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Methods

The Our Energy Futures Citizens’ Panel 
is a two year panel of 40 people from in 
and around Greater Manchester, broadly 
reflecting the UK population. The panel 
is delivered by the public participation 
charity Involve. Panel discussions have been 
exploring the acceptability of different forms 
of energy demand reduction through themed 
sessions including on food, what we buy, 
transport, and home heating. The panel often 
mentioned the need to consider rural areas 
and the greater challenges they can face in 
reducing energy demand. This inspired the 
Fair Rural Energy Futures project, which has 
been running parallel to the panel, exploring 
conversations that have happened to date 
as well as creating a new space to talk about 
rural-specific issues. 

As part of this project, three different 
questions and methods were used to draw 
out what citizens (represented by panel 
members) think of rural energy demand 
reduction options.

Introduction

When discussing ways to reduce energy 
demand and emissions, much of the time 
people are really talking about cities. But 
rural areas face unique challenges when 
it comes to decarbonising. For instance, 
the longer distances to travel to access 
basic services, the lack of frequent public 
transport, and many older, more sparse, 
off-grid properties. Similarly, the impacts of 
shifts to sustainable agriculture on farming 
communities and the rural economy. Rural 
places also face wider challenges in terms of 
ageing populations, house prices, and more 
limited job opportunities. 

This project worked with a Citizens’ Panel 
to identify what fair low energy rural places 
could look like in the future, and particularly 
how decarbonising rural areas can also 
help to tackle some of the more systemic 
challenges facing rural communities today. 
The following outlines some of the key 
insights from working with the panel to date, 
as well as signposting next steps.
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What are the challenges to 
energy demand reduction 

in rural places?

How can rural communities 
draw upon their strengths 
to overcome challenges to 

a low energy future?

What would a positive low 
energy rural community 

look like in 2040?

 Analysis of 
rural themes in the 

materials produced from 
five blocks of the panel’s 
meetings, including the 

introduction, food, things we 
buy, transport, and home 

heating blocks.

A workshop with 12 
rural members of the panel 

explored solutions to improve 
access to local services and 
reduce car dependence in 

rural places.

Analysis of 
place‑based visions of a 

low energy future produced 
by the panel for five fictional 
place types, and how rural 
visions differ to more 

urban ones.

1 2
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challenges to 
energy demand 
reduction in 
rural places?

Key challenges to rural energy demand 
reduction were drawn out by reviewing 
materials from the discussions the panel had 
around various sectors. The following outlines 
rural findings for each of the themed sessions. 
This was used to shape the rural workshop held 
with a smaller group of panel members.

There was interest in and concern for rural 
places being “forgotten” from the start of the 
panel. Some picked up on the assumptions 
in the original Positive Low Energy Futures 
modelling that people would move to cities 
and live in more compact, centralised forms 
of housing, and questioned why people would 
want to do that (citing people moving to rural 
areas during the pandemic).

What we eat

Diversification of the countryside 
(e.g. through payments for carbon 
removal) was seen as important given 
the economic challenges to traditional 
farming. Farming was also considered 
important as part of preserving rural 
culture, particularly the idea that 
“farming is more than food, it’s history, 
culture, tourism”.

“ 
Why would people 
want to live in cities?

Things we buy

The discussions around car clubs in this 
block (reducing the need for car ownership) 
surfaced a lot of concerns about how some 
energy demand reduction options would work 
in rural areas. But it raises a debate around 
whether we’re applying the same solutions in 
every place, or we’re developing place-specific 
solutions for different types of location.

“ 
Big initiatives tend to 
forget rural areas

“ 
What if we forget 
rural people?

SHOPPING-BASKET

SHOPPING-BASKET
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Home heating

Challenges raised around decarbonising 
home heating in rural places included 
that many homes are off-grid, have 
special features, or were situated in 
conservation areas. A particular condition 
for decarbonising heating in rural areas was 
having access to services for maintenance 
and repair (for example, if you had a heat 
pump installed). This was a current challenge 
even with gas boiler repair, and an urban/
rural divide was mentioned.

Transport

In discussions around shifting to smaller 
cars to reduce transport energy demand, 
members said that larger cars are needed in 
rural places, given the more difficult weather 
and road conditions. However, there was also 
acknowledgement of the challenges of large 
cars in rural spaces, particularly how they take 
up too much room on country roads.

This was also a barrier to more walking and 
cycling with safety concerns from the small, 
narrow roads. Similarly, longer distances 
to travel to access basic services and 
workplaces prevented walking and cycling 
everywhere. As someone said, you’d end up 
doing a “marathon” every day. 

“ 
I moved […] to a 

semi-rural area and the 
boiler broke soon after. 
Finding someone to fix 
it was hard and it was 

very upsetting

At the most basic level, many rural areas 
are simply not covered by public transport. 
The lack of regular and reliable services 
also means people are reluctant to rely on 
it for work or important appointments. This 
is problematic particularly when thinking 
about elderly residents needing to get to 
medical appointments, or young people 
seeking work opportunities.

HOUSE-FIRE CAR-MIRRORS

The discussions raised a lot of 
challenges facing rural places 
in decarbonising, but what are 
the solutions? A workshop with 
rural panel members sought to 
address this.

“ 
I don’t want to walk 
down the country 
roads with no 
pavements
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Based on the evaluation of discussions from 
previous blocks, the panel had identified two 
interconnected challenges to low energy 
futures in rural areas: 

01 avoiding dependence on private cars; and 

02  accessing services locally. 
Rather than dwelling on what rural places 
can’t do, this new workshop explored how 
the strengths and assets of rural places can 
be harnessed to address these challenges. 
We considered seven positive examples of 
real projects happening in rural communities 
across the UK and beyond to construct a vision 
of a fair low energy rural future. The following 
outlines the key insights from the discussion.

How can rural 
communities 
draw upon 
their strengths 
to overcome 
challenges to a 
low energy future? 

12 members of the panel took part in a 
2-hour online workshop (delivered by 
Involve) to explore how rural communities 
can draw upon their strengths to overcome 
challenges to a low energy future. 
Participants were people who either 
currently lived in a rural place, or had 
experience of doing so in the past.
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Driving down car dependence with on-demand services

Dependence on private cars in rural areas was one of the key challenges the panel 
had identified in previous meetings, as a result of few alternatives (e.g. poor quality 
bus services) and needing to adapt to rural terrain and weather conditions.

In the workshop, several panel members identified that it would be challenging 
to convince people to use regular ‘fixed-line’ buses even if they were available. 
Shared transport options like community car clubs and on-demand bus services 
were reasonably well received. Car clubs could also reduce the need for most rural 
households to have more than one car. They were also thought to help reduce 
parking challenges on narrow country roads. There were concerns about empty 
buses going to waste with increased bus services, making on-demand  
more popular.

“ 
On-demand is good 
because there’s less 
wastage of services if 
there’s no demand 

for it
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Creating local services and community cohesion

Several panel members discussed how new developments needed to come with 
new services to match the scale of the development, to avoid embedding long 
travel distances. This applied both to local services such as shops and provision of 
transport connections so commuters weren’t forced to drive to work.

We discussed a case study of a local pub that had a second purpose as a post office, 
and more broadly the idea of multi-purpose community spaces. It was pointed 
out that these spaces needed to appeal across generations, modernising the usual 
‘village halls’. Creating community space beyond the traditional pub was also seen as 
important, recognising that this would attract a more diverse range of customers, 
make the pub itself more economically viable, and respond to generational changes 
in drinking culture.

Many of the examples we discussed were organised by communities for 
communities. Decarbonisation initiatives were often seen to rely on having strong 
rural communities in place. This community cohesion was seen as challenging post-
covid and with increasing digitalisation. However, others thought that these kinds 
of initiatives themselves would be a way of building cohesion.

Panel members also thought specific community needs should be taken 
into account, tailoring solutions to diverse kinds of rural places, as well as 
considering the provision of services in the round, in a ‘holistic’ way (e.g. 
not “just focusing on transport”).

“ 
If there are more houses, 
then there have to be 

more services

“ 
When I was growing up 

like community centres and 
villages like they, they just 

weren’t the cool places to be 
for younger people
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Thriving rural futures?

As many of the initiatives we discussed in the workshop were community 
initiated, a key discussion point was whether they were replicable in all types of 

rural community. Panel members concluded that some were more likely to be able to 
run these types of schemes than others. Several called for greater public ownership 
(e.g. of buses) and the need for more support to prevent relying on the pre-existing 
financial and social resources of a given community.

Several panel members suggested the opportunity to make use of the skills and 
knowledge of the many retirees living in the countryside, in combination with  
the technological know-how of younger residents. This was both a means 
to allow community initiatives to reach their full potential and to build 
inter-generational connections.

“ 
It would be quite 

interesting to have a little team 
that went into rural areas and you 

know, it was their expertise and they 
went through all this stuff with the 
local people and asked them what 
they needed and tried to work 

out how to provide it

“ 
It shouldn’t come out of 

the communities’  
back pockets
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Urban areas were perceived as “cosmopolitan” and “the future” and 
participants wanted to push back on narratives that frame rural areas as 
problematic. Fewer rural leisure and work opportunities were seen to push young 
people towards cities, and improving transport was a determining factor in whether 
young and old could stay in rural areas. However, the potential of future green jobs 
being located in the countryside was raised, as well as the positive impact of working 
from home in opening up rural areas as places of work.

Others cited the challenge of making the countryside more accessible, and 
in doing so damaging what makes it the countryside.

“ 
If they’ve got such 

differing skills, maybe they 
could do it as a swap and 

that would create cohesion 
within the community 

as well

“ 
There needs to 
be something for 

everybody to make that 
a thriving community 
rather than just one 

demographic

“ 
The attraction of being 
in the countryside is 

destroyed by the people 
living in the countryside

“ 
It’s a chicken and egg scenario, 
which one comes first? Do we 

need to get the community to be 
able to get to do that or does 
the ‘doing that’ create the 

community?
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positive low energy 
rural community 
look like in 2040?

Members of the full panel were assigned to 
different groups representing a variety of 
fictional places. The task was to come up with 
a low energy ‘vision’ for these places in 2040, 
imagining that they have become ‘flagship’ 
low energy communities.

The places included:

	🌲 Oldburn: a small village
	🌲 Tilham: a large village
	🌲 Puddlevale: a small town
	🌲 Tamborough: a large town
	🌲 Riverport: city

The following explores key themes that 
came out from evaluating the place-based 
visions, and considering how the more rural 
groups (small village, large village, small town) 
differed in what they saw as priorities for a 
low energy community.

Developing the local economy

A shared priority across all places seemed 
to be the desire to keep money in the 
local economy, with an emphasis on local, 
independent shops (in all places except 
the city). Food was a particular focus, with 
farmers’ markets suggested in the small and 
large village.

The large village and small town both 
mentioned developing the local economy so 
that people were able to choose to stay or be 
able to get jobs elsewhere. The key thing here 
is the ‘choice’ element (i.e. there was a sense 
that people shouldn’t ‘have to’ travel for work 
if they don’t want to). Relatedly, all places 
seemed to envisage a rise in homeworking, 
with rural areas highlighting improved 
internet reliability as a support structure that 
was needed to achieve this.

Community spirit

The idea of ‘community spirit’ or a ‘sense 
of community’ was frequently mentioned, 
from the small village right up to the city 
scale, even though it’s something we often 
associate with smaller places. However, the 
small village and town specifically mention 
the idea of ‘knowing everyone’, which built a 
sense of security.

Larger settlements focussed more on big 
infrastructure projects led by national or 
regional government, whilst smaller place 
types saw themselves as more self-sufficient. 
The small village noted that the city group 
seemed less reliant on local people making 
changes, whilst they positioned themselves as 
being ‘robust’ and suggesting that people in 
the village could ‘look after yourselves’ citing 
experience during the pandemic. This aligns 
with discussions during the rural workshop. 
All places seemed interested in the greater 
availability of leisure facilities of various 
kinds, with pubs of interest in both the small 
village and the city, and community centres or 
equivalent spaces or hubs were mentioned in 
the small village, large village, and the city. This 
resonates with the multi-purpose community 
space mentioned in the rural workshop.
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Building connectivity whilst 
retaining local ‘character’

The more rural places spoke about more 
frequent bus services (e.g. the small and large 
villages and small town). School bus service 
improvements, as well as on-demand or 
community buses were also a feature of the 
village visions. All places except cities tended 
to mention a car club or sharing scheme of 
various designs.

All groups raised competition between 
different land uses as a challenge, citing the 
need to manage development to minimise 
environmental impact. More rural places 
tended to raise the trade-off between 
developing their areas and risking changing 
the ‘character’ of the place. In particular, 
this was mentioned in the small and large 
village groups in relation to improving public 
transport connections. Whilst acknowledging 
how improved connectivity could be 
beneficial for residents and encourage 
tourism, they also cite the challenges of this 
paving the way for even further development.

Local voices

In terms of realising these visions of low 
energy communities, there was a general 
desire for more local ownership, governance 
structures or capabilities to be in place, but 
taking a variety of forms.

The small town raised the idea of a town 
council several times, as well as a “big purse 
of money for the town” with local people 
having a say on how to spend it. The large 
town also mentioned the challenge that “buy 
in requires involving locals meaningfully 
to reflect their lived experience.” The 
small village and small town brought up 
community-owned electricity and heating 
systems, and the large village mentioned a 
community centre which could represent 
different groups.

Key findings

An interesting aspect of the place-based 
visions was that they often had more in 
common than in difference, something which 
was picked up on as groups reflected on each 
other’s visions. A feature across most sectors 
(food, what we buy, heating, transport) was 
the idea of it being ‘local’ in nature, whether 
it be independent shops selling local produce 
or structures for residents to say how they 
want the place to develop.

Linkages to energy demand and 
decarbonisation are perhaps less clear in 
both the rural workshop and the place-
based session. Instead, there seems to 
have been more focus on wider ideas 
of what panel members want their local 
communities to be like (for instance 
around community cohesion, resilience and 
the local economy). This emphasises how 
we shouldn’t talk about decarbonisation in 
isolation, but instead explore how it can be 
used to deliver local benefits.
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 There is a need to recognise the diversity 
of rural places as some have more community 

capacity to initiate decarbonisation projects;

Whilst rural residents position their areas as being 
part of the energy transition, there are critical 

tensions around how to manage development 
whilst retaining local character;

 When it comes to what people want from a low energy 
future, visions from small villages to city scales have a lot in 
common, particularly a focus on a thriving local economy and 
having the means to input into local decision-making.

Next steps

The research has highlighted some key 
findings across the different activities the 
panel has taken part in, including that:

The next steps for the research include 
exploring more materials from the panel to 
deepen the rural insights we’ve presented 
to date, and developing pathways for these 
findings to feed into policy to help realise fair 
rural low energy futures. 
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