Small Towns for Tomorrow – a New Voice, a New Force, a New Beginning ... Time for Change 
Introduction

For many people the phrase, England’s small towns, conjures up postcard images of market squares, picturesque churches, small independent shops all set amidst beautiful countryside in which lie the many – equally picturesque - villages that, tradition has it, depend upon the small towns.  Of course, when presented in this way, we all know that the reality is different, but this idealised picture is persistent and, in terms, of 21st century England, unhelpful.
Small rural towns are diverse; some poor, some rich, some inland, some seaside, some picturesque, some essentially industrial, or, more likely, post-industrial. Many are commuter towns in which the workers in the ‘knowledge based’ occupations of the big towns and cities choose to live.  Diversity and character are a key part of the attraction of smaller towns as places in which to live and work and these must be preserved. However, unfortunately, for most of the post-war years, policy has paid little attention to the wider role and potential of our rural towns and larger villages.  Currently, over 11 million people or more than 85% of rural England’s population live in rural towns and in most parts of the country they are growing very fast.  
The research picture is complicated and contradictory and policy must be founded upon a sophisticated and flexible evidence base.  We already know that many small towns are growing in an almost uncontrolled manner as the pressure to build more houses increases, and yet the pressures on their traditionally strong independent retail mix means that local services are in decline, as are local employment opportunities as public services have become increasing centralised and remote from local decision making. Commuting patterns may turn some towns into dormitories but that does not mean they need be devoid of services and community infrastructure. The popularity of rural living for older people, means that some small towns, with expensive housing, have an older than average population. Here, there are obvious implications for health and social care provision. Others, meanwhile, for example, ex-mining towns, have their lost their reason for existence and require an approach to economic development that recognises the local and regional context in which these towns are situated.
What is Small Towns for Tomorrow
In 2009 a group of individuals interested in the topic of small towns, and looking to raise their needs on the political agenda, was convened, but not controlled, by Action for Market Towns with some support funds from their Big lottery bid.  The individuals came from a range of backgrounds including academic institutions, the public sector, and business, all with a common aim to explore the needs for small towns and how these might be addressed.

The purpose of the launch of Small Towns for Tomorrow is to set out our aims, to identify areas for action regarding small towns over the long-term, increase interest in the work from a wider range of organisations and individuals and to move towards independent funding.  The initiative has gained the support of a number of organisations already and the general idea is to highlight issues of the forgotten fifth or whatever, as the circulated papers demonstrate.

A Small Towns for Tomorrow Manifesto

The aims of Small Towns for Tomorrow will be developed in conjunction with a wide range of associates and stakeholders and our forthcoming launch conference will get this process under way in earnest. Meanwhile, we see the following aims as crucial:

· to seek to re-balance national urban policy to include the role of rural towns within the wider social and economic geography of England,

· to draw the attention of policy makers and others to the role that a more broadly based view of rural towns can play in the big policy issues of the day including social cohesion, land use change, sustainable growth and the development of a low carbon economy, 

· to provide a means by which research and evidence gathering on individual rural towns can be extended and  assessed within a wider framework of comparative research,

· to ensure that the roles and needs of rural towns are properly included with thinking about alternative futures for society and the economy and pathways of change, and 
· to provide a forum for discussion and a national evidence base for the widest possible range of people and organisations with a potential stake in the welfare and well being of the residents of and workers in England’s rural towns.

It is the purpose of the Small Towns for Tomorrow to draw attention to small towns in the social and economic geography of England.  Its long-term aim is to ensure that sufficient intellectual effort is put into developing and exploiting our understanding of the economic, cultural and social functions of these places, not only for the benefit of those who live in and depend upon them, but also to find out, using academic and empirical research methods, how their place in the settlement hierarchy can be used to support wider policy aims.
The work of the group has already started.  A strong link has been established with Professor John Shepherd’s Rural Evidence Research Centre at Birkbeck College, University of London, and as a result, the group already has access to useful, baseline data.  Connections with the Commission for Rural Communities, the Rural Services Network, Action for Market Towns and others, ensures that there is also access to sound practical and policy-related information. 

 Next Steps
The focus now is to gain further support for the initiative, finalise the manifesto for the group, and then to begin to research and address the issues at hand.  The launch conference is a first step to achieving this.
1

