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Introduction

The Greater Manchester Rural Resource Unit (RRU) is a new initiative funded through the
Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA)’s Rural Social and Community
Programme (RSCP) and hosted by Greater Manchester Centre for Voluntary Organisation
(GMCVO). The main task of the project in the first year is to establish a baseline of
information about the rural communities within the Greater Manchester county boundary,
and start to build networks of community groups and influencers. In the second year (April
2007-8) we hope to further develop the rural agenda in Greater Manchester, focus in on the
key issues and work with stakeholders to provide recommendations for policy and resource
direction. This report will give an overview of the types of issues identified so far; though
further reports will follow based on the community voices heard at the local rural issues
forums. 

Rural communities ‘on the edge’ of the Greater Manchester district conurbations also sit ‘on
the edge’ of the policy and funding world, professing to a sense of marginalisation and
isolation, not only from the main urban conurbation and ‘its’ policy but also from each
other. The word ‘rural’ is not one that readily comes to mind for authorities and
organisations based in urban district centres. As the vast majority of the population and area
based deprivation indices point to the urban centres, programmes, projects and policy are
often focussed here. This has the effect of marginalising communities in rural areas, which
may already be isolated due to the further distances to travel to access services and decision-
makers. Further to this it may be said that area-based statistics fail those communities with
hidden deprivation, and this is a problem experienced throughout rural areas nationally. As
we are aware from the inequalities agenda many communities, whether geographical or
communities of interest, to a greater or lesser degree state a feeling of isolation and
powerlessness. Increasing community engagement interventions equitably across all
communities needs to be a priority for all sectors and rural communities may also need to be
recognised in this way.    

In view of the advent of local area agreements (LAA’s), the RRU hopes to continue
facilitating links between local rural stakeholders and the relevant infrastructure to a degree
where LAA’s will be able to recognise the existence and needs of rural areas to the
appropriate degree. We also hope that by communities and decision makers networking
within and across districts a fertile ground for a new agenda can be realised. With the
introduction of the Local Government White Paper, there is increasing emphasis on local
democracy, and support for the creation of new parish and town councils in both urban and
rural areas. Greater Manchester has fourteen parish and town councils which provides an
opportunity for local authorities within the conurbation. 

Since the project started, the RRU has worked with a number of different partners, including
local voluntary sector infrastructure, relevant local authority departments and area teams, as
well as parish councils to explore issues and make contact with groups, organisations and
individuals living and working in the communities in rural Greater Manchester. The project
has developed an understanding of existing initiatives that are already working towards
addressing the rural dimension of Greater Manchester. Thus far we have worked with
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stakeholders to understand the needs of the communities themselves in addition to the
needs of the countryside surrounding them, in order to move forward sustainably. 

Thanks to the input of local voluntary sector infrastructure and local authorities, local rural
issues forums have been held in many districts to begin to give a voice to rural communities,
and these have begun to corroborate some of our interview findings. It should however be
noted that this report is only a small step towards understanding the range of issues
associated with being a rural community on the edge of the conurbation, and in recognising
the important contribution that rural communities and the community and voluntary sector
make to their wider environments. 

We would like to take this opportunity to thank all those who have contributed to this
process through meetings, informal interviews, supplying information, organising local
forums, and in-kind support, which we hope to build on in the coming year.

It is hoped that the ‘On the Edge’ conference will give stakeholders and decision makers the
opportunity to discuss the issues and opportunities and a chance to begin the process of
establishing a new rural agenda for Greater Manchester.

Melissa Parsons Susanne Martikke
Development Officer, Rural Resource Unit Researcher, GMCVO
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Methodology 
Localising the DEFRA definition

The Rural Resource Unit research component was given the very broad task of gaining a
better understanding of the rural areas of Greater Manchester. This involved, one,
developing a picture of which areas are rural in Greater Manchester and, two, achieving a
better insight into issues and concerns these areas face and how they might be different
from the urban conurbation. Our work was guided by the conviction that it would be most
beneficial to unlock local expertise that is otherwise not readily accessible, rather than solely
going through the time-intensive process of analysing national statistics for each area. This
decision was also motivated by the fact that area-based statistics are often seen as
misleading when it comes to rural areas.1 The chosen approach seemed promising in terms
of involving local stakeholders in the rural areas in the project. As a result, the networking
and research strands of the RRU worked hand-in-hand, utilising each networking meeting to
gain more insight into the nature of rural areas in Greater Manchester.

To generate a detailed visual image of how the Rural and Urban Area Classification 20041

was applied to Greater Manchester, the rural map supplied by DEFRA (below), along with a
corresponding list of the statistical output areas that had been designated as rural were used
to mark up a Greater Manchester ordnance survey map.

1 This is because in rural areas there are usually no concentrations of any given problem. Instead, people
affected by disadvantage and social exclusion may be scattered among an otherwise affluent population. In
addition, particularly if one wants to analyse conditions in a small area, statistics for certain indicators are often
not available from National Statistics, due to the lower population density in rural areas and the need to
protect individual privacy.
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Based on this and a review of some of the more recent national literature on rural social
exclusion and deprivation, the RRU began with the process of consulting local stakeholders
in the ten districts. These included neighbourhood teams, local authority personnel, parish
council clerks, the councils for voluntary service, and staff of other voluntary and community
sector organisations. Each of the meetings included a discussion of the map showing the
DEFRA areas to determine whether it matched what local interviewees considered rural. The
rest of each meeting was devoted to a semi-structured interview on the rural areas in
question. This provided the RRU with a way of identifying the areas with which it should
engage, as well as a rough idea of the issues that affect these areas. Generally speaking,
they did not only include the DEFRA areas but also some that are adjoining those designated
by DEFRA and which often play a role as service centres for those living in the DEFRA areas. 

Alongside the local interviews, the RRU also analysed data on the ten borough’s rural areas
contained in the DEFRA Focus on Rural Areas series and compared them to Northwest data,
some of which was obtained from the DEFRA Rural Evidence Hub. In addition, some data
that had become available in the Greater Manchester context, for example on housing and
transport, was included. It must be noted, however, that given the project’s scope of
investigating all of rural Greater Manchester in a short timeframe and with a fairly broadly
defined remit, it was not possible to analyse all the data that could have theoretically been
obtained on any given issue. It should also be kept in mind that the amount and quality of
the information obtained varies by borough. Each local profile therefore is a snapshot and
might not be readily comparable to the others at this stage.

The passages below are intended to give a general overview of the types of issues that were
raised by interviewees during this process and how they relate to typical issues faced by rural
areas nationally. The first section covers main issues raised by the national literature on rural
areas, as well as relevant statistics from the Focus on Rural Areas series. It is followed by an
overview of typical issues faced by rural communities across Greater Manchester and then by
local chapters that focus on the evidence collected in each borough.

It is hoped that this framework will provide a starting point for further inquiry and will
provide those working with rural areas in Greater Manchester with a basic guide to rural
issues. At the time of writing, the process of engaging local stakeholders in developing a
picture of rural areas in Greater Manchester and their issues was still ongoing, as we began
to take the information gathered back to local rural issues forums. Our initial impression
from this process is that the views emanating from these forums mirrored and thus to a
degree substantiated our initial findings.
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Greater Manchester’s rural areas in national
and regional contexts

In the past decades, rural areas in all of England have been affected by a number of socio-
economic changes that are transforming these communities and challenge the traditional
notion of rurality as a rather idyllic setting where tightly-knit communities are living a
primarily agriculture-based lifestyle. As part of a national trend of counter-urbanisation2,
rural communities have experienced an influx of newcomers, often middle-aged or older,
who have consciously chosen life in the countryside over life in the city.3 At the same time,
pressure on housing markets in the countryside is forcing many of the younger rural
generation to move away.4 As a result, the demographics of rural communities are changing
in favour of the older age bracket5 and the lack of affordable housing has become one of
the key issues associated with rural communities. 

Rural Populations

Under the Rural and Urban Area Classification 2004 approximately 25% of the land within
Greater Manchester is classified as rural (Defra Rural Statistics Unit). The population statistics
are as follows:

From DEFRA Rural Statistics Unit
http://www.defra.gov.uk/rural/ruralstats/rural-defn/LAClassification_datasetregions.xls

2 Key Drivers of Economic Development and Inclusion in Rural Areas, Sion Roberts, May 2002, p. 21
3 ibid, p. 54
4 ibid
5 ibid

Name Total
Population

Total
Urban
Population

Large
Market
Town
Population
(urban)

Rural
Town
Population

Village
Population

Dispersed
Population

Total Rural
Population
inc large
market
towns

Total Rural
Population
(ONS
Defra
definition)

'Rural%

Bolton 261,087 251,434 - 4,784 3,067 1,802 9,653 9,653 3.7

Bury 180,680 175,501 - 1,209 2,237 1,733 5,179 5,179 2.9

Manchester 392,995 392,897 - - - 98 98 98 0.0

Oldham 217,567 199,270 - 12,750 2,642 2,905 18,297 18,297 8.4

Rochdale 205,622 202,334 - 671 712 1,905 3,288 3,288 1.6

Salford 216,005 215,019 - 728 - 258 986 986 0.5

Stockport 284,484 260,088 18,488 4,353 265 1,290 24,396 5,908 2.1

Tameside 212,915 210,582 - 285 673 1,375 2,333 2,333 1.1

Trafford 209,944 209,181 - - 763 - 763 763 0.4

Wigan 301,478 258,238 23,532 15,876 2,116 1,716 43,240 19,708 6.5

Greater
Manchester 2,482,777 2,374,544 42,020 40,656 12,475 13,082 108,233 66,213 2.7
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Older Residents

In Greater Manchester, both the prevalence of older age groups and the issue of affordable
housing affect rural communities. Based on census data from the DEFRA series Focus on
Rural Areas6, the percentage of rural residents in the age group of 50 and above (see table)
is higher than that of urban residents in the same age group in nine out of ten districts. 

Please note: The percentages are rounded to the next lowest/highest value.

The difference between the rural and the urban percentages of people in this age group is
as large as 8 or more in half of the boroughs, but in the remaining boroughs it ranges
between 2 and 5.5. In four boroughs the rural percentage over age 50 is similar to that for
the rural North West (40%). In the remaining boroughs, the percentage lingers between 33
and 36%.

Housing Tenure

Housing tenure in Greater Manchester’s rural areas generally reflects the picture at a national
level, which is characterised by a shortage of social housing available for rent. In all of
Greater Manchester’s rural areas, privately owned housing plays a bigger role than in the
urban areas, where socially rented housing and privately rented accommodation are more
prevalent than in the rural areas. 

Please note: The percentages are rounded to the next lowest/highest value.

The only exception to that rule is Trafford, where the percentage of households living in
owned accommodation is actually lower in the rural areas than in the urban centre. Except
for Manchester and Wigan, the difference between the rural and urban percentages of
privately owned housing is well above ten points, ranging between 14 and 19.5. Typically,
the percentage of households living in owned accommodation in rural Greater Manchester is
upwards of 75% of all rural households, reaching its highest percentage in Stockport with
91%. Exceptions are Manchester and Trafford.

Bolton Bury Manch. Oldh. Rochdale Salford Stockport Tameside Trafford Wigan

Urban 32% 33% 26% 31% 31% 33% 35% 33% 33% 33%

Rural 40% 35% 34% 39% 36.5% 33% 48% 35% 45% 36%

Bolton Bury Manch. Oldh. Rochdale Salford Stockport Tameside Trafford Wigan

Urban 69% 75% 42% 67% 66% 56% 77% 68% 72% 72%

Rural 86% 89% 47.5% 84% 85% 75.5% 91% 86% 53% 75%

6 All the data used in this section originated in this DEFRA series unless otherwise noted.



In terms of affordability of house prices, the house price income ratios for housing in the
rural areas of Greater Manchester are consistently higher than the ratio for each district.7

Manchester has been left out of this tally, however, in light of the fact that its rural area is so
small. 

Employment

According to national literature, the differences between the rural and urban economies
have become largely insignificant. This is also the case in Greater Manchester, where the top
three sectors employing the rural and the urban workforce mirror each other in each of the
districts, except for Bury, Salford and Oldham, where only the top two sectors employing the
rural and the urban workforce are the same. The top three employment sectors employing
Manchester’s rural residents, on the other hand, only have one element in common with
those employing the urban workforce. The general similarity of employment sectors for rural
and urban residents in Greater Manchester probably point to the strong importance of
commuting for residents of the rural fringe.

Vulnerable demographic groups

National research on rural areas has identified a number of demographic groups that are
likely to experience social exclusion as residents of rural areas. These groups include elderly
people living alone and elderly couples relying on a state pension, children of lone parents,
and those who are detached from the labour market either through disability, other
responsibilities (i.e. as carers) or long-term unemployment. In Greater Manchester’s rural
locations, a number of people fit into these categories. 

Between 19 and 32% of the rural households in each district are pensioner households. This
compares to 26% for the rural Northwest. The majority of the rural populations in Greater
Manchester have a lower percentage of pensioner households than the rural Northwest
overall, with the exception of Stockport and Trafford. 

Please note: The percentages are rounded to the next lowest/highest value.

Half of Greater Manchester district’s rural populations have a smaller percentage of
pensioner households than their urban counterparts. While this may be counterintuitive in
light of the fact that rural areas in Greater Manchester have a higher percentage of people
aged over 50 than urban areas, it must be kept in mind that those aged over 50 are not all
pensioners. However, they will be in the future and if they stay in the rural area that they
currently live in, this suggests that service planning will have to take their future needs into
account.
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Bolton Bury Manch. Oldh. Rochdale Salford Stockport Tameside Trafford Wigan

Urban 23% 22.5% 20% 22% 22% 24.5% 25% 23% 24% 22%

Rural 24% 19% 19% 23% 20% 20% 32% 19% 29% 22%

7 Making Housing Count data, accessed from AGMA website www.mgeomatics.com , November 15, 2006;
District ratio from Joseph Rowntree Foundation report The Geography of Affordable Housing, Steve Wilcox,
York, 2006, appendix 2.
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Between 8.5 and 21% of residents in Greater Manchester’s rural areas are limited by a long-
term illness in their daily activities and work. 

Please note: The percentages are rounded to the next lowest/highest value.

The majority of Greater Manchester’s districts feature a roughly similar percentage of this
group in their rural areas to the rural Northwest overall (18%).

The percentage of Greater Manchester rural residents who are economically inactive ranges
from 29 to 37%, reaching as high as 52% in the exceptional case of Salford. This compares
to 33% in the rural Northwest. 

Please note: The percentages are rounded to the next lowest/highest value.

Between 10.5 and 18% of Greater Manchester’s rural residents provide some measure of
unpaid care. This is consistently, if only slightly, higher than the percentage of urban
residents who act as carers in each borough and compares to 11% for the rural Northwest.

Please note: The percentages are rounded to the next lowest/highest value.

The percentage of lone-parent households in rural Greater Manchester tends to be lower
than in its urban areas. 

Please note: The percentages are rounded to the next lowest/highest value.

Bolton Bury Manch. Oldh. Rochdale Salford Stockport Tameside Trafford Wigan

Rural 9% 17% 8.5% 16% 20% 20% 18% 16% 16% 21%

Bolton Bury Manch. Oldh. Rochdale Salford Stockport Tameside Trafford Wigan

Rural 31% 29% 30% 29% 37% 52% 34% 28% 30% 36%

Bolton Bury Manch. Oldh. Rochdale Salford Stockport Tameside Trafford Wigan

Urban 11% 11% 9% 11% 11% 10% 11% 10% 10% 11%

Rural 12% 12% 18% 13% 11.5% 10.5% 12.5% 11% 14% 12%

Bolton Bury Manch. Oldh. Rochdale Salford Stockport Tameside Trafford Wigan

Urban 11% 11% 15% 10% 12% 12.5% 9.5% 12% 10% 12%

Rural 7% 6.5% 0 6% 7% 11% 5% 8% 5% 12%
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One exception is Wigan, where the percentage is similar in rural and urban areas. The
percentage range is from 0% in Manchester to 12% in Wigan, with the majority of the
districts clustering around the Northwest percentage of 7%.

As these percentages show Greater Manchester’s rural areas are largely in tune with the
Northwest’s with regard to the presence of certain groups at risk of social exclusion. As for
deprivation a certain portion of rural households in each district are deprived in two or more
dimensions (employment, education, health and disability, housing), typically around one
quarter of all rural households in any given district. 

Much access to services in Greater Manchester’s rural communities depends on car
ownership. Consequently, in line with the rural Northwest, car ownership is more common
in Greater Manchester’s rural areas than in its urban areas. Nevertheless, there is still a
significant minority of rural households without access to a car or van. The percentage of
households without a car or van in any given district ranges from 11 to 17%, rising to as
high as 22% in Wigan and staying as low as 7.3% in Manchester.
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Overview of Local Rural Issues in 
Greater Manchester

Rural Agenda

In Greater Manchester, the rural agenda is understandably at an early stage. Until 2004,
when the new rural definition was introduced, Greater Manchester had been considered as
fully urban with no defined rural communities. Possibly as a result of this belated recognition
of parts of Greater Manchester as having rural communities, in most local authorities the
rural issue had not made its way onto the political agenda at the time of the RRU research.
Where there was an awareness of rural areas, they were mostly seen through the lenses of
environment, reclamation of derelict land, planning issues, and access to the countryside.
This is associated with the great success that Red Rose Forest has had with strategic
environmentally-led regeneration in and around the urban fringe and the Countryside In and
Around Towns Agenda. However the Greater Manchester Passenger Transport Authority has
considered rural areas according to the 2004 rural definition in its Local Transport Plan as
part of its ‘Accessibility Strategy’. Generally the Rural Social and Community Programme’s
approach to rural areas with the focus on identification of rural communities and pockets of
social exclusion in rural areas is a new angle for Greater Manchester.

It should be noted that rurality comes in more than one guise in the Greater Manchester
area, making it a rather complex concept to understand. While there are some communities
that have traditional roots in agriculture, there are others that are in the countryside but
have developed as a result of industrial needs or political decisions. The location of mineral
extraction sites, mills or factories in the countryside gave impetus for the creation of some
communities to house workers and their families. In other cases, the decision to locate social
housing estates in the countryside gave rise to countryside communities without genuine
rural cultural roots. Therefore, a variety of different models of rural development have
shaped the nature of rural areas in Greater Manchester. And, as became clear in the course
of the RRU research, rural areas in Greater Manchester are being further transformed, this
time overwhelmingly by the demand for housing and the tendency of commuting. The RRU
has taken a consensus approach to understanding rurality in Greater Manchester, and will
therefore also consider less rural fringe areas in order to set the general context. 

Rural communities frequently see themselves as misunderstood and perceive their concerns
as not properly represented in the largely urban politics of Greater Manchester. Critics often
point out that the ten districts of Greater Manchester have an urban identity and make
policies that are suitable to urban areas but not attentive enough of the specific issues faced
by their rural areas. Some of the interviewees commented on the difficulty of getting
problems faced by rural areas on the district political agenda, when the majority of the areas
are urban in character. While rural communities, which often have a strong sense of identity
and sometimes develop a rather strong communal voice, can be vocal on their issues and
heard at a certain level, the issues generally do not gather enough steam to end up
informing decisions at the strategic level. When a communal voice is raised, the question
remains whether this communal voice would consider problems of deprivation and social
exclusion, as these issues usually do not affect the majority in rural communities and tend to



go unacknowledged. Like many other issues, whether or not rural issues end up on the
overall political agenda can depend on the existence of a local political champion. An
example is the vision for Chat Moss, whose inclusion in the political agenda was reportedly
due to the existence of a champion as well as the ongoing interest of residents of
neighbouring Irlam and Cadishead in the Chat Moss and its future.

Deprivation

Due to their lower population density and the population composition, rural areas tend not
to show up on traditional deprivation indices8. Deprivation in rural areas is generally
acknowledged to be rather hidden, because it does not appear in concentrated form.
Contacts consulted by the RRU frequently mentioned that area-based approaches are not
suitable for rural areas for this reason, as social exclusion and deprivation may just affect a
relatively small number of households in any given area. The RRU considered some fringe
areas where there are overt and known pockets of deprivation due to the local impression
that they were ‘semi-rural’. However, none of these areas have been included in the DEFRA
rural definition. Generally speaking, most of the other areas considered by the RRU have a
reputation of being more or less affluent, relative to the urban conurbation. However,
DEFRA’s rural profiles for the ten districts of Greater Manchester show that a certain portion
of rural households in each district are deprived in two or more dimensions, typically around
one quarter of all rural households. Particularly among older people in rural areas, the
problem of asset wealth in combination with forms of less obvious poverty in areas such as
transport or fuel is said to be quite common. Tenant farmers,as well as farmers in general
are also frequently thought to be struggling. Occasionally, there is a perception that the
influx of new residents, who are often on the more affluent side, can marginalise the long-
time residents, particularly those who live in properties that have risen in value but do not
have the income to mirror that.

In some communities in rural Greater Manchester, there is a feeling that their relative
affluence, compared to urban areas, works against them. In such communities the provision
of public services is viewed as not concomitant to the level of the community’s council tax
contribution. The fact that some rural areas are more on the affluent side with higher band
housing stock and have a harder time attracting funding, which is typically spent in the
urban settings, where deprivation is more acute and concentrated, can create a perception
that rural, more affluent areas, are subsidising the rest, without getting anything in return.
Additionally, it is said that the issues that do face rural communities often are not taken as
seriously as they should, because their seriousness pales in comparison with those faced by
urban areas.

Housing

Housing markets in rural areas nationally are generally seen as more competitive9, with
affluent people choosing to move into rural areas, often making it harder for the local
population, especially young people, to find affordable housing for rent and to buy.
Affordable housing is usually scarce in such areas, because council housing stock has been
put under pressure by policies such as the Right to Buy and planning restrictions on new
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8 Supporting Rural Voluntary Action Report - Executive Summary, National Council for Voluntary Organisation,
http://www.ncvo-vol.org/?id=1289, accessed on June 13 2006.

9 Key Drivers of Economic Development and Inclusion in Rural Areas, Sion Roberts, May 2002, p. 4
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development are in place.10 Many of Greater Manchester’s rural areas, which are so
conveniently located to a major urban conurbation, but at the same time being perceived as
more desirable because of their more tranquil atmosphere and more unspoiled scenery, have
already become or are in the process of becoming commuter hotspots, a process that
typically drives up property prices. Examples are Blackrod and Ringley in Bolton, the
Saddleworth area, Ramsbottom, the Marple area of Stockport, Littleborough in Rochdale
and Broadbottom in Tameside. Other areas are appealing because they currently still have
lower property prices relative to other popular areas. An example of such a location is Irlam.
New housing construction can be controversial because local residents feel that concomitant
services to accommodate the incomers are not planned accordingly, because they alter the
character of the location and do not address the scarcity of affordable housing. Council
housing is not always a realistic alternative. Council housing in such areas is also in high
demand and much of the stock has become unavailable as affordable housing under the
Right to Buy scheme. In Oldham the local authority was considering a possible rural
exception policy for small-scale development addressing the shortage of affordable housing. 

Transport

Transport issues are paramount in rural areas nationwide. The car is the form of transport
which is most prevalent and most convenient in these areas, putting those without access to
a car at a disadvantage.11 A study by Travel Watch Northwest found that rural residents find
themselves forced into car ownership, even if they would prefer to use public transport.12 In
Greater Manchester’s rural areas, transport is often seen as an issue. Where locations have a
railway station, there are often accessibility and/or safety issues, whilst lack of capacity on
the trains themselves is a growing problem. The Blackrod station only has disabled access in
one direction. The residents of the neighbourhood of Strines cannot access the Strines rail
station, because the bridle path leading to it is so overgrown that it cannot be used by cars.
The Irlam station is perceived as unsecure and uninviting by residents. Irlam residents also
complain that infrequent and irregular train services require careful advance planning,
especially in the evenings and on weekends, though residents have recently successfully
campaigned to get the Sunday service reinstated after 20 years of no service. Clifton
residents (Salford) find it impossible to use the train from Clifton Station for getting to work,
because of its timetable. There is limited parking at stations such as Greenfield, and many
train journeys are full to capacity, particularly in peak hours. 

Areas that are reliant on bus services typically have issues with the frequency and/or reliability
of the service, as well as with weekend and evening restrictions in timetables. This is the case
in Blackrod, northeast of Bolton city, Partington, Irlam and Cadishead, rural Stockport, and
the north of Saddleworth though undoubtedly will also be a problem elsewhere. In some
cases, the length of the bus trip and schedule of any given line renders this form of
transport problematic for those who want to use it for getting to work. For example,
employees of the Trafford Centre and Trafford Park, many of whom work odd shifts, face
difficulties with the bus service to Partington and Irlam, which does not match up with all
shift patterns, does not stop at all estates or takes a lot longer than it should because it
winds its way through several housing estates to replace another service that has been cut.
Maps from Greater Manchester Passenger Transport Executive (GMPTE) show that rural areas

10 The Use of Existing Housing Stock in Rural England - Executive Summary, Housing Corporation and
Commission for Rural Communities.

11 Key Drivers, p. 25-26.
12 Rural Transport Funding - A Review of Public Transport Needs in the Countryside, The Travel Watch Network,

August 2006, p.4.



in Greater Manchester are typically served by less frequent bus routes or by subsidised bus
services, which are often more at risk of being cut. Local Link services, paid for by GMPTE,
exist as taxi services in some areas to fill the gap left by unsustainable bus services. Some of
these services are contracted out to Community Transport operators, such as Partington and
Cadishead Transport Cooperative and Point to Point in Hattersley and Mottram. These
services provide a link to services like hospitals or villages, as well as other public transport
services, for instance in the Saddleworth area to Mossley and Greenfield stations.

For those without access to a car and with mobility restrictions, transport is even more of an
issue. In many communities on the rural fringe, there is a higher proportion of the elderly,
for whom even smaller distances to the next bus stop can be a challenge and who are at risk
of social isolation as a result. In Marple and Ramsbottom, we have been told that this is a
problem, mainly due to the hilly topography. While Ring and Ride services provide door-to-
door transport to those who are unable to access regular public transport, there are
occasionally problems with the ways boundaries are drawn, making certain places
inaccessible to Ring and Ride users from certain areas. The original Ring and Ride premise is
that it should provide better access to local services, however, riders on the rural fringe
increasingly need to cross boundaries to access relevant services but cannot use Ring and
Ride to do so. Problems have also been reported with the Ring and Ride reservation system,
which makes it impossible for some people to get through to make their reservation in time. 

There are examples of communities organising their own transport schemes to fill the gap or
lobbying successfully on transport issues. In High Lane and Marple, the churches have
organised volunteers who provide rides for the elderly. In other communities, community
transport operators are active. For example, Partington and Cadishead Transport Cooperative,
was originally funded by the Rural Bus Challenge, although Partington and Cadishead are
not officially categorised as rural by DEFRA. In Barrow Bridge, a hamlet of 50 houses
northwest of Bolton that faced transport problems, a taxi company now provides ring and
ride services at the same price as a bus ride, provided reservations are made an hour in
advance. In Irlam, the Friends of Irlam Station have successfully campaigned to reinstate a
Sunday train service. Similarly, Sunday services in Mossley and Greenfield have recently
recommenced for the first time since 1968.

The condition of roads, footpaths and bridleways are sometimes a concern as well. On the
Chat Moss in Salford, the condition of roads is poor and ongoing peat extraction on the
moss generates a lot of heavy traffic, making it hard for private cars, let alone pedestrians, to
use these roads. Many rural communities suffer from road safety issues and traffic
congestion because they are on a main thoroughfare or have roads that were originally not
built to handle the volume of traffic associated with larger populations, or are used as ‘rat
runs’ to avoid motorway congestion. 

Access to Services

Closely linked to transport issues is the ability to access services with more or less ease.
Access to services, from health care and schools to shopping and post offices, is generally
acknowledged to be more difficult in rural areas, due to their less densely populated
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character. However, according to national literature,13 this problem is further exacerbated by
the changing demographics of rural areas, many of which are turning into places that are
popular with commuters. Because many people tend to access services close to where they
work, this can make services in rural areas less viable than they might otherwise be. 

The importance of services such as post offices for rural communities has been highlighted
by Age Concern research at the national level.14 They do not only play an essential role in
terms of local access to postal services, but also to a range of financial services. What is
more, the research found that local post offices serve as a meeting and networking point for
the community and thus have an importance beyond the commercial services they provide.
Many rural communities in Greater Manchester were without a post office at the time of our
interviews. In Stockport, the Marple Bridge post office/village shop is struggling, as is the
one in Compstall. The Mellor post office no longer exists. Age Concern Salford noted in
2004 that post office closure in Salford would disproportionately affect the Little Hulton and
Walkden areas, where two-thirds of post offices were scheduled for closure at the time. In
Bury’s rural areas, the villages of Hawkshaw, Affetside, Summerseat and Shuttleworth do not
have post offices.

There are villages in Greater Manchester whose residents do not have access to an ATM.
Blackrod is an example of an increasing number of health services, which are no longer
administered exclusively at the local surgery, but at hospitals, such as laboratory services,
requiring patients to travel to access them. 

It appears that almost all VCS organisations that provide social services are located in the
urban centre, because the number of potential clients in the fringe areas is too small to
warrant services. However, cases of charities such as Age Concern and the Citizens Advice
Bureau working with local institutions to offer services to local people in rural areas exist. In
Blackrod, the parish council worked with Age Concern to establish a luncheon club. Where
the numbers of potential customers are not sufficient to warrant traditional service delivery,
cooperation can sometimes lead to innovative approaches. In Oldham, the Citizens Advice
Bureau is starting to work with libraries in the Saddleworth area to deliver advice services
locally. The Rochdale Citizens Advice Bureau is operating outreach services in Littleborough
and Wardle, locations which are closer to the rural population than Rochdale town centre.

Among services that appear to be negatively impacted by changing demographics are
schools. In Blackrod, we have been told that the continuing existence of its three primary
schools is in question. In Stockport’s Mellor there is a school that is forced to hold mixed
classes, because the number of pupils is not sufficiently high to pay enough teachers. The
school in Affetside, Bury, has been closed, and a primary school in Partington was also shut
down. Another service that is affected is youth provision. For Saddleworth, Irlam/Cadishead,
Stockport, and Partington, as well as rural locations in Bury a scarcity of youth provision,
particularly for teenagers, has been highlighted.

The Greater Manchester Local Transport Plan15 notes journey times of more than one hour to
the nearest hospital from some of the rural locations in Bolton, Oldham, Rochdale, Stockport
and Tameside. The document also notes relatively poor access to secondary and further

13 Key Drivers, p. 25.
14 Older People’s Message to the Government: Rural Post Offices are a Lifeline and Centre of the Community,

Age Concern England, London, September 2006.
15 Greater Manchester and Local Transport Plan 2 - 2006/7 - 2010/11, AGMA and GMPTA, March 2006.



education in rural areas on the northern and eastern fringes of Manchester.

Parish Councils

Parish and town councils feature strongly in the Rural White Paper 2000 Our countryside:
the future and are often seen as a way of empowering local communities, particularly in,
though not limited to, rural locations. The former Countryside Agency set out the agenda to
allow parish councils to produce plans that can influence the local strategic partnership, the
preparation of the local community strategy and subsequently the local development
framework along with village/town appraisals and village/town design statements.  

There are currently fourteen parish or town councils in Greater Manchester, in seven local
authority areas. Half of these councils are mostly rural according to the rural definition, with
the majority partially rural.  Some parish councils have already been successful in reaching
Quality Parish Council status which allows the parish council to engage in discussion with
the principal local authority regarding delegation of some functions (i.e. Saddleworth), while
others are planning to go for this quality mark (i.e. Blackrod), yet the relative levels of activity
of each parish council in Greater Manchester varies greatly. 

For most parish and town councils their success depends partly on relations with the local
authority, however, and in some of the parishes, this appears not to come easily. In general
in each parish or town council there are a number of councillors that also serve on the
district council, which helps to facilitate coordination and contact between the two
administrative tiers. However, where there are neighbourhood/area forums/committees and
townships these structures vary in their integration with the parish council structure. The
Commission for Rural Communities advocates charters for town and parish councils and
principal local authorities, which they say is fundamental for the relationship between the
tiers, and can underpin joint working. It is currently not clear to the RRU how many parish or
town councils in Greater Manchester benefit from such a charter.

Parish and town councils are also a potential source of support and advice for the local
voluntary and community sector, and Defra encourage them to work together with voluntary
and community groups to shape the future of their rural communities.  There are examples
of successful village or town planning activity such as the Littleborough Town Design
Statement and the Warburton Village Design Statement which have both been adopted as
supplementary planning guidance by the relevant local authority. Additionally Shevington
Parish Council has done a parish plan and Mossley Town Council is currently undertaking a
town plan with funding from Community Futures (Lancashire’s Rural Community Council).  

Community and VCS (Voluntary and Community Sector) 

Rural communities nationally, as a result of high housing prices and scarce employment
opportunities, have tended to lose their young residents, while at the same time
experiencing an influx of middle-aged to older residents (i.e. middle-aged professionals,
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alone or with children, moving into commuter-friendly rural areas; older couples retiring in
rural communities).16 This has altered the demographic composition of many rural
communities in favour of the higher age bracket and of newcomers, as well as including
demographic groups that were traditionally not part of the community, such as those with a
BME background.

These changes affecting rural areas have implications for community cohesion and activity.
They can lead to situations in which the older established and rather closely-knit community
and the new community of newcomers remain separate from each other. Throughout
Greater Manchester, there was a sense in many areas that communities are changing quite
significantly, gradually altering their identity from a place where people lived and engaged
with their community to mere dormitory towns. Community groups often find it hard to
involve the newcomers in activities. Community engagement may also centre around issues
that reflect the changing demographics. For instance, Blackrod has plenty of activities
around older people, but lacks engagement on youth provision. Saddleworth’s VCS activity is
mainly around cultural issues with an ageing membership, but few youth activities/provision.
In some cases, it has been noted that the provision for certain age groups is no longer
responsive to the demand from that age group. This point was highlighted in connection
with youth provision in Tameside and Blackrod. Far from being rural idylls, many of the rural
communities in Greater Manchester face issues with youth annoyance, as well as drug
dealing and alcohol issues among youth.

The provision of community facilities has been noted as scarce in some places, including
Saddleworth, Woodhouses, and Bury’s rural villages, arguably making community
engagement and development of a sense of community more challenging. In Blackrod, one
community centre is mainly booked by external groups, rendering it unavailable for larger
community gatherings.

The rural VCS faces its own challenges. According to research conducted by NCVO it is
dominated by small, largely volunteer-run organisations with small incomes.17 These
organisations tend to be better linked with their local council than with VCS infrastructure
and have little experience with partnership working. This seems to be the case in Greater
Manchester as well, where most of the Councils for Voluntary Service (CVS’s) have had an
urban focus to date. However, many CVS’s have been instrumental in organising local rural
issues forums over the past few months in partnership with the Rural Resource Unit and
local authority area teams, and subsequently in following up local VCS needs. 

Rural community activity around Greater Manchester cannot easily be grouped into
categories that would be meaningful to funders, who usually prioritise those activities that
contribute to meeting certain local government targets. Many rural community activities,
such as those around culture and arts, are seen as rather elitist, although, indirectly, they
may be contributing to addressing social problems and may actually be at the heart of
making rural areas the self-sufficient places they are usually reputed to be.

However, some examples have come to our attention of community effort having made a
difference. For example, in Delph (Saddleworth area of Oldham) a library has been kept open

17 Supporting Rural Voluntary Action
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through citizen engagement. This can, in turn, serve as an anchor for other services. For
example, the Oldham Citizens Advice Bureau is developing plans of establishing an advice
kiosk there for people to access initially who cannot easily travel into Oldham town. In
Mellor (South Marple area of Stockport) citizen pressure has managed to alter a
development proposal of an old mill site to better reflect the priorities of the community. In
Affetside (Bury), the community has been able to secure funding for a duck pond and a
village green that serves as a focus for festivals and community gatherings.

Agriculture (and Land Use)

National research suggests that agriculture is no longer the main driver in rural economies
and is becoming more diversified.18 Sources other than agriculture are becoming a larger
portion of farm income in England. Concomitantly, the role of the farmer has come to be
viewed in a different light, with more emphasis being placed on farmers as stewards of the
environment, which is closely linked to the importance of the tourism industry in the
countryside.19

In Greater Manchester, agriculture is under pressure and in transformation in ways that are
typical for agriculture in urban fringe locations. The urge to develop land traditionally used
for agricultural purposes for other uses (residential, recreational, commercial) is strong, so
close to a major urban conurbation. Farming and stock rearing in the urban fringe is also
fraught with risks from vandalism and trespassing and many farmers have succession
problems. While there are privately owned farms in the Greater Manchester area, the
remaining farmers are tenant farmers of the main landowners. Whereas privately owned
farms tend to be in possession of an economic asset, just by virtue of the property value in
the rural areas, this is not the case for tenant farmers. 

In most of Greater Manchester’s rural areas, farmers do not obtain their main income from
agriculture anymore, but have diversified into other pursuits, including storage, land in-
filling, tourism, ‘horsiculture’, farm shops and cafes, specialty crops and educational tours.
Farmers are also engaged in tourism-related business, and there are efforts to market the
“Manchester Countryside,” with the boroughs of Wigan, Bury, Bolton, Rochdale and Oldham
launching a brand of the same name in early 2006. 

In most of the rural areas, incomers are buying land to engage in horse-related activities and
hobby farming, or simply turn old farm houses into their residence. As a result of these
developments, proper land management is often put in question. In agricultural areas like
Chat Moss in Salford, where land originally had been turned into arable land by a drainage
system, agriculturally productive land is slowly returning to its original state. During the time
of writing, a vision for this area was under development that included recreational uses and
biodiversity functions, but also a possible local food agenda. In Stockport it has been noted
that the introduction of hobby farms and residences to replace traditional farm land has
made it challenging to implement countryside stewardship schemes, because the parcels of
land owned by any given individual are usually too small to qualify for such schemes. 

18 Key Drivers, P. 4 & 37.
19 ibid, p. 29.
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Cross-border (and Identity) Issues

Their location on the fringe, either of Greater Manchester or an individual borough, brings
with it cross-border and identity issues for some of Greater Manchester’s rural areas. In some
cases, identities shaped before the administrative reorganisation of the 1970s persist. Parts
of such communities sometimes still perceive themselves as living in a distinctive place that is
separate from the administrative hierarchy the reorganisation assigned it to. Intermittently,
there are moves of the Saddleworth wards trying to break away from Oldham, for example.
Mossley, on the other side of the boundary in Tameside, feels more of a sense of belonging
with the Saddleworth villages. In general Ramsbottom residents have stronger affinities with
Lancashire and those in the rural area in the south of Trafford share more of an identity with
bordering Cheshire. Blackrod and Horwich, both of which used to have their own
independent status before the 1970s, are perceived to still not feel a proper part of Bolton
borough. While these perceptions may not reflect the feelings of all residents in any given
community, it still seems evident that such sentiments are closely connected to a belief that
the metropolitan borough councils of the sub-region do not understand rural issues and
that, therefore, these areas feel that they have more in common with the rural areas on the
other side of the border. 

There are also more tangible influences from across the border. For example, the Mossley
area in Tameside is affected by high housing prices in the Saddleworth villages. Prospective
home buyers who are not successful in finding anything suitable in Oldham simply go across
the border to Tameside to locate a property among Mossley’s comparably attractive
sandstone housing stock. Likewise, there is a fear that a new supermarket that is being built
in Greenfield (Oldham) will drive even more local shops in Mossley out of business. Large
new housing developments in Glossop affect rural residents of Tameside, because traffic
coming in from Glossop to destinations in Greater Manchester tends to pass through
Tameside’s rural fringe, exacerbating traffic congestion. In Stockport’s rural areas, specifically
High Lane, traffic congestion is exacerbated by heavy trucks en route from Cheshire into
Stockport. It has been suggested that the car park at Marple station in Stockport is
overwhelmed, possibly because residents from outside the borough, taking advantage of the
subsidised transport in Greater Manchester, would rather take the train from Marple than
their own train station, which is located outside of the subsidy area. 
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According to a landscape character assessment for the district, Bolton’s rural landscape is
broadly classified as belonging to the agricultural coal measures and rural fringes landscape
character types. The former covers the Blackrod/Hulton Ridge in the south of the borough
and is mainly characterised by its history of coal mining, as well as by poor grade farmland,
which is mainly used for grazing livestock. The latter refers mainly to the land separating
Horwich from Bolton, which is in agricultural use with “urban fringe elements including
horse pasture, the provision of recreation facilities including golf courses and crematoria.”20

A consultation on the community strategy in Bolton highlighted that the countryside is seen
as one of Bolton’s main assets by its citizens.

DEFRA Statistics for Bolton

DEFRA considers 3.7% of Bolton’s population as rural, all of them in less sparse areas. Of
this population, the majority live in either town (4,763) or village (3,090), rather than
dispersed (1,805), settings.21

The top three sectors employing rural residents from Bolton are manufacturing, wholesale

Bolton

20 A Landscape Character Appraisal of Bolton, October 2001
21 Bolton Census 2001 and Access to Services Focus on Rural Areas, Defra Rural Statistics Unit, October 2004,

p. 3. 
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and retail/repairs, and health and social work.22 These three sectors are also the top three
employers for urban Boltonians.

A quarter of the households in rural Bolton is not deprived in any of the four dimensions set
out in the rural profile for Bolton (employment, education, health and disability, housing),
however, more than a quarter of households is deprived in two or more dimensions.23 As for
benefits claimants in Bolton, the rural wards generally have lower claimant rates (generally
under ten percent) than the urban ones, which are consistently above ten percent and
usually even in the twenty or thirty percent range. Exceptions to the rule among semi-rural
wards are; Horwich (10.5%), Kearsley (12.8%) and Westhoughton (11.4%).24 

Types of households

21Perceptions of Greater Manchester’s rural and fringe communities

22 ibid, p. 16
23 Bolton Census, p. 9
24 Bolton’s Local Area Agreement April 2006 to March 2009, Bolton Vision, Bolton, 2006, p. 72.
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In line with the North West in general,25 car ownership is more prevalent in rural Bolton than
in its urban areas. However, 15.8% of rural households in Bolton have no car or van at their
disposal.26

The closest services to most rural residents in Bolton are the post office, ATMs, and primary
schools—none of them is farther than two kilometres away. However, access to a GP is split,
with less than half of the population having access within four kilometres rather than two. In
the case of supermarkets and jobcentres, the case is also split, in favour of the longer
distance (i.e. almost all rural residents are located farther away than two kilometres from a
Jobcentre, a sizeable number from a secondary school, and more than half from the
supermarket). 27

Rural Agenda in Bolton and Mechanisms to bring up Rural Issues

In Bolton, Area Forums are a mechanism to raise local rural issues, as are the three town
councils of Blackrod, Westhoughton and Horwich, which are all active. At the time of
writing, meetings with the latter two had not been held. Blackrod Town Council, which is
considered a fully rural area by Defra, was trying to achieve quality parish status to take a
more active role in delivering services to the community. Some Town Councillors in Blackrod
are also Bolton Councillors and therefore have a place on the Two Towns Area Forum. The
town council had already taken a lot of initiative within the community, but would benefit
from additional support to help it achieve its goals.

Local Issues

Based on our interviews, the main issues affecting Bolton’s rural areas are access to services,
affordable housing, and transport. It has also been noted that feelings of isolation from the
rest of the borough play a role for some residents of rural areas, such as Blackrod, which is
separated from the rest of the borough by the M61, and an area north and northeast of
Bolton city, which is home to a number of scattered farms and hamlets. The way in which
this geographical isolation translates into a separate sense of identity or the feeling of not
belonging to the borough varies, however. 

In the case of Blackrod, there appears to be a strong separate sense of identity, particularly
of those who still remember the time before Blackrod became part of Bolton district.
However, this may be changing, as more and more commuters are moving in and the
population of long-time residents is ageing. The mix of newcomers and an ageing
population apparently proves a difficult one for community engagement. While Blackrod
Town Council had recently established a luncheon club in cooperation with Age Concern at
the time of writing and other initiatives focusing on the older population existed in the
village, it had proven more difficult to engage the community on other concerns and
activities, such as youth provision.

25 The State of the Countryside in the North West 2003, Countryside Agency, 2003, p. 19
26 Bolton Census, p. 19
27 ibid, pp. 21 – 25, all the references to services in this paragraph originate on these pages.
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Demographic change has also led to shrinking student intake numbers of Blackrod’s three
primary schools. A consultation on the future of these schools is being planned. Blackrod
does not have a full-time NHS dentist and an increasing number of health services are no
longer routinely accessible at the local surgery. There are no banks in Blackrod at present
though there is still a post office.

Therefore, access to services increasingly requires travel. Public transport was highlighted
during the consultation on the Bolton community strategy as one of the most important
issues in the borough. People complained that transport was not available at all times and
not always accessible to areas of employment. As noted above, almost 16% of rural
households do not have access to a car. Horwich appears to act as the main service centre
for residents of Blackrod and bus transport to Horwich is said to be generally good.
However, those entirely reliant on public transport from Blackrod are said to have to plan
rather carefully in advance, as there are restrictions in the evening and morning. Although
Blackrod has a train station, this station is hard to reach, especially for people who are less
physically mobile than others and it only has disabled access on one platform, rendering it
impossible to use for disabled residents of Blackrod. There are suspicions among residents of
Blackrod that the station will close in the long run.

Transportation issues have also been highlighted for the area northeast of Bolton city,
especially for older people, as well as for the expanse of rural land that lies between Horwich
and Bolton and which is said to contain small hamlets. An example of good practice was
pointed out for the hamlet of Barrow Bridge, which contains 50 houses and faced transport
problems. A ring and ride service now provides taxi rides for residents at the same price of a
bus ride, provided reservations are made one hour in advance. In Chew Moor, a settlement
southwest of Bolton that is generally affluent and has been the focus of significant
expansion through a new housing development, transportation could prove to be a problem
for residents without a car.

The Greater Manchester Local Transport Plan highlights additional transport-related issues for
Bolton borough.28 Lostock Junction, an area that is not part of the official rural definition but
where there are a number of farms in the vicinity, is mentioned in this document in
connection with relatively poor access to secondary and higher education facilities. In
scattered parts of Bolton, the journey to the nearest hospital appears to take more than an
hour, and in the North of Bolton over half of the housholds are more than 30 minutes from
their nearest hospital. Areas noted in the transport plan half of whose households are more
than 30 minutes from their nearest hospital also include those to the east of Wigan, which
seem to include the Westhoughton area inside Bolton borough.

Housing was generally highlighted as one of the issues affecting all of Bolton’s rural parts. In
Blackrod we have been told that much of the social housing that is still available to rent has
been earmarked for elderly residents but on the other hand it has been pointed out that it is
very difficlut for the younger generation to rent or buy in the village. The mean house price
to median income ratio in this area is 5.21, one of the higher ratios in Greater Manchester
overall and above the Bolton district ratio.29 In the two years since January 2003, the housing

28 Greater Manchester Local Transport Plan 2, 2006/07 – 2010/11, AGMA and GMPTA, March 2006, pp. 17 –
41, all references in this paragraph originate on these pages.

29 Making Housing Count data, accessed from AGMA website www.mgeomatics.com , November 15, 2006;
District ratio from Joseph Rowntree Foundation report The Geography of Affordable Housing, Steve Wilcox,
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prices in this area had risen by over 30 percent.30

Asset wealth is quite common in rural areas, where it specifically applies to older residents.
Forms of poverty that are not readily captured in the official statistics, such as fuel and
transport poverty, are said to be a problem in all of Bolton’s rural areas and those that are
asset rich but subject to one of these other forms of poverty may not always be aware of the
benefits that are available to them. The Citizens Advice Bureau is based in the city of Bolton
and operates outreach sessions in urban areas, where the need is considered to be the
greatest. Apart from those located at Kearsley and Farnworth town hall, people in the other
rural areas of Bolton need to travel to main centres to access these services.

30 Making Housing Count
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The landscape character area within which Bury is located is the Manchester Pennine
Fringe.31 The area is described as a “transitional zone between wild open moorlands and
densely populated urban areas ....”, with both countryside and agriculture being heavily
influenced by the pressures created by the nearby urban centres and their infringement on
the land in the shape of recreational use, housing (mainly overspill estates), trespassing and
vandalism.32 Stock rearing and grazing is taking place between urban areas, but traditional
agriculture is yielding to the influences of diversification and gentrification.33 However, the
northern part of Bury, around Ramsbottom is part of the landscape of upland moorland and
pasture that characterises the Southern Pennines landscape character area.34 This is an area
whose formerly wild and rugged landscape is increasingly marked by the demands of the
surrounding urban conurbations and where agriculture is generally operated on a small-
scale, often part-time basis in the form of sheep and beef grazing with little small-scale dairy
farming.35

31 Manchester Pennine Fringe, p. 121
32 ibid, p. 121, 123
33 ibid, p. 124
34 Southern Pennines, map on p. 106
35 ibid, p. 105
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DEFRA Statistics for Bury

2.9% of Bury’s population is rural, all of which is living in less sparse settlements. Of this
population, the largest portion is in villages (2,268), and the second-largest portion in
dispersed settlements (1,690), closely followed by those living in towns (1,221).36

Top three sectors employing the rural workforce: manufacturing, wholesale and retail/repairs,
and real estate, renting and business activities.37 The first two sectors also employ most of
the urban workforce.

More than 40% of the households in rural Bury are not deprived in any of the four
dimensions set out in the rural profile for Bury (employment, education, health and disability,
housing), however, nearly a quarter of households is deprived in two or more dimensions.38

Types of households

36 BuryCensus 2001 and Access to Services Focus on Rural Areas, DEFRA Rural Statistics Unit, October 2004, p.
3.

37 ibid, p. 16
38 ibid, p. 9
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In line with the North West in general,39 car ownership is more prevalent in rural Bury than in
its urban areas. However, 12.1% of rural households in Bury have no car or van at their
disposal.40

192 or 9% of rural households live 6 to 8 kilometres from a Jobcentre, and 789 households
or 38.6% live between 4 and 6 kilometres from this service. The majority of Bury’s rural
population has access within 2 kilometres to basic services, such as banks, post offices, GPs,
supermarkets, primary and secondary schools, with access to primary schools nearly 100%
and to post offices over 90%. However, less than half of Bury’s rural inhabitants are within a
two-kilometre range of a library.41

Rural Agenda in Bury and Mechanisms to bring up Rural Issues

A view that was frequently expressed to us during our interviews is that in Bury everything is
at such close quarters and fairly well-connected that there are simply no rural areas. On the
other hand, there were interviewees for whom the notion of rurality in Bury was not alien,
but who acknowledged that the issues faced by areas that might be considered rural do not
easily make it onto the political agenda. 

Bury’s villages, as well as Ramsbottom and Tottington, are affluent areas, which results in a
difficulty to obtain funding relative to other places in the borough, as well as in a feeling
that they do not get a fair share of public services to reflect their investment in council tax.
Many of these communities are able to muster a rather strong communal voice that will get
attention for their issues initially at the Area Boards. However, this attention usually does not
reach the strategic level. Community engagement on issues that have been raised in this way
has occasionally proven to be difficult, as some residents see volunteering for those issues as
a way of taking the responsibility for them out of the hands of those local authority bodies
that should be in charge. However, there have also been positive examples of citizens
working with agencies to improve their area and address problems they had raised, such as
the establishment of the Nuttall Road Residents Association in Ramsbottom. There are no
parish councils in Bury.

Local Issues

The borough’s rural areas face issues of transport, access to services and lack of affordable
housing. Community activists noted a lack of community buildings and difficulties to involve
the growing group of newcomers to rural communities in their activities.

Despite the perception that, thanks to Metrolink, Bury is a well-connected borough, many of
Bury’s villages are not so well-connected and in rather isolated locations, often in hilly
territory. It has to be kept in mind, as well, that Metrolink only goes as far north as Bury
town. North of that, the only public transport available are buses. Even where, distance-
wise, transport could be managed on foot, as is for example the case between Holcombe
Village and Ramsbottom, the steep territory can frustrate such attempts, particularly for
those with mobility issues. 

39 The State of the Countryside in the North West 2003, Countryside Agency, 2003, p. 19
40 Bury Census, p. 19
41 ibid, pp. 21 – 25, all the references to services in this paragraph originate on these pages.
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The Greater Manchester Transport Plan42 highlights two areas in Bury that have trouble with
accessing services by public transport. The Ainsworth vicinity is more than 20 minutes by
public transport and walking from the nearest secondary schools and also has relatively poor
access times to reach further and higher education sites. In the area north of Bury, over half
of all households are more than 30 minutes from the nearest hospital. The 2005 – 2008
Action Plan for Ramsbottom, Tottington and North Manor includes a suggestion to provide
more buses to remote areas.43 Traffic congestion and the condition of roads and pavements
have also been noted as a concern for residents of this area.44

Access to services appears to be mainly reliant on travelling elsewhere in Bury’s rural villages.
The village school in Affetside was closed and the community no longer has an indoor
meeting place apart from the pub. Hawkshaw, Summerseat, Shuttleworth and Affetside do
not have post offices. While Hawkshaw has a village shop, Holcombe Village and Affetside
do not. 

Ramsbottom, though not included in the rural DEFRA area, acts as a service centre for the
rural villages near it. It has itself expanded from a village in the past two decades. The
Northwest Key Service Centres report classifies Ramsbottom as a town under strong urban
influence.45 Ramsbottom’s expansion has in main part been due to its attractiveness to
commuters as a result of good motorway connections. There has been local opposition to
the housebuilding boom in the Ramsbottom area, because there is a perception that when
new residents move in the services to match this new demand do not follow suit. This
appears to have been the case with youth services, for example, which now causes some
problems with youth annoyance on a private estate in Ramsbottom. One of the outcomes
noted in the action plan for the area is to engage young people in developing and
promoting events in their areas,46 and lack of facilities and activities for young people is
highlighted as an important concern of the local community in the community plan.47 In a
research study on community cohesion, residents from Ramsbottom and Tottington
considered activities for teenagers and facilities for young children a more important area for
future improvement than other areas.48

When services are lacking, the perception frequently is that voluntary and community groups
are left to fill the gap. At the same time health and safety requirements often make it
impossible for smaller organisations or informal groups to organise something for youth on
a more spontaneous level. They also face problems with bidding for and obtaining funding,
often because their activities are not recognised for their indirect contribution to community

42 Greater Manchester Local Transport Plan 2, 2006/07 – 2010/11, AGMA and GMPTA, March 2006, pp. 17 –
41, all references in this paragraph originate on these pages

43 Ramsbottom, Tottington and North Manor Action Plan 2005 – 2008, Team Bury, July 2005, p. 8. Please note
that the area comprised in the old wards of Tottington and Ramsbottom were recently reorganised to
include the new ward of North Manor. 

44 Ramsbottom, Tottington and North Manor Community Plan 2005 – 2008, Team Bury, June 2005, p. 9
45 The North West Key Service Centres—Roles and Functions, prepared for the North West Regional Assembly,

September 2006, p. 2
46 Ramsbottom, Tottington and North Manor Action Plan, p. 5
47 Ramsbottom, Tottington and North Manor Community Plan, p. 9
48 You and Your Community, Research Study for Bury Metro, June 2004, p. 22. Please note that the area

comprised in the old wards of Tottington and Ramsbottom was recently reorganised to include the new
ward of North Manor. Therefore, what is referred to Tottington and Ramsbottom in the reference also
comprises North Manor.



cohesion and alleviating social exclusion. There also appears to be a shortage of community
buildings that could provide an anchor for the activity of such groups. Where they exist, for
example in Greenmount, buildings are a valuable asset for organising fundraising activities. 

A research study commissioned by Bury MBC found that residents of Ramsbottom and
Tottington displayed the highest agreement of all of Bury’s residents with the statements
“there is a good community spirit in my area” and “people can be trusted.”49 According to
the same study, residents of this area are also more likely to feel safe.50 Many of our
interviewees credited voluntary and community organisations for fostering a spirit of
community and neighbourliness in the rural villages of Bury. However, they also
acknowledged a difficulty to involve the growing group of newcomers in community
activities.

House prices in the neighbourhoods that host the main rural area, Ramsbottom, Tottington
and North Manor, measured by price to income ratio are higher than in Bury overall.51 With
a ratio of 4.74, they rose by 24 percent from January 2003 to December 2005, which is on
the lower end of increases for Greater Manchester overall.52 The villages, specifically, appear
to have rather exclusive housing markets. With little house building taking place in these
villages and properties only rarely going up for sale, housing is usually unattainable for the
younger generation from these villages, unless they inherit property. According to data
furnished by the local authority, Bury’s rural areas register among the worst 10% of Bury’s
super output areas in terms of affordability of property and distance from local services.53

Bury borough currently has a moratorium on new house building. However, with Bury being
such a popular place to live, there is reportedly much pressure to build houses, with the
associated threat to Green Belt land.

Despite the general reputation of rural Bury as affluent, deprivation and/or social exclusion
issues exist, which may affect long-time residents who are asset rich but on state pensions
and may also live more impoverished lifestyles than is typically associated with these areas.
Older people are said to be at the risk of isolation in Ramsbottom as a result of the hilly
topography, despite their geographic proximity to various services. There is also a council
estate in Ramsbottom where car ownership is low. In a small area east of Bury town, there is
a council estate (Topping Fold), where the Citizens Advice Bureau operates an outreach
service. 

Social exclusion may also affect tenant farmers who do not benefit from the high property
values and who reportedly often only have annual leases, making advance planning difficult.
Agricultural activity in Bury is mainly made up of livestock rearing and dairy farming, with a
number of farmers still full-time, though succession is problematic. Many farmers, however,
have a second job and ‘horsiculture’ is also quite common as a form of agricultural
diversification. The Ramsbottom monthly farmers market, while mainly hosting farmers from
all over Lancashire, also features a few stalls of Bury farm produce, and along the country
roads of Bury a number of farm shops advertise their produce.
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49 You and Your Community, p. 15
50 ibid, p. 5
51 Making Housing Count data, accessed from AGMA website www.mgeomatics.com , November 15, 2006;

District ratio from Joseph Rowntree Foundation report The Geography of Affordable Housing, Steve Wilcox,
York, 2006, appendix 2.

52 Making Housing Count data, accessed from AGMA website www.mgeomatics.com , November 15, 2006
53 Draft Copy of Neighbourhood Intelligence Assessment for Bury East
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Manchester

54 Manchester Census 2001 and Access to Services Focus on Rural Areas, DEFRA Rural Statistics Unit, October
2004, p. 3

55 Manchester Census, p. 16
56 Manchester Census 2001 and Access to Services Focus on Rural Areas, DEFRA Rural Statistics Unit, October

2004, p. 9

The only rural area designated as such by DEFRA is the one including Manchester Airport
and bordering Trafford and Cheshire.

DEFRA Statistics for Manchester

DEFRA considers so few of Manchester’s population rural that it does not even give a
percentage. All in all, according to the census statistics, only between 106 individuals could
be thus classified, all of which live in less sparse dispersed settlements.54

Top three sectors employing the rural workforce: transport, storage and communications;
wholesale and retail trade/repairs; and hotels and restaurants.55

Slightly less than half of Manchester’s rural households are not deprived in any of the four
dimensions set out in the rural profile for Manchester (employment, education, health and
disability, housing), however, slightly less than a quarter of households is deprived in two or
three dimensions.56 None are deprived in four dimensions according to the same source.

Manchester Diocesan Board for Ministry and Society
Digital map from "Dotted Eyes", © Crown Copyright

Ordnance Survey Licence No. 100002215
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In line with the North West in general,57 car ownership is more prevalent in rural Manchester
than in its urban areas. However, 7.3% of rural households in Manchester have no car or van
at their disposal.58

90% of rural residents in Manchester are no more than two kilometres away from the post
office, ATMs, and primary schools. However, access to a GP is split, with just under half of
the population having access within four kilometres rather than two. In the case of
secondary schools the ratio is reversed and 64% of rural Mancunians live within the 2 to 4
kilometre range. In the case of libraries, nearly all rural residents are within that kilometre
range from one and only just under 20% are within the shorter range. Unlike the other

57 The State of the Countryside in the North West 2003, Countryside Agency, 2003, p. 19
58 Manchester Census, p. 19
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Greater Manchester rural populations, in Manchester the next Jobcentre is within the 2
kilometre range for more than 80% of residents.59

Rural Agenda in Manchester and Mechanisms to bring up Rural Issues

The DEFRA area of Ringway, in the ward of Woodhouse Park, has a parish council, which
could theoretically bring local rural issues to the attention of the city council’s politicians and
policymakers. However, the parish council has been dormant for a number of years, possibly
due to the residents of the area being unable to find a common voice. The residential area
consists of scattered and isolated houses, generating very little sense of a community. Apart
from the pub on a main highway, there are no public places to meet. Ringway Parish Council
used to be an active institution with regular meetings, but has not met for several years
now. Those people who used to be actively involved in the parish council may have moved
away and been replaced by incoming residents who are less interested in getting involved.
Moreover, while one part of the council’s constituency, particularly the tenants in airport-
owned houses near the airport, may be very interested and concerned about developments
to do with the airport, the other part, residing in scattered cottages in the southern part,
may be more interested in using the institution as a way of setting themselves apart from
the rest of Manchester. Additionally, the leverage of the parish council is not good to begin
with, because of Ringway’s low population. Given the fact that Ringway Parish is part of the
electoral ward of Woodhouse Park, which also comprises a very densely populated area
north of the airport, the population of Ringway does not have much political power within
the ward and, in fact, Manchester City.

Local Issues

The Northern part of Manchester’s only DEFRA area is very much defined by being the
location of Manchester Airport, whereas the Southern part appears to almost be an informal
part of Cheshire, based on our drive-around, with scattered cottages and farmhouses. The
fact that it is virtually impossible to know where the Greater Manchester boundary runs and
that the landscape is of a rural type of beauty in contrast to the more urban fringe character
of the landscape closer to the airport contributed to the impression that we were no longer
in Manchester. There are still some working farms in this area. The northern part has some
residential housing, sliced in between the airport and the motorway. Many of these houses,
with a few exceptions, are owned and rented out by the airport, as they are within the
airport’s “operational boundary.”

The partially-rural Woodhouse Park ward is mentioned in relation to employment-related
transport issues in the Greater Manchester Local Transport Plan.60 According to that
document, Woodhouse Park is one of only two areas designated as rural in Greater
Manchester that have concentrations of advertised jobs. In this case it is due to the proximity
of the airport. Despite its proximity to job opportunities, the Woodhouse Park area is one of
high unemployment. According to the transport plan the bus connections are “perceived to
be indirect and unreliable.” One commentator pointed out to the RRU that there is a set of
issues relating to transport and services in Manchester that are similar to those typically

59 ibid, pp. 21 – 25. all the references to services in this paragraph originate on these pages.
60 Greater Manchester Local Transport Plan 2, 2006/07 – 2010/11, AGMA and GMPTA, March 2006, pp. 17 –

41, all references in this paragraph originate on these pages



associated with rural areas. In this view, Manchester is facing a concentration of transport on
the most popular routes and the decline of local shops, making access to services more
difficult for urban populations, especially the elderly and disabled.

There appears to be uneasiness on planning issues, in Ringway which are particularly
relevant for this area, where at least the houses next to the airport are biding their existence
in the shadow of the threat of possible airport expansion. As a result, there are a lot of
rumours, particularly from those working for the airport, about potential expansion plans,
but the parish council has little influence over this. 
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Oldham

Oldham is located in the Manchester Pennine Fringe, which “wraps around Manchester from
Bolton in the north-west.”61 The area is described as a “transitional zone between wild open
moorlands and densely populated urban areas ....,”with both countryside and agriculture
being heavily influenced by the pressures created by the nearby urban centres and their
infringement on the land in the shape of recreational use, housing (mainly overspill estates),
trespassing and vandalism.62 Stock rearing and grazing is taking place between urban areas,
but traditional agriculture is yielding to the influences of diversification and gentrification.63

DEFRA Statistics for Oldham

8.4% of Oldham’s population are rural, according to DEFRA, the majority of which (12,701)
are in town settings, while almost even portions of it are residing in village (2,668) or
dispersed (2,876) settlement types.64 All of Oldham’s rural population is in less sparse areas.

61 Manchester Pennine Fringe, p. 121
62 ibid, p. 121, 123
63 ibid, p. 124
64 Oldham Census 2001 and Access to Services Focus on Rural Areas, DEFRA Rural Statistics Unit, September

2004, p. 3
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Top three sectors employing the rural workforce: manufacturing; wholesale and retail/repairs;
and real estate, renting and business activities.65 Except for real estate, renting and business
activities, which is replaced by health and social work as the third, these sectors are also the
ones that employ most of the urban workforce in Oldham.

40% of the households in rural Oldham are not deprived in any of the four dimensions set
out in the rural profile for Oldham (employment, education, health and disability, housing),
however, 26% of households are deprived in two or more dimensions.66
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65 ibid, p. 16
66 Oldham Census, p. 9
67 The State of the Countryside in the North West 2003, Countryside Agency, 2003, p. 19
68 Oldham Census, p. 19

In line with the North West in general,67 car ownership is more prevalent in rural Oldham
than in its urban areas. However, 15.4% of rural households in Oldham have no car or van
at their disposal.68
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The closest services to most rural residents in Oldham are the post office, ATMs, and primary
schools—none of them is farther than two kilometres away. However, the next Jobcentre is
farther than 4 kilometres away for more than half of Oldham’s rural residents, with almost
40% living between 6 and 8 kilometres away from this service, and a small percentage of
residents live between 4 and 6 kilometres away from a secondary school.69

Rural Agenda in Oldham and Mechanisms to bring up Rural Issues

The rural issue is a new one for the Local Authority in the sense that work did not used to be
classed into this category and the rural evidence base may thus be incomplete and/or distributed
across different Council offices. As of yet, it is not clear how important the politicians will
consider the ‘rural issue’, but it may be seen as important because of the links with addressing
issues of community cohesion and the new localism agenda. Initially, community cohesion in
Oldham has generally been regarded as an issue relating to race relations. More recently, the
broader agenda of community cohesion, including issues around tensions between different
communities’ identity of place and belonging have been recognised.

These issues stem, in part, from the re-organisation of administrative boundaries in 1974
and particularly affect the rural fringes of Oldham, which used to belong to different
administrative entities and therefore do not necessarily feel a sense of belonging to the
Borough of Oldham. This can sometimes create a perception within these communities that
they are not served properly by the council, which is seen as mainly serving the town of
Oldham, and/or the wider urban area of Oldham Borough. In particular, within the area of
Saddleworth – a part of the West Riding of Yorkshire administrative area pre-1974 -
members of the community may perceive that they have been marginalized and
unrepresented following the administrative changes in 1974. The view also exists that those
generally more affluent areas subsidise the rest of the borough without seeing a fair
investment of services in their area.

The Authority is also part of Pennine Prospects, the new Southern Pennine Rural
Regeneration Company, a partnership across regional boundaries set up to support the
development of a sustainable natural economy, protect and enhance the character and
image of the area, and improve the South Pennine environment and infrastructure. 

Recently Voluntary Action Oldham has been successful in its bid for funding for an
‘Improving Reach’ Manager to enable local rural groups and organisations to build stronger
networks and benefit more from the voluntary sector support that is available in the
borough.  

Local Issues

As the largest continuous rural area in the borough, the observations below will focus on
the Saddleworth area.

The strong sense of separate identity that prevails among some residents of this area may be
underscored by its “stronger rail links to Manchester and indeed Leeds than it does to

69 ibid, pp. 21 – 25, all the references to services in this paragraph originate on these pages.



Oldham.”70 At the same time, its location in a separate valley system cuts it off from the rest
of the borough geographically.71

The Saddleworth and Lees Area Plan notes that due to its overall affluence, the Saddleworth
area has a hard time attracting funding.72 It also notes that despite its perceived wealth,
there are still “significant numbers of people who have low incomes or are deprived in other
ways.”73 In the past, regeneration funding has largely been focused on urban areas, and a
large proportion of the more recent external funding, which would technically be available
borough-wide, is still focused on the urban core because of its higher levels of deprivation. 

The main issues brought to the RRU’s attention are around access to services, affordable
housing and transport.

Specifically, there is a lack of doctors and dentists, local shops are closing down and the
Delph library was also closed down and is now run by a community association. The area
plan also points out that there are not enough community facilities and those that do exist
are often at a considerable distance from people’s place of residence.74 Analysis by the
Citizens Advice Bureau also concluded that there is an unsatisfied need for advice services in
the Saddleworth area and that only relatively few residents from the Saddleworth area
access advice services from the bureau located in Oldham. If funding can be secured the
organisation plans to roll out a series of advice kiosks in the area in association with the
libraries in Uppermill, Greenfield, Delph and Lees.

The area plan notes the lack of youth facilities in the area.75 The shortage of places for youth
to meet apparently gives rise to some anti-social behaviour among youth congregating in
public places, especially Delph and Uppermill town centres, and there also appear to be
alcohol and drug issues among local youth in the area. From April 2003 to September 2004,
there were 616 cases of youth annoyance reported in Saddleworth and Lees, and this
appears to be the largest category of crime and disorder issues in the area, with the second-
largest being burglary.76 In some cases, the churches are trying to fill the gap. For example, in
Uppermill, the church operates a drop-in for youth on two nights a week. With some of the
VCS groups in the area having a membership that is weighted towards the middle to older
age bracket, there might be potential to get the young more involved. Reportedly, most
voluntary and community activity is currently focused on cultural pursuits, with no known
social provision through the VCS. However, according to the view of some, there is
potentially a large human resource that could be mobilised on social issues. 

In the Greater Manchester Local Transport Plan,77 the eastern rural fringe of Oldham is
mentioned in connection with relatively poor access to further and higher education, as well
as to hospitals. Saddleworth specifically is noted for half of its households being located
further than 30 minutes from their nearest hospital, with the more eastern fringes of the
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70 Oldham Beyond — A Vision for the Borough of Oldham, URBED for the Local Strategic Partnership,
Manchester, April 2004, p. 10

71 ibid, p. 39
72 Saddleworth and Lees Area Plan, January 2004, p. 26
73 ibid, p. 30
74 ibid, p. 25
75 ibid, p. 25
76 ibid, pp. 74 – 76
77 Greater Manchester Local Transport Plan 2, 2006/07 – 2010/11, AGMA and GMPTA, March 2006, pp. 17 –
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borough being more than an hour away from the nearest hospital. In addition, Royton,
which is surrounded by an area with rural characteristics, is more than 20 minutes from its
nearest secondary school. The Saddleworth and Lees Area Plan highlights transportation
issues as a main source of isolation in the Alt and Holt estates in Lees, as well as in the
Saddleworth villages, while emphasising the detrimental effect this could also have on
tourism in the area, which is seen as a major way of ensuring that the area benefits
economically from its beautiful countryside.78 The same document mentions a successful bid
for Rural Bus Challenge money to provide community transport in the Uppermill area, as well
as GMPTE efforts to establish community transport between Uppermill and Greenfield
station.79 At the time of writing, lobbying was in process to re-open the Diggle rail stop. 

Some farms have responded to the area’s attractiveness for tourists and day trippers by
diversifying into the bed and breakfast business and other recreational uses, such as lama
trekking and horseback riding. Oldham MBC, along with Bolton, Bury, Rochdale and Wigan
launched the “Manchester Countryside” brand in early 2006.

The absence of local jobs combines with a lack of affordable housing to cause many young
people to move away80 leading to an ageing demographic makeup of the area, as can be
seen from the graphs in the statistics section. The shortage of affordable housing, which is
also highlighted by the Saddleworth and Lees Area Plan81, and which is generally said to be a
problem in Oldham’s fringe, is further exacerbated by provisions preventing construction on
Green Belt land. However, at the time of writing, Oldham MBC was considering a possible
rural exception as part of its housing strategy. Yet, even if such an exception should be
instituted, tensions between those in favour of developing green space in exchange for
housing and services, and those who want to preserve green space and the character of the
area seem inevitable. At present, much development of housing sites is reported in the
Saddleworth area, but some argue that the housing that is being constructed is not
affordable for local residents. The ratio of mean house prices to median incomes in the
Saddleworth and Lees area is 5.47, which is above that for the district overall, as well as
above that for the other neighbourhoods containing rural areas in Oldham.82 House prices
have risen 30 percent in this area from January 2003 to December 2005.83 Other
controversial land use issues include the new development on old mill sites, for example, the
construction of a supermarket on the Knowl Mill site in Greenfield, and wind farms.

78 Saddleworth and Lees Area Plan, p. 25
79 ibid, p. 90
80 ibid, p. 30
81 ibid, p. 24
82 Making Housing Count data, accessed from AGMA website www.mgeomatics.com , November 15, 2006;

District ratio from Joseph Rowntree Foundation report The Geography of Affordable Housing, Steve Wilcox,
York, 2006, appendix 2.

83 Making Housing Count



Rochdale

39Perceptions of Greater Manchester’s rural and fringe communities

Rochdale is within the same landscape character area as Bury and Oldham, the Manchester
Pennine Fringe.84 The area is described as a “transitional zone between wild open moorlands
and densely populated urban areas ....”, with both countryside and agriculture being heavily
influenced by the pressures created by the nearby urban centres and their infringement on
the land in the shape of recreational use, housing (mainly overspill estates), trespassing and
vandalism.85 Stock rearing and grazing is taking place between urban areas, but traditional
agriculture is yielding to the influences of diversification and gentrification.86 Around the city
of Rochdale, there is also extraction of sands and gravel.87 Rochdale’s Renaissance
Masterplan emphasises the desire to “offer the best of urban and rural living,” highlighting
the importance of rural settings for the borough.88

DEFRA Statistics for Rochdale

DEFRA considers 1.6% of Rochdale’s population rural, with more than half of them (1,896)

84 Manchester Pennine Fringe, p. 121
85 ibid, p. 121, 123
86 ibid, p. 124
87 ibid, p. 123
88 Rochdale Borough Renaissance Masterplan, EDAW for the Rochdale Local Strategic Partnership, March

2005, p. 7
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living in dispersed settlements and the rest almost equally distributed in village (695) and
town settings (667).89

Top three sectors employing the rural workforce: manufacturing, wholesale and retail/repairs,
and health and social work.90 These are the same top three sectors employing the urban
workforce in Rochdale.91

Slightly over a third of the households in rural Rochdale is not deprived in any of the four
dimensions set out in the rural profile for Rochdale (employment, education, health and
disability, housing), and just under a third of households is deprived in two or more
dimensions.92
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89 Rochdale Census 2001 and Access to Services Focus on Rural Areas, DEFRA Rural Statistics Unit, October
2004, p. 3

90 ibid, p. 16
91 ibid, p. 17
92 Rochdale Census, p. 9



In line with the North West in general,93 car ownership is more prevalent in rural Rochdale
than in its urban areas. However, 13% of rural households in Rochdale have no car or van at
their disposal.94

Compared to rural areas in other Greater Manchester authorities, those in Rochdale have
more services from which a certain portion of people are separated by up to 6 kilometres
and in the case of jobcentres even by up to 8 kilometres. Additionally, the services affected
include rather vital services, such as GPs and banks. The closest services to most rural
residents in Rochdale are the post office and primary schools—for over 90% of residents
none of them is farther than two kilometres away. The rest of the services are ATMs, libraries
and supermarkets, from which none of the residents are separated by more than four
kilometres and from which the majority of residents is within no more than two kilometres.95

Rural Agenda in Rochdale and Mechanisms to bring up Rural Issues

Rochdale MBC has supported rural and environmental initiatives for some time, having been
part of several joint South Pennines initiatives and currently part of Pennine Prospects Rural
Regeneration Company. It also hosts Pennine Edge Forest, which works for woodlands in
Oldham, Rochdale, Stockport and Tameside, following the successful Red Rose Forest model.
Therefore the rural agenda in Rochdale is largely focused on the environment and access to
the countryside. However the Local Strategic Partnership has a positive approach to rural
community issues, but is unable to set clear targets at present due to the lack of baseline
information or a specifically rural evidence base. At the time of writing a local rural issues
forum was being planned with the LSP. Rochdale MBC has a township structure, which
could be used as a mechanism to bring up local rural issues. The Pennines Township in
particular has a significant rural element. There are currently no parish or town councils in
Rochdale.

Local Issues

Two key themes emanating from discussions in Rochdale were housing and transportation.
Doubled housing prices in the borough over the past five years, in combination with wages
that range in the middle and bottom end of wages in Greater Manchester and 8% below
North West levels96 appear to have made it increasingly difficult for local people to step on
the property ladder. While this is a problem for the whole borough, it tends to get more
pronounced the more one moves towards the Rochdale fringe, which hosts some of the
more desirable places to live, such as Littleborough, Wardle and Milnrow, all of which are
immediately adjoining the DEFRA areas in Rochdale. With 4.54 the Pennines Township
appears to have the highest housing price to income ratio among those neighbourhoods in
Rochdale that host rural areas, which is above the district ratio.97 Although housing prices
have risen in this township by almost 40 percent, this is not the largest increase among all
neighbourhoods hosting rural areas. In Heywood, prices have risen by over 40 percent and
in the Middleton area almost by 50 percent.98 
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93 The State of the Countryside in the North West 2003, Countryside Agency, 2003, p. 19
94 Rochdale Census, p. 19
95 ibid, pp. 21 – 25, all the references to services in this paragraph originate on these pages.
96 Rochdale Borough Economic and Social Assessment 2001, March 2001, p. 47
97 Making Housing Count data, accessed from AGMA website www.mgeomatics.com , November 15, 2006;

District ratio from Joseph Rowntree Foundation report The Geography of Affordable Housing, Steve Wilcox,
York, 2006, appendix 2.

98 Making Housing Count
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Even council housing in these areas is in high demand and once people manage to move
into council property there, they usually do not leave. Waiting lists for council housing in
Rochdale generally tend to be long, with more and more people having to turn to the
private sector. According to information from the Oldham-Rochdale Pathfinder project there
is a mismatch between the type of housing residents would aspire to and the current
housing stock available, leading to an outmigration from the urban Pathfinder area by those
who are more economically mobile.99 The document also notes a “migration pattern from
the core of the Manchester conurbation into Oldham and Rochdale, and from these areas to
further rural locations.”100 According to local stakeholders, Littleborough and Milnrow, the
two towns immediately adjoining the DEFRA area in the east of Rochdale, are prime
commuter territory for those holding jobs in Manchester and Leeds. This combined with
other trends such as local secondary school closure leads to concerns of the local community
that they are ‘changing from being a distinctive Pennine community to a dormitory: a place
where you have increasingly to seek basic services elsewhere rather than enjoying them
locally.’101

Littleborough and Milnrow could be considered as service centres for the surrounding rural
areas. In a review of key service centres, Milnrow is considered a town under strong urban
influence.102 Slightly over 40 percent of its residents have local jobs, rather than commuting
elsewhere.103 Half of the Littleborough’s workers work in Littleborough.104

The Rochdale CAB operates services in Littleborough, which would likely be accessed from
people in the surrounding rural areas, and in Wardle. Among the issues that are brought to
the bureau’s attention debt and benefit related problems are most prominent. Wardle is not
included in the DEFRA area but it is fairly remote, backs onto the moors and has rural
characteristics. Though a popular place to live, Wardle does not have many services, though
it does have a community centre and a community school that offers some further
education. Summit and Calderbrook, two settlements that are located within the DEFRA
area, have council estates but not a lot of service provision and residents would have to
travel to Littleborough. However, for most services typically delivered by charities such as Age
Concern and Victim Support, travel to Rochdale town centre is generally required. 

Transport has been highlighted to the RRU by some as a problem, particularly in the area from
Littleborough up into the Pennines. With Littleborough being the most northern train station in
Rochdale, those without a car in the areas north of it would be reliant on buses. In light of the
statistics on access to services above, it would seem that travel is required to access many of
them. The Greater Manchester Local Transport Plan highlights rural and part rural areas of
Rochdale as facing difficulties with transportation links to services such as secondary, further
and higher education, as well as hospitals. Littleborough is more than 20 minutes away from
its nearest secondary school. Middleton is also more than 20 minutes away from the nearest
secondary school, as well as having poor access to further and higher education. Heywood is

99 Making Housing Count in the Manchester City Region — Review of Existing Research on the Drivers of
Housing Market Change in the Manchester City Region, ECOTEC final report, April 2006, p. 20 and 21

100 ibid, p. 20
101 Littleborough Town Design Statement, Littleborough Civic Trust, 2005, p. 78. 
102 The North West—Key Service Centres, p. 2
103 ibid, p. 11
104 ibid, p. 8



noted for having poor access to further and higher education. From the eastern fringes of the
borough transport to the nearest hospital would take over an hour.105

The farming spectrum in Rochdale comprises sheep and beef grazing and some dairy
farming, but succession problems are forcing more and more farms to go part-time or close.
Some farms have diversified into speciality crops, such as, for example, supplying coriander
to local restaurants.

43Perceptions of Greater Manchester’s rural and fringe communities

105 Greater Manchester Local Transport Plan 2, 2006/07 – 2010/11, AGMA and GMPTA, March 2006, pp. 17 –
41, all references in this paragraph originate on these pages
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Salford is located in three different landscape character areas, the Manchester Conurbation,
the Mersey Valley and the Lancashire Coal Measures. The Manchester Conurbation area has
largely been influenced by development along river valleys, which “have some of the last
remaining tracts of countryside in the character area.”106 In Salford’s case, this affects mainly
the Irwell river valley, where some of the district’s smaller rural elements are located. The
assessment notes that there is much pressure for transforming these grasslands and semi-
natural habitats into areas for development, landfill, woodland planting and recreational
usage.107 Farms in the area are increasingly converted to urban farming uses, such as
‘horsiculture’.108

Chat Moss, the biggest continuous rural area in Salford, forms the eastern boundary of the
Mersey Valley character area.109 Sparsely populated mosslands are typical for the western
fringe of Manchester, but only “a few small remnants of semi-natural mossland vegetation
remain,” with the mosslands being “badly degraded at the periphery of urban development”
through land reclamation and peat extraction, as well as draining for horticulture and
agriculture.110 The area around Walkden is part of the Lancashire Coal Measures character
area, which is described as “a thickly settled industrial area characterised by degraded
agricultural land dissected by ribbons of development.”111 

106 Manchester Conurbation, p. 125
107 ibid
108 ibid
109 Mersey Valley, map on p. 142
110 ibid, p. 142
111 Lancashire Coal Measures, p. 129
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DEFRA Statistics for Salford

DEFRA considers 0.5% of Salford’s residents rural, all of which live in less sparse areas.112

Interestingly, none of these live in village settings, but 259 live in dispersed settlements and
724 in towns.113

Top three sectors employing the rural workforce: wholesale and retail/repairs; manufacturing;
and public administration and defence, social security.114 Manufacturing and wholesale and
retail/repairs are also the top two sectors employing urban residents in Salford.

None of Salford’s rural households are deprived in all four dimensions set out in the rural
profile for Salford (employment, education, health and disability, housing), but only roughly
a quarter are not deprived at all, whereas almost 40% are deprived in at least two
dimensions.115
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114 ibid, p. 16
115 Salford Census, p. 9

Groups vulnerable to social exclusion

Household composition by type of tenure



On The Edge?46

In line with the North West in general,116 car ownership is more prevalent in rural Salford
than in its urban areas. However, 17% of rural households in Salford have no car or van at
their disposal.117

Most basic services can be reached by more than 90% of the rural residents in Salford within
two kilometres.118 However, more than 90% of the population live within the two to four
kilometre range of a jobcentre, with a few living as far as up to six kilometres away. In the
case of supermarkets, more than half of the population still lives up to two kilometres away,
but for approximately 20% this service is up to four kilometres away.

Rural Agenda in Salford and Mechanisms to bring up Rural Issues

Salford is an example of a borough where the combination of a political champion and
strong local interest from residents, channelled by the community committee team, have led
to the concerns of a rural area having been put on the agenda through the creation of a
local authority supported “Chat Moss Local Land and Produce Group”. Also along these lines
Red Rose Forest and the former Countryside Agency created a Mossland Actions Group
which has been exploring the Countryside In and Around Towns Agenda in Salford, Wigan
and Warrington Mosslands, which are experiencing fragmentation and decline. This has led
to the appointment of consultants to put together a Vision for the Mosslands, a long-term
strategy dependent on cooperation across the boundaries of three authorities, and of local
landowners and other stakeholders, to address the lack of coherent policies and plans for
the area.

Additionally some of the Irwell valley, namely part of Pendlebury, which has been classified as
rural, is set to receive North West Development Agency Newlands funding for the Lower
Irwell Valley Improvement Area (LIVIA) programme. This is a programme aimed at
transforming disused and derelict land with a legacy of contamination and vandalism into an
asset, mainly for recreational use, which will link to other green sites along the valley.

Salford has well established community committees, with a degree of devolved powers and
budgets to manage the local area. There are no parish councils in Salford.

Local Issues

The following will largely focus on Chat Moss and Irlam and Cadishead, the two
communities immediately bordering it. Although they were not fully designated as rural by
DEFRA, we regarded Irlam and Cadishead as an interesting case study because of their
geographical isolation from the rest of the borough and their historical and actual
connections with the mosslands.

Chat Moss’s high-grade farm land, which many of the long-time residents of neighbouring
Irlam remember working on during their summer vacations, over the years became marked
by farming diversification and the evolution of hobby farming. Land use currently ranges
from fishing ponds to kennels and horse and lama grazing, putting the quality of the land

116 The State of the Countryside in the North West 2003, Countryside Agency, 2003, p. 19
117 Salford Census, p. 19
118 ibid, pp. 21 – 25, all the references to services in this paragraph originate on these pages.
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into question, because of an associated lack of maintenance of drainage systems and the
associated risk of inadequate drainage of adjoining land, including farm land. The poor road
infrastructure on the Moss and the heavy traffic associated with the ongoing peat extraction
operations make the land unavailable for recreational purposes and lead to isolation of its
residents. Some elements of the vision that is intended to improve the situation include
recreational and biodiversity functions for the Chat Moss, as well as ideas to explore the
possibility of local food production and marketing.

Poor transport links turn neighbouring Cadishead and Irlam into rather isolated places.
Access to Trafford borough, which used to be possible via ferry from Urmston, is now only
available by detour via a toll bridge at Warburton. For employees of the Trafford Centre, it is
difficult to get home from work by bus, because after late shifts, the buses no longer serve
all the estates in the area. Cadishead does not have a train station and Irlam’s train station is
not served by all trains on the main Manchester-Liverpool line. In addition, the Irlam station
is not considered a safe environment, although this is a situation that a group called Friends
of Irlam Station is seeking to address having successfully campaigned for reinstating a
Sunday train service. The transport situation, along with a reported reluctance of local
people to access services elsewhere affect the take-up of higher education from Irlam and
Cadishead in colleges in Eccles and Pendlebury negatively and there is a high drop-out rate.
The Greater Manchester Local Transport Plan notes that Irlam has relatively poor access to
further and higher education.119

Transport is an issue of particular relevance for older residents, a group that is characterized
by low car ownership in the borough. At a November 2005 Community Forum meeting on
the topic of “Growing Older in Irlam and Cadishead” participants called local bus services
unreliable, while noting that there is little provision for older people in Cadishead and having
to travel to reach hospitals. The Salford Forum for Older People, which traditionally has held
its meetings in Swinton is considering a rotating venue, because residents of Irlam and
Cadishead have not attended its meetings.

Difficulties with accessing public transport is a key factor preventing elderly residents from
being more socially active and self-sufficient throughout the borough. However elderly
people on the fringes of Salford have faced difficulties with using Ring and Ride because of
the way Ring and Ride boundaries have been drawn. The Little Hulton area of Salford, for
example, which houses a care home for the elderly, has Ring and Ride boundaries that group
it in with Bolton, rather than the rest of Salford.

119 Greater Manchester Local Transport Plan, p. 22
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Stockport

A small part of Stockport, which contains the rural areas as designated by DEFRA is included
in the Manchester Pennine Fringe landscape character area.120 The area is described as a
“transitional zone between wild open moorlands and densely populated urban areas ....”,
with both countryside and agriculture being heavily influenced by the pressures created by
the nearby urban centres and their infringement on the land in the shape of recreational
use, housing (mainly overspill estates), trespassing and vandalism.121 Stock rearing and
grazing is taking place between urban areas, but traditional agriculture is yielding to the
influences of diversification and gentrification. 122

DEFRA Statistics for Stockport

DEFRA considers 2.1% of Stockport’s population rural, all of which live in less sparse areas.123

The majority (4,349) of this population lives in towns, followed by those who live in
dispersed settlements (1,285) and a minority (261) living in villages.124 In addition, Marple in
Stockport is also one of the two towns in Greater Manchester that are classified by DEFRA as
market towns, but whose population is not included in the above figures due to also having
an urban classification.

120 Manchester Pennine Fringe, map on p. 122
121 ibid, p. 121, 123
122 ibid, p. 124
123 Stockport Census 2001 and Access to Services Focus on Rural Areas, DEFRA Rural Statistics Unit, October

2004, p. 3
124 ibid
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Top three sectors employing the rural workforce: wholesale and retail/repairs; manufacturing;
and real estate, renting and business activities.125 These three sectors are the top three
employers in urban Stockport as well.126 

35% of Stockport’s rural households are not deprived in any of the dimensions set out in the
rural profile for Salford (employment, education, health and disability, housing), but 28% of
rural households are deprived in more than two dimensions.127

Types of households
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125 ibid, p. 16
126 ibid, p. 17
127 Stockport Census, p. 17
128 The State of the Countryside in the North West 2003, Countryside Agency, 2003, p. 19
129 Stockport Census, p. 19

In line with the North West in general,128 car ownership is more prevalent in rural Stockport
than in its urban areas. However, 12% of rural households in Stockport have no car or van at
their disposal.129
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The majority of households in rural Stockport are not separated from most basic services by
more than two kilometres. Services from which the majority of households are within the
two to four kilometre range include banks, jobcentres, supermarkets and secondary schools.
In the case of jobcentres and secondary schools more than 90% of rural residents are within
this kilometre range. Over 200 households are up to six kilometres away from a secondary
school, and with jobcentres and supermarkets two households are within that distance.130

Rural Agenda in Stockport and Mechanisms to bring up Rural Issues

Akin to several other boroughs Stockport has a largely urban identity. Prior to 1974, areas
such as Marple North and Marple South were situated within Derbyshire, an administrative
area with a more significant rural identity, which has led to a feeling of marginalisation
amongst residents. A potential mechanism to bring rural issues onto the local agenda is the
area committee structure and this process has been started recently through a local rural
issues forum in partnership with the RRU. Stockport has one parish council, but it is not in a
rural area. The Mellor Society had contemplated plans to establish a parish council.

The Stockport Community Strategy takes note of Stockport’s countryside contributing to the
view of the borough “as an attractive place to live.”131 The document also acknowledges the
need to be sensitive to nature and wildlife needs and maintaining “Stockport’s distinctive
green spaces, its network of river valleys and its good cross-country walking and cycling
routes” while at the same time coping with development pressures on greenbelt land.132

Local Issues

Stockport’s rural area in the official rural definition is mainly the area that has the DEFRA-
designated market town Marple as a focal point and consists of scattered farms on the
eastern and south-eastern fringe of Stockport borough. This area is adjoined on the west by
a string of villages that form the bridge to Marple, but that are not included in the DEFRA
definition. Included in the DEFRA area is the village of High Lane on the southern border of
the borough. 

Overall, this area has become a rather affluent commuter area in recent years. Marple, for
one, was no longer viewed as a market town by our interviewees. For most of them, the
term market town meant an entity in itself with its own sense of identity and based on that
they argued that Marple had become more of a commuter town. According to the Key
Service Centres document just under half of Marple’s residents appear to work in Marple,
rather than commuting elsewhere.133

In our conversations an increasing absence of a sense of community was mentioned as a
problem in the rural areas of Stockport. Because many of the newcomers to those areas are
in the middle to older age bracket, they usually already have their social life elsewhere and
often leave their place of residence to participate in social activities. People also access
services where they work and this can, in turn, affect access to services in the place of
residence adversely. In Marple Bridge and Compstall, for example, the post office/village

130 ibid, pp. 21 – 25, all the references to services in this paragraph originate on these pages.
131 The Stockport Community Strategy — A Vision for Stockport 2003 – 2013, volume one, p. 25
132 ibid
133 The North West—Key Service Centres, p. 8



shop, like other post offices in the borough, is struggling. The Hawk Green (just outside of
the DEFRA area) post office, too, has been closed and there is no longer a post office in
Mellor. Many services must increasingly be accessed by phone. For example, the drop-in for
benefits-related issues in Marple was closed last year and the inquiry desk at the Marple
police station also closed. 

Another service-related issue that appears to be relevant to rural areas in Stockport is access
to schools. Whereas residents in urban areas typically have a wider range of schools to
choose from, in rural Stockport the limited choice of schools for residents might become
restricted further by potential admission guidelines emphasising distance from the school of
choice, putting those living further away from the school at a disadvantage. The high
housing prices in Stockport borough do not attract sufficient families with young children,
which impacts negatively on the student intake of schools. In High Lane, the current
provision of two primary schools is probably not feasible for the future. In Mellor, there is a
school that no longer has sufficient numbers of pupils to be able to pay enough teachers
and is holding some classes as mixed classes as a result. Attempts to classify it as rural have
failed in the past. As noted in the Greater Manchester Local Transport Plan,134 the area
between Romiley and Hyde and the eastern fringe of Stockport, both of which are included
in the DEFRA area face issues with regard to access to education. Between Romiley and Hyde
households are more than 20 minutes from the next secondary school. The eastern fringe of
Stockport has relatively poor access to further and higher education and is also more than
one hour away from the next hospital.

With the influx of predominantly middle-aged people into these communities and a housing
market that forces many younger people to leave the area in search of more affordable
housing, the demographic balance is shifted towards the older age spectrum. With 7.15
Marple, the neighbourhood that comprises the bulk of Stockport’s rural areas, has one of
the highest income to house price ratios in Greater Manchester and significantly higher than
that for the borough overall (4.05).135 In Marple town, there are a great number of care
homes for the elderly, but a scarcity of facilities for the young has been highlighted and in
Compstall youth issues are said to play a role. In High Lane Park, there are problems with
drugs being sold to young people. Improving facilities for young people is mentioned as a
priority for Marple in the Stockport Community Strategy.136

The population aged 60 or over in the Marple area makes up more than a quarter of its total
population.137 Some of them may be asset rich but on a state pension. This has been noted
as an issue of concern in High Lane, where the churches have organised a service to support
older residents, High Lane Christian Care. Moorend, a settlement east of Mellor inside the
DEFRA area, is said to have many elderly residents without a car, leading to an issue of
isolation, despite the absence of overt deprivation in this area. There is no post office and
the bus service is under threat. In times of heavy snowfall, the more isolated houses can be
cut off for days. According to the Marple CAB, the elderly are the hardest to reach group in
Marple, due to their restricted mobility and the town’s hilly topography. Transportation is an
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134 Greater Manchester Local Transport Plan 2, 2006/07 – 2010/11, AGMA and GMPTA, March 2006, pp. 17 –
41, all references in the remainder of this paragraph originate on these pages

135 Making Housing Count data, accessed from AGMA website www.mgeomatics.com , November 15, 2006;
District ratio from Joseph Rowntree Foundation report The Geography of Affordable Housing, Steve Wilcox,
York, 2006, appendix 2.

136 The Stockport Community Strategy, p. 8
137 ibid
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issue affecting older residents in the area, which is reflected in a high volume of inquiries
about free transport schemes for the elderly and disabled.

The Stockport Community Strategy states that the “area suffers from heavy traffic and
congestion, limited public transport links and so social isolation is a very real issue for some
of the population.”138 The DEFRA areas in Stockport, as well as the commuter belt villages
immediately east of it, are not well served with public transport. There are no train stations
in this area, except for the one in Marple itself, nor are the bus connections very convenient.
The area south of Mellor has several train stations, but many of them have access issues. At
the Hazel Grove station, parking is inadequate, making it difficult to use for those coming
from the fringes by car. At the Middlewood station near High Lane there are problems with
the safety of its access path. This line from Manchester to Buxton is under threat of closure.
At Strines station, trains only stop on request, although it is on the main Manchester-
Sheffield line.

Road maintenance is also an issue in Stockport’s rural areas. Money used to be allocated by
length of roads, but now it is allocated by usage of roads, placing rural areas at a
disadvantage. This can make already isolated settlements even more isolated. One case is
that of a settlement near Strines, The Banks, whose residents cannot access Strines train
station due to an overgrown bridle path. Residents thus have to take a long detour through
the golf course to get to Marple station instead. Being on the fringe of Stockport, the area is
also affected by traffic congestion, mainly around High Lane, where the A6 is used by a lot
of heavy traffic en route from locations in Cheshire to deliver materials in Stockport.

The location of the rural areas on the fringe of Greater Manchester also brings other
problems. For example, to take advantage of the subsidised transport prices in Greater
Manchester, residents from outside of Stockport come in to use Marple rail station, causing
problems with parking volumes. Additionally, many in these areas already feel as though
their crime and antisocial behaviour issues are not given the appropriate priority, in
comparison with those the police deal with in urban areas.

With farm land in Stockport not being very productive and stock rearing risky because of the
proximity of urban areas and the associated threat of vandalism, there are only few
professional farms. The predominant form of farming in Stockport is part-time and hobby
farming. Some former farms have been turned into residences with gardens. Much land is
being let out for uses such as horse grazing and tipping. The land is no longer properly
managed and in some cases habitats for rare species that had developed on farm land are
under threat. Hobby farmers are often not capable or equipped to properly maintain the
land either. The increasing diversification of farming and the large influx of people from
elsewhere into Stockport’s rural areas also makes it harder to engage these communities on
issues that would traditionally be relevant to farmers, such as agri-environment schemes
which many smaller hobby farmers do not qualify for in any case.

Rural areas have been subject to some property speculation by outside buyers. A
controversial planning issue is the replacement of existing houses by higher density

138 ibid
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developments and infill developments. The extent to which residents are able to influence
the planning process in their favour depends on their resourcefulness, but there are positive
examples. In Strines, an old factory site was set for redevelopment, and the Strines Residents
Association managed to influence the plans, even after they had lost their initial appeal by
contacting the developer directly. On the other hand, planning restrictions on new housing,
due to the long planning pipeline which is supposed to cover the next 12 years, can have
negative repercussions for rural areas, where sometimes additional housing may be needed
to accommodate employees who cannot easily commute to these rural areas to do their
jobs.
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Tameside

Tameside is part of the Manchester Pennine Fringe landscape character area.139 An area that
“wraps around Manchester,”140 it is described as a “transitional zone between wild open
moorlands and densely populated urban areas ....”, with both countryside and agriculture
being heavily influenced by the pressures created by the nearby urban centres and their
infringement on the land in the shape of recreational use, housing (mainly overspill estates),
trespassing and vandalism.141 Stock rearing and grazing is taking place between urban areas,
but traditional agriculture is yielding to the influences of diversification and gentrification.142

However, certain areas in Tameside seem to have high-grade agricultural land (grade 2) at
their disposal, for example in Ashton Moss.143

DEFRA Statistics for Tameside

1.1% of Tameside’s population is rural, over half of which live in dispersed settlements
(1,358).144 The rest are divided between village (669) and town (296) settings, with the

139 Manchester Pennine Fringe, map on p. 122
140 ibid, p. 121
141 ibid, p. 121, 123
142 ibid, p. 124
143 ibid, p. 123
144 Tameside Census 2001 and Access to Services Focus on Rural Areas, DEFRA Rural Statistics Unit, October

2004, p. 3
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majority living in villages.145 All of these three settlement types are within the DEFRA category
of less sparse settlements.

Top three sectors employing the rural workforce: wholesale and retail/repair; manufacturing;
and health and social work, a composition that is the same as for Tameside’s urban
population.146

44% of Tameside’s rural households are not deprived in any of the dimensions that the rural
profile for the borough sets out (employment, education, health and disability, housing), and
roughly a quarter of all rural households is deprived in two or more dimensions.147
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In line with the North West in general,148 car ownership is more prevalent in rural Tameside
than in its urban areas. However, 14% of rural households in Tameside have no car or van at
their disposal.149

Services from which the majority of households are within the two kilometre range from
include ATMs, GPs, libraries, post offices, supermarkets and primary schools. In most of these
cases, the service is accessible within this range for more than 90% of the rural population,
in the case of post offices and primary schools even for 100%. As for secondary schools, the
rural population is nearly evenly split between those that are within less than two kilometres
of this service and those that are up to four kilometres away. In the case of jobcentres and
banks 50% or more of rural residents are within the latter kilometre range.150

Rural Agenda in Tameside and Mechanisms to bring up Rural Issues

Township assemblies, run by Tameside MBC, are forums within which rural issues can be
highlighted as well as the Mossley Town Council. In general Mossley has a strong sense of
separate identity and has more local affinity and links with Uppermill, located in the main
rural area of Oldham, and the town of Oldham than with the more urban parts of Tameside.
Tameside MBC and Mossley Town Council relations are facilitated by the fact that three of
Mossley’s Town Councillors are also Tameside councillors which serves as a link between the
two institutions. However there can be a perception that local needs are not given the
appropriate priority in the arena of strategic decision making. To this end, Mossley Town
Council is currently undertaking a large scale participatory Parish Plan, with funding from
Lancashire Community Futures, which is an example of rural good practice supported by the
main rural government agencies. Tameside MBC also has an active Countryside Service.

Local Issues

The DEFRA-designated rural area in Tameside is, broadly speaking, the borough’s fringe, east
of Mottram and an area west of Mossley, which sets Mossley apart from the urban
conurbation of Tameside. Mossley and Mottram are not included in this area identified by
DEFRA, nor is a stretch of land to the east of Mossley though this forms the continuation of
the Pennine fringe from Saddleworth into Tameside. While Mottram has been referred to as
a rural village and should probably be considered rural in consequence, Mossley’s quite
distinctive sense of identity, which sets it apart from the rest of the borough and its
surrounding countryside go some way to suggesting it is semi-rural. For example there are a
number of farms there and it is also the location of Carrbrook, a village at the end of a road
in the shadow of the Pennine foothills, which hosts a conservation area.

Affordable housing is an issue for Tameside’s rural areas. In all of the rural neighbourhoods,
the house price to income ratio is higher than that for the borough overall.151 Mossley is
experiencing the repercussions of neighbouring Saddleworth’s high housing prices by
increasingly becoming a preferred choice for those who cannot afford to live in Saddleworth.
It also has a number of old mill sites that are being redeveloped as housing. In terms of

148 The State of the Countryside in the North West 2003, Countryside Agency, 2003, p. 19
149 Tameside Census, p. 19
150 ibid, pp. 21 – 25, all the references to services in this paragraph originate on these pages.
151 Making Housing Count data, accessed from AGMA website www.mgeomatics.com , November 15, 2006;

District ratio from Joseph Rowntree Foundation report The Geography of Affordable Housing, Steve Wilcox,
York, 2006, appendix 2. 
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affordable housing, there is the Micklehurst estate, but it cannot be taken for granted that
the housing there is actually available. There will be new housing along the canal and river
valley, to which there was some opposition. In Mossley there is a feeling that planning
applications are often made and approved without properly taking into account the existing
infrastructure and how new developments would affect it. In Broadbottom, a village that is
partly included in the DEFRA area, housing is so expensive that it mainly attracts young
professionals from outside the area. An older, established community remains there as well
and there is a strong sense of community, but most young people from Broadbottom
families would have a hard time affording property there. Much housing in Broadbottom
used to be social housing whose availability has been weakened in the past by the Right to
Buy. 

A perennial issue affecting rural areas as much as urban areas in Tameside is that of youth
annoyance and antisocial behaviour. Although Broadbottom, Hollingworth, Hattersley,
Mossley all have youth provision, this has a hard time competing with the lure of other more
commercial forms of entertainment, even though these might be outside of the youths’
financial range. Mossley town council has embarked on a participative consultation
programme intended partly to stimulate an improvement in services for young people aged
between 13 and 17 years old.

The Greater Manchester Local Transport Plan152 notes the eastern fringes of Tameside
borough, as well as Hattersley, which is partially comprised in the DEFRA area, in the context
of access problems to education, healthcare and fresh food. The eastern fringes of Tameside
have relatively poor access to further and higher education and transport to the nearest
hospital would take more than an hour from there. Hattersley is noted in this document as
being more than 20 minutes away from secondary education and having poor access to
fresh food.

Traffic and parking congestion are issues that figure prominently in the rural areas. In
Hollingworth, Mossley and Broadbottom, the availability of parking space cannot keep up
with the dual car ownership that is typical for these commuter hotspots.

The A57, which goes through Mottram and Hollingworth, is reportedly the busiest road for
heavy load traffic in the country, making traffic congestion a serious problem for local
residents. The Mottram-Hattersley-Tintwhistle bypass project is in planning to alleviate the
problem, but there are groups opposing as well as supporting it. There will be a public
consultation in spring. Traffic congestion is made much worse by residents of new housing
developments in the Glossop area using the A57 or going through Broadbottom, where
there is a one-way bridge that is a bottleneck already. Those commuting by train will often
choose commuting from the Broadbottom rail station rather than from Glossop.

Public transport does not provide an alternative to owning a car in all places. While
Broadbottom’s attraction is partly due to its location on a rail line to Manchester, and
Mossley is well connected by rail, in Mottram and Hollingworth, residents without a car
would be reliant on sparse bus transport. Bus links generally are not frequent and speedy
enough to encourage people to switch to public transport. They are merely a safety net for

152 Greater Manchester Local Transport Plan 2, 2006/07 – 2010/11, AGMA and GMPTA, March 2006, pp. 17 –
41, all references in this paragraph originate on these pages
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those without a car. For Carrbrook and Buckton Vale public transport was quoted as a
possible issue.

The area separating Mossley from urban Tameside contains a number of small hamlets of 50
to 100 people each: Park Bridge, Alt Hill, Harshead Green. Although they are very close to
Oldham and/or Ashton, someone less physically mobile without a car would probably
struggle in all of these locations. 

The voluntary and community sector in Tameside’s rural areas, as well as in the communities
adjoining rural areas is partly very active. In Mossley, there is a lot of community activity
around the arts (Operatic Society, Community Arts Group, Drama Group, Mossley Festival
Committee) and St. John’s Community Centre hosts various groups, such as mums and tots
groups, older people clubs, etc. The George Lawton Hall in Mossley is a community hall run
by the council, but used by the community. The Operatic Society has submitted an Arts
Council bid for raised seating to be used during performances. In Broadbottom there is a
community centre and a community association that organise events. A Tameside MBC
scheme created an outdoor performance area in cooperation with the community. This area
is used for festivals and performances that bring all age groups together. Hollingworth has a
growing community feel. This year they organised a carnival and summer festival. There is a
community centre in Hollingworth, as well as in Mottram. In both these cases, the centre is
leased to a community association by the council. This facilitates access to funding streams
that the council may not be eligible for.

Farm houses and barn conversions in Tameside are often turned into housing, rather than
continuing to be used for agriculture related purposes. Land ownership in the southern and
northern rural areas is typically private, but around Mossley, Stamford Estates managed by
Cordingley’s estate agency own most of the land, and east of Stalybridge, most land is
owned by United Utilities. Many farmers in the Mottram and Hollingworth area are tenant
farmers of Stamford Estates. Therefore not all farmers are in control of the land asset they
farm.
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Trafford

The western part of Trafford is comprised in the Mersey Valley character area, its eastern part
within the Manchester Conurbation character area. Its countryside is therefore characterised
by both the river valleys which have influenced the Manchester conurbation. In the
Manchester conurbation area it is the river valleys that “have some of the last remaining
tracts of countryside in the character area.”153 The assessment notes that there is much
pressure for transforming these grasslands and semi-natural habitats into areas for
development, landfill, woodland planting and recreational usage.154 Farms in the area are
increasingly converted to urban farming uses, such as ‘horsiculture’.155 The biggest
continuous rural area in Trafford is located in the Mersey Valley landscape character area, the
eastern boundary of which is formed by the land around Partington and Dunham with
Carrington Moss.156 Sparsely populated mosslands are typical for the western fringe of
Manchester, but only “a few small remnants of semi-natural mossland vegetation remain,”
with the mosslands being “badly degraded at the periphery of urban development.” by land
reclamation, peat extraction, as well as draining for horti- and agriculture.157

Manchester Diocesan Board for Ministry and Society
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153 Manchester Conurbation, p. 125
154 ibid
155 ibid
156 Mersey Valley, map on p. 142
157 ibid, p. 142
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DEFRA Statistics for Trafford

DEFRA considers only 0.4% of Trafford’s population rural, all of which live in less sparse
village environments.158

Top three sectors employing the rural workforce: real estate, renting and business activities;
wholesale, retail trade/repairs; and manufacturing. These are the same top three sectors
employing the urban workforce.159

Almost 40% of Trafford’s rural households are not deprived in any of the dimensions that
the rural profile for the borough sets out (employment, education, health and disability,
housing), and a little over a quarter of all rural households is deprived in two or more
dimensions.160
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158 Trafford Census 2001 and Access to Services Focus on Rural Areas, DEFRA Rural Statistics Unit, October
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159 ibid
160 Trafford Census, p. 9



In line with the North West in general,161 car ownership is more prevalent in rural Trafford
than in its urban areas. However, 11% of rural households in Trafford have no car or van at
their disposal.162

Post offices and primary schools are the only services from which the majority of households
are within the two kilometre range. In the case of services such as supermarkets, jobcentres,
banks, ATMs, libraries, and secondary schools, the balance is shifted towards the four
kilometre distance, with the majority of residents living within this farther distance from
these services. As for jobcentres, they are four to six kilometres away for almost a third of
the rural population.163

Rural Agenda in Trafford and Mechanisms to bring up Rural Issues

In Trafford nine neighbourhood open forums have recently been introduced to replace the
three area boards, which will meet more frequently in local venues. In the rural and rural
fringe areas of the borough, Dunham and Warburton forms one forum, and Carrington and
Partington another. The four parish councils are also forums in themselves for local issues to
be addressed.

Local Issues

The main DEFRA designated rural area in Trafford borough is the Bowdon ward which is
represented by both Dunham Massey and Warburton parish councils. It does not include
Partington or the Carrington Moss though these areas each have a parish or town council
and form the ward of Bucklow St Martins which in itself is isolated and characterised by
fringe land.

Dunham Massey parish council area consists of 475 persons and 201 households from the
2001 census statistics, and Warburton consists of 286 persons and 117 households.164 The
area is primarily agricultural and consists of small village settlements. The National Trust
owns a large portion of the land in the area and has several residential tenants and tenant
farmers. Dunham Massey parish council is facing the threat of post office closure and is
dealing with issues such as speeding cars, accident black-spots, the state of some roads, and
fly-tipping amongst others. The parish is well linked in with Trafford MBC and last year
enjoyed a talk from the Trafford MBC Chief Executive at their Annual meeting.

There are a number of local community and voluntary groups active in the parish some of
which are the Village Hall Committee, the Women’s Institute, the Friendship Club, and the
Altrincham Young Farmers. The Village Hall Committee has recently successfully obtained
funding from the Heritage Lottery Fund combined with local fund raising for the repair and
refurbishment of the Village Hall roof. 165

An important issues for the area is the availability of affordable housing, as much of the
stock is owned by the National Trust, and is put up for rent at commercial prices due to
charity law. The Parish Council is also concerned by the changes to the single farm payment. 
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161 The State of the Countryside in the North West 2003, Countryside Agency, 2003, p. 19
162 Trafford Census, p. 19
163 ibid, pp. 21 – 25, all the references to services in this paragraph originate on these pages.
164 Neighbourhood Statistics website, accessed March 13, 2007
165 Dunham Massey Parish Council Newsletter No. 33 March 2007.
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Warburton parish council has completed a Village Design Statement, and it is known that
some Warburton residents in rented housing experience isolation due to mobility difficulties
and the lack of public transport in the area.

The DEFRA designated rural area still hosts many active farms. Some farms in this area are
diversifying into attracting visitors (i.e. farm shops, cafes, and mazes), but the majority are
still working farms. However, demographic change and the increasing attractiveness of the
area with incomers are threatening to marginalise the original farming population. Isolation
is mainly said to affect the older age groups, as well as those that are not part of the
general affluence associated with the area, for example tenant farmers. As the above
statistics show, a majority of this area’s residents live within four kilometers from some basic
services, such as ATMs and supermarkets, a distance that could pose a problem for the older
population and those less mobile.

The land on the Carrington Moss is mainly rented out to farmers by Shell, it is not very
productive and much of the land is let out for ‘horsiculture’ purposes, because past
improvements to the soil have been eroded over time. Partington is surrounded by farming
areas on two sides. As for Partington’s connection to farming in Bowdon, many of its older
residents still remember going to work on farms in the school holidays. But culturally
speaking, Partington and the nearby farming community are two separate communities that
don’t appear to have many links. The Partington and Carrington Outdoor Environment
Strategy refers to the use of fringe land as a way of strengthening local identity, as well as
enhancing perceptions of the area, as an asset for health and wellbeing.166

This area, although less isolated is fringe land and given Partington’s widely acknowledged
isolation and its identity as a former village that rapidly expanded in the decades after the
Second World War, it is an interesting case study. Carrington Moss hosts some farm land in
the area that is not occupied by the chemical works. Therefore, local stakeholders argued
that it could be seen as ‘semi rural’.

According to the Key Service Centres document only 24 percent of Partington’s residents
work there.167 Overspill council housing formerly owned by Manchester City Council
contributed to its past growth from 900 in 1950 to a peak of 10,400.168 Geographically and
psychologically, this estate has remained separate from the more established long-term,
arguably more rural, residents of Partington. 

Partington is cut off from neighbouring Cadishead by the Manchester Ship Canal. Without
train connections transport from Partington and Carrington to other areas is reportedly
problematic. Transport is only convenient by car, but even that can be daunting, because the
only main road is often congested. The bus connections to Sale and Trafford Centre, a major
place of employment, are circuitous. Taking these buses and arriving at work on time can be
a challenge. This is the reason why a community transport operator started up some years
ago, PACT (Partington and Cadishead Transport Cooperative Ltd). This was initially funded by
the Rural Bus Challenge.

166 The Partington and Carrington Outdoor Environment Strategy, August 2002, p. 2.
167 The North West—Key Service Centres, p. 2
168 The Partington and Carrington Outdoor Environment Strategy, August 2002, p. 1
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A community of around 50 travellers, which is housed on a permanent caravan site in
Partington, access advice at the Citizens Advice Bureau and is served by a SureStart mobile
learning library.

As a result of the declining population, services in Partington have been under threat. A
primary school closed last year. The bank and the post office have both considered closing
but still remain open for the timebeing. The Citizens Advice Bureau had to reduce its five-day
service in Partington to two and a half days. There is one small supermarket. However,
according to the Greater Manchester Local Transport Plan, Partington does not only have
relatively poor access to further and higher education but is also noted for having reduced
access to fresh food.169

The house price to income ratio for Partington and Carrington is 4.36, below that for
Trafford borough overall.170 Neighbouring Hale, Bowden and Dunham, the neighbourhood
that hosts the DEFRA area, has a ratio of 11.86, which is far above that for the borough
overall and the highest one in Greater Manchester.171 However, house prices have increased
more from January 2003 to December 2005 in Partington and Carrington than in Hale,
Bowden and Dunham (roughly 41 percent versus 34 percent).172

169 Greater Manchester Local Transport Plan 2, 2006/07 – 2010/11, AGMA and GMPTA, March 2006, p. 37
170 Making Housing Count data, accessed from AGMA website www.mgeomatics.com , November 15, 2006;

District ratio from Joseph Rowntree Foundation report The Geography of Affordable Housing, Steve Wilcox,
York, 2006, appendix 2.

171 Making Housing Count data, accessed from AGMA website www.mgeomatics.com , November 15, 2006
172 Making Housing Count data
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Wigan

The borough of Wigan is part of the Lancashire Coal Measures, a landscape that continues
to be shaped by mineral extraction industry, which has gone from deep coal-mining in the
past to contemporary open-cast operations, creating a “complex mosaic of degraded
farmland, scattered urban centres, active mineral sites and derelict or reclaimed workings,
and ‘flashes’...”173 The land to the south of the town of Wigan is particularly influenced by
industrial and urban fringe pressures, turning it into “little more than recreational open
space, utilised in many instances for ‘horsiculture’.”174 There is also a lot of pressure for new
housing developments on derelict land,175 as well as utilisation of open space areas for
landfill.176

DEFRA Statistics for Wigan

6.5% of Wigan’s population is rural. The majority live in less sparse town dwellings and the
rest is divided between village (2,089) and dispersed (1,710) environments.177 The population
of Ashton-in-Makerfield, one of only two market towns DEFRA has identified in the Greater
Manchester area, has not been included in the above figures as it has also been deisgnated

173 Lancashire Coal Measures, p. 127
174 ibid
175 ibid, p. 129
176 ibid, p. 130
177 Wigan Census 2001 and Access to Services Focus on Rural Areas, DEFRA Rural Statistics Unit, October 2004,

p. 3
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as urban. 

Top three sectors employing the rural workforce: manufacturing; wholesale and retail
trade/repairs; and health and social work.178 This is the same as in urban areas of Wigan.

Slightly less than a third of Wigan’s rural households are not deprived in any of the four
measures set out in the rural profile for Wigan (employment, education, health and
disability, housing), but over a third of Wigan’s rural households are deprived in two or more
dimensions.179

Types of households
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In line with the North West in general,180 car ownership is more prevalent in rural Wigan
than in its urban areas. However, 22% of rural households have no car or van at their
disposal.181

The majority of the rural population live within a two-kilometre range of supermarkets and
secondary schools, and more than 90% live within this distance from ATMs, GPs, libraries,
post offices and primary schools. In the case of jobcentres, half the population live between
four and eight kilometres away.182

Rural Agenda in Wigan and Mechanisms to bring up Rural Issues

The rural agenda in Wigan is currently still focused on the land reclamation agenda.
Township forums could be a mechanism to raise local rural issues, and there are also two
parish councils in Haigh and Shevington which vary in levels of activity. Shevington Parish
Council has developed a parish plan in tandem with the local township plan.

Local Issues

Initial interviews with local stakeholders brought up the notion that Wigan’s situation is
different from that of other boroughs in Greater Manchester. In Wigan it is rather difficult to
distinguish between rural and urban parts. Interestingly, this lack of distinctiveness appears
to be reflected in the statistics above, which show that rural and urban percentages do not
vary widely and, in some cases, are the same. The district’s history of mineral extraction and
the development of its settlements along roads have shaped the character of its rural areas
significantly, in that it created a number of isolated settlements without a tradition as proper
rural villages, albeit with some of the issues associated with rural areas. There is a more
traditional agricultural area in the north of the borough, but the remainder of Wigan’s
countryside, also referred to as the heart of Wigan, mainly comprises reclaimed mining
areas. The Bedford Moss, also a more traditional rural area near the border to Salford, is part
of the Mosslands Action Group.

Wigan features a large number of small communities with strong separate identities. Some
of Wigan’s rural communities have become popular with commuters and these communities
are beginning to face a problem with affordable housing. In terms of affordability, however,
it appears that housing in rural areas in Wigan is less affordable than in its urban
neighbourhoods. Housing income ratios for rural Wigan are not quite as high as in many of
the other rural areas in Greater Manchester, but consistently higher than the Wigan district
ratio.183 The rise in house prices from January 2003 to December 2005 has usually been
around 30 percent, except in Orrell, Bilinge and Winstanley, where it has been below 20
percent.184

The consultation on local rural issues had just begun at the time of writing and not yet
produced a list of relevant local rural issues. However, transport was highlighted as an

180 The State of the Countryside in the North West 2003, Countryside Agency, 2003, p. 19
181 Wigan Census, p. 19
182 ibid, pp. 21 – 25, all the references to services in this paragraph originate on these pages.
183 Making Housing Count data, accessed from AGMA website www.mgeomatics.com , November 15, 2006;

District ratio from Joseph Rowntree Foundation report The Geography of Affordable Housing, Steve Wilcox,
York, 2006, appendix 2.

184 Making Housing Count data



important issue from the outset. As noted above, the percentage of rural residents not
owning a car is highest in Wigan among all other Greater Manchester districts. Statistics
made available by the local authority also show that the rural communities register high on
the barriers to housing and services dimension of the indices of multiple deprivation. 

The Greater Manchester Local Transport Plan185 points to a number of access-related issues in
Wigan, including in some rural areas. Four areas, including two DEFRA designated areas
(Bickershaw and Aspull) and two other areas (Platt Bridge/Abram and south of Wigan), are
more than 20 minutes from a secondary school by public transport. 

Additionally, Aspull is an area with relatively poor access to further and higher education.
Another area with the same problem is Ashton Heath/Edge Green, which is part of the
market town Ashton-in-Makerfield. Scattered parts of Wigan borough are more than an
hour away from the nearest hospital. Additionally, Wigan is alone in Greater Manchester in
having an area on its western fringe within which less than 50% of car-less households are
within 15-minute access range of a GP surgery.186 However, this area does not include any
area classified by DEFRA as rural.

Also, from an exclusively Greater Manchester perspective, the northwest of Wigan is poorly
served by hospitals. However, this area can apparently benefit from a close-by hospital
located across the county border. As far as job opportunities are concerned, in Norley, which
is inside the DEFRA area, central Manchester is the closest Greater Manchester area of high
job availability, but transport is “laborious,” making it more reasonable to focus on jobs and
transport links south.187
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185 Greater Manchester Local Transport Plan 2, 2006/07 – 2010/11, AGMA and GMPTA, March 2006, pp. 17 –
41, all references in this paragraph originate on these pages

186 ibid, map on page 70
187 ibid, p. 28
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Conclusion

The official definition of rural Greater Manchester amounts to 25% of the total land mass, or
sixty-six thousand people.  However, as has been seen throughout this report, many
communities in Greater Manchester that are not covered by the official definition still retain
some rural character and connection to those rural areas that are.  A key point throughout
this work has been the feeling amongst many rural and fringe communities that this
traditional character is under threat mainly through new housing development. The nature
of this development often results in properties being purchased by people who have little
connection to the area, who obtain services in areas where they are employed and have a
more geographically dispersed support network which can impair integration and reduce
their potential local contribution, which can leave the viability of the local community and
civil society in question.

It is a fact that the sustainability of many traditional rural activities is declining and that rural
areas cannot be preserved in aspic. Thus some change is inevitable. It is vital however that
new developments and services are planned sympathetically with a view to long term
community sustainability and that the needs of rural communities themselves and
concomitant resources for these are addressed.    

The development of a new vision for the Mosses in Salford and Wigan and the development
of Pennine Prospects Rural Regeneration Company provide examples of how the statutory
sector is starting to engage with these challenges. The progress made in these areas and
with other developing initiatives will provide important lessons for the future.

The Rural Resource Unit project offers an opportunity to collectively build the framework for
a new rural agenda in Greater Manchester.  However, with the current scale of resources
available such activity is inevitably limited and needs to be focussed, fully utilising the
capacity and goodwill already evident from our key partners across the sectors.  

In the next year we intend to build on the work so far, continuing networking activities and
providing information to rural communities and other stakeholders, which will include
identifying, supporting and promoting cases of good practice.  The legacy of this work is
aimed at not only enabling communities to make a stronger argument but also to support
our partners in the statutory sector and in voluntary sector support agencies to develop
‘rural proofing’ to ensure that rural community needs are given an appropriate priority.






