Rural Crime: What’s the problem?*
What is a rural area? 

There are many ways in which we can define rural areas. The government uses a variety of indicators, some of which are social and economic, and others which refer to population density and settlement size, to define what makes an area rural. In general, rural areas tend to be sparsely populated and contain smaller settlements such as villages (and sometimes towns), and have traditionally relied on agriculture as their economic basis. Rural communities are often close-knit socially, but may also be physically secluded, which may cause problems of access to transport and other services.

What is rural crime?

There are a large number of crimes, for example, vehicle crime, violent crime and burglary that take place in both urban and rural localities. However, the consequences of these crimes and ways of dealing with them may differ because of the rural context. There are also a small number of crimes that tend to mainly affect rural areas. For example, stealing agricultural machinery or birds’ eggs, and fly-tipping, affect rural areas but are less common elsewhere. 

Fear of crime 

The British Crime Survey (BCS) found that:

· A lower proportion of people living in rural areas had high levels of worry about burglary, car crime or violent crime compared with the proportion in urban areas. For example, ten per cent of people in rural areas had a high level of worry about violent crime, compared with 19 per cent of people in urban areas. 

· Perceptions of anti-social behaviour followed the same pattern; eight per cent of people in rural areas perceived there to be a high level of anti-social behaviour in their area, compared with 20 per cent of people in urban areas.

The risks of victimisation

From past research both the BCS and police recorded crime show that crime is lower in rural areas. 

However, it is also apparent that rural areas did experience a sharper rise in crime than elsewhere from the late 1980s through to the mid-1990s. This finding may help to explain why crime has become more prominent in the agenda of rural concerns.

Issues associated with rural crime

Although the fear of crime and risk of being a victim of crime are generally lower, the issues associated with rural crime in rural areas can be different to those in urban areas and may include the following: 

· Businesses closing or re-locating: as in some urban areas, small businesses, which may not have large profit margins, often dominate the rural economy. Consequently, the costs of crime to some small rural businesses may force them to close or re-locate. This can impact on employment levels and can increase social exclusion locally. 

· Isolation: rural victims of crime often live apart from family and close friends and so do not always have a support network they can rely on. Similarly, rural victims of crime may be less aware of, and able to access, victim support services than non-rural victims. 

· Prevention: although similar types of crime occur in urban and rural areas, the reasons for them happening and ways of trying to prevent them may be very different. For example, theft from a vehicle can be a problem at local ‘beauty spots’, but it is not necessarily practical to implement urban target-hardening measures such as CCTV and security patrols in these areas; other, creative solutions are likely to be required. 

· Under-reporting of hate crimes: rural residents may be reluctant to report certain types of incidents, for example crimes motivated by prejudice against their race or sexuality. This is often due to the lack of support services available, or a lack of awareness about services which do exist. Language difficulties may also prevent people from a Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME) background accessing support services successfully. Some rural residents (such as members of BAME groups or gays, lesbians and bisexuals) may not report crimes because they believe that local residents and agencies are prejudiced against them.

What are the causes?

Rural crime rates and the fear of victimisation are generally lower than in non-rural areas across several categories, including burglary, violent crime and vehicle-related crime. The Countryside Agency suggests that the explanatory factors could include: 

· the close-knit nature of rural communities 

· higher levels of educational attainment and employment, and 

· higher incomes. 

However, crime and disorder problems do still exist in rural areas. Explanatory factors for this may include the following: 

Police response

According to research, there are typically fewer police officers per head in rural areas, who therefore have to travel greater distances to respond to incidents. These factors may increase response times in some rural communities, which can make it more difficult to deal with crime. 

Lighting

Light pollution can be a sensitive rural issue, with lighting often not as bright as in urban areas. Lack of lighting can increase the opportunities for criminals to commit offences unnoticed.

Lack of facilities

People in rural areas, particularly young people, may find it difficult to access a wide range of services, employment opportunities, and leisure facilities. Consequently, the risk of them being involved in crime or disorder may increase.

Substance misuse

Drug misuse is a crime in itself, but drug users may also commit other types of crime, such as burglary and vehicle theft, to fund their habit. Factors such as the relatively limited facilities for young people; limited diversionary activities for people at risk of drug taking; and a lack of drugs information and services compared to non-rural areas may compound the problem. Alcohol misuse is also a problem for rural areas. (See drug and alcohol related overviews, solving the problem and case study documents on this website).

Under-reporting among rural BAME communities 

Rural members of BAME communities may have problems accessing support services, and be reluctant to report crime to the police. Under-reporting disguises the extent of rural crime and can limit the effectiveness of responses to it. 

What’s been tried?

Target hardening

Target hardening measures are equally relevant in rural and urban areas and we describe these in other documents on this website. However, some target hardening measures may not be appropriate for rural areas. For example, better lighting can reduce the opportunities for offenders to commit crime unnoticed. However, improving lighting may face opposition from residents due concerns about light pollution in rural areas.

Tackling social exclusion amongst young people

One way of diverting young people away from crime and disorder is to establish leisure facilities for them. Diversionary projects provide positive activities for young people at risk of criminal or anti-social behaviour. Youth clubs, for example, can provide organised and constructive activities for young people. Drop-in centres usually target teenagers and can also provide information and advice about issues that are affecting them. In Suffolk, for example, a mobile resource was successful in providing advice and information to young people in isolated rural areas and involved them in local decision-making. You can find further information about diversionary activities in the youth offending, nuisance and diversion documents. 

Supporting victims of racial harassment

Third party reporting centres can partially address the under-reporting of racial harassment to the police by BAME groups (see documents on racial crime and harassment). These services need to be well-publicised and presented in other languages where appropriate. They also can support victims by improving home security and providing counselling. A rural example of this is the racial harassment initiative in Suffolk, which provides a third party reporting service, mediation and assistance with personal safety.

Tackling rural drug use

There is a need to better inform young people at risk of using drugs, particularly young people, and the rural community in general, about drugs. Participatory drugs profiling, where a group looks at the life history of a drug user to learn more about drug use and develop local initiatives, could help to address this problem.

Drug and alcohol action teams (DAATs), the police and other relevant agencies can be important in providing treatment programmes, such as arrest referral schemes, for drug users in rural communities. These schemes refer offenders for treatment early on and provide support and advice as well as treatment. The level of drug treatment provision in some rural areas may depend on how important these communities consider the problem to be and the priority given to tackling it. Often there is a reliance on outreach work, and rural substance misusers may not have access to the treatment options available in urban contexts.

In addition to the above there are a range of agency staff and initiatives that can help rural communities to tackle crime, disorder and fear of crime.

Neighbourhood policing teams

Since the demise of the ‘village bobby’ many rural communities have felt that policing has become remote from their needs. Neighbourhood policing is provided by teams of police officers and police community support officers (PCSOs), often together with special constables, local authority wardens, volunteers and partners. It aims to provide people who live or work in a neighbourhood, including rural communities, with:

· access to local policing services through a named point of contact 

· influence over policing priorities in their neighbourhood 

· interventions through joint action with partners and the public, and 

· sustainable solutions and feedback on what is being done.

This means that neighbourhood teams:

· publicise how to get in touch with them 

· find out what the local issues are that make people feel unsafe in their neighbourhood and ask them to put them in order of priority 

· decide with partners and local people what should be done to deal with those priorities and work with them to deliver the solutions, and let people know what is being done and find out if they are satisfied with the results.

From March 2008, every area in England and Wales will be covered by a neighbourhood team – the majority of areas are already covered. The way that neighbourhood policing is delivered will vary in different areas, as it is designed to be flexible and responsive to local needs, include those of rural communities, and resources.
Watch schemes

Watch schemes in rural areas include Farmwatch, Country Watch and Rural Watch. The benefits of such schemes include:

· the promotion of crime prevention awareness among residents, and 

· providing extra security measures for the most vulnerable residents.

Local councils

Parish, town and community councils can play a role in preventing rural crime, for example by maintaining the local environment and running diversionary activities.

Community wardens and rangers

If there is a warden or warden team in the area, local residents can report their concerns about crime and anti-social behaviour to them. The wardens can share this information via radios or mobile phones with the police to help them identify local crime patterns and hotspots.

Some areas have a ranger service where community or countryside rangers are employed to work closely with the local community, involve them in environmental and conservation activities,  patrol rural areas and act as a liaison between local residents and the police.
*Originally published in the now defunct British government Renewal.net website
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