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SMALL RURAL TOWNS IN THE SOUTH EAST 
Community Service Assets  
 

1.      Purpose of Study 
 

1.1 To provide additional evidence on small towns in South East England adding 
to the research in two earlier studies which looked at economic and heritage assets. 
 
1.2 This study looks at the range of community services found in these small 
towns, and then ranked them 
 
1.3 To discuss the potential opportunities and threats to community services. 
 
1.5 To highlight other similar work that is being undertaken 
 

2.      Background  
 
2.1 This study complements the 2010 Study by the South East England 
Development Agency which put forward a typology of towns in South East England 
based on their economic assets (retail and businesses) and their value to the local 
economy.  That Study identified a series of Top Functional Towns and Upper 
Functional Towns which made significant contributions to the local economy. The 
definition used for a ‘small town’ was that they must serve a hinterland and have a 
population below 20,000 and had been agreed with all local authorities in SE 
England. 
 
2.2 This study also complements a second study 2012 (March) Study carried out 
by Ecovast on heritage assets and their value to rural tourism. 
 
2.3 This community services study 2012 (May), also carried out by Ecovast, is the 
third and final set of evidence collected on the small towns in South East England.  
The sources used are listed at the end of this report. 
 
2.4 Small rural towns serve not only themselves but a hinterland of villages, 
hamlets and countryside.  Often the population of the rural hinterland served is equal 
to the population of the small town itself.  
 
2.4 It should be noted that there were 179 towns examined originally in the 
Typology Study of 2010 but 14 of them were omitted from the results as they did not 
provide the economic functions of a town.  The second and third studies have only 
looked at the 165 towns which do provide the economic functions of a town. 

 
3        Basic Community Services: opportunities and threats 
 
3.1 This study identifies what community services exist in these 165 small towns.   
 
3.2 People need a range of essential services to provide for their daily needs.  
One definition for a ‘sustainable settlement’ is one which is able to provide for most 
of its basic daily requirements without the need to travel long distances.  
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3.3 It has already been argued in the 2010 Typology study that small towns 
provide a wide range of retail and other businesses.  These two economic assets 
also provide convenience foods and employment opportunities for people living in 
the town and immediate hinterland – services needed on a daily basis.  They formed 
the basis of the economic typology of the towns which were ranked as Top, Upper, 
Middle or Lower Functional (economic) Towns and are therefore not re-evaluated in 
this study but the rankings of the economic towns are used to compare the results on 
community services. 
 
3.4 This study looks at 10 different community services for each of the 165 towns.  
The community services selected include 8 that are needed for daily living and 2 
others – libraries and leisure which provide knowledge and healthy enjoyment. 
 
3.5 Small towns act as hubs of public transport.  Many towns are on bus routes 
and have railway stations and many have good access from motorways and the 
study uses an assessment of communications.  
 
3.6 Small towns have already suffered the loss of some services through 
centralisation.  Further rationalisation towards bigger and better centres is still a 
potential threat.   
 
3.7 The declining amount of money available through local authorities poses 
another threat and the levels of existing provisions are under constant review. 
 

4       Methodology 
 
4.1 This study used some of the data collected in the 2010 Typology Study on the 
economic function of towns.   It has also used a number of new data sets, both 
national and local, for all 165 small towns.  Each local community service assets has 
been given a score.  The scores have then been added together to give a community 
service ranking. 
 
4.2 Ten different Community Services have been looked at: 

 Service 1: Access to administrative centres (Local Authorities):  Some 
41 of the smaller towns in the South East (out of 165) were administrative 
centres until 1974.  Since Local Government Reform only a few of them now 
remain as administrative centres, and each one given a score of 10. 

 Service 2: Access to Education:  Secondary schools were listed in the 2010 
Typology Study and given a score of 10.  Primary Schools have been listed 
and also given a score of 10. 

 Service 3: Access to Post Offices:  All Post Offices have been listed and 
given a score of 10 

 Service 4: Access to Chemists:  All chemists have been listed and given a 
score of 10 

 Service 5: Access to Medical Care:  All doctors surgeries have been listed 
and given a score of 10 and local hospitals listed and also given a score of 10 
giving a maximum of 20 points for medical care. 

 Service 6: Access to Banks:  All the major banks and building societies that 
are also banks have been listed.  Any town which has a bank has been given 
10 points. 
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 Service 7: Access to Libraries:  All local authority libraries have been listed 
and given a score of 10 

 Service 8: Access to Leisure or Sports Centres:  All Leisure Centres and 
Sports centres have been listed and given a score of 10. 

 Service 9: Access to Ambulance Stations:  Ambulance Stations can be 
found in many small towns and have been listed and given a score of 10. 

 Service 10: Access to Fire Stations:  Retained Fire Stations – that is 
stations which are not permanently manned but employ part time fire-crews 
who have to live nearby – have been listed and given a score of 10. 

 
4.3 These service rankings have then been compared to the economic functional 
rankings set out in 2010 Typology Study. 
 
4.4 The community service rankings have also been compared to the 
communication evidence listed also in the 2010 Typology Study, though it splits the 
communication assets into rail and bus (public services) and good access to 
motorways (for private transport).   
 

5       The findings 
 
5.1 There were 165 small rural towns examined in the research which covered 
the nine counties in South East England: 17 in Berkshire; 23 in Buckinghamshire; 16 
in East Sussex; 32 in Hampshire; 8 on the Isle of Wight; 26 in Kent; 19 in 
Oxfordshire; 11 in Surrey and 13 in West Sussex. 
 
5.2 For the ten different Community Services that have been looked at: 

 Service 1: Access to administrative centres (Local Authorities):  Only 9 
(5%) of the South East’s small towns are now administrative centres which 
will provide access for local authority services such as housing, planning, 
refuse collection, car parking etc.  There has been a move in some small 
towns to develop ‘one stop shops’ which sometimes can provide 
appointments with local authority officers. 

 Service 2: Access to Education:  Every small town has a primary school 
providing for children in the town and some of the villages in the hinterland if 
they do not have a primary school of their own.  Secondary schools are only 
provided in small towns (and larger towns) and not villages.  This asset serves 
the hinterland of villages and hamlets is considered an important service 
centre role.  There were 85 small towns (51%) which had a secondary school. 

 Service 3: Access to Post Offices:  Every small town has a Post Office. 
They provide essential services which are highly valued.  However their future 
is not secure.   Some ‘one stop shops’ include the Post Offices.  For example 
Tenterden, in Kent, now has a ‘Gateway’ which provides the Post Office, the 
Library and an office where people can meet local authority officers by 
appointment. 

 Service 4: Access to Chemists:  Every town has access to a chemists shop.  
Some feel threatened by local doctors’ practices which also provide 
prescription services. 

 Service 5: Access to Medical Care:  Every small town does have a doctors’ 
surgery.  Some   towns have a local hospital which can provide a variety of 
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local services which vary in what they offer. It can include convalescent and 
respite care and outpatients services such as physiotherapy. None are 
Accident and Emergency or trauma centres which are concentrated in major 
hospitals in the larger towns.  These larger hospitals are becoming more and 
more specialised and involve longer journeys to get there. 

 Service 6: Access to Banks:  136 towns (82%) have access to money 
through one of the major banks or building societies that are also banks. 

 Service 7: Access to Libraries:  152 towns (92%) have a library. 

 Service 8: Access to Leisure or Sports Centres:  Only 66 (46%) of towns 
have a leisure or sports centre. 

 Service 9: Access to Ambulance Stations:  Ambulance Stations offer a 
variety of services and can be found in only 32 (19%) towns. 

 Service 10: Access to Fire Stations:  Retained Fire Stations – that is 
stations which are not permanently manned but employ part time fire-crews 
who have to live nearby – have been found in 110 (67%) towns. 

 
5.2 The scores for each service was combined to give 4 separate Community 
Services Rankings for the 165 small towns – Top; Upper; Middle; and Lower 
Community Service Towns. 
 

 There were 16 (10%) which ranked as Top Towns for Community Services 
o 6 of them ranked as Top Economic Functional Towns 
o 8 of them ranked as Upper Economic Functional Towns 
o 2 of them ranked as Middle Economic Functional Towns  

 

 There were 69 (42%) which ranked as Upper Towns for Community Services 
o 3 of them ranked as Top Economic Functional Towns 
o 14 of them ranked as Upper Economic Functional Towns 
o 38 of them ranked as Middle Economic Functional Towns 
o 14 of them ranked only as Lower Economic Functional Towns 

 

 There were 62 (37%) ranked as Middle Towns for Community Services 
o 14 of them ranked as Middle Economic Functional Towns 
o 48 of them ranked only as Lower Economic Functional Towns 

 

 There were 18 (11%) which ranked as Lower Towns for Community Services  
o All 18 of them also ranked as Lower Economic Functional Towns.  

However these 18 still had access to primary schools, Post Offices, 
chemists and doctors. 

 
5.3 The Top 16 towns for community services had excellent community services, 
with 4 of them having a perfect score, and another 9 only missing out on not being 
an administrative centre.  
 
5.4 None of the 165 towns had a very poor level of community services.   
 
5.5 Access to a railway was found in all 4 Community Rankings, with 84 (51%) of 
towns having a railway station.  Nearly all rail services radiate out from London 
giving access for commuting to work, although there is one east west route along the 
South Coast. 
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Ranking Diagram 
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5.6 All the towns have access to a bus route but the frequency of service (in other 
words the quality of its usefulness) may vary.   
 
5.7 Some 79 (48%) of towns have reasonable access to a motorway – being 
within 10 miles of a motorway junction. 
 
5.8 Some 35 (21%) of towns had both. 
 
5.9 However 51 (31%) of towns have neither a railway station nor reasonable 
access to a motorway. 
 
5.10 There does not appear to be any correlation between the levels of services in 
towns and the level of communications.  All grades of communications are found in 
each community service ranking.   
 

 3 of the 16 Top Community Service Towns have a railway station and 
reasonable access to a motorway 

 9 of the 16 Top Community Service Towns do not have access to motorway 
but have only a railway station 

 1 of the 16 Top Community Service Towns have a reasonable access to a 
motorway but no railway station 

 3 of the 16 Top Community Service Towns have neither a railway nor a 
reasonable access to a motorway and so have poorer communications 

 

 14 of the 66 Upper Community Service Towns have a railway station and 
reasonable access to a motorway 

 20 of the 66 Upper Community Service Towns do not have reasonable access 
to a motorway but have a railway station 

 12 of the 66 Upper Community Service Towns have only a reasonable access 
to a motorway but no railway station 

 20 of the 66 Upper Community Service Towns have neither a railway nor a 
reasonable access to a motorway and so have poorer communications 

 

 14 of the 65 Middle Community Service Towns have a railway station and 
reasonable access to a motorway 

 18 of the 65 Middle Community Service Towns do not have reasonable 
access to a motorway but have a railway station 

 9 of the 65 Middle Community Service Towns has only a reasonable access 
to a motorway but no railway station 

 24 of the 65 Middle Community Service Towns have neither a railway nor a 
reasonable access to a motorway and so have poorer communications 

 

 5 of the 18 Lower Community Service Towns have a railway station and 
reasonable access to a motorway 

 1 of the 18 Lower Community Service Towns do not have reasonable access 
to a motorway but have a railway station 

 8 of the 18 Lower Community Service Towns has only a reasonable access to 
a motorway but no railway station 
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 4 of the 18 Lower Community Service Towns have neither a railway nor a 
reasonable access to a motorway and so have poorer communications 

 
Diagram illustrating the ranking categories 
 

 
 
 
Ranking by county 
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5.3 The detailed survey and analysis is shown in the Table at the end of this 
report. 

 

7.      Conclusions 
 

7.1 It is clear from this research that the small towns in South East England have 
a good range of community services.  The top and upper towns have an excellent 
level of community services – some of them have a perfect score.  The middle 
ranked had reasonable community services.  Even the lower ranked towns had a 
number of community services. 
 
7.2 There is a correlation between the rankings for community services and 
economic rankings defined in the 2010 Typology Study although the community 
services rankings are often a level higher than the economic functional rankings.  All 
the Top and Upper Ranked Towns for Economic Functions are also Top or Upper 
Ranked Towns for Community Services.  All the Lower Ranked Towns for 
Community Services are also Lower Ranked Towns for Economic Functional. 
 
7.3 However, although this picture looks rosy, there remains the threat of losing 
some of these services to further centralisation or removal of some services through 
declining local authority budgets where difficult decisions are needed to balance 
budgets when faced with major budget cuts.  Six of the 10 services looked at are 
dependent upon public sector funding. 
 
7.5 If small towns are to remain or become more sustainable then the level of 
community services provided at local level is a critical factor. 
 

8     Other work 
 
8.1 Action for Market Towns (AMT), the national membership body for small and 

market towns undertakes work on the state of market towns across England 
and Wales and examines opportunities and threats.  Papers are published on 
their web site. 
 

 Local loyalty guide –This publication explores options available to 
communities to support their town centres and the services and retail offer 
within them through the promotion of Shop Local schemes and similar - 
http://towns.org.uk/amt-i/loyalty-cards-shop-local/ (free to AMT members) 

 

 Community Led Planning/ Neighbourhood Planning – The charity has a track 
record in supporting communities in developing Community Led Plans having 
played an instrumental role in the creation and roll out of the Market Town 
Health-check process which was introduced in the Rural White Paper 2000. 
Community Led Planning is a step by step process that enables communities 
to get involved in shaping the economic, environmental and social wellbeing 
of their settlements.  More recently AMT has been delivering training and 
support to communities wishing to understand and implement new rights 
available to them as a result of the Localism Act, many of which have the 
potential to safeguard much needed services within those settlements.  For 

http://towns.org.uk/amt-i/loyalty-cards-shop-local/
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more information visit: http://towns.org.uk/2010/06/17/amt-town-action-
planning/ 
 

 21st Century Town Centres Report –  This guide sets out best practice 
illustrating the ways in which communities can develop, improve and sustain 
their high street offering – http://towns.org.uk/2011/10/13/new-21st-century-
town-centres-report/ 

 

 Case Study Database – AMT has collected over 300 case studies illustrating 
best practice in towns across a range of issues, many of which relate to 
improving service provision and delivery.  The database is available to AMT 
members. Insert http://towns.org.uk/ 
 

8.2 Small Towns for Tomorrow is a think tank on small towns which brings 
together academics, practitioners and others with an interest in raising the profile of 
small towns at a national level in terms of social and economic  needs, through the 
publication of a series of essays and research.  The first essay for example set out 
the topics that the group believes...  More information can be found: 
www.smalltownsfortomorrow.org  
 
8.3 Community Banking is a pressure group representing sectoral interests 
adversely affected by the closure of local bank branches, particularly of the last or 
only bank in a rural or urban community. They produce frequent analyses on the 
situation including the most recent report: Last Bank in Town Analysis - 
http://www.communitybanking.org.uk/revised-last-bank-in-town.htm  
 
8.4 This study by Ecovast will also be forwarded to Action for Market Towns to 
add to their evidence base.     .   
  

http://towns.org.uk/2010/06/17/amt-town-action-planning/
http://towns.org.uk/2010/06/17/amt-town-action-planning/
http://towns.org.uk/2011/10/13/new-21st-century-town-centres-report/
http://towns.org.uk/2011/10/13/new-21st-century-town-centres-report/
http://towns.org.uk/
http://www.smalltownsfortomorrow.org/
http://www.communitybanking.org.uk/revised-last-bank-in-town.htm
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Sources: 
 
Population: 2001 Census and Commission for Rural Communities data  
Functional Rankings: taken from the Typology Study (see below) 
Public Transport: bus routes from the Internet and trains from ABC Rail Guide 
Former Boroughs and Urban Districts: Local Government Handbook 
Administrative (District) Centres: Local Government Handbook  
Post Offices: Yellow Pages Business Database 
Education Primary and Secondary: Yellow Pages Business Database and Local 
Authority Internet Sites 
Post Offices: Yellow Pages Business Database and Local Internet Sites 
Chemists: Yellow Pages Business Database 
Doctors and Hospitals: National Health Service webpages 
Banks and Building Societies: Yellow Pages Business Database 
Libraries: Local Authority web pages 
Leisure and Sport Centres: Yellow Pages Business Database 
Ambulance Services: National Health Service webpages 
Fire Stations: Local Authority webpages 

 
 
 
 
 
Previous Studies: 
There have been a series of studies on the assets of small towns in South East 
England. 

 
A Typology of Towns and Their Value to the Local Economy: by the South East 
England Development Agency (SEEDA) published in 2010 
Analysis of Size and Functions – Addendum to the above Study: by the 
European Council for the Village and Small Town (ECOVAST) published in 2011 
 
Heritage Assets and Their Value to Rural Tourism: by the European Council for 
the Village and Small Town (ECOVAST) published in 2012  
 
 
 
 

A study on smaller towns across Europe has also been carried out. 
 
Their Size and Potential Importance in Europe: also by the European Council for 
the Village and Small Town (ECOVAST) published in 2010 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



13 
 

 
 
 



14 
 

 
 
 



15 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



16 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



17 
 

 
 
 
Table completed April 2012 


