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Tackling rural poverty through improved access to fair finance, building on the Sheffield 
Money model, in partnership with Germinate: Arthur Rank Centre; the Plunkett 

Foundation; the Church of England; and the Association of British Credit Unions Ltd.  



Rural Money: development proposal 
 

Introduction 

This proposal has been produced as part of the Rural Credit Union Project, a partnership between 

Germinate: The Arthur Rank Centre (G:ARC), Plunkett Foundation and the Archbishop of Canterbury's Task 

Group on responsible credit and savings, with the backing of The Association of British Credit Unions Ltd 

(ABCUL) and the Methodist Church and United Reformed Church. 

The project aimed to help tackle rural poverty through improved access fair finance and through 

education. In particular, the project aimed to investigate ways to increase rural access to credit union 

services through local collaboration. 

G:ARC is committed to helping create sustainable vibrant rural communities and has a particular concern 

for the 900,000 rural households living in poverty, those who feel isolated, and families experiencing 

difficulties. The centre offers support directly through innovative training programmes and free written 

resources; and works to equip the UK’s 13,000 rural churches to bring physical, social and spiritual 

transformation to communities. The Church of England, Methodist Church and United Reformed Church 

are all partners of the ARC.  

The Plunkett Foundation has, since 1919, been helping rural communities take control of the issues 

affecting them; and sees self-help as the most effective way to tackle rural needs, create social change 

and enrich life in the countryside. The Foundation’s main focus is to support communities in establishing 

a wide range of co-operatives and community-owned enterprises. 

The Church of England has the largest following of any denomination or faith in Britain, with a physical 

presence in 16,000 communities and 1.7 million regular attenders. The Church is very concerned about 

the social and emotional burden of debt in the UK and is supporting and promoting the work of CUs, 

which encourage more responsible borrowing and saving. 

The Need 

In the current economic climate households nationwide are finding it more difficult to manage their 

finances and traditional sources of credit, such as bank loans and mortgages, are harder for individuals to 

obtain. Over 620,000 families in England and Wales are spending more on overdue bills than on food, 

new research by The Children’s Society has found1. Just one unexpected cost can push families into 

problem debt; 46% of families who had their car, central heating or appliances break down in the last 12 

months had to borrow money to pay for a repair or replacement.  

People in rural areas experience the same financial pressures as their urban counterparts; but also face 

additional challenges, including hidden poverty and financial exclusion. Many imagine rural living to be 

idyllic, but over 1.3 million people live in poverty, often hidden within predominately wealthy areas. 

Rural poverty is often hard to escape due to higher living costs, lower wages and fewer permanent jobs2.  

Financial exclusion is also commonplace. The latest official research on this subject found that around 

200,000 rural residents do not have access to a bank account and only one in eight banks or building 

societies are present in village communities; despite the fact that a fifth of the UK’s population live in the 

                                                           
1 http://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/news-and-blogs/press-releases/600000-families-spending-more-on-repaying-
problem-debts-than-on-food  
2 Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (National Rural Proofing Guidelines, July 2013) 

http://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/news-and-blogs/press-releases/600000-families-spending-more-on-repaying-problem-debts-than-on-food
http://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/news-and-blogs/press-releases/600000-families-spending-more-on-repaying-problem-debts-than-on-food


countryside. The decline in mainstream banking facilities and the low number of free cash points has 
created ‘financial service deserts’ in many rural areas.3 

Like their urban counterparts, rural residents are often turning to payday loans and high-cost credit to 

fund emergency needs and day to day living.4 Payday loans are expensive. Advertised interest rates are 

typically around 1,750% and amongst other concerns, payday loans can feature disproportionate charges 

in proportion to the amount borrowed, a lack of transparency regarding fees, insufficient affordability 

assessment, and the use of rollovers where borrowers are encouraged to extend the term of their loan.5 

CUs can be one long term alternative to payday loan companies, as they offer products suited to 

individual needs with affordable interest rates. In fact, The Department of Work and Pensions sees CUs 

as a key way to help those on low incomes.6 CUs are non-profit; and are set up, owned and controlled by 

communities. However, many people, especially in rural communities, are unaware of the services 

offered by CUs or even of their existence. Coverage of rural areas can be poor with many CUs focused on 

larger towns and cities. And crucially, Credit Unions do not normally provide the short term instant 

access loans that would compete with payday loan companies at point of need. 

Providing alternatives to high cost credit is not well understood. The administrative, marketing and 

default costs are proportionately high on small short term loans. There is a need to provide lower cost 

short term loans and reduce marketing costs through good financial education and information working 

through trusted local rural organisations such as church groups and community shops. 

A table in Appendix A gives key market segments with higher and lower cost credit alternatives. 

Deficiencies of current solutions 

The project aimed to help tackle rural poverty through improved access fair finance and through 

education. A key hypothesis was that one solution would be the provision of low cost physical access 

points to credit unions through volunteer run services through rural churches, community shops or other 

community groups. 

However the research found that: 

 Rural face-to-face access points have faced a very low volume of use when tried, for a range of 

reasons especially limited opening hours, visibility and stigma 

 Where they exist they tend to be better at generating savings rather than borrowing while many 

Credit Unions have a particular need to find borrowers rather than savers 

 Credit Unions typically only offer medium term loans that represent only one part of the needed 

spectrum of financial provision; there is also a need for fair short term (‘payday’) finance with 

quick access; and for longer term finance. 

  

                                                           
3 Commission for Rural Communities (Rural Money Matters: A support guide to rural financial inclusion, August 
2009). This is the most recent published research on rural financial exclusion. However, a more recent and general 
assessment of financial inclusion by the University of Birmingham (Financial Inclusion: Annual Monitoring Report, 
2013) seems to suggest that little has changed. Concern about access to, and the suitability of, bank accounts has 
led the Parliamentary Commission on Banking Standards to call for the banks to improve their practices. The report 
concluded that more people are concerned about their living standards and are finding it difficult to manage. 
4 Consumer Finance Association (Credit Crunched: A commentary on the UK’s changing attitude towards borrowing 
and spending, May 2013) 
5 See: http://www.which.co.uk/money/credit-cards-and-loans/guides/payday-loans/ 
 

http://www.which.co.uk/money/credit-cards-and-loans/guides/payday-loans/


The Sheffield Money experience and approach 

In August 2015, Sheffield City Council launched a community benefit society called Sheffield Money (SM), 

in conjunction with various other local partners, to provide short and long term loans at fair rates on a 

not for profit agency/broker basis, using Credit Unions and responsible lenders to provide the finance.  A 

Joseph Rowntree Foundation report in Sept 2016 described the scheme as a council funded broking 

service working with community lending partners to provide loans and other services to local residents.   

SM provides a website, City Centre location and phone application, offering quick access to loans in as 

little as 15 mins.  The company acts as an agent for a range of mainly non-profit partners (including 

Credit Unions) that provide lower costs solutions for a  range of finance requirements, short term and up 

to 5 years. Debt advice is embedded in the scheme. The scheme is expected to save low income 

residents £20 million a year by reducing their reliance on high cost lenders.   

There are a number of aspects and findings that have been key to the success of SM.   

 Credit unions are only a small part of the answer for fair finance: they are generally too slow for 

short term finance and are generally not Internet based. Wonga etc. have a niche in very short 

term emergency payday finance, where speed of decision is vital and absolute cost is more 

important than APR 

 SM learnt that they cannot offer finance to everyone and those with chronic debt need 

significant personal support to deal with creditors (e.g. Step Change, CAP) rather than another 

loan even at a somewhat lower rate. 

 Access is over the Internet with telephone support. They originally offered face-to-face as well 

but these clients tended to be referrals with deep seated problems that they often had to refer 

on rather than help and the cost: return ratio was such that the offering would prevent financial 

sustainability. Removing face-to-face did not reduce volume and financially excluded clients do 

not seem to have a problem obtaining Internet access. 

 The key to SM’s success is (a) their partner providers; (b) a sophisticated internet portal with a 

Customer Relationship Management (CRM) ‘back end’ that enables them to route clients to the 

right provider and provide fast decisions; and (c) a level of trust arising from their community link 

and not-for-profit status. 

SM are keen to expand across the UK to create the volume to be financially self-sustaining. To date they 

have been dependent on grants. As a first stage of this, they launched Lincoln Money in March 2017, 

using the same technology with a different ‘skin’ and a local telephone number. 

Proposal 

There is potentially considerable synergy from a partnership between The Arthur Rank Centre and 

Sheffield Money to create a ‘Rural Money’ (RM) platform to offer a range of fair financial products to 

those in rural areas. 

The end product would meet much of the original needs of the rural credit union project, i.e. providing 

easy and discreet access to a range fair financial products while offering education, guidance to the most 

appropriate product, and sources of help where required. 

The SM experience suggests that even the most disadvantaged groups are able to access the services 

provided over the Internet especially if there is telephone support. 

  



Sheffield Money: 

 are interested in expansion to reach sufficient scale to be sustainable 

 able to provide a unique internet platform  

 already have many of the partner organisations in place though others will need to be added 

 would benefit from a contribution to development costs through a RM set up payment. 

The Arthur Rank Centre: 

 is committed to supporting flourishing rural communities 

 has unique access to rural networks through 20,000 churches in the UK, through ARC eNews and 

magazine subscribers; and through a wide range of partners including rural agencies and 

organisations such as Farming Community Network, Plunkett Foundation, National Farmers 

Union, Tennant Farmer Association, the Royal Agricultural Society of England, the Rural Coalition 

and Rural Services Network, Rural England, ACRE, LEAF, Addington Fund, Churches’ Rural Group 

and church denominations. 

 This network would help promote the service and refer potential users without the large 

advertising and promotions budgets of commercial high cost lenders; and provide financial 

education on what high cost lending actually is and the benefits of alternatives such as Rural 

Money. 

We therefore propose that the two organisations work together to set up a “Rural Money” (working 

title) web site with a rural branding and ‘front end’ and essentially the existing ‘back end,’ together with 

additional partners offering a national fair finance product where required, to create a service 

specifically targeted at the rural community.  

This service would be part of the Sheffield Money holding company, Finance for Sheffield Ltd (a 

Community Benefit Society) which is to be renamed to indicate the wider remit (for example, Finance for 

Communities).  

A rural network would be formed by the ARC, to provide a solid basis of support and publicity. This group 

would agree members of a Rural Money Advisory Board, who would work with the holding company. 

Some work is required to establish and develop an appropriate and acceptable name and branding. This 

will be overseen by ARC in discussion with the emerging network and Sheffield Money and may require 

focus groups or similar. 

Sheffield Money would develop the website front end, find appropriate partners in order to offer the 

range of products required, including savings products. The web site would also be a vehicle for 

publicising debt advice and sources of help for those with debt problems requiring intervention. It could 

also be a vehicle to publicise other forms of rural support.   

It is expected that a small scale pilot would be required to test the systems before a full launch. 

There is an initial one-off cost for this development, after which the expectation is that Rural Money will 

be self-financing. 

An action plan with costings is available separately. 

 

  



Appendix A: Bridging the gaps of access to fair financial services 

 Short-term 1-30 day 
loan 

1 – 12 month loan 12m – 5 year loan 5+ year loan 
 

Purchase of high ticket 
domestic goods 

Typical amount of loan Small loans typically 
<£300 

Small loans 
From £100 - £1000 

Medium sized loans 
From £750 to £7,500 

Larger loans – typically 
over £5000 

Small loans 
£300 - £500 

Typical purpose of the 
loan 

Covering an emergency 
or a gap between 
expenditure and 
expected income 

Covering irregular or 
annual expenses – 
Christmas, school 
uniforms, unexpected 
funeral travel, holidays 

Dealing with a bigger 
expense – funeral costs, 
replacement or second 
vehicle purchase needed 
for work, replacement of 
kitchen, 
Debt consolidation 

Home improvements, 
replacement purchase of 
a vehicle, Debt 
consolidation (usually 
loans up to £25,000 
without requiring 
security over property) 

Replacement of existing 
white goods or purchase 
of new ones. Purchase 
of baby durables. 

Higher cost credit Pay day lender 
e.g. Sunny, Wonga 
Loan Shark 

High cost 
lender e.g. Sunny, 
Wonga 

High cost lender e.g. 
Amigo (guarantor loans) 

Loans not usually 
offered over this time 
period 

Rent to buy stores: 
Perfect Home, Bright 
House etc. at high 
interest rates often and 
compulsory insurance 

Lower cost credit Savings, 
Credit card (can be at 
low rates or with 
interest-free periods) 
Overdraft facilities  

Savings 
Credit card (can be at 
low rates or with 
interest-free periods)  
Overdraft facilities 

Savings 
Bank or financial 
services company loan 
Credit Union loan (can 
be at low, base rate 
linked rates) 

Savings 
Bank or financial 
services company loan 

Savings 
Credit card 
Overdraft 
In store finance and 
‘interest-free’ credit 
options 

The need: avoiding high 
cost lenders 

Lower cost short term 
loans that cover the 
costs of making the loan 
and help the borrower 
to repay and build their 
credit rating. 

Lower cost short term 
loans that cover the cost 
of making the loan and 
help the borrower to 
repay and build their 
credit rating. 

Lower cost medium term 
loans that enable 
individuals to have the 
opportunity to repay 
and repair their credit 
status. 

Not a key requirement 
for those who are 
financially excluded 

Lower cost short term 
loans that cover the cost 
of making the loan and 
help the borrower to 
repay and build their 
credit rating. 

 


