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What is “Rural?”
Jim Pease

“Rural” is a term that almost everyone claims to understand.
When pressed for a definition, individuals may respond by
menticning such terms as “open country,” “wide open spaces,”
or “not city.” An individual may consider a particular ar¢a to
be rural, while another might not. Merriam Webster dictiopary
defines rural as “of or relating to the country, country people
or life, or agriculture.” The vagueness of such a definition
recalls the famous observation of Supreme Court Justice
Potter Stewart about pornography, “I shall not today attempt
further to define the kinds of material I understand to be
embraced . . . [bJut [ know it when I sce it.”™

Why is it important to define rural? Since the programs of
the New Deal, it has been considered socially important to
assigt residents of rural areas. Tn general, rural residents are
poorer and less educated, have higher poverty rates, and have
poorer health care. Understanding alternative definitions of
rural is important because many public and private agency
programs are directed to rural areas and their residents, and
the definitions will determine who is eligible to participate in
such programs. In some cases, one Virginia citizen may be
eligible for a government program for rural citizens, while a
neighbor who lives less than one mile away may not.

The question was taken up by the Virginia Rural Prosperity
Commission {Commission), formed by the Virginia General
Assembly in 2000, The legislation instructed the Commission
to “. . .undertake a detailed analysis of rural Virginia
economies and recomunend flexible but targeted state policies
which, combined with local efforts, will help foster sustainable
economic growth in Virginia’s rural areas.™ The Commission

Y hitp:/fwww.m-w.com, accessed October 28, 2006

? Jacobellis v. Ohio, 378 U.S. 184, 197 (1964)

3 Quoted from “From the Grassroots: Final Report of the Rural
Virginia Prosperity Commission to the Governor and the Generai
Assembly of Virginia,” Rural Virginia Prosperity Commission,
hittp:/fwww.rvpe.vt.edu, accessed October 30, 2006.

examined alternative methods of determining rural counties.
One candidate method was to define rural counties by
resource-based economies (farming, mining, forestry,
fisheries). However, only two Virginia counties were defined
as dependent upon agriculture (Highland and Cumberland),
while only four southwestern counties were defined as mining-
dependent. No counties were forestry or fisheries dependent.
Only a tiny proportion of the state’s area and population would
be regarded as rural under the resource-based economy
definition.

An alternative economic definition was based upon the
availability of business services establishments by county/
city. Business services ranged from 1 (in Lee, Buckingham,
Craig, and Surry) to 3,692 across cities/counties. If rural
cities/counties are defined as having fewer than 100 business
services, all but 11 counties (and cities contained within them)
would be considered rural. The Commission did not choose
to define rural/urban countigs by their number of business
services because of the difficulty in communicating such a
definition and because business services definitions changed
from Standard Industrial Classification (SIC) to the North
American Industry Classification System (NAICS).

The Commission reached the conclusion that the Federal
metropolitan/nonmetropolitan definition placed many primarily
rural counties into metropolitan or micropolitan statistical areas
(Figure 1). For example, although Craig County has only one
business service establishment, the county is adjacent to a
metropolitan area and is considered to be a metropolitan area
county because of the commuting to work pattern of its
residents.
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Figure 1. Metropolitan and non-mettopolitan jurisdictions, 2005.

Metropolitan and _micropolitan statistical areas
The Census Bureau defines metropolitanfnonmetropolitan
counties using the Office of Management and Budget
(OMB) definition. The primary units of the metropolitan
and micropolitan arca definitions are coult ieg and, in Virginia,
independent cities. The OMB defines a metropolitan
statistical area {MSA) as having at least on€ urbanized
cluster of at least 50,000 inhabitants, and a micropolitan
statistical area as having at least one urbanized cluster of
between 10,000 and 50,000 inhabitants. The MSA includes,
besides the “central county/city,” adj oining counties/ cities that
have a high degree of economic integration with the central
area as measured by the proportion of the workforce
commuting among the central and outlyng counties. The
OMB definition is designed to providea nationally consistent
basis for tabulating Federal statistics based on geography,
but the OMB clearly states that their definitions of MSAsdo
not distinguish urban and rural regions.” Some counties within
MSAs, OMB admits, are essentially rural.

The Comrmission’s final report provides a designation of urban
and rural areas by usinga population density definivon. Under
the Commission definition, a county or city with 1ess than 120
people per square mile is considered to be rural. This
definition is based on assessment of population densities across
all Virginia counties and cities, and the determination that a
nagural break occurs at 120 people per squaré mile, Figure 2
and Table 1 indicate the Virginia counties/cities that were
defined as rural under the Commission definition. In 2000,
85 localities were designated “ryral” by the population density
definition, including counties and cities with approximately 25
percent of the Virginia population. Asan outgrowth of the
recommendations presented by the Commission, the Center
for Rural Virginia (hrip:/fwww. centerforruralvirginia. org)
has adopted this definition for all its activities and prograrms.

4
U.S. Census Bureau. Found at http:/fwww.census. gov/.
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Figure 2. Rural and urban Virginia jurisdictions, 2000.

Within some juﬂsdictions, population density may vary S0
widely thatone portion of the area would be considered highly
urbanized while another 18 Very rural. Nevertheless, the
definition works well for communication and discussion of
rural policy. For example, the per capita income of Virginia
urban residents (“urban” defined by population density) in
2003 was $36,624, while the per capita income of rural
residents was $24,809. Poverty rates in cural Virginia counties
averaged 12.6 percent in 2003, while rates in urban counties/
cities averaged only 9.1 percent. Per pupil real expenditures
K-12 in rural counties were only 90 percent of the
expenditures per pupil in urban counties in 2004. Clearly, the
socio-economic Eap between the “two Virginias” is starkly
apparent with the population density definition of rural and

urban areas.
Wwhat Difference Does “Rural” Make?

The defintion of rural matters in terms of eligibility for
government agency pro grams. Each of the federal and state
agencies has many types of grant programms. Examples of
pural program eligibility issues are discussed below for U.S.
Rural Health Grant Programs (administered by grantec
institutions including the Virginia Department of Health),
UUSDA Rural Housing programs (administered directly by
USDA/Rural Development), and the US Department of
Education Small Rural School Achievement Program
(administered by Virginia local school districts).

Rural Health Grant Programs

Examples of Federal rural health grant programs offered
through the Office of Rural Health Policy (ORHP) in the
1J.S. Department of Health and Human Services and delivered
in Virginia include the $mall Rural Hospital Improvement
Grant Program (SHIP) and the Small Health Care Provider
Quality Improvement (SHCPQI) Grant Program.* In Fiscal
Year 2005, $1.9 million were granted o Virginia providers
through these rural health programs. The SHIP program
provides funding to small rural hospitals for a wide range of
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Table 1A. Rural jurisdictions: Less than 120 people per square mile

Jurisdiction Population Jurisdiction Population Jurisdiction Population
Accomack 92 Essex 37 Northampton 77
Alleghany 51 Fauquier 85 Northumberland 61
Amelia 3l Floyd 36 Norton® 108
Amherst 67 Fluvanna 70 Noloway 52
Appomattox 41 Franklin 66 Orange 75

" Augusta 109 Franklin City® 43 Page 74
Bath 10 Galax® 74 Patrick 40
Bedford" 83 Giles 47 Pittsylvania® 110
Bedford.City" 83 Goochland 58 Powhatan #3
Bland 19 Grayson 40 Prince Edward 57 -

Botetourt 56 Greene 97 Pulaski 105
Bristol* 117 Greensville* 60 Rappahannock 26
Brunswick iz Halifax 45 Richmond 47
Buchanan 35 Highland & Rockbridge" 56
Buckingham 27 1sle of Wight 92 Russel! 63 )
Buena Vista® 56 King and Queen 20 Scott 43
Caroline 41 King George 95 Shenandoah 70
Carroll® 74 King William 46 Smyth 73
Charles City 35 Lancaster 86 Southampton” 43
Charlotie 26 Lee 33 Staunton® 109
Clarks 71 Lexington® 36 Surry 24
Covington® 51 Louisa 50 Sussex 25
Craig 16 Lunenburg 31 Tazewell 86
Culpépcr 90 Madison 39 Washington® 117
Cumberland 3 Mecklenburg 48 Waynesboro" 109

" Danville* 110 Middlesex 79 Westmoreland 67
Dickenson 50 Nelson 31 Wise" 108
Emporia” 60 New Kent 60 Wythe 58

T Data avaitability makes it necessary to combine some cities wi

impacting both county and city population per square mile.

Table 1B. Urhan jurisdictions: 120 or more people per square mile

th the counties from which they originated thereby

Jurisdiction Population Jurisdiction Population Jurisdiction Population
Albemarle® 170 Harrisonburg® 124 Prince George 193
Alexandria 7431 Henrico - 1,095 Prince William 939
Arlington 7.321 Henry" 193 Radford 253
Campbell® 214 Hopewell® 193 Richmond City 2,905
Charlottesville” 170 James City" 378 Roanoke” 406
Chesapeake 586 Loudoun 320 Roanoke City 3,001
Chesterfield 594 Lynchburg” 214 Rockingham® 124
Colonial Heights® 139 Manassas® 930 Salem® 406
Dinwiddig® 139 Manassas Park® 939 Spotsylvania 258
Tairfax® 2,437 Martinsville" 193 Stafford 332
Fairfax City” 2,437 Mathews 143 Suffolk 158
Falls Church® 2,437 Monigemery” 253 Virginia Beach 1,591
Frederick” 198 Newporl News 2,397 Warren 147
Fredericksburg’ 258 Norfolk 4,852 Williamsburg 378
Gloucester 183 Pelersburg” 139 Winchester” 198
Hampten 2,883 Poquoson® 332 Yoik® 532
Hanover 179 Portsmouth 2,862

" Data availability makes it necessary to combine some cities with the counties from which

irpacting both county and city popuiation per square mile.

they originated thereby
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expenses. The SHCPQI program supports rural heaith care
providers, such as critical access hospitals or rural health
elinics, to improve the quality of chronic disease management,
such as diabetes or cardiovascular disease. These rural health
programs have differing criteria for eligibility. The geographic
eligibility criteria for these and other rural health programs
delivered in Virginia include that the heelth provider or hospital
must be located outside of a metropolitan county {as defined
by the OMB criteria), except if the health provider or hospital
is located within a census tact that is identified as mura]
according to the Rural-Urban Commuting Area (RUCA)
codes developed in 2000 by USDA/Economic Research
Service. As an exampie, Figure 3 indicates areas in Southside

wal heallh
chigibilieyare

Virginia eligible for rural health care.
Figure 3. Southside areas eligible for rural health care
programs

Rural Housing and Community Facilities Grant
Programs

USDA Rural Development programs suppert comrmunity
facilities and services, economic development opportunities,
rural housing, and agricultural and other cooperatives
(technical assistance). Such programs are administered
directly in Virginia through USDA’s state office.! Among
other criteria, eligibility for USDIA Housing and Community
Facilities programs is determined by whether the property is
in & rural arca. The Field Office Handbook® contains rural
area designations. Rural areas are defined as

¥ Open country that is not part of or associated with an
urban area; ar

»  Any town, village, city, or place (inchuding the iinmediately
adjacent densely settled area) that is not part of or

* USDA Rural Development. Found &t htzp://
www.rurdev.usda govival

¢ USDA Rural Development Handbooks, Found at bt/
www rnrdev usds. gov/regs/ablist hitml.

Census geography

—

The Decennial Census of Population counts 1009 of the
population in the beginning year of each decade. The terms
tracts, block groups, and blocks define areas. Censts tracts
are small, relatively permanent subd-visions of a city or
county averaging about 4,000 inhabgants. Census tract
boundaries usually follow graphic features, but they always
nest within counties/independent cities: Virginia has 1,541
census tracts. Census block groups and blocks are
subdivisions of census tracts; census blacks are the sallest 1}
geographic units for which tabulations ave avalable, Virginia
has 145,399 census blocks,

——

The Census Bureay distinguishes census blocks as either
“rural” or “urban.” An urban block coasists of at least one
denscly populated central place and adjacent damsely
populated blocks that together have a population of 2t least
2,506. For example, the Census 3urean considers
approximately one-half of the census bl scks i Chest=rfield
County (part of the Richmond metropclitan arca) asurban
and one-half as rural. The 2000 Census-defined urban
areas within Virginia had 5.17 million peopie (73%) on a
total land area of 2,367 square miles, an average popuiation
density of 2,184 people per square mile, The Virginii ural
popuiation was 1.91 millicn on & total ‘and area of =7,227
squate miles, with an average population Jensity of 51 Jeople
per square mile.*

associated with an rban area, and hat

P> ¥s rural in character with a population of less than
16,000; or

I Isnot contained within a Metropoliten Statistictl Area
(MSA), has a population between 10,000 and 20,000
and hes a serious lack of mertgige credit.

An eligible site in “open country” must ke separated by open
space from any adjacent densely populated arca. Opex space
includes agricultural land, undeveloped land, and sparsely
settled areas. The Handbook assures field offices that all
rural areas suffer from a lack of mortgage credit and releases
them from determination of that qualifying zriterion. Adcitional
flexibility is provided for previously designated rura! areas
and contiguous towns, Reviews of rural area designation
are mandated at least every five years and after the decennial
census. No definition is presented for zeopraphic entities
that are “rural in character.” jn Virginia, -latively few arcas
are designated as ineligible for rural hausing and comrnmity
facility programs. Figure 4 shows eligible areas in two rgions
in Virginia: Richmond and Bristol,

" Office of Budget Management. Found at Afip:#/
www.whitehiouse gowvlomb/bulletins/index. i,

experses. The SHCPQI program supports rurel health care
providers, such as eritical access hospitas or rural health
clinics, to improve the quality of chronic dissase management,
such a& diabetes or cardiovascular disease. These rural health
progrems have differing criteria for eligibility. The geographic
eligib-lity criteria for these and other rura’ health programs
detiveed in Virginia include that the health povideror hospitat
must t¢ located outside of a metropolitan cunty (as defined
by the OMB criteria), except if the heaith provider or hospital
is loczted within a census tract that is icentified as rural
accorcing to the Rural-Urban Commuticg Area (RUCA)
codes developed in 2000 by USDA/Ecanomic Research
Servic=. Asan exarnple, Figure 3 indicates creas in Southside

Virginia ¢ligible for rural health care,
Figure 3. Southside areas eligible for rral health care
programs

Rural Housing 2nd Community Facilities Grant
Prog -ams

USDA Rural Development programs support community
facilities and services, sconomic development opportunities,
tural heusing, and agricultural and other cooperatives
(technical assistance). Such programs ars administered
directly in Virginia through USDA's state office.s Among
other crieria, eligibility for USDA Housing end Community
Facilitics programs is determined by whethe- the property is
in a rure! area. The Field Office Handbook contains rural
area designations. Rural areas are defined ts

» Open country that is not part of or associated with an
urban area; or

> Anytown, village, city, orplace (including he immediately
adjacent densely setiled area) that is not part of or

* USDA Rural Development. Found at hnpel
wwworidevusdo. goviva/

*USDA ural Development Handbooks. Founc at hup: i
winw rurleviusda. govivegs/hblist. htmi,

———

I The Decennial Census of ‘opuhbtion counts 100% of the

Census geography

population in the beginningyear sfeach decade. The terms
tracts, block groups, and bl cks cefine areas. Census fracts
are small, relatively perm nent subdivisions of a city or
county averaging about 4 Y00 hhabitants. Census tract
boundaries usually follow gaphis features, but they always
nestwithin counties/indepadentcities. Virginiahas 1,541
census fracts. Census Hock groups and blocks are
subdivisions of census tract; cenius blocks are the smallest
geographic units for which toulatons are available, Virginia
has 145,399 census blocks_

The Census Bureau distingiishes census blocks as either
“rural” or “urban.” An urben hlok consists of at least ome
densely populated centra plac and adjacent densely
populated blocks that togetBer hase a population of at least
2,500, For example, the Cersus Bureau considers
approximately one-half of = cenius blocks in Chesterfield
County {part of the Richmomd metropolitan area) as urban
and one-half as rural. Th 2000 Census-defined urban
aress within Virginia had 5 17 m.lion people (73%) on a
total land area of 2,367 squa 2 mibsg, an average popilation
density of 2,184 people per quare mile. The Virginia rural
population was 1.91 millioron a fotal land ares of 37,227
squaremniies, with an averagemopuhition density of 51 peaple
per square tnile.?

associaled with an urbararea, and that

P> Is rural in character with 1 population of less than
16,000; or

D> Isnot contained withm a Metropolitan Statistical Area
(MSA), has a populalion between 10,000 and 20,000
and has a serious lac= of nortgage credil.

An eligible site in “open cour=ry™ nust be separated by open
space from any adjacent denssly pooulated area. Open space
includes agricultural land, usdeve.oped land, and sparsely
settled areas. The Handboo  assires field offices that all
rural areas suffer from a Jack af motgage credit and releases
them from determination of tha_qualiying criterion. Additional
flexibility is provided for previous y designated rural areas
and contiguous towns. ReviEws cf rural area designation
are mandated at least every fiwe yea's and after the decennial
census. Ne definition is pre entec for geographic entities
that are “rural in character.” I- Virginia, relatively few areas
are designated as ineligible focrurathousing and community
Eacility programs. Figure 4 sheews elizible aress in two regions
in Virginia: Richmond and Brtol.

" Office of Budget Managementl Fouad at htip.
www whitehouse. goviomb/bullcing/irdex. him!,
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Figures. Richmond, Chesterfield, Henrico, Prince George area and Bristol, Washington, and Russell area.

Derk areas are ineligible.

Rurdl Eduzation Grant Programs

The U3, Demartment of Education’s Small Rural School
Achievament program is designed to provide funds directly
to local schod districts for meeting their state’s definition of
“Adequate Yearly Progress” under the *No Child Left
Behind * legidlation. Approximately $84 million are granted
under tiis program throughout the U.S., with an average
school districs grant of approximately $18,000. Schools do
not con pete fr Smal! Rural School Achievement grants, but
instead -eceivefunds on a formula basis if they meet eligibility
requirements. The program eligibility requirements are 1)
either the average daily attendance of all schools in a district
is fewe- than00 or the county’s populaiion dersity is less
than L0eople ser square mile, and 23 all schocls administered
by the distric have school locale codes of 7 or 8. A school
locale code ard database for over 100,000 .S, K-12 schools
is main=ainedky the National Center for Education Statistics
within e U.£, Department of Education (A#tp . /nces ed. gov!
ced/CCDLoca’eCode.asp}. The rural school locale codes

include any area outside the metropolitan/micropolitan

statistical ares or any area within a metropolitan/micropotitan

statistical arez hat is considered rural by the Census Bureau!

Under tie loca e code definition, 79 of Virginia’s 222 school

districts are camsidered rural for purposes of U.S. Department

of Education | rograms. A new definitior, incorporating more

information on rural areas within metropolitan and micropolitan
counties/citios will further increase the number of rural Virginia
school districts to 107, nearly one-half of all Vitginia districts.’
Inaddition, any school district is allowed to demonstrate rural
status and with the concnsrence of the Virginia Department
of Education, receive grants under this and other programs.

In the End, What is Rural?

This discussion shows that rural can be defined in many ways,
depending on the purpose for which one asks the question.
In general, residents or businesses of a rural area may be
eligible for programs designed to provide opportunities for
regions considered to be disadvantaged. In other words,
“rural” for these purposes is a regulatory definition that can
be distinguished in geography down 10 the census block level.
However, for purposes of rural policy, the unit of administration
(and data coltection) is usually the county or city, and a more
aggregate rural/urban distinction is necessary, Many MSAs
include Virginia counties that face economic and social
challenges that are characteric of rural jurisditions, The
poptlation density definition of rural developed by the Rural
Prosperity Commission and adopted by the Center for Rural
Virginiz is a good compromise definition that offers the most
flexible discussion arena for analysis of rural Virginia
challenges and opportunities.

£ The US, Deprtrnent of Education will update their rural school designation from the 2003-2004 “metro-centrie™ to the OMB-congistent
“urban-zentric™ geography, but grant fund eligibility requirements have not yet beexn updated.
* The V rginia Department of Education lists 134 school divisions/(districts) on its web site, and 1,878 total schools. Found at At/
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Figure 4. Richmond, Chesterfield, Henrice, Prince George area and Bristol, Washington, and Russell area.

Dark areas are ineligible.

Rural Education Grant Programs

The U.S. Department of Education’s Small Rural School
Achievement program is designed to provide funds directly
to local school districts for meeting their state’s definition of
“Adequate Yearly Progress” under the “No Child Left
Behind” legislatien. Approximately $84 million are granted
under this program throughout the U.S., with an average
school district grant of approximately $18,000. Schoois do
not cornpete for Small Rural School Achievement grants, but
instead receive fnds on a formula basis if they meeteligibility
requirements. The program eligibility requirements are 1)
cither the average daily attendance of all schools in a district
is fewer than 600 or the county”s population density is less
than 10-people per square mile, and 2) all schools administered
by the district have school locale codes of 7 or 8. A school
locale code and database for over 100,000 U.S. K-12 schools
is maintaingd by the National Center for Education Statistics
within the U.S. Department of Education (#/tp./fces.ed gov/
ced/CCDLocaleCode.asp). The rural school locale codes
include any area oufside the metropolitan/micropolitan
statistical ares or any area within a metropelitan/micropalitan
statistical area that is considered rural by the Censgus Bureau.®
Under the locale code definition, 79 of Virginia’s 222 school
districts are considered rural for purposes of U.S. Department
of Education programs. Anew definition, incorporating more

information oft rural areas within metropolitan and mieropolitan
counties/cities will further increase the number of rural Virginia
school districts to 107, nearly ene-half ofatl Virginia districts®
Inaddition, any school district is allowed to demonstrate mral
status and with the concurrence of the Virginia Department
of Education, receive grants under this and other programs.

In the End, What is Rural?

This discussion shows that rural can be defined in many ways,
depending on the purpose for which one asks the question.
in general, residents or businesses of a rural area may be
eligible for programs designed to provide epportunities for
regions considered o be disadvaniaged. In other words,
“rural’” for these purposes is a regulatory definition that can
be distinguished in geography dewn to the census block level.
However, for purposes of rural policy, the unit of administration
(and data collection) is usually the county or eity, and a more
aggregate rural/urban distinction is necessary. Many MSAs
include Virginia counties that face econemic and social
challenges that are characteric of rural jurisditions. The
population density definition of rural developed by the Rural
Prosperity Commission and adopted by the Center for Rural
Virginia is a good compromise definition that offers the most
flexible discussion arena for analysis of rural Virginia
challenges and opportunities,

® The U.S. Department of Education will update their rural school designation from the 2003-2604 “metro-centric™ to the OMB-consistent
“arban-centric” geography, but grant find eligibility requirements have not yet been updated.
? The Virginia Department of Education Lists 134 school divisions/(districts) on its web site, and 1,878 tota! schools. Found at hezm:#/
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