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What future for rural areas in Europe ?

First AER Inter-ministerial Conference 

 (Bari, 13, 14 and 15 May 2004)

Conclusions

Document adopted unanimously

Presidents and Ministers for agriculture and rural development from 50 European Regions, other political representatives and members of the AER Committee C “Regional Policy” met in Bari, kindly invited by the Region of Puglia (Italy), on May, 13th, 14th and 15th 2004, to review the different problems of rural areas and to identify the strategies to solve them. The Regions have incorporated the input of the following organisations into this discussion : «Ruralité Environnement Développement », « Friends of the Earth » and “Greenpeace”, some academic experts and research institutes, as well as national and European authorities.

Their discussion dealt with these three essential issues: 

· Firstly, the causes of isolation and impoverishment of rural areas in Europe and how this situation is worsening because of an increasing liberalisation of public services and an ill-considered opening to competition inside and outside of the European Union;

· Secondly, the difficulty in preserving organic agriculture, which is the main strength for most rural areas, against the growing threat represented today by the introduction of new technologies in genetic engineering and impossible coexistence with genetically modified products;

· Finally, the rural dimension of the new cohesion and common agricultural policies and, in this context, the need to fully include rural areas in the objectives of cohesion and competitiveness and on the other hand, to grant the new Rural Development Fund with the appropriate means for it to be directly managed by the Regions.

The participants have formulated the following conclusions and have invited the Chairman of Committee C ‘Regional Policy’, Mr Brian Greenslade, to submit these conclusions to all concerned Regional, National and European authorities.

Conclusions

1. Rural areas represent an important part of the new EU territory and cover the needs in many foodstuffs. Thus, rural areas are an essential factor of cohesion and competitiveness. The development of these areas relies on a strategic management of rural territory. Thus, one should not assist rural areas nor conceive of them as residuals, i.e. as the space that remains outside of urban areas. This approach is very limited and does not allow to deal with the problems of rural areas in a proper way.

2. The rural dimension cannot be reduced to only its agricultural component because rural development depends on several factors, all necessary.

3. These factors are: accessibility of transport, education, health and administrative services and all other essential services; the development of other economic activities, such as rural tourism; greater production of renewable energy crops; review of rural culture and development of small and medium enterprises. 

4. The regional authorities are the best suited to respond to these requirements and have at the same time the political responsibility to face it. Regions’ role is also to support the diversity of breeds, species and traditions, as well as to ensure provision of necessary processing and marketing skills and infrastructures. 

5. The increased liberalisation of public services and the growing competition inside the EU and at the global level, however, can hinder the Regions’ action instead of encouraging it, because of the following essential problems:
a) The privatisation of public services threatens to further marginalize remote and lagging-behind rural areas. These regions indeed are not necessarily competitive or profitable from a market economy point of view. They need important financial investment, in order to equip themselves with the necessary infrastructure and for the essential services to be provided.

b) Public funding for these services is thus indispensable. In this framework, the European regime for State aid should apply in a more flexible manner and the rural dimension in the aid dedicated to regional development should be explicitly acknowledged.

6. On the other hand, it is necessary to refocus the future agricultural and cohesion policies, in order to appropriately support the regional policies of rural development.

7. As for cohesion policy:

a) A specific budget for the development of rural areas should be included in the framework of the new Objective 1 of the cohesion policy, proposed in the 3rd report on cohesion by the European Commission.

b) The rural dimension of regional programmes in the framework of the new objective ‘regional competitiveness’ should be strengthened, by the way of appropriate modifications to the thematic priorities suggested for this objective, because the latter currently reflects the objectives of urban development. The necessary coordination with the Rural Development Fund should be ensured. On the other hand, in order to simplify the financing procedures, it would be necessary to link the European Regional Development Fund and the future rural development fund.
8. Harmonious development of rural, sub-urban and urban areas is an essential condition to achieve economic, social and territorial cohesion. An integrated approach is necessary to ensure complementarity and coordination between urban and rural issues. This aspect has to be improved in future agricultural and cohesion policies.

9. As for the implementation of the new agricultural policy, many questions arise.

10. Firstly, it is indispensable to acknowledge that there is a necessary complementarity between the CAP agricultural pillar and its ‘rural development’ pillar. Both are essential aspects of sustainable rural development and both should be able to be managed directly at local and regional levels.

11. The new decoupling criteria, of strengthened modulation and of environmental cross-compliance can only have a direct impact on the territory : the regions are well placed to monitor and to take possible corrective measures. To this end, there should be not only a full application of the principle of subsidiarity but also a strengthening of regional competences in the matter.

12. However, the management of the CAP remains strongly centralised.

13. This approach should change and be replaced by a new strategy of agricultural aid delivery to be decided at regional level, on the basis of a strategic alliance between local and regional authorities, farmers and all other operators.

14. This alliance is an indispensable tool to ensure cohesion and sustainable development in rural areas. The logic of this new agricultural aid, on the contrary, can only worsen the competition between farmers and encourage the latter to standardise their production. These phenomena hinder the balanced development of rural areas, threaten the respect of biodiversity and can also end in discouraging the production of quality traditional agriculture.

15. On the other hand, the introduction of a new decoupling system and the new ‘Single Farm Payment’ without a previous evaluation of their effects in the territory may not only speed up the abandonment of the least competitive and most remote rural areas but also weaken the control on land management and therefore reduce the impact of regional policies for territorial planning and the protection of the environment.

16. To be added is uncertainty due to the lack of information as for the duration of this new aid. Regions are holding their farmers’ preoccupations on this essential matter.

17. In the same context, Regions should be fully associated to the definition of the criteria for environmental cross-compliance from which will depend the delivery of agricultural aids.

18. It is up to the regions indeed, to define and implement effective strategies for preserving natural resources and protecting the quality of products. Individually farmers can obviously not secure by themselves the respect of these criteria; neither should they pay the price of inappropriate policies. To this end as well, the decentralised management of this policy and of its new criteria proves to be indispensable.
19. It is regrettable that Regions and farmers cannot fully take part in the definition and implementation of the new CAP and of its criteria, because of a lack of consultation and transparency from the very first propositions by the European Commission.

20. The future of the 2nd pillar of this policy, i.e rural development, still remains to be defined and raises many interrogations.

21. Regional policies of rural development must take into account a great number of different factors, must be tackled through a global approach, aiming at economic, social and territorial development of rural areas and have a specific territorial dimension. Such an approach obviously goes beyond a simple policy of agricultural development.

22. The new fund for rural development announced during the EU Conference in Salzburg last year, and more recently in the 3rd Report on Cohesion is a step in the right direction. A single fund, indeed, will permit the simplification of the financing procedures because it will reduce the number of separated measures and the diversity of management criteria between these measures. 

23. Considering the state of the actual proposals, however, no guarantee is given regarding the possibility for the Regions to directly manage this instrument and the effective amount of these resources. 

24. The future of the new rural development policy will also depend on the provision of appropriate resources to the regions. Therefore, the European Commission’s proposals for the financial perspectives 2007-2013 should be fully adopted by the European Union. The proposed financial perspectives, in fact, represent a minimum threshold for the Community interventions in this area. 

25. The preservation of products of protected designation of origin, including traditional and organic products, should become a fundamental aim of the new policy of rural development. Moreover, branding and promotion of regional products represent an essential asset for the economic development of rural areas.

26. Regional agriculture, indeed, has to face today the growing threat of the uncontrolled introduction of new genetic engineering technologies and the impossible co-existence between those branches that are genetically modified and those which are not. This situation has worsened because of the liberalization of trade of agricultural products in the global level. 

27. The Regions should receive appropriate support in order to preserve their local, traditional, quality and organic products.

28. The Regions that will have decided not to use GMOs should obtain financial aid to meet costs for verification, testing, separation and costs incurred by the actions of others. 
29. AER member regions participating in the Conference agree that regions could define their own territory or part of it as GM-free and support those regions in their protection of their options for the future.

30. Improving the labelling rules introduced by the EU, indeed, does not represent a solution to the problems denounced by many experts, that is: on the one hand, the impossible coexistence between genetically modified and non modified crops and, on the other hand, adverse impact of certain genetically modified crops that are already authorised on the basis of short-term controls.

31. In light of these problems, given the lack of transparency and consultation that today characterises the process of the introduction of genetically modified products in the internal market and above all the opposition of a great majority of citizens to this type of food; the participating regions support the AER initiative to organise a pan-European campaign for the protection of ‘controlled designation of origins’ traditional products.

32. They welcome the decision by the following Regions and members to lead the AER campaign and to chair in its permanent task force:

Devon, represented by Brian Greenslade, Leader and AER Vice-President

Hampshire, represented by Michael Woodhall, Deputy Leader and Executive Member

Norrbotten, represented by Kurt-Ake Hammarstedt, Chief of the Regional Department
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