without City 
Deals. Across the UK and Ireland, 
cities are classified as economic 
powerhouses and the accepted 
sites for investment, with their 
surrounding towns expected to 
receive the benefits by extension. 
Commentators in Ireland have 
highlighted the fact that towns 
in the National Spatial Strategy 
are addressed only in the context 
of their relationship with Dublin, 
and fail to be acknowledged as 
the primary geographical basis 
for economic planning.87 While 
in Wales, the focus of Welsh 
Government economic policy on 
capturing foreign direct investment 
through financial incentives, city-

86 Sims, S., City Deals: give and take? London: 
Institute for Government 2012 https://www.
instituteforgovernment.org.uk/blog/city-deals-give-
and-take [accessed July 2017]

87 The Heritage Council (2015) Policy Proposals 
for Ireland’s Towns http://www.heritagecouncil.
ie/content/files/policy_proposals_irelands_
towns_2015_5mb.pdf [accessed July 2015]

http://www.rtpi.org.uk/media/1342242/A brighter future for our towns and cities.pdf
http://www.rtpi.org.uk/media/1342242/A brighter future for our towns and cities.pdf
http://www.rtpi.org.uk/media/1342242/A brighter future for our towns and cities.pdf
http://www.rtpi.org.uk/media/1342242/A brighter future for our towns and cities.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2017/jul/17/uk-business-confidence-britain-economic-growth-brexit-anxiety
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2017/jul/17/uk-business-confidence-britain-economic-growth-brexit-anxiety
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2017/jul/17/uk-business-confidence-britain-economic-growth-brexit-anxiety
http://www.britac.ac.uk/sites/default/files/WWLN Making the case for place-based policy_web.pdf
http://www.britac.ac.uk/sites/default/files/WWLN Making the case for place-based policy_web.pdf
http://www.britac.ac.uk/sites/default/files/WWLN Making the case for place-based policy_web.pdf
https://www.fsb.org.uk/docs/default-source/fsb-org-uk/cr_cityregiondealsinquiry_fsbresponse_may2017_final.pdf?sfvrsn=0
https://www.fsb.org.uk/docs/default-source/fsb-org-uk/cr_cityregiondealsinquiry_fsbresponse_may2017_final.pdf?sfvrsn=0
https://www.fsb.org.uk/docs/default-source/fsb-org-uk/cr_cityregiondealsinquiry_fsbresponse_may2017_final.pdf?sfvrsn=0
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/blog/city-deals-give-and-take
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http://www.heritagecouncil.ie/content/files/policy_proposals_irelands_towns_2015_5mb.pdf
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Searching for Space16

region structures, and enterprise 
zones to the detriment of a 
strategy to grow and support local 
economies has been critiqued.88 

Without towns being recognised 
as a geographical entity on which 
to base national policy, civic 
leaders within towns do not have 
a comparable platform as that 
afforded to city leaders89 and rural 
representatives, and as a result  
‘[i]ndividual towns, lacking 

88 Lang, Dr M. and N. McInroy Welsh Towns – Policy 
Options: A Discussion Paper Unpublished 2015 

89 Lisa Nandy MP (2017) The England That Lies Beneath 
the Surface Tuesday 7 March 2017 IPPR (online) 
https://www.ippr.org/events/beyond-the-metropolis-
who-speaks-for-britains-towns-in-post-brexit-world 
[accessed July 2017]

the heft of numbers, have not 
had the political cohesion to 
advance a policy agenda or 
command attention’.90 The lack 
of a cross-jurisdictional advocacy 
organisation, in addition to the lack 
of a common definition of towns, 
and different structures, policies, 
and partnerships within and across 
the jurisdictions, means that cross-
town collaboration in a way that 
improves outcomes, fails to take 
place.

90 The Heritage Council, Policy Proposals for Ireland’s 
Towns Kilkenny: The Heritage Council 2015 http://
www.heritagecouncil.ie/content/files/policy_
proposals_irelands_towns_2015_5mb.pdf [accessed 
July 2015]
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Time for towns
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From our individual streets to our cityscapes, the economic 
and social opportunities within and design of our 
communities and provision of public services in places across 
the UK and Ireland impact on our wellbeing and that of 
future generations. 

The provision of public services 
such as economic development; 
health; and transport available in 
our immediate locality affect not 
only our individual life chances but 
connect us to our communities. As 
such, places are far more than the 
sum of their policy parts.

Towns across the UK and 
Ireland are home to millions of 
citizens; businesses; and service 
providers. Governments across 
the jurisdictions have developed 
their own definitions of what 
constitutes a town; charged 
different departments with their 
sustainability; implemented their 
own regional and local structures to 
shape their future; and invested in 
towns based on different priorities, 
such as planning, regeneration, 
or community empowerment. 
Government investment in towns 

operates in parallel to the work 
of many private and third sector 
organisations and initiatives which 
aim to support more prosperous 
places, driven by their own interests 
and agendas in supporting, for 
example, culture, heritage, or the 
built environment. Cross-sector 
stakeholders across the jurisdictions 
are exploring and implementing 
innovative ways in which to improve 
the outcomes of towns and their 
citizens. As a result, support has 
been rendered piecemeal within 
and across the jurisdictions, with 
governments often focusing 
on individual policy strands or 
on the communities and towns 
experiencing the poorest outcomes, 
while private and third sector 
organisations focus on their own 
place-placed priorities and working 
with selected partners across the 
UK and Ireland.
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National and local government 
and private and third sector 
organisations and their respective 
funding programmes and initiatives 
rarely take towns in their entirety as 
the geographical basis on which to 
formulate policy. Instead, ‘place-
blind’ thematic policy issues such 
as housing; physical regeneration; 
and community cohesion apply 
to towns, or representatives 
of communities within towns 
are invited to apply to funding 
programmes which operate at a 
sub-town level, such as town centre 
regeneration funding or support for 
participatory budgeting. The theory 

of change appears to be that 
improving siloed policy strands; a 
common, definable point in a town, 
such as its centre; or an individual 
community within a town, will 
improve outcomes within the town 
boundaries by extension. This 
concept is also evident in cities and 
rural policy across the jurisdictions, 
in which it is expected that on 
account of investing cities and rural 
areas and meeting their nuanced 
needs, the surrounding towns will 
prosper. However, this twin focus on 
internal, sub-town communities and 
external, neighbouring cities and 
rural hinterlands, leaves a policy 
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gap at the towns level with limited 
opportunities for government 
investment for towns in their 
entirety and few policy levers 
available to influence their fortunes. 

The Carnegie UK Trust, as one 
of the largest policy and practice 
organisations in the UK to be town-
based, has committed to Flourishing 
Towns as a thematic priority within 
its Strategic Plan 2016-2020. It will 
build on its previous work supporting 
enterprising, innovative town 
centres; improving the availability 
and use of data at a towns-level; 
fostering partnership working 
to enable similar towns to learn 
from each other; and highlighting 
international examples of success 
in revitalising towns. The Trust 
will continue to assert the need 
for towns to have more decision-
making powers; more and improved 
data about towns and evidence 

of what works well in overcoming 
place-based challenges; local 
leadership to be cultivated at a 
towns level; citizens to be engaged 
in a conversation about the purpose 
and aspirations of towns and 
their narrative; models to support 
mutually beneficial cross-town 
collaboration; and entrepreneurship 
to be supported in all towns as 
part of the economic development 
strategy, as outlined in its manifesto 
Time for Towns.91 Addressing the 
policy space occupied by towns and 
bringing them into national policy 
discussions is key to improving their 
economic, social, environmental, 
and democratic outcomes, and 
therefore to improving the wellbeing 
of millions of people across the UK 
and Ireland.

91 Carnegie UK Trust, Time for Towns Dunfermline: 
Carnegie UK Trust 2016 https://www.carnegieuktrust.
org.uk/carnegieuktrust/wp-content/uploads/
sites/64/2016/11/LOW-RES-2795-CUKT-Turnaround-
Town-Manifesto-SINGLES.pdf [accessed July 2017]
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