RECONNECTING GOVERNMENT WITH THE COUNTRYSIDE: A WAY FORWARD

POLICY PROPOSAL |

. COUNTRYSIDE CHAMPION

Summary

There is a lack of a dedicated, influential voice for rural
communities in government, resulting in inadequate
representation. The Countryside Champion would act as a
liaison between rural areas and the government, ensuring
rural concerns are addressed and integrated into national
policy decisions. The Champion, working directly with
rural communities, would ensure the government listens
to and acts on rural concerns and that rural issues are
prioritised at the highest levels. A visible and accountable
advocate for rural areas would lead to improved rural
policies and a stronger connection between government
and the countryside.

Purpose

The Countryside Alliance believes a Countryside
Champion is critical to enable the government to
rebuild trust and foster genuine connection with rural
communities.

The role of the Champion would be to stand up for rural
communities, while being empowered with substantial
authority and access to all levels of government.
Appointed by the Prime Minister and sitting within a
cross-departmental area of government such as the
Cabinet Office, the Champion would ensure all policies
across government are shaped with the countryside

in mind, while developing and maintaining effective
relationships with rural communities, stakeholders, civil
servants and ministers. They would be responsible for
listening to and representing rural concerns, ensuring the
rural voice is heard by the government, and producing
informative, educational, evidence-based reports that
deliver solutions for the countryside.

Function

I. Understanding rural realities

The Champion must possess a deep understanding

of rural life, including farming, rural services, and the
unique socio-economic challenges facing these areas.
This knowledge is essential for making the case for rural
communities to government and civil servants.

2. Oversight of policy development

The Champion must have full oversight of all government
policy that affects rural communities, be empowered

to ask questions and pose challenges, including to the
Treasury on relevant fiscal measures. This would ensure
that decisions made in Whitehall do not inadvertently
hinder rural areas but instead support their growth and
sustainability.
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3. Management of policy initiatives

The Champion would be responsible for managing the
creation and implementation of Rural Community Impact
Assessments as well as producing the annual State of the
Countryside Report, as outlined in policy proposal 3 -
State of the Countryside Report.

4. A vision beyond the political cycle

The Champion must work to develop a long-term,
strategic vision for the countryside, thinking beyond the
short term five-year political cycle. This vision would
bring together rural communities, stakeholders and
policymakers to create solutions that improve the social,
economic and environmental health of the countryside
for future generations.

5. Challenging misinformation and bias

Rural communities often face bias and misinformation,
both in Whitehall and the media. The Champion must not
shy away from addressing contentious issues and should
actively challenge any misrepresentation of rural life,
whether it pertains to farming practices, environmental
concerns or rural economies.

Outcomes

The countryside is for everyone. We need thriving rural
communities where people can live and work, but in
turn these communities need an advocate at the heart of
government.

The other policy proposals will set out reforms to

the policymaking process that aim to ensure that
policymaking takes full account of its rural as well as

its urban context. The Champion would control the
proposed new initiatives of Rural Community Impact
Assessments and an annual State of the Countryside
Report, while establishing themselves as a trusted voice
for the countryside in government and in public.

Conclusion

One of the greatest criticisms of recent governments
was their failure to advocate adequately for rural
communities and they were perceived to have neglected
the countryside. With a new parliament and a new
mandate, this government has an opportunity to ensure
the countryside is never again neglected in policy making.
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