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Promoting competitive Regions – What role for rural areas in the Lisbon strategy?

Declaration adopted by the participants in the Conference of the Assembly of European Regions, Exeter, Devon, on 20th  October 2005   
The political representatives of 45 European Regions, including many members of the AER ‘Regional Policies’ Committee (Committee C), met in Exeter, at the kind invitation of Devon County Council (UK), on 19 and 20 October 2005, for a Conference on 'Promoting competitive Regions – What role for rural areas in the Lisbon strategy?'. The Regions invited relevant key international organisations to contribute to this event, including 'Ruralité-Environnement-Développement' (RED), a number of academic experts and research institutes, and national and European authorities. 

The Conference, organised in the United Kingdom under the British EU presidency, offered an opportunity to debate the future of rural areas in Europe, in the light of the recent proposals of the European Commission (EC) for rural development policy post-2006 and of the state of negotiations on the EU budget for the next programming period. The discussion focused both on political and pragmatic reflections on the role that rural areas can play in implementing the Lisbon strategy and enhancing the competitiveness of the Union. 

From a political point of view, the question at the heart of the debate was whether the EU’s new rural development strategy could really help to address the challenges faced by rural areas. The discussion focused, in particular, upon the Single European Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD), the regulation adopted by the Council on 20 June, and upon the proposed EC strategic guidelines for rural development policy post-2006; it also dealt with the EU financial perspectives and the rural dimension of other EU policies, notably cohesion policy. 

From a pragmatic point of view, the Conference has enabled – through discussions in smaller groups – an in-depth exchange of views between the participants on specific problems faced by rural areas, be they social, economic or environmental, and on the way Regions could concretely address these problems. Regions that have managed to successfully develop strategies allowing them to overcome these problems transferred their experiences to the other participants. Measures aimed at improving economic attractiveness and creating jobs (in particular in the non-agricultural sector), at ensuring access to services and at preserving the environment in sensitive rural areas, were all presented.  

At the end of their two-day debate, the participants formulated the following conclusions and invited Mr Onno HOES, chairman of Committee C 'Regional policies', to submit these conclusions to all relevant regional, national and European authorities. 

Conclusions

The participants in the AER Conference on 'Promoting competitive Regions – What role for rural areas in the Lisbon strategy?', gathered in Exeter, Devon, on 19-20 October 2005:

Reiterate the message that they conveyed at the first AER Conference on rural development (Bari, Puglia, May 2004), i.e.:

1. Cohesion, competitiveness and sustainability are three inseparable goals for the EU’s rural policy development. Actions to regenerate rural regions can contribute decisively to all these goals. Rural areas have achieved an even greater significance in the new extended EU territory and are therefore a key factor of cohesion. The active participation of rural areas in the Lisbon process and their harmonious development with suburban and urban areas is an essential condition for the achievement of economic, social and territorial cohesion in Europe. 

2. Competitiveness is not only an issue of the most efficient mode of production, lowest cost and price of goods and services, but it is also about the quality, origin and employment effects of production and services. We believe the operation of the rural regulation should express the viability of business in a way that addresses their environmental sustainability.

3. Sustainability is not only an issue of the conservation of natural resources. It is a matter of practices in farming, forestry and land management, but is also critically includes the assurance of social continuity, and the long-term viability of local economies.

4. The European strategy for rural development cannot, therefore, be reduced to merely 'assisting' rural areas, or to conceiving them as residuals, i.e., the space that remains outside of urban areas. On the contrary, an integrated approach is necessary if we want to ensure complementarity and co-ordination between urban and rural policies. 

5. In addition, even though multifunctional agricultural production represents a key element for a living countryside, the rural dimension cannot be reduced solely to its agricultural component, which is becoming less significant in many rural areas. Rural territories can also offer opportunities for the development of non-agricultural activities, which can help to enhance economic potential and social well-being. Rural development depends on several factors, all of which are necessary. 

6. These factors are: equity of access to and accessibility of transport and communication means, 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, services of landscape preservation linked to environmental risk control, the review of rural culture and development of small and medium enterprises; the welcoming of new populations. Among the development factors linked to the ‘environmental services offered by rural areas, particularly important are the agroforestal measures for the role they have in the Kyoto protocol commitments. In this respect, it appears that the reinforcement of the local systems competitiveness should be based in the integration of the EARDF with other funds, ESF and ERDF
.

7. The regional authorities are the best suited to respond to these requirements and have, at the same time, the political responsibility to address them, but do not have the necessary economic means at their disposal. 

Express, in view of these preliminary remarks, the following ideas and recommendations: 

8. The creation of a new single fund for rural development (EAFRD) is a step in the right direction. A single fund will indeed permit the simplification of the financing procedures and give a clearer identity to the rural development policy of the Union. However, unless it is properly targeted at delivering public benefits and managed effectively for better delivery, CAP fund will not help to meet many of the economic, environmental and social challenges facing rural Europe. Unless it is adequately funded and pursued with the right determination, the CAP will not enable the rural regions to make a full contribution to the well being of all Europe’s peoples. All the more, rural areas constitute essential cultural and diversity centres. 

9. Reconciling the interests of the environment, farming and society is critical for rural areas, especially at a time of increased competition for resources in EU spending. The loss of environmental quality is now a significant barrier to achieving rural development goals. The better protection and restoration of these environmental qualities depends upon the policy and implementation choices made regarding the rural regions Europe’s agricultural and rural policies must focus on the delivery of public benefits such as the diversification of the rural economy, improvement of the quality of life in rural areas, clean water and the enhancement of farmland wildlife via environmentally friendly farming schemes.

10. The proposals of the European Commission for strategic guidelines for rural development lack, however, a certain ambition. Whilst it is indispensable to acknowledge that there is a necessary complementarity between the CAP agricultural pillar and its rural development pillar, agriculture remaining a key element for an efficient rural development policy, the absence of a truly integrated strategy for rural areas is indeed regrettable.

11. As a matter of fact, as RED underlined very well, the guidelines of the Commission mostly represent a complement to the EAFRD regulation, and their implementation area seems to be limited to the setting up of this fund, without offering a true strategy for rural development. 

12. Such a strategy would consist of systematically taking into account rural areas in the community policies, which is not the case at the moment:

a. Coherence and co-ordination between EU cohesion and rural policies are necessary. However, the rural dimension of regional programmes in the framework of the new 'regional competitiveness' objective of the EU cohesion policy seems insufficient, because the thematic priorities suggested for this objective currently mostly reflect the objectives of urban development. The ambition should be to help rural poles to become true development poles, interacting with urban poles, whilst avoiding a 'rurbanisation' - as the EESC calls it – of rural areas. 

b. In that context, it is important that a proper role is allocated to rural areas in the projects selected for the national Lisbon framework programmes. Programmes which would favour urban areas over rural areas could result in a contradiction of the cohesion objectives. Rural areas can offer much more than primary production of farm and forestry products. They can offer the space and facilities for high-tech businesses, attractive environments for living, added value to farm and forestry products, facilities for recreation and tourism, management of genetic diversity, landscape and wildlife.  

c. In addition, the reform of EU state aid policy should take into account the specific handicaps of isolated rural areas by allowing for a higher aid intensity in these regions. Indeed, due to their handicap which makes them less competitive, these regions require stronger financial support in order to be able to provide essential infrastructures and services on their territories.

d. The EU should also pay full attention to the role of rural areas in its programmes for the promotion of New Information and Communication Technologies (NICT), as these technologies represent a key element in the sustainable development of rural areas. 

e. In the field of transport, it is important that the Common Transport Policy does not only support high-speed links, which often only 'cross' rural zones. The role of regional and low-cost airports, which are often located outside urban hubs, should be promoted, through ad-hoc provisions in the EU’s state aid policy and within the framework of the EU’s transport policy. Regrettably, the provisions recently adopted by the Commission on the application of state aid rules to public services seem insufficient in that context (see AER position on the application of state aid rules to public services, adopted on 12 September 2005 in Trieste).

f. Environmental sustainability is important for the long-term viability of rural communities and economies. An integrated approach to the environment of the rural areas can provide solutions to two current policy challenges: rural economic decline and the improvement of our quality of life. For example, specific actions linked to meeting the Göteborg target of halting biodiversity loss by 2010 will create multiple benefits. These benefits will be visible not only in terms of other environmental policies (e.g. soil protection, water quality, climate change) but also in socio-economic terms, i.e. delivery of significant non-market public benefits: new employment opportunities, direct, local spending, increased tourism, health attributes and educational resources.

13. In order to be efficient, the EU’s rural development policy should, whilst adopting an integrated approach, also be able to adapt to the various situations faced by Regions, by having a specific territorial dimension, in particular through the setting up of regional EAFRD programmes. 

14. To that end, this policy must remain a framework, and rely on the principles of subsidiarity and partnership. Regions do indeed have a great deal of expertise in the field of rural development, and are therefore best-placed to understand the needs of their territory. 

15. A top-down approach, only, would be doomed to fail. Rural areas do not all face the same challenges and a stronger governance based on the positive experience about the integration of the environmental dimension is needed. One can distinguish, using the classification of DATAR
 published in 2003, between 'urban countryside' (peri-urban areas), fragile rural areas (characterised by demographic and economic decline), and 'the new rural areas' (which develop residential, tourist and nature functions), in which emerging dynamics should be supported. Both top down, and bottom up, the whole rural development system must enable better delivery of clear targets and goals, delivered in a way which enables quality local action.

16. It is regrettable, in this context, that future EU rural development policy remains highly centralised, in its definition as well as in its functioning. It is particularly regrettable that:

a. A minimum percentage has been imposed for each axis within the CAP rural pillar. This rule, which was initially conceived due to the good intention of the EC to ensure that rural projects were duly considered by the Member States in their use of EU funds, creates a counter-productive rigidity. The setting of the minimum percentage should have been left for the Member States, in partnership with the regional authorities. Only a minimum percentage for axis 2 and 3, on land management and the diversification of the rural economy respectively, appears justified in order to ensure that agri-environmental measures that deliver public benefits and non-agricultural measures are duly taken into account by Member States.

b. No guarantee is given regarding the possibility for Regions to directly manage funds from the EAFRD. 

c. In the EAFRD regulation, Member States have to choose between a national Plan and a group of regional programmes, without any intermediary solutions being proposed. This creates a de facto competition between the two approaches, whereas they should be complementary. It is indeed important that Member-States take Regions' voice into account, if we want to avoid the blockade of regional initiatives, which are based on regional assets and problems. 

Some flexibility in the application of these principles is therefore required. 

17. In order to have a real impact, EU rural development policy should also be given appropriate resources. 

Conclude by calling upon the national and European authorities to accept their responsibility by voting rapidly a substantial budget for the EU rural development policy post-2006, following the proposals of the European Commission. 

Underline that any delay in the adoption of such a budget would jeopardize the start of rural development programmes and the efficiency of EU rural development policy. 

Encourage the AER member Regions to co-operate for developing a global and innovating approach of rural development in the framework of the future territorial co-operation objective, or even through integrating specific interregional co-operation measures in their respective regional Operational Programmes in the frame of the competitiveness objective 

Put at the disposal of the EC services the best practices of their Regions in the field of rural development and ask the Assembly of European Regions to further disseminate these experiences among its members, together with other existing networks working for promoting the renewed approach of the CAP second pillar (such as Rural Innova, RED, Coldiretti, Elard, Praxis, Rural Solutions, Prepare, Village Touring Nature etc.).  

Exeter, 20th October 2005

LIST of SIGNATORY REGIONS AND OORGANISATIONS

AÇORES

ALBA

ALSACE

AQUITAINE

BARANYA

BUSKERUD

Coldiretti

CORNWALL

COVASNA

DÂMBOVITA

DEVON

DOLJ

DORSET

DURRËS

EAST MIDLANDS

Elard

FLEVOLAND

GALATI

GLOUCESTERSHIRE

HAMPSHIRE

HEVES

ILLES BALEARS

JÄMTLAND

JASZ-NAGYKUN-SZOLNOK

JÖNKÖPING

KÄRNTEN

LIMOUSIN

MAZOWIECKIE

NORDLAND

NORRBOTTEN

OPPLAND

ÖREBRO

OSLO REGION

PEST

Praxis
prepare network

red (ruralité – environnement – developpement)

rural solutions ltd

SOMERSET

TIRANA

TOLNA

VALLE D'AOSTA

VÄSTERBOTTEN

VÄSTERNORRLAND

VÄSTMANLAND

VOJVODINA

WALLONIE

WEST SUSSEX






� Implementation of the Strategic Environmental Assessment Directive 42/2001/CE


� French authority for spatial planning
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