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Press Release
Report Highlights Crisis in the Countryside
A report from Churches Regional Commission for Yorkshire and the Humber published this week highlights the extent of the crisis in rural Yorkshire and the Humber in the wake of unprecedented change and identifies some of the steps required to address rural community needs. With around 1200 clergy and lay workers in rural Yorkshire and Humber, the capacity of the church in rural communities is immense. This capacity was demonstrated in the churches response to the foot and mouth crisis with organisations such as Farm Crisis Network.

The report ‘Sowing the Seed’ identifies the need for churches to become active within their communities to tackle poverty, exclusion, racism and isolation and spearhead a renaissance. The stories in the report indicate that churches are beginning to respond in this region with a wide range of local community projects.

One key report recommendation is for greater procurement and consumption of local food. With the power shifting from producer to retailer, the pressure on farmers is immense. One Lincolnshire farmer was refused 9p per cauliflower only to see the same produce on sale at £1.25. At least one third of the region’s farms would not survive without some off-farm income.
"We welcome this timely and excellent report from the Churches Regional Commission and hope that it will broaden the discussion. Whilst the central role of the rural church is known and understood at regional level, Sowing the Seed begins to highlight the extent of the need and of the response." 
Comments Gordon Kingston, Rural Director, Government Office for Yorkshire and the Humber.
"At a time of unprecedented change in rural areas the quality and messages of Sowing the Seed are worthy of national attention. This report highlights the presence and capacity of the church to respond to local and national needs as demonstrated in its response to the foot and mouth crisis that still impacts on local communities." comments the Archbishop of York


…/more
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"In the engagement of the churches with rural issues, the Churches Regional Commission is taking a signal and nationally important role in responding to challenges of regeneration and in widening the work and mission of our rural churches." comments Right Reverend Robert Ladds, Bishop of Whitby and member of the Church of England Rural Bishops Panel.
 “Sowing the Seed is an excellent report which will be held up to the church as to what is required and what can be achieved and to regional agencies to determine overall rural strategy.” Gordon Gatward, Chairman of the Arthur Rank Centre.

Revd Dr Julian Cummins, Chair of the CRC comments “Sowing the Seed not only provides a snapshot of the countryside at a time of huge change, it also gives examples of the range of work undertaken by church groups to address issues within their communities. It shows the benefit of churches responding to the needs of local communities at this time of adversity.” 
 ‘Sowing the Seed’ follows on from the companion report ‘Angels and Advocates’ which largely focussed upon urban issues and church based action which was well received on its publication in November 2002.  CRC is funded by Yorkshire Forward to represent the significance of faith in the health and well being of this region.
“In the wake of Angels and Advocates, the CRC's report on the engagement of the churches in social action, Yorkshire Forward welcomes this companion study.  We are convinced of the need to help the faith sector play its full part in the renewal of communities across our region, and Sowing the Seed provides concrete examples of how this is happening.  It is particularly good to see a focus on sustainable economic development, rural isolation, and the social and economic inclusion agenda, and we look forward to continuing to work with the CRC on developing these themes.” Alan Matthews, Social & Economic Inclusion Team Manager, Yorkshire Forward
ENDs
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For more information contact Gillian Murray, Media Officer tel. 0113 244 3413 or email gillian.murray@yorkshirechurches.org.uk
or Graham Brownlee Chief Executive tel. 0113 244 3413 or email graham.brownlee@yorkshirechurches.org.uk
Ref CRC 05003
October 10th 2003
Editors Notes:

1. The Churches Regional Commission for Yorkshire and the Humber was established in 1998 to assert the significance of faith in the life of the region, to represent the churches to regional institutions and to enable the churches to act as partners in regeneration. 
2. CRC holds the faith seat on the Yorkshire and Humber regional assembly, the region’s strategic partnership.
3. The CRC receives significant funding from the Yorkshire Forward to equip churches as integral partners in an inclusive and cohesive society.
4. Churches are a significant force on this region:

a. there are more than 3600 churches in our region;
b. they engage in some 6500 social action projects;

c. between 50,000 and 70,000 churchgoers are regularly involved in church social action and are twice as likely to volunteer for social projects than the rest of the population;

d. over 150,000 people benefit regularly from church projects.
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5. The report’s conclusions are as follows:
1. This is a time of unprecedented change in rural life, a crisis in the countryside.

2. Whilst this is a threat it is also a huge opportunity. Signs of regeneration are encouraging. However, many continue to need support as they seek to adapt to a change of mindset and culture within the rural economy.
3. These circumstances can be seen as an opportune time for the rural church to effectively engage with local communities. 

4. The church has a track record in helping rural communities during FMD providing evidence of its capacity to support and to refocus its mission.

5. There is a difference in the way that the urban church and the rural church serve their communities. In rural areas individual Christians are involved in community-based projects and smaller initiatives that must continue. 

6. To work effectively churches must work with other agencies in partnership, and work ecumenically. 

7. The church has a key role in breaking down the urban/rural divide, encouraging dialogue and helping to increase understanding.

8. Sharing church resources - making the buildings, spaces, land and people available to the wider community - is vitally important. Innovation, identifying good practice and sharing good ideas and practical information can be encouraged. The CRC has a role here to work with different partnerships and organisations. 

9. More work could be developed with teenagers, older people, and men. 

10. Churches can support the procurement and consumption of local food and the concept of Fair Trade to include local ethical producers of food.

11. Churches need to convey a message about being responsible consumers explaining the cause and effect of our food buying habits.

12. Churches can campaign: challenging inequalities, combating social exclusion and poverty, tackling issues such as affordable housing, fair rents, flexible and part time employment opportunities, child care, and advocating access to basic services such as health, transport, banking and community services.

13. “Rural proofing” is a significant and important development which we affirm. In addition, we urge the government to take full account of the social and environmental implications of future rural policy direction. 

14. The Christian gospel is about hope. The rural church must be, above all, a symbol of hope and encouragement, demonstrating our belief in the real possibility of resurrection and renaissance, and working to make it so. 
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Opportunities for Journalists / Editors

1. Photography:

a. Pictures from the report including landscape and project photography is available on request from CRC.

2. Interviews / further information

a. Co-author, Howard Petch MBE former Principal of Bishop Burton College of Agriculture, CRC vice-chairman and founder member of Farmers Crisis Network 
b. Graham Brownlee, Chief Executive and Julian Cummins Chair of Churches Regional Commission for Yorkshire and the Humber

c. Various Project Leaders from the report

d. Revd Leslie Morley, Rural Officer for the Diocese of Ripon and Leeds
Contact CRC to arrange a time with any of the above or to enquire about other follow up opportunities tel. 0113 244 3413
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