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The quality and reliability of our food supply depends on the economic, 
political and social conditions of the agricultural sector and the state of 
our rural environment.  Rural areas provide vital natural resources to 
urban centers, such as freshwater, timber, or biomass. These resources 
are becoming increasingly important - either because of their scarcity, or 
due to their special relevance for sustainable development. 
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There are mainly four reasons why rural development is interesting: 

1. Many rural areas are in a deep structural crisis. The traditional economic 
basis - agriculture and forestry – is threatened by international competition, 
stagnating or changing consumer demand, and increasing concentration and 
rationalization of production units. As a consequence, labor opportunities 
have deteriorated and the human resource base is weakened by massive 
outmigration of young people. Declining fertility contributed to the extreme 
trends of population aging in many parts of rural Europe. 
2. So far, politicians both on the national level and in the European Union, 
have responded to this lingering crisis primarily with agricultural policies 
that were focused on production subsidies. However, these subsidies have 
often concealed the structural problems instead of facilitating adaptation.  
3. Rural development is also interesting for researchers because there are 
new technical and scientific trends, which could deeply affect rural areas in 
the future. It will be most interesting to see how the new possibilities in 
biotechnology and molecular biology will affect agriculture and livestock 
production. The expansion of the Internet could also bring new businesses 
to the countryside and improve deteriorating rural services, such as banking. 
4. The expected EU enlargement will generate special problems, but 
perhaps also opportunities to the rural areas of the accession countries. The 
expansion will also require a reform of the EU subsidy policy - a topic 
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where scientific expertise will be required to develop new distribution 
schemes which are both rational and fair. 
 

 
 
Dimension of rural development: 
 

Human Dimension: The basis of all rural development are people. If a rural 
area has massive outmigration of young people or if a large percentage of 
the farmers is above the age of 65 (as is the case in Italy, Greece, or 
Portugal), it will be very difficult to initiate endogenous economic growth. 
The human dimension also includes the educational level of the population, 
their cultural identity and their social structure. Human factors are not only 
relevant in the rural areas: we also have to consider the impact of urban life-
style change on rural areas, such as changes in leisure activities or food 
consumption of the urban majority. 
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Figure 3: Dimensions of rural development 

 
 
Economic Dimension: Many languages have sayings which point out that 
for ordinary men (and women) the economic sphere of life comes first and 
foremost. Societies cannot indefinitely afford to subsidize living conditions 
only for reasons such as “landscape preservation” or “cultural heritage”. In 
the end, if there is no viable economic basis for rural life, there will be no 
rural life. Many experts are concerned that policies for improving or at least 
stabilizing the economic situation in rural areas have not worked too well in 
the past. For most farmers, the economic situation has deteriorated, despite 
heavy subsidies from both national and Community sources. While the 
European Union has reduced in the past 30 years their agricultural spending 
from about 80% to less than 50% of Community Expenditures, the total 
amount of agricultural subsidies is still very high in comparison to other 
economic sectors. This has great political relevance, because agriculture and 
forestry are often not the most important economic activities in rural areas. 
The agricultural part of the GDP is less than 3% in most EU countries (see 
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figure 1). There are rural regions in Europe where agriculture and forestry 
play a minor role or are almost irrelevant for the income of the population. 
Austrian tourist “villages” in the Alpine mountains are a case in point. But 
even under ordinary conditions other sectors than agriculture and forestry 
are becoming increasingly important, such as rural industry or rural 
services. In recent years there have been also economic developments in 
rural areas that could be summarized under the term “new economy”. These 
include not only facilities and services of the IT industry, but also 
biotechnology firms. The “new economy” is sometimes combined with 
traditional production and tourism, such as in the direct marketing projects 
on the Internet for organically produced agricultural.  
Environment & Resources: In the long run, rural development is only 
possible, if it does not waste essential natural resources (such as water), if it 
preserves the cultural landscape, if it does not pollute soils, water and air, 
and if it safeguards the biological diversity of plants and animals. Other than 
in cities, where we can live and work in a highly artificial environment, the 
rural areas depend to a much greater extent on natural resources and a 
healthy natural environment for many of their economic activities, such as 
tourism, food production, or forestry. Every new policy measure for the 
promotion of rural development has to be evaluated in its impact on the 
natural environment. New economic and political concepts have to be 
developed and implemented to promote the preservation of biodiversity, 
such as the introduction of ecological criteria in agricultural subsidies. 
Political Dimension: Public opinion and the participation of various social 
and economic groups in the political debate about development priorities are 
most important for rural change. There can be no doubt that farmers’ 
protests and massive lobbying of the food industry have in past years 
significantly affected Europe’s agricultural policies - both on the national 
and EU level. Rural development scenarios therefore cannot be based solely 
on objective bio-physical conditions or economic rationality - they must 
also take into account political pressures; and this clearly requires analyses 
of the power balance between various political actors of rural development.  

Another political question of great relevance to rural areas is the 
expansion of the European Union. Finally, it is also a political question of 
how - and to what extent - European Agriculture can be (or should be) 
protected from international competition. The WTO negotiations are 
therefore certainly a factor of European rural development. 



LUCRĂRI ŞTIINŢIFICE, SERIA I, VOL. XI (1) 

Science & Technology: Today, every sector in a modern society is affected 
by the breathtaking development in science and technology. The rural areas 
are no exception.We already can see the changes that modern information 
technology has triggered in some sectors of the rural economy, such as in 
direct marketing and tourism, where they seem to open-up new possibilities 
for economic development. We have to analyze whether these trends are 
likely to progress and what other sectors of rural life might be affected. For 
instance, we believe that rural areas in the fringe of big cities will see a new 
sub-urbanization due to an increase in tele-commuting. 
Conclusion: 

These five dimensions are also reflected in the Europe-wide 
databases on rural development that are part of the ERD. The second 
principal assumption for the IIASA project on Rural Development is that we 
believe in the necessity of a Europe-wide comparative perspective. Rural 
development will be increasingly affected by political and economic 
decisions of the European Community. We also assume that global trends 
will have more impact than in the past. 
A Europe-wide, comparative perspective: The IIASA Core Group will focus 
on Europewide, comparative analyses of rural development - dealing with 
all five dimensions mentioned above. IIASA has a comparative advantage 
for this type of research due to its extended network of collaborators and its 
multi-disciplinary approach. The assumption that Europe-wide factors will 
get more important also reflects the expected expansion of the European 
Union. Large rural areas in Eastern and Central Europe will come under the 
influence of Community legislation and agricultural policy. 

The globalization impact: Special attention is given to the impact of 
global trends on European rural development. The WTO process is likely to 
increase pressure on Europe’s agriculture. But there are other relevant trends 
of globalization. For instance, information technology might lead to an 
expansion of markets for certain products and services from rural areas - 
such as in tourism and high-value food products. 

The third basic assumption of the ERD project is that we can only 
provide scientific support for decision makers, planners and other key-
players, if we take into account the dynamics of rural development. We 
must distinguish at least four phases of (rural) development, which are 
repeated - sometimes multiple times - in a cyclic process . These phases, and 
the typical questions which they must solve, are: 
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(1) The diagnostic phase dominated by analyses: What is the current 
situation? 
(2) A phase dominated by policy: Who are the main actors and what do they 
want? 
(3) The modeling or planning phase: Which developments are possible? 
(4) A phase of implementation: Which measures should be used? 

A development cycle begins when someone (usually a group of 
people) has an economic, social, demographic, political, or environmental 
problem or when someone sees a chance to improve current conditions. This 
initiative can come from (ordinary) people living in rural areas (bottom-up 
approach) or from planners and decision makers (top-down approach). The 
most important task at this stage is to clearly identify and describe the 
problem or opportunity. Scientists can help at this stage by systematically 
analyzing (with empirical methods) the causes of current problems and 
opportunities, such as changes in technology, economic conditions, or other 
driving factors. Scientists sometimes believe that after having identified a 
problem or an opportunity they can immediately start elaborating 
development strategies, models and scenarios. This “technocratic” 
approach, however, cannot work in a free society, because various actors 
will usually disagree on the development objectives. Farmers, 
environmental activists, food industry managers, owners of hotels and 
tourist facilities, rural business owners, or local politicians will typically 
have different values and interests. 
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