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We live in fastïchanging times. This time last year, none of us were contemplating a banking 
crisis and a deep economic downturn.  We knew there would be difficult times ahead for 
village shops and post offices but otherwise, in common with the rest of the country, the rapid 
change in our fortunes has come as a bit of a shock.  Now more than ever it is important to 
study rural trends and see how we in Dorset are adapting to new circumstances. 
 
Dorset Community Action has produced a report on rural trends every year since 1998. Our 
research aims to give a qualitative picture of life in the countryside, of how it feels to live and 
work in rural Dorset.  Of course we use statistics, government reports and other official 
documents to give the context and the background to our report but essentially our purpose is 
to find out and discuss what practical effect Government initiatives, changes in policy, the 
current economic climate, local, national and international issues are having on the ground to 
us as we go about our daily lives in the villages and market towns that make up our county. 
 
To obtain this picture of life in the countryside here at DCA we are indebted to our many local 
community development workers throughout the county as well as our specialist advisers who 
can tell us about village halls, play facilities etc in great detail.  Of course we have many 
contacts in parish councils, community groups and other bodies on whom we can call for 
detail and views on current trends.  In addition we are avid readers of local parish magazines, 
free newspapers such as the Blackmore Vale Magazine or the View from Bridport and the 
Purbeck Gazette, as well as our local daily and weekly press such as the Western Gazette 
and the Dorset Echo.   
 
Some of the key findings are:- 
 

 The Post Office closure programme together with the current economic climate has made 
life even harder for village shopkeepers.  Fewer and fewer are able to make a living and 
the same is true of rural pubs.  There is renewed interest in community run shops and 
pubs as a consequence.  Two community shops have opened in Dorset this year.  

 The trend for there to be less interest and hence less funding nationally for Village Halls 
continues, although fortunately Dorset local authorities are still supportive. There have 
been two very large successful Lottery bids for Harmanôs Cross and Netherbury Village 
Halls.  

 Dorset schools continue to perform highly academically. There is much interest in green 
issues and in encouraging democracy and citizenship.  Childrenôs Centres continue to be 
problematic and rural schools are still finding it difficult to fulfil the requirements of the 
Extended Services programme.   

 Rural transport continues to see a decline in commercially provided bus transport outside 
of the main bus corridors.  Demand responsive transport and community led initiatives are 
developing but it is difficult to fill the gap adequately 

 The provision of affordable housing continues to be one of the most intractable problems 
in the county.  Innovative schemes, such as Community Land Trusts, continue to battle on 
but have had an uphill struggle to establish themselves.    

 The overall picture for health in Dorset remains very positive but other aspects of social 
and community care are showing signs of strain.   

 So far the digital switchover programme has run reasonably smoothly in the county.  

 Crime remains low in the county and there are good examples of partnership working in 
the safety field. The rise in fire deaths has led the Fire and Rescue Service to focus 
heavily on fire safety in the home.  

 Young people are becoming more actively involved in decision making in their local 
communities, particularly where the planning of play facilities is concerned.  

 Unemployment, although still low by national standards, has doubled since last year.  

 Opening hours for the libraries were cut but otherwise the arts and culture scene 
continued to thrive.  
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 Financial problems made life difficult for some charities and voluntary groups whose 
income dropped noticeably and also increased demand considerably for services such as 
the Citizens Advice Bureaux. 

 Green issues continued to be of interest to local communities, particularly around growing 
food.    

 
 
 
 

 
Undoubtedly the biggest and most important story of the year has been the final decisions 
concerning Post Office closures.  Readers will remember that the closure programme was 
rolled out across the country in stages, with Dorset being one of the last counties to hear 
which Post Offices would close.  

 
In the event we got off relatively lightly compared to other counties with nineteen full  Post 
Office closures of which eleven were rural;  four additional rural post offices were replaced 
by óOutreachô services.  

 
Post Offices closed, mainly in the teeth of strong local opposition, in Weymouth, 
Ferndown, Blandford and Dorchester but also in very rural areas such as Worth 
Matravers, Kittwhistle (in the parish of Broadwindsor in West Dorset) and Blandford 
Camp.  Many local communities were galvanised into fierce campaigns, usually supported 
by their elected members of every party, but unfortunately to no avail.  

 
The plan envisaged the replacement of four Post Offices by outreach services, at 
Buckland Newton, Chettle, Buckhorn Weston and Kingôs Stag.  The Post Officeôs ideas 
about where and how these should run did not altogether coincide with those of the local 
community.  The Post Office now use a van that would call in at a Village Hall car park in 
Buckhorn Weston but this was an unpopular option in the other villages concerned who 
found different solutions. In fact, thanks to a local campaign, one of the four outreach 
services at Chettle actually runs the same hours as before in the village shop.  

 
After a great deal of effort the other services are now running reasonably smoothly, 
although the postmaster from Gillingham who runs the outreach at Hazelbury Bryan is 
due to retire very shortly and to date no replacement postmaster has been found1.  In 
Buckland Newton the service runs from the parish rooms after local residents convinced 
the Post Office this was a better site than the Village Hall, in Kingôs Stag the landlord of 
the Green Man has helpfully provided the venue.  

 
However the planned closure of the aforementioned Post Offices was rapidly followed by 
the unplanned closure of three others. It appears that some postmasters and 
postmistresses had been delaying their retirement or closure of the business until they 
saw whether they were to be forcibly closed and hence entitled to compensation. Once 
they found they were not in line for this they decided to close in any case.  
 
Thus the village shop in West Lulworth no longer runs a Post Office in the shop and the 
service has been replaced by a satellite service with reduced hours in the village hall.  A 
similar scenario has been played out at Winterborne Kingston, again with the Post Office 
running in the Village Hall.   

 
 

 

                                            
1
 Hazelbury Outreach is now two hours a week on Mondays and is run by the postmaster from Child 

Okeford. 
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Furthermore, Broadwindsor Post Office will not re-open 
until 2010 as it has proved difficult to find anyone 
prepared to act as postmaster / mistress or to locate 
premises.  In Iwerne Minster both the shop and the post 
office closed on Christmas Eve 2008 although fortunately 
it later re-opened.   The only slight glimmer of hope in 
this picture of gloom is that Easton Post Office on 
Portland finally re-opened after a ótemporaryô closure of 
almost a year.  

 
Dorset now has only sixty-nine village post offices, half the number that existed twenty 
years ago.  Of the remaining post offices, 85% are within a village store or petrol station. 
Given that the income from the Post Office often helps keep the village shop viable, it is 
likely that some of the village shops that have now lost their Post Office function will 
struggle to remain open.  

 
However village shops are seen as a fundamental necessity to a village and as reported 
last year some have been very active in developing a community-owned village shop 
when their own has closed or is in danger of doing so.  This year two such projects came 
to fruition and opened at last.  

 
The Vale of Allen Rural Association finally realised their dream of opening a village shop 
inside the Witchampton and Crichel Club building, after over five years of planning and 
fundraising.  The local community raised £30,000 by their own fundraising efforts, which 
was match funded by the Crichel Estate and other money came from grants and loans. 
The new shop, run as a mutual society, is being run by twenty-eight volunteers and it is 
hoped a coffee snack bar will also open once the shop has become established.  Even 
the newly appointed High Sheriff of Dorset who performed the opening ceremony 
promised to become a volunteer once her term of office is over! 

 
Progress has been much speedier at Thorncombe where as reported in last yearôs Rural 
Trends the community were being balloted on whether they wished to see the village 
shop, which had been on the market for over a year, run as a community enterprise.  The 
community were wholeheartedly behind the project and the village shop is now known as 
Thorncombe Community Shop. (www.thorncombe-stores.co.uk). These two shops now 
join Briantspuddle and Halstock to make four community shops being run in the county.  
In addition there are two community owned post offices at Burton Bradstock and Toller 
Porcorum, the former selling quite a range of groceries.  

 
They are joined too by the one community pub in existence in the county, the New Inn at 
Shipton Gorge. (www.thenewinnshipton.co.uk). Rural pubs are, if anything, finding life 
even harder than rural shops to survive and community pubs may well be the way of the 
future for many of them.  This year saw many hasty closures re-opening with temporary 
landlords or other interim measures such as The Crown at Marnhull or The Chalk and 
Cheese in Maiden Newton.  The Fiddleford Inn at Sturminster Newton went into 
liquidation and is currently up for sale.  An application for change of use to a single 
dwelling for the closed River Arms at Cheselbourne was refused in Autumn 2008. The 
Bottle Inn at Marshwood has also closed.   

  
In West Dorset a group has been formed called the Community Alert on Pubs in an 
attempt to call halt on the endless round of pub closures.  Initially it is calling on Palmers 
Brewery to re-open the Three Cups in Lyme Regis, the Old Swan in Toller Porcorum and 
the White Hart in Beaminster, all pubs which have been closed for a very long time, over 
twenty years in the case of the Three Cups.  At Milborne St Andrew the village is 
investigating the possibility of running the Royal Oak as a community pub.  The pub 
closed in the autumn of last year and is currently on the market 
(www.milbornestandrew.org.uk). 

Iwerne Minster Village Shop 

 

http://www.thorncombe-stores.co.uk/
http://www.thenewinnshipton.co.uk/
http://www.milbornestandrew.org.uk/
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Although farm shops have done well in recent years, they too are beginning to find life 
harder as people look to save money on their shopping bills and feel they cannot afford 
the extra cost of buying local and organic foods.  

 
So is there any good news amongst all this? Well, the Square and Compass at Worth 
Matravers won Best Cider and Perry Pub of 2008 at the CAMRA awards and the 
Stapleton Arms at Buckhorn Weston was chosen as Pub of the Year 2009 by the Heart of 
Wessex branch of CAMRA.  Meanwhile Alweston Village Shop and Post Office has been 
nominated for the title of Best Post Office in the central and west region.  In 2008 it was 
runner up in the Best Independent Food Shop Award for Dorset and provides an outlet for 
more than sixty local suppliers.  

 
Overall however the picture looks fairly depressing for the future of village shops, pubs, 
garages and other retail outlets.  Even in the market towns the collapse of many national 
chains ï Woolworths, Adams, Whittards etc - has led to many depressed looking high 
streets.   Although community effort will sustain some shops and pubs not all communities 
will have the resources, the goodwill and the sheer numbers of people necessary to 
undertake such a community enterprise and it seems inevitable that the current decline 
will continue for some time yet.  

District4 1988 2008  

 
The picture for Village Halls is again somewhat gloomy. The trend reported on last year of 
less interest and enthusiasm in Village Halls on the part of major funders is continuing. 
This is reflected in both a lack of funding for capital build projects and for support 
agencies such as DCAôs Village Hall Adviser.  This means the adviser is no longer able to 
offer 1:1 support to village hall committees. It seems highly unlikely that there will be any 
programme ring-fenced for Village Hall support this side of the Olympics.  

 
Of course halls can still apply under the Reaching Communities programme up to a 
maximum of £50,000 but the process is very long-winded and the process more akin to a 
business asking for a bank loan. Fortunately in Dorset the County and District Councils 
still see the importance of Village Halls and have continued to offer the same level of 
financial support as in previous years.  This does not reflect the rise in inflation but at least 
there have been no cuts and councils continue to be very supportive.  

 
However, the above does not mean that there has been no progress on the Village Hall 
front in the county this year! Leigh Village Hall finally held its grand opening 
(www.leighvillage.org.uk/). The story of this hall is one of a fantastic success: despite 
some vociferous local opposition the hall has won over almost the whole village.  By 
selling old land, local funding and loans they have created a real jewel which has also 
brought the village together.  Meanwhile, in another success story, Milborne St Andrew 
Village Hall were runners up in the óPeopleôs Millionsô competition of 2008 and were 
awarded £51,000 in consequence.  The project aims to enhance the activities on offer to 
the community by providing a number of new indoor and outdoor facilities at the village 
hall, including a child safe area, a new wildlife area and fitness equipment. The hallôs 
stage audio and lighting will also be upgraded. 

  
Two Village Halls in Dorset were also successful in bids to the Big Lottery Community 
Building programme (a three year programme that started in 2006 so no longer available 
as a source of funding).  Harmanôs Cross Village Hall was awarded £256,000 towards its 
replacement village hall.  With no school, church, library, pub or surgery the village was 
sadly lacking in amenities without the prospect of losing its village hall too.  Its existing 
hall is an old army hut and past its useful life. The new hall is planned to be 
environmentally friendly with good insulation and water harvested from the roof.  It will 
also have a fully equipped GP surgery.  

 

http://www.leighvillage.org.uk/
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The second success was Netherbury Village Hall which was awarded £252,726 for a 
complete refurbishment and extension. There will now be disabled access, more storage 
space and a purpose-built stage for local drama and music performances.  A key aim of 
the renovations is to reduce the hallôs carbon footprint, with renewable energy sources 
being used where possible.  The inefficient, old electric storage heaters will be replaced 
with a new pellet-burning heating system and a false ceiling and new insulation will be 
installed throughout to improve energy efficiency.  The revamp is due to be completed by 
September and will then offer more opportunities to bring the Netherbury community 
together. 

 

 

 

 

 

The hall cost £473,500 to build with the school contributing £277,000 for the main building 
and other smaller sums for the kitchen.  Over £62,000 was raised by local fundraising and 
personal donations whilst £58,000 was contributed by the District Council with the 
remainder coming from a variety of sources such as charitable trusts.  
 
The school obviously has priority use of the hall during school hours and for after school 
clubs.  It will be used for gym and games, for school plays as it has a stage, as a dining 
hall and so on.  It is hoped to provide proper cooked school meals in the near future now 
that a kitchen is available.  The provision of a hall where none existed before will 
obviously increase the range of sport and leisure facilities available to those living in the 
village and the Bride Valley Youth Club will be able to expand its previous range of very 
restricted activities.  The sprung floor will almost certainly encourage dancing activities. 

 
The design of the hall, as with the plans for Netherbury, demonstrates a keen 
commitment to being green. The hall is heated by a ground source heating system, a 
particularly effective solution in an area without a mains gas supply.  It is intended that the 
hall should be self-supporting and has been equipped with this in mind (ie for the widest 
possible range of users).   

 
Although local support for Village Halls is still strong, it will take some determined lobbying 
to remind politicians of their vital importance in sustaining rural communities and the need 
for continued national funding streams.  Locally it will also require effort to continue to find 
dedicated trustees and committee members necessary to keep these halls running.   

3.    
Again as last year the picture for rural schools and childcare is a much brighter one than 
the picture for village halls or village shops. Standards as usual were higher in Dorset 
schools than for the average for the rest of the country.  For example last year 53.3% of 
our children got five or more GCSEs at Grade A - C against a south west average of 
49.2% and a countrywide average of 47.6%.  

 
Again as last year many schools received excellent Ofsted reports and other awards. The 
Ofsted inspector said of the Blandford Opportunity Group, a pre-school for severely 
disabled children óoverall effectiveness of the early-years provision is outstandingô.  The 
Hazelnuts Before ï After School and Holiday Club at Puddletown was also rated as 
outstanding as was the Woodroffe School (the comprehensive school at Lyme Regis). 
The Grove Infant School on Portland received its second outstanding rating but this time 

 

Another success, albeit without Lottery funding, was the 
opening of a new hall at Litton Cheney on 30th May 2009.  
This is a slightly unusual project as the hall is a shared 
venture between the village and the local primary school, 
Thorners. The project was started in 2006 and although 
funding from the Big Lottery was rejected the Salisbury 
Diocese, keen to have a hall for the use of the school, 
stepped in with a substantial donation.  Litton Cheney Village Hall 
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its associated pre-school Little Stars and its 3211 after-school club were also rated as 
outstanding.  

 
Twynhams comprehensive in Christchurch won the 2008 BECTA ICT Excellence Award 
for learning beyond the classroom whilst Pamphill First School won £1,000 in the 2008 
Yellow Woods challenge ï for the school which recycled the greatest number of Yellow 
Pages! 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

However there were real anxieties in some areas, particularly Swanage and Wool. In 
Wool there are currently two first schools, one Catholic and the other Church of England. 
The review proposed forming only one primary school and for this to be a Catholic school 
but there has been much local opposition to the proposed loss of the other school.  In 
Swanage the proposal was to close Swanage and St Marks First Schools and re-build a 
new primary school on the site of the present Swanage Middle School.  This would mean 
children having to travel away from Swanage from the age of eleven, instead of the 
current thirteen.  At present there are further consultations on these two areas but it looks 
highly likely that Purbeck will adopt a two-tier system.  

 
A parents action group in favour of keeping the present three-tier system has been 
formed (www.no2tierpurbeck.org) but the County Council has agreed in principle to move 
to a two-tier system with further consultations in Wool and Swanage.  

 
Another issue that has caused some concern is the plan to rebuild Mountjoy Special 
School not in Bridport, where it is currently, but in Beaminster, co-located at Beaminster 
Technology College.  Although many people would like to see the school retain its current 
connections with Bridport, others accept there is no suitable site in the town and that the 
children will have better facilities and more integration with the mainstream at Beaminster. 

 
Interest in green issues remained high. For example Beaminster Technology College is 
developing plans for a community farm that demonstrates the use of green technologies 
for agricultural purposes.   The intention is to grow food for use in the school kitchens, to 
run courses and for much else besides. In primary schools there is much interest in 
gardening clubs:  for instance the ócarrot crunchersô at Bovington First are growing salad 
vegetables in raised beds. The Edible Playground mentioned in last yearôs Rural Trends 
that was exhibited at the Chelsea Flower Show was donated to St Maryôs at Bridport. 
(www.edibleplaygrounds.co.uk). 

 
 
Meanwhile the National Trust locally has been developing its 
Guardianship scheme which aims to create opportunities for 
children to become familiar with their ólocalô environment, in 
order to value and cherish it for the future.  The West Dorset 
branch of the National Trust has now developed three schemes 
with St Katherineôs in Bridport, Charmouth and Burton Bradstock 
primary schools.  Activities include beach cleaning in the snow 
as the photo shows. 

 

A key issue that has caused much anxiety is the Purbeck 
review, a proposal to re-organise the schools in Purbeck 
from a threeïtier system (first, middle and upper schools) 
to a two-tier system (primary and secondary).  Clearly 
this would mean the closure of all the middle schools in 
the area.  Many of the first schools would become 
primary schools and in the villages this was generally 
welcomed as making their local schools bigger and thus 
less vulnerable to closure. 

 
 

 

http://www.no2tierpurbeck.org/
http://www.edibleplaygrounds.co.uk/
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There also appears to be a trend of involving children more in the democratic process. 
For instance this year 13,000 children from thirty-nine Dorset schools aged between 
eleven and eighteen voted in the elections to the UK Youth Parliament 
(www.ukyouthparliament.co.uk) and elected three Members of the Youth Parliament plus 
three deputies.  They will take part in national and regional meetings, deciding on the 
manifesto and working to achieve their local Dorset manifesto.  

 
Over seventy Dorset schools are involved with the UNICEF Rights Respecting School 
award, a nationwide scheme that promotes the UN Convention on the rights of the child. 
In February a song-writing competition was launched judged by Billy Bragg and in April 
the winning entries of Beechcroft Primary, Weymouth and Puddletown St Maryôs Middle 
performed at a ceremony in Wareham and were presented with guitars by Billy Bragg 
afterwards.  

 
As reported in last yearôs Rural Trends Local Food Links (www.localfoodlinks.org.uk)  
based in Bridport has been developing plans to expand into the Blandford area. In 
February 2009 it took over the management of the DCC kitchen in the Blandford 
Childrenôs Centre and from there serves meals to the eight primary schools in the 
Blandford Pyramid - Archbishop Wake, Blandford St Mary, Spetisbury, Durweston, 
Milldown, Pimperne, Downlands (in Blandford Camp) and the Dunbury federated school.  

 
As far as Extended Services are concerned 65% of Dorset schools now offer the full 
range of extended services (such as breakfast, after school and holiday clubs, parenting 
support and community use of a schoolôs facilities). However rurality continues to be a 
significant barrier. A change in the formula has led to increased staffing in rural areas, that 
should lead to faster progress.  Thus a rural community childcare partnership is to start in 
the autumn providing wrap around childcare for a number of schools in the Beaminster 
area, along with a pyramid based minibus which will also be available for wider 
community use.  East Dorset is finalising plans for a minibus to support rural access to 
Extended Services. Whether a minibus is a suitable solution to access problems in rural 
areas and how well these schemes work out will be interesting to report on next year.  

 
As reported last year the development of Childrenôs Centres has been slower than 
expected.  There continues to be criticism of the lack of a Childrenôs Centre in areas such 
as Upton and Sherborne.  There was a loss of funding for the proposed Childrenôs Centre 
at the Prince of Wales school in Dorchester when a sponsor who had pledged £2 million 
to the scheme was forced to back down as a result of the credit crunch.  New revised 
plans have now been drawn up for a less ambitious project and the Dorchester 
Opportunity Group is working to raise the necessary £1million.  

 
In an interesting example of a charity aiming to fill some of the gaps in support for families 
with children, this year saw the launch of Home-Start West Dorset, whose volunteers visit 
families at home each week, supporting parents in situations as diverse as isolation, 
bereavement, multiple births, illness, disability, post natal depression or with those who 
are just finding parenting a struggle. They provide non-judgemental, practical and 
emotional support and help build the family's confidence and ability to cope. The group 
has received funding from SureStart, NHS Dorset, Barnardos and others but also held its 
own fundraising events to get going.  

 

 
Public transport in rural Dorset continues to be a rather depressing story. As in previous 
years commercial operators have decided to withdraw services as commercially unviable. 
So for example Wilts and Dorset decided to withdraw or reduce various of its bus services 
in Purbeck and Christchurch, the latest in a long line of reductions to damage Dorsetôs 
communities.  In fact generally the picture appears to be of major cuts in services outside  
 
 

http://www.ukyouthparliament.co.uk/
http://www.localfoodlinks.org.uk/
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the main bus corridors.  This means that, although numbers of passengers on the main 
corridors have increased, elsewhere they have dwindled.  Demand responsive services 
and community transport have seen an increase in numbers as they try to fill the gap left 
by these cuts. 

  
Partly as a response to this the County Council has decided to overhaul the way it 
supports passenger transport. To this end it has brought together all its disparate 
passenger transport services (organising school transport, transport to day centres, 
producing bus timetables, negotiating contracts with commercial operators etc) into one 
integrated unit.  It is hoped that this will improve strategic planning and make for a more 
co-ordinated approach to the provision of bus services.  It intends making greater use of 
its own bus fleet, until now mainly used for school transport, on public bus routes and also 
to make new tendering arrangements that may encourage bus companies to enter into 
more long term commitments.  

 
So have there been any improvements at all?  The answer fortunately is yes.  In August 
eight new double-decker buses arrived for use on the X53 route.  Two of the old ones so 
far have been re-liveried for use on the 31 route, thereby increasing its capacity as they 
replaced single decker buses.  Another three buses will be re-liveried later.  Passenger 
numbers for both these routes are very high.  

 
The 213 bus service between Broadwindsor, 
Beaminster and Dorchester was withdrawn in 
November but, following a hard-fought campaign 
by local residents was re-launched in April. The 
route was altered to include Hooke and Toller 
Porcorum, villages that had had no bus link to the 
county town for many years.  The initial response 
was so enthusiastic it was thought an additional 
bus would be needed but numbers have dropped 
off a little since then.  

 
Funding for this service came from West Dorset District Council, who under the formula 
for reimbursing councils for the cost of providing free bus passes received £119,000 more 
in government grant than the actual cost (in contrast to other councils such as 
Christchurch and Weymouth and Portland, both of which are reimbursed far less than the 
actual cost).  West Dorset very sensibly decided to ring fence this money for transport 
projects and asked the West Dorset Partnership to take on the task of deciding which 
projects to fund.  This project was one of those chosen.  

 
Another success story was the launch of Surelineôs weekday service from Chickerell to 
Dorchester. This came about because the Chickerell Parish Plan identified the need for a 
direct service between Chickerell and Dorchester.  Accordingly the Town Council and 
local campaigners entered into discussions with the bus company and a new route was 
established.  

 
Community transport projects of various kinds continued to develop. For example a new 
dial-a-ride service known as the Swanage Hopper started in April providing a wheelchair 
accessible bus picking up from homes in Swanage for the market and the town centre on 
one day a week. The Swanage Hopper is the brainchild of the Swanage Area Senior 
Forum and it is hoped will be extended to include Swanage Hospital and Durlston Country 
Park.  A similar dial-a-bus service in Christchurch extended its area of operation. 

 
 
 

 

 
Broadwindsor 213 service leaving May 09 
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As reported in last yearôs Rural Trends the scooter schemes, that once flourished in 
Dorset, have run into serious difficulties.  Essentially there is now only one countywide 
scheme with currently only six scooters on the road although many more are in storage 
with no funding available for them to be hired out.    

 
On the rail front, the improvements on the Waterloo ï Weymouth line have been 
maintained and on 1st April the first train ran from London to Swanage since the line was 
closed in 1972.  Shortly afterwards Lord Adonis, the Transport Minister, came to visit and 
pledged his support for re-signalling work which would allow the link between Wareham 
and Swanage via Corfe Castle to be restored.  The credit for this must go to the 
dedication of the Swanage Railway Trust (www.swanagerailway.co.uk) one of whose 
aims is óto restore the rail link between Swanage and Wareham, re-establishing a daily 
service to connect with main line trainsô. The association of Community Rail Partnerships 
report that David Greening of Thornford has been nominated for the ñOutstanding 
Volunteer Contributionò award for his work with the Wessex Community Rail Partnership. 
Also that Community Rail Partnership members Terry Puttnam, Andy Hutchings, Peter 
Meech and John Trevett are working with South West Trains to  ñadoptò their local train 
station at Upwey station, near Weymouth. The launch is taking place this year and will 
include improved security, information signs and station environment. www.acorp.uk.com 
 

 
Overall however, it must be said that despite all the rhetoric about sustainability, green 
travel and getting people out of their cars, life remains pretty difficult for those in rural 
areas without their own transport and the rest of us still need a great deal of persuading to 
give up our cars and use public transport or our feet instead. 

 

 
Affordable housing continues to be an issue of grave concern in Dorset. Latest data 
shows that whereas the national average of house prices to household earnings ratio is 
4.7:1 the ratio in all of the Dorset local authorities is above 5.5:1, with seven of the eight 
local authorities having rations of more than 6:1, almost reaching London figures which 
has the highest ratio at 6.11:1. The percentage of young people in work unable to afford 
the cheapest houses available in the local housing market is also very high in Dorset, 
ranging from 40.2% in Purbeck to 57.1% in Weymouth and Portland.  

 
Of course the recession has had an effect on house prices, although not enough so far to 
make houses significantly more affordable for lower wage earners. There has however 
been a significant drop in sales, particularly in North and East Dorset.  Another effect of 
the recession has been that developers have either gone bankrupt or been unable to 
complete building so that the county is now littered with half-finished schemes or ones 
such as the Barton Farm development at Sherborne that remain on the drawing board 
rather than started as envisaged.  It was hoped of course that many of these schemes, 
which had planning requirements for a certain percentage of affordable homes, would 
ease the current housing situation.  

 
One beneficial side effect of the recession however is that developers have been willing to 
sell properties originally intended to be sold on the open market to Housing Associations 

New voluntary car schemes, mainly to provide 
lifts to medical appointments, also started or 
were revitalised, particularly in East and North 
Dorset. The car club scheme for Dorchester 
(www.wombatcarclub.co.uk) mentioned in last 
yearôs Rural Trends, was successfully launched 
and Zara, its blue Peugeot 206, is parked at the 
Barracks in Bridport Road.  A second car will 
follow shortly.  

 

 
Launch of the Car Club Sept 09 

http://www.swanagerailway.co.uk/
http://www.acorp.uk.com/
http://www.wombatcarclub.co.uk/
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for social renting thus increasing the amount of affordable housing available. So for 
example Persimmon have recently agreed to designate up to half of the homes they are 
building on new developments at Blandford and Shaftesbury as affordable. Similarly the 
Bellway development at the Little Keep in Dorchester has now sold eleven flats to 
Weymouth and Portland Housing for shared ownership and social renting.  

  
In last yearôs Rural Trends we reported on the progress two communities (Buckland 
Newton and Worth Matravers) were making in developing Community Land Trusts as a 
means of providing affordable homes for local people.  By November last year things 
were looking very promising for the scheme at Worth Matravers with finance agreed in the 
form of a development loan of £350,000 from the Charity Bank and a similar sum from 
Synergy Housing and plans well advanced for a £160,000 grant from the Housing 
Corporation.  Unfortunately things have not turned out to be quite as easy. 

  
Firstly the Housing Corporation did not manage to get the grant approved before they 
were merged to become the Homes and Communities Agency.  The whole process had 
to begin again and in the meantime Synergy Housing found the credit crunch had 
impeded its ability to draw down funds so it could no longer offer a loan.  Meanwhile the 
offer of a development loan from Charity Bank became time elapsed.  It says much for the 
tenacity and determination of the Worth Community Property Trust (www.worthcpt.org) 
that they have refused to give up despite these setbacks.  Ironically the lack of affordable 
houses in Worth was highlighted nationally in a half-page article in the Guardian on 21st 
March, after slogans including óNo More second Homesô were daubed on a new 
development of four homes in the village, costing  £450,000 each and clearly aimed at 
second home owners or wealthy retirees.  

 
Similar problems have bedevilled the development of the 
Community Land Trust in Buckland Newton, where the 
intention is to build ten affordable homes.  Again one of 
the main stumbling blocks has been the difficulty of 
obtaining a loan from a commercial lender. In this case it 
looks highly likely that the local authority, West Dorset 
District Council, will offer a substantial loan. But the 
whole process has again taken far longer than 
anticipated: yet again the community have shown 
determination and enthusiasm despite the stumbling 
blocks put in their way.  

 
The local authority is keen to see the project succeed, not only because it is a 
groundbreaking scheme in its own right but also because it represents a new model of 
providing housing that other communities could replicate.  Community Land Trusts offer 
an opportunity to challenge many of the accepted conventions associated with affordable 
housing.  However it would be highly inefficient to expect new Trusts to jump through the 
hoops and bureaucracy these two have faced so it is essential a more streamlined 
approach, particularly by the Homes and Communities Agency, is developed.  There is 
already serious interest in developing a CLT in Symondsbury and other communities may 
well come forward if the process is simplified. 

  
Another example of an innovative approach to finding solutions to the housing problems 
in the county finally got planning permission. The Threshold Centre, 
(www.thresholdcentre.org.uk) based in East Stour, near Gillingham, is a co-housing 
development of fourteen homes, of which seven will be developed by East Dorset 
Housing Association.  Again, the wheels of bureaucracy have turned quite slowly ï this is 
the third year this project has been mentioned in Rural Trends so letôs hope next year we 
can announce its completion. 

 

 

Artists impression of Buckland 

Newton CLT 

http://www.worthcpt.org/
http://www.thresholdcentre.org.uk/



