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(slide 1)

Ladies and Gentlemen

Let me start by expressing my sincerest thanks to the organizers of this conference for the opportunity to be here today and to make a humble contribution to highlighting the challenges and opportunities facing rural areas and communities in Europe in the 21st century.

(slide 2)

In the few minutes that I have available I will try to do this as best as I can and to present to you, at the same time, the European Commission’s vision concerning the key strategic objectives of rural development policy in the new period 2007-2013. 

The year 2000 marked the launching of Agenda 2000 and the elevation of rural development to the status of second pillar of the CAP, the EU’s most well developed and expensive common policy area. The new direction was struck in pursuit of a number of important objectives concerning the reform of the CAP, notably to improve the market orientation and overall competitiveness of the agricultural sector.

 It also reflected an old wisdom: That the vitality of rural areas cannot be safeguarded in the long run by the primary sector alone, no matter how efficient he might be or become as a result of repeated reforms, changes and improvements. Quite the opposite: What is required is an integrated rural development model commensurate with the multiplicity of roles and functions of rural areas in the economic, social and environmental spheres.

(slide 3)

Rural areas are spread all over Europe and they are, first of all, profoundly affected and shaped by a great variety of natural and physical factors such as altitude, climate and geography. Over time, they have also been shaped by diverse human activities related to agriculture and food production, to natural resources utilization and forestry, to housing and village development, to culture and religion etc. These activities resulted in an equally rich variety of cultural landscapes and of specific economic, social and community structures connected with each other in the form of a web, a very specific rural fabric.

Rural communities are the guardians and the proprietors of the rich physical and cultural heritage which resulted from these interactions and which often provides the background for their improved capacity to supply a multitude of recreational and amenity services demanded by modern society. In fact the relationship between rural and urban areas is very special in Europe and it is partly this special relationship that holds a considerable potential for the future.

In the past, agriculture and forestry formed the backbone of the rural economy. They provided income and employment and other important services to society by maintaining the traditional man-made landscapes and other physical environmental features and formed a rich depository of methods and procedures to produce and to preserve food and food products.

 In the new environment these functions remain as important as ever. As agriculture however declines structurally and economically with an ever decreasing relative contribution to the GDP and to employment, the traditional division of labor between rural and urban areas becomes blurred and the need for a new relationship between them much more evident.

(SLIDE 4)

In fact, in many parts of Europe, the distinction between rural and urban areas has become rather difficult, giving rise to a variety of definitions and perceptions as regards the content of the term “rurality”.  As shown on this slide and map, the OECD definition, which is based on population density, distinguishes between areas predominantly rural (the green color) and predominantly urban (the red color) with an intermediate stratum, the so-called significantly rural areas (the yellow color on the map). 

On the other hand, the recent discussion among MS of the EU on the scope and objectives of the rural development regulation, amply demonstrated that not everybody is in agreement with the OECD definition. For the purpose of specifying the conditions for the eligibility of rural development support, for example, no clear and generally applicable geographical delimitation of rural areas can be usefully applied. Rural areas would, rather, have to be defined in function to identified weaknesses and needs in order to meet specific challenges and objectives which may differ from one MS to the other.

As shown in the map, there are in fact very considerable differences from country to country with respect to the geographical extent of different types of rural regions. Predominantly rural regions make up a considerable proportion of the territory of several countries in the European periphery. They are equally important in some mountainous regions of central Europe and in the 10 new member states, though not shown on this map. 

When significantly rural areas are included, whole countries, such as France, are shown to be dominated by “rurality”, with the exception perhaps of a few major urban centres.  This is also reflected in the statistics which show that rural areas account for 92% of the European territory, 45% of the GDP and 53% of the employment. 19% of the people live in predominantly rural and another 37% in significantly rural regions.

(SLIDE 5)

In reality, rural regions are characterized by a very large diversity of situations, ranging from remote and vulnerable areas suffering from depopulation and environmental degradation – even desertification in hotter climates – to very attractive regions with a thriving tourism and recreational industry and a standard of living high above average. Local specificities are also evident with respect to peri-urban areas suffering from pressure of ever expanding cities and major urban centres all over Europe. 

In the typical case, however, rural areas face a number of economic, social and environmental challenges and problems that need to be addressed.

Economically, rural areas are much more vulnerable and weak. Per capita income is about one third less than in urban areas. Unemployment rates are generally higher and the rate of activity is lower, especially for women. Everywhere, the structural decline of agriculture poses important challenges related to the maintenance of the socio-economic fabric and of the environment.

There is a clear need to improve competitiveness and to take account of globalization and this is often associated with changes in the way of thinking and acting and in the way of making business. Investment in human capital is more important than ever. Knowledge transfer and entrepreneurial spirit are vital in order to promote new technologies and new innovative approaches and to tap the potential for growth in new sectors.

(SLIDE 6)

In the socio-economic sphere, the challenges are equally important. On average education levels are lower in rural areas and training opportunities rarer. Higher rates of population decline and aging and out-migration of qualified young people often deprive rural areas of their best brains. The service sector in general and public services in particular are less well developed, thus making living in rural areas less attractive, especially for young people. It comes as no surprise that the share of rural households having access to broadband internet and to other modern communication and business tools is smaller than in urban areas.

On the other hand, modern developments in this field open up new opportunities for rural regions and communities. Relocation of business and research activity, net-working and tele-working, closer relationships and interaction with urban centres can all help to boost the economy of rural areas. Additional opportunities arise as a result of changes in modern lifestyles and consumer expectations, such as the trend towards safer and healthier food, the preference and better remuneration of traditional specialities, new tourism patterns emphasizing nature and ecology and many more.

(SLIDE 7)

This brings me to the issue of environmental challenges facing rural areas. In the past, agriculture’s performance as regards the environment has been mixed. On the one hand, the intensification of production was at the root of many serious problems related, for example, to nitrogen surpluses in the soil and water, higher ammonia emissions, eutrophication, soil degradation and the decline in biodiversity observed in many areas.

On the other hand, the nature of agricultural activities is such as to provide, without further cost to the society, many positive externalities and public goods such as the maintenance of traditional landscapes, the prevention of erosion and desertification and the preservation of the established ecological balance, even though it was not a natural balance but a man-made one.  

Having recognized that the environment is a most valuable asset for their further development, rural areas and communities found themselves faced with the new challenge: how to reconcile the structural adjustment and decline of agriculture with the maintenance of the physical attractiveness of their typical traditional cultural landscapes.

In the future, farmers will certainly not be in a position to undertake these tasks without some form of financial compensation on behalf of the beneficiaries. This is certainly true for activities related to the environment which go beyond the baseline defined by the good agricultural and environmental practices and statutory management requirements subject to the so-called cross-compliance rules. This explains perhaps why some MS of the EU continue to insist on the importance of land management and of Axis 2 measures in general in the new programming period 2007-2013.

The key word here is WIN-WIN. New opportunities created by high-nature-value farming systems, an increasing share of organic agriculture and production of renewable energy sources can help to do both: improve the environment and reward farmers for their contribution and boost the economy of rural areas by better exploitation of the environmental asset.

Ladies and Gentlemen

(SLIDE 8)

Our discussion of rural areas cannot be complete without reference to the additional challenges posed by the enlargement of the EU from 15 to 25 and very soon to 27 member sates. In the EU-25 the number of farmers increased by more than 50%, the extent of the rural areas by 25% and the size of the rural population by 33%. The contribution of agriculture to the GDP and to employment is 3-4 times higher in the EU-10 compared to EU-15. 

“Rurality” in general is much more pronounced and the socio-economic and environmental challenges associated with it much more serious, especially in Romania and Bulgaria. One hardly dares to think about the extent of these challenges, should some of the present candidate countries eventually reach the status of membership.

(SLIDE 9)

What is the EU strategic response to these challenges? I already referred to the concept of rural development policy having become the second pillar of the CAP in the year 2000. This policy change was flanked with an understanding to leave the exact demarcation between regional development and cohesion funding on the one hand and rural development funding on the other hand to the MS themselves, asking them only to watch over complementarily and coherence of the different interventions.

An extended impact assessment carried out in 2004, demonstrated the need for a more strategic approach to target more effectively the weaknesses and needs identified by an extensive analysis of the economic, social and environmental situation of rural areas. The added value of the interventions is to be maximized by defining clear, realistic and measurable objectives and indicators and by implementing a common monitoring and evaluation system.

In a first approach, three priority areas or axes were defined, namely:

· The development of a market oriented and competitive agricultural and food production sector;

· The reinforcement and adjustment of the role of farming in the  maintenance of the environment and the sustainable management of land for future generations; and

· The diversification and enrichment of the rural economy and the improvement of the quality of life in rural areas.

Bottom-up approaches tested in the past under the LEADER initiative were incorporated into the mainstream rural development policy to utilize  the potential of local societies in developing promising strategies better adapted to local conditions.

With the re-launching of the LISBON strategy, rural development policy was strategically refined to focus support more effectively on growth, jobs and sustainability. For the new period 2007 to 2013, MS are required to prepare a national strategy plan on the basis of 4 so-called Community Strategic Guidelines, one for each Axis of the rural development policy framework. This plan is to be used as a reference for the elaboration of rural development programs building around the following objectives:

(SLIDE 10)

First, with respect to increasing the competitiveness of agriculture and food production, co-financed actions should contribute to a strong and dynamic agri-food sector by focusing on the priorities of knowledge transfer, modernization and innovation in the food chain as a whole and on priority areas of investment in physical and human capital.

(SLIDE 11)

Second, with respect to environment and sustainable land management, 3 EU level priorities are defined: biodiversity and preservation of high-nature-value farming and forestry systems, traditional landscapes, water and climate change.

(SLIDE 12)

Three, as regards the development of rural areas in general, the overarching priority is the creation of employment opportunities and conditions for growth in the fields of diversification and quality of life. This includes of course an improved access of the rural population to basic services and to the infra-structures linked to them as well as the promotion of new employment opportunities outside agriculture.

(SLIDE 13)

Finally, with respect to the methodological approach under LEADER, the use of the resources should promote bottom-up approaches in pursuit of the objectives I just outlined, especially those related to diversification and enrichment of the rural economy, but should also focus on improving local governance and mobilizing the endogenous development potential of rural areas.

Ladies and Gentlemen

Being a representative of DG AGRI, it was natural for me to focus on rural development policies and objectives pursued by measures financed by EAGGF and the European Fund for Rural Development. This is not to say that activities financed by other funds such as the Regional Development, Cohesion and Social Funds are less important.  On the contrary, it is through integration and complementarity of the various actions that the challenges and opportunities facing rural areas in today’s world can best be addressed and exploited.

This is also reflected by the 3 additional, so-called horizontal priorities approved by the Commission. They define, first, the need to ensure consistency within the rural development programs themselves in order to maximize synergies. Second, they impose a requirement to take into account other EU level strategies such as the Action Plan for Organic Farming and the EU Forestry Strategy and Action Plan. And third, they underline the need to ensure complementarity and coherence with other community instruments such as aforementioned Regional, Cohesion and Social Funds.

Finally, the new strategic approach to rural development introduces the concept of strategic monitoring and a common monitoring, evaluation and reporting system. The Commission is aware of the difficulties associated with the establishment of a monitoring system based on common measurable indicators for the whole of Europe. But we should also be aware that the future of this important policy package may depend critically on our ability to provide convincing answers to important questions such as for example:

· To what extent is rural development policy contributing to growth and jobs and to strengthening the competitiveness of the EU’s agri-food sector?

· To what extent is the policy contributing to a halt in the decline of biodiversity, to better management of water resources, quantitatively and qualitatively, and to the mitigation of climate change?

· To what extent is the policy contributing to improving governance?

Ladies and Gentlemen, thank you very much for your attention.
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