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greatly from one country to another; in this case, the usual indicators for ranking seem useless if
we want to understand the national and local processes from a comprehensive point of view. The
second is the evaluation of public policies. Again, much-work has been (and is being) done on
this subject (Détang-Dessendre and Guyomard, 2023). And, as we will try to demonstrate below,
regarding rural areas, European and national policies appear contradictory, as is illustrated by the
two “pillars” of the CAP — subsidies for intensive agriculture on the one hand, and subsidies for

the quality of rural life on the other hand. This chapter seeks to explore the tensions between these
two dimensions of policy.

We start with three propositions:

¢ European policies play a crucial role, but they do not erase national specificities while impos-
ing their pace and direction. They are the product of intergovernmental and interprofessional
negotiations, and only take effect when they are translated into national and local reference
systems.

* The autonomy of the actors is relative: without denying the existence and importance of in-
novations, the development of agricultural and rural policies is also conditioned by national,
geographical, social, and economic contexts.

+ Finally, the time frame varies from country to country: the date of accession to the EU is a

determining factor, as are national rural histories, changes in political systems, and the impact
of economic cycles.

To test these hypotheses, we sought to compare the different ways in which rurality is
considered in each country, the political strategies and the actual processes of implementing
public policies. We have done this in several research projects collaborating with colleagues
between 2018 and 2023. The method was tested on the role of small- and medium-sized towns
in regional planning in England, Germany, and Italy in 2019 (Desjardins and Estébe, 2019),
and on the development planning challenges of rural peripheries in Poland, Italy, and Spain
(Desjardins and Estébe, 2022). F inally, in 2022 and 2023, it was used to compare national
rural development policies in Poland, Spain, Estonia, France, Ireland, and Germany (Desjar-
dins, Estébe, and Hodent, 2023). In this chapter, we do not présent the results of this work.
Rather, we draw on this research to illustrate the advantages and limitations of comparative
research in spatial planning. From an epistemological point of view, such an approach draws
on geography, and political science, but also on history and economics. From a comparative
dimension, spatial planning research is at the crossroads of different components of the vast
field of social sciences. From a methodological point of view, such work requires statistical
and cartographic processing, to characterise the rural area; a review of the scientific and grey
literature, to understand the genesis, objectives; and discussions relating to public policies;
and finally, interviews, to assess with experts and practitioners the concrete ways in which
Public policies are implemented, particularly through case studies. Although English is the
Most widely used language, not everyone is fluent in it. Moreover, there is a risk of bias if
"espondents are selected solely on the basis of their knowledge of English. We therefore
Smetimes used translators,

The chapter first presents the diversity of rural development issues where we put forward two
*PProaches for comparing situations in Europe. It then sets out an approach based on the aims of

d“"’ﬁlnpment policies, distinguishing three “ideal types” and concludes with three dimensions that
*Merge from the comparisons.

r
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The issues at stake in rural development

Geographers have long shown that the countryside }'s not the “pooT sibling“lof r.:on;elmﬁlorary .dz-
velopment, despite a great deal of simplistic rhetoric. Demographic d):qamlcs are hig y v.arleh.
Ireland is the only European country where rural areas beneﬁf from Pesﬂwe demogra]:'nhu. growt d
Conversely, 60% of Spanish municipalities are in demographic fiecline, or are n?ven being dese{;iel
(Baron and Loyer, 2015). Estonia, where the farming population has dramatically decre;nse ‘1 is
now experiencing a degree of rural revival thanks to the development of se(.:ond homes*:, ut also
because of intense suburbanisation. In France and Germany, some rural regions are losing popu-
lation (mainly in the east and north of both countries). Other regions, by contrast, benefit from
modest or strong demographic growth (particularly in France near tl.le co:v.tst). Some. rural areas are
densely populated, while others are very sparsely populatet_i — espec1f:111y in mo‘untalrllous areas e}nd
high plateaus. As a result, the nature of rural development issues varies g!'eatly between comlmtrles:
France is a sparsely populated country, so medium-sized towns are very important for rural areas:
when they lose services, inhabitants must find therrf in larger tox_:vns t}}at are often 1far ;way: In
Spain, many rural regions’ feature a population bdcnsuy bel?w 10 mhaln;tants per km®. This raises
i ineg a minimum population base to “maintain™ space. . .
the'l?lf: ffnﬁ:larfiiee:t?on% not only diﬁir: according to terrimri'al characteristics, but it is also linked
to long- and short-term political issues. In Spain, the question of sparse.ly popule‘t‘ted rural alzeais;
(Collantes and Pinilla Navarro, 2019) is mainly addressed through the‘notlonlof an “empty Spaml :
This relates to questions over the future of sparsely populated areas in CasFllla and.Aragon. This
territorial issue is in competition with those of other regions that are'demandmg specific treatme:nt,
for example, Catalonia, the Basque Country, Galicia, or the Balearic Islands. In France, att:sntlon
given to rural areas was a key feature at the end of the 19t1} centu.ry. The Frer.lch Republic was
initially born out of urban and Parisian revolts, yet it has Pald partlc':ular :atttentlon to ruraLareas%
notably via their clear over-representation in national bodies, epspecnally in the tw.c- chambers (I)
parliament. This has been key to the longevity of the Republic (Hervieu fmd Viard, -20011). n
Italy, conversely, the debate between town and country has never bee{n as mte-nse. Thls follows
both from later unification (1860) and from much more pronounced mter—re:glonal 1fnbalancesl
Even when it is muted, the north-south imbalance lies at the heart of the Ital-lan stat'e s concerns
(Gonzalez, 2011). In short, the attention paid to the rural question, and how this question is raised,
k to the history of state-building. .
goels“]'?: gutzlic debate c:-:’; rural issues can also be explained in political terms. In many cc?untrles, ru-
ral voters have specific preferences (Gardin, 2017). For several years no.w, iural voters in Germlan}i
have shown a growing preference for the anti-European AfD (A?tejrnanv_fw* Deutscf{and —”A te;_
native for Germany) party. In Poland, the electorate is cleatly divided between t}.le liberal prem
erences expressed by urban voters and the “populist” preferencfes ﬁrn:l!y rooted in E‘ural arelfﬁ.n f
Spain, ruralist parties have emerged in recent years and are ﬁn::lmg their way to parlsftlnerl, |]' :icgs
ing the feeling of abandonment and the reality of desertification to the heart of nationa ;:;10 1Aﬂ:;
These rural political preferences do not have the same 'effects everywhere. In Gcrmany, t e['onal
vote is interpreted as anti-system, protest and populist, !1ke the. Ra:ﬁsemb!em&:nf Nmrai:mr' (lja | o
Rally) in France. In Spain, the programme of the ruralist parties is not exphcnt!}f anti-sys en;«;aﬁe.
calls for the specific treatment for rural areas, to halt or even reverse the po.pu!atsor:: hafemm:l‘ PET.S}.
In Poland, the rural vote is strongly in favour of the right-winlg party Prawo i Sprawiedliwosc ( i
The political consequences of electoral behaviour are thus diverse. In*German:{: deba‘te 1|1as::;liviﬁE
up again over the goal of ensuring “Gleichwertigkeit der Lebe:pmbedmg;mgen (equivalen . 3
standards, a constitutional principle). In Spain, despite the creation of a government departm
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deal with demographic issues (Ministerio par la transicion ecologica y el rete demografico — Min-
istry for ecological transition and demographic challenge), perplexity prevails in the face of the
scale of the challenge: how can the trend be reversed given widespread desertification? In Poland,
governments oscillate between following policies to speed up the modernisation of agriculture,
and concerns about maintaining the rural population. In Ireland, the electoral divide is not as clear-
cut, but the recent rural renaissance has revived the debate on spatial justice. Governments hesitate
on how to address rural issues: can they really address the roots of this (which are complex and
may be disruptive) or is it easier to calm the discontent with some subsidies?

Given the diversity of rural features and the very different interpretations of the political and
social issues involved in rural development, how is it possible to move beyond this irremediable
diversity? We set out two rubrics for comparison: the first is based on public policy objectives,
which allows us to distinguish three periods, albeit with some overlap; the second concerns public

policy instruments, showing whether they are all used in each country, and whether they are used
in different ways.

Three stages of rural development

Agricultural modernisation

The first stage through which all countries go is the modernisation of agricultural policies, which
can be compared to an industrialisation process (Muller, 2000). Rural policies are entirely driven
by this objective. Their broad outlines are: support for agriculture (production and development),
investment in equipment and techniques; rising productivity; the development of technical and
scientific ecosystems supporting production; the development of agribusinesses and the growth
of agro-industrial firms; growth in agricultural productivity, reduction in the number of farmers
and growth in the average farm size. During this phase, rural areas are largely shaped to support
productive agriculture.

Germany is the most successful example of this in Europe. Along with France, it is the biggest
agricultural power on the continent, with a small number of farmers and very high productivity.
Spain appears to be less productive but has seen record growth in agri¢glfural production since
Joining the EU, with increasing specialisation in a few areas (pork, earlﬂr fruit and vegetables, and
wine), to the detriment of areas that are difficult to develop. In Ireland, limited modernisation has
occurred, despite being a long-standing EU Member State (since 1973), partly due to the impor-
tance of livestock farming. Its production and productivity remain modest. After the end of the
Communist regime and even before joining the EU, Estonia underwent shock therapy, resulting
first in a dramatic fall in its agricultural population, and then, after joining the EU, rapid productiv-
ity growth. As a result, Estonia’s productivity now equals that of Spain. Poland retains many small
farms (the national average size is 10 ha) with very low productivity. Finally, it should be noted
that the Communist regimes acted as a conservatory of historical agrarian structures, preserving
large farms where they already existed, without, however, significantly reducing the number of
smallholders, particularly in Poland (Mackré, 201 1). Large estates, a feudal heritage, became state
farms that have since been privatised.

The period of local development
In some countries, such as Germany and France, the emergence of autonomous rural poli-

Cies is the result of spontaneous “bottom-up” movements (Barca, 2019).-We can also see that

o
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the idea of rural development is an indirect consequence of the modernisation of agriculture.
The decline in the farming population and the increase in productivity are leading, almost
automatically, to the emergence of social and economic diversity in rural areas as agriculture
is no longer the dominant element, neither from a demographic point of view nor in ’Ferms of
the value produced. Other factors may also be conducive to the emergence of non—ggrlcultural
interpretations of rurality, including: the sprawl of “peri-urbanisation” in a growing nurr-lber
of rural communities; the development of mountain and coastal tourism, and of agro-tourism,
which has contributed to the specialisation of certain rural communities. Lastly, countries are
also taking note, albeit at different rates, of the “backwardness” of certain rural areas'relative
to their average, national levels of development, expressed in terms of income, educational at-
tainment, and employment.

As such, rural policies are paradoxically emerging from the successes of the CAP on the one
hand, and its inability to ensure rural development commensurate with the transformations tellk‘ing
place in various countries on the other hand. Again, the role of the European Union is decisive,
because national rural development policies have emerged almost everywhere at the same pace as
the LEADER programmes? — depending on countries’ date of entry into the EU. For the cou.ntries
that joined the EU most recently, rural development policy boils down to the implementatlorf of
LEADER initiatives (Estonia and Poland), while in other countries (Ireland, Germany, and Spain),
“national” policies are being implemented in addition or parallel to the LEADER programmes.

Ireland, for example, has a comprehensive strategy for rural areas titled Our Rural Future
2021-2025 (Irish Government, 2019), which values their contribution to economic develf)p.ment
and the quality of life of the country. This programme aims at equipping the countryside dlf_gltally,
supporting the creation of activities, and providing aid for the renovation/regeneration of v1ll_afges
and small towns. In parallel to the LEADER programmes, which are piloted by local communities,
Spain has created a national programme to combat demographic decline, targeting the rural areas
most affected by depopulation. Germany has designed and implemented a federal pilot programme
for rural development, since 2016, called “BULE” (Bundesprogramm Ldndliche Entwicklung), to
support initiatives in some rural areas. It is directly managed by the Federal Ministry of Agricul-
ture and Food, with the aim of building on “model regions” to experiment with new practices and
prototypes that can be applied in other rural areas. France has a long-standing rural policy (1 99.5)’
including specific tax relief zoning (for rural regeneration zones) and a rural agenda, accompanied
by targeted measures, particularly for small towns.

Time for the ecological transition

More recently, and under the European Green Deal® policies have come under renewed scruti.ny.
This is based on the observation that sparsely populated rural areas are becoming a prime location
for “support” investments in the energy transition and ecological protection. Open, sparsel'y poPu-
lated areas are increasingly sought after by renewable energy operators, and agriculture is being
called upon for reasons of food sovereignty, as well as for producing biogas, wood energy, etc. {\t
the same time, rural areas are confirming their logistical role near major transport routes, while
also being dedicated as nature reserves and protected ecosystems. Consequently, rural areas are
subject to contradictory yet pressing demands, such as space for energy generation, food produc-
tion, biodiversity, logistics centres, residential areas, and tourism. These tensions have always ¢X-
isted to a greater or lesser extent but are now taking on considerable proportions and undouhtﬂ.d i};
calling for a next, that is, third stage in rural policies, in which the issues of land and ecologicd
values are becoming central.
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These challenges create uncertainties for the future of European rural policies. Indeed, the in-
habitants of rural areas know that many aspects of their way of life are being called into question
by the ecological transition, the reliance on individual automobiles, and also certain hunting and
heating practices. Moreover, the economic activities of rural areas are especially challenged by
ecological concerns in agriculture, forestry, and new industries such as energy production and the
search for rare metals. In short, rural society and the rural economy will be profoundly transformed
over the coming decade. Ecological planning following the EU’s Green Deal specifies the expecta-
tions for various economic sectors such as building, energy, and transport across the whole EU.
However, the central issue of land and value sharing and its implications for planning, is for now
not up for discussion, either at the European level, or by Member States.*

Areas of action

Attracting public money

The first area of action involves attracting public funding to rural areas. Powerful welfare state Sys~
tems for education, health, and old age are deployed in all European countries. Many economists
have taken an interest in the invisible circulation of wealth through these welfare mechanisms
(Davezies, 2021; Rodriguez-Pose, 2018). Their results converge for all European countries noting
that such mechanisms play a positive role in redistribution towards disadvantaged territories, es-
pecially rural areas. These mechanisms are almost universally based on the principle of financing
according to the ability of households and businesses to contribute. Also, as public services such
as education, health, and culture are provided relatively uniformly across countries, welfare sys-
tems tax more in rich areas (where household income is above average) to redistribute resources
more equally. It is therefore not entirely by chance that some regions in Europe like Northern Italy,
Catalonia, and Flanders are often calling for the regionalisation of welfare state mechanisms: they
know that they are paying more into the system than they are receiving. This “equalisation mecha-
nism” is well known, yet all territories seek af the very least to keep their place in the distribution
of public funding, or to gain a better one. '

In many rural areas, there is an expressed concern about the down\_fya_r‘_dr trend in their share
of public funding. This concern is fuelled by the recent reorganisations of many public services.
Throughout Europe, neighbourhood healthcare establishments such as maternity hospitals, and
clinics are being scaled back. The highly technical nature of medicine and the desire for a more
collegial approach to practice are driving the concentration of healthcare. The same applies to sec-
ondary and higher education. After a strong wave of decentralisation in the 1990s, the trend today
is towards a strengthening of the major centres, due to the desire by students to have a wider choice
of courses and options, and by educational establishments seeking more exchanges between peers.
Similar developments are occurring in the justice system, the police and many other services. The
paradox is that residents are both calling for and complaining about these trends, because they
provide a more comprehensive range of services and more comfortable working conditions on the
one hand, but inexorably push services further away from low-density areas on the other hand.
In Aragon (an inland region in northeast Spain), a school can open with only five pupils in both
Nursery and primary school levels together. This is certainly one of the lowest thresholds in Europe
which reflects the very low population densities in the Aragonese countryside. However, during
our field survey in Spain, we met some elected representatives who explained that they would pre-
fer not to open a school with only five pupils, as they feared that this would lead to schoolchildren
losing the experience of mixing. ”
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Ireland and Spain also experienced sharp contractions in public spending following the 2008
financial crisis and its repercussions on the financing of public debt. This budgetary situation has
exacerbated competition for access to diminishing resources. In Spain, the share of public spend-
ing fell from 48.5% of GDP in 2012 to 41.3% in 2017. In Ireland, austerity has been even more
severe. After reaching a peak equal to 64.9% of GDP in 2010 under the combined effect of bank
bailouts, income support, and the contraction in GDP, public spending was subsequently brought
down to 24.3% in 2019. By contrast, in Germany, France, and Poland, the ratio of public spending
to GDP remained more stable during the 2010s.

In all European countries, rural areas want to negotiate a better position in the social re-
distribution system. In each country, the upper chamber of national parliaments represents
“territories” rather than “inhabitants” and echoes the concerns of the countryside. The
“regionalist” parties also contribute to raising territorial concerns. In Spain, in addition to the
now traditional parties representing the interests of regions, “localist” parties have emerged,
such as Teruel Existe (Terruel Exists). This is less the case in Germany, where only Ba-
varia has a “regional “party (the long-established Bavarian branch of Germany’s Christian
Democrats). These parties are almost non-existent in Poland, Ireland, and France. In France,
the local interests — especially in the countryside — are covered by associations of locally
elected representatives, notably the Association des maires ruraux de France (Association of
Rural Mayors of France).

Faced with demands for a “fair” territorial redistribution of public subsidies, there is strong
pressure to know precisely how money is spent across territories. In Spain, exercises are car}*ied
out to determine the precise inter-regional balance of public money flows (Baron, 2010). This is
linked to very strong pressure from the regionalists, who are worried that “Madrid” might take
“too” much tax at their expense. Exercises in transparency are useful, but run into methodological
obstacles that make them highly perilous: for example, should a university education in a large
city for a young adult whose parents live in the countryside and telework be considered as “rural”
or “urban” spending? The mechanics of such evaluations may lead to insoluble incongruities:
as people move around — should the location of spending be identified with where they Ii\fe,
or where they “consume” a public service, where they work, or where they benefit from social
redistribution?

To avoid the pitfall of “numerical estimates”, an alternative approach is testing the eﬁect‘ of
public policies on rural areas, the so-called “Rural Proofing”. Rural proofing is a tool for policy
makers, used to estimate the impacts of sectoral policies on rural living conditions. It was first used
in the United Kingdom (Department of Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs, 2015). In Ger-
many, it has led to the establishment of a commission on the equivalence of living conditions. In
Ireland, a recent report (Department of Rural and Community Development, 2023) has proposed
to evaluate all public policies in the light of their different impacts on rural and urban areas, anfi
make proposals to reduce any negative effects on rural areas. Additionally, various public poli-
cies have been subjected to detailed rural impact analyses. The report also recommends that the
relationship should be reversed, and that not only the negative impacts be measured, but also that
potential assets of rural areas be identified to implement certain objectives. However, Sherry afld
Shortall (2019) have been critical of this approach as it does not precisely define its aims and prin-
ciples, ignores the diversity of rural areas, and contributes to creating a false distinction between
“urban” and “rural”. Despite these criticisms, in 2016 it was adopted as a general framework by
the European Commission. .

The “veil of ignorance” about the territorial effects of social redistribution is being :;1-.le.-stu:n'n‘ﬂilc
in all European countries: should the territorialisation of public spending be monitored closely? |
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50, how? And what are the effects? This is certainly an emerging debate about public development
policies where there is scope for comparative research.

Attracting private money

Rural areas struggle to attract private small- and middle-sized businesses, and not only agribusi-
ness and energy producers. Tools to overcome this challenge interestingly vary little from one
country to another. Targeted instruments include direct or indirect aid through reductions in social
security contributions or taxes. France has embarked on this path as early as 1995, notably with
Zones de revitalisation rurales (rural regeneration zones or ZRR). ZRRs are designed to support
the development of rural areas, mainly through tax and social measures such as temporary reduc-
tions in corporation tax and other specific economic development measures. The aim is to concen-
trate state aid measures from the central government on businesses for creating jobs in rural areas
most affected by demographic and economic decline. The precise geographical definition of these
zones is often debated because no local authority wants to be “excluded” from this scheme, hav-
ing once benefited from it. In Spain, the central government has looked at cutting social security
contributions for companies based in Spain’s “empty” territories. Most studies on the effect of tax
incentives on rural area growth offer cautious evaluations of their impacts, at least for rich coun-
tries (Ambroziak, 2014). Some studies show that the efficiency of tax incentives is determined by
the quality of the environment, the price of land for business, accessibility, and by the skills of the
local workforce. In other words, the economic attractiveness of rural areas depends on a range of
factors, of which tax incentives — where they exist — are a small part (Slattery and Zidar, 2020).

Reinvesting rural centres

Rural development also has a “spatial and land use planning” component. The aim is to stop
sprawl, and promote new constructions in existing village and town centres, that is, revitalising
villages and towns while protecting agricultural land and preserving biodi:\/ers.ify;

Patterns of soil artificialisation® differ a lot across European countries; tﬁeﬂi are related to rural
heritage, and vary between countries with scattered or more concentrated settlement structures.
Over recent years, the six countries we have studied can be distinguished according to the rate of
soil artificialisation, which is moderate in Germany and Spain, significant in Ireland and France,
and rapidly progressing in Poland and Estonia.

For example, in Poland, after communism there is a strong appetite for spacious, individual
homes. Polish local authorities have little incentive to draft urban planning documents as the law
obliges local authorities to compensate property owners for loss of value caused by planning
regulation. Consequently there is no encouragement to produce such documents. Additionally, for
future urbanisation projects, municipalities must create road infrastructure before buildings. By
Contrast, piecemeal urban development, without large-scale operations, is less costly for municipal
finances. All these factors combine to encourage fragmented and poorly coordinated urbanisation.
Between 2000 and 2014, Poland’s built-up area increased by 14%, while the country’s popula-
tion fell by 5%. In Estonia, according to official statistics in 2018, almost 25% of rural houses are
Vacant, one of the highest rates worldwide. The situation is explained by the budgetary difficulties
faced by local authorities, their reluctance to draw up town planning documents and their reduced
Power to intervene in real estate and land use. ey :

InFrance and Ireland, the dynamics of urban sprawl and dispersion have been fuelled by gener-
ally low population-density and the residential attractiveness policies implemented by ‘many rural
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municipalities, particularly in the vicinity of major cities. Both countries. have launched similgr
programmes to renew the attractiveness of town and village centres, that is, Ifrance’s programme
Petites villes de demain (Small Towns of Tomorrow) and Villages d'avenir (Villages of the future)
and Ireland’s Town and Village Renewal Scheme and Town Centre First initiative. These pro-
grammes subsidise building restoration and recycling of derelict land, and implement incw..entives
to revitalise commercial activities, to improve public spaces, and to slow sprawl. However, in both
countries, the impact of these policies is often disappointing, for they try to reverse trends that
have been underway for decades. o

In Germany and Spain, policies are stronger. They are facilitated by different residential dy-
namics. In Spain, peri-urban or rural homes are much less popular, whereas in Germany,'lhe coun-
try’s high population densities led to a very early decision to restrict the use of “de-densification”,
In addition, policies to support “reinvestment” in villages and towns are older and stronger. The
latter are mainly funded by Germany’s Léinder, but there is also a federal programme of Doifern-
euerung (village renewal) which backs up regional initiatives.

Lessons from a comparison

This comparison of rural dynamics and rural policies reveals three common dimensions. These

M L : b
manifest themselves with different intensities from one country to another, due to countries’ date
of entry into the European Union, their population density and institutional configuration:

» Paradoxically, the uniformity of policies and instruments from one country to another is pro-
ducing new diversifications in rural areas. ' .

« Everywhere, we are witnessing the return of central governments as direct players in rural
development policies. .

« All rural areas are facing three fundamental trends that are likely to transform them far more
rapidly than rural development policies: the competition for arable land, the production of en-
ergy and raw materials, and the search for areas to be protected.

The diversity of rural areas and the uniformity of
rural development policies and instruments

Rural development policies in Europe are caught between the extreme diversity of the evolutior] of
rural areas and the standardisation resulting from European policies. These standardised policies,
particularly the CAP, tend to generate new inequalities between regions. The transformation of the
agricultural model in the aftermath of World War I1, and more recently in the new Mar?*lber States
such as Poland, has led agriculture in all countries to specialise and regionalise. Farming has+b£'-
come a professional business, carried out by an ever-smaller proportion of the working popu_latlﬂﬁ-
As a result, territorial disparities have widened, contrasting areas that are heavily invested in prog
ductivism and historically unproductive rural areas where farming is a residual activity in dec!fﬂei
Rural development policies are attempting to correct this phenomenon by applying what might
be seen as a second layer of standardisation — that of residential and touristic attractiveness.. Somé
highly specialised agricultural areas are not necessarily suited to this developmeqt. .Attractwenesf-
is shifting to areas where industrial agriculture is less developed. Other characteristics are l?ECGI:d
ing decisive, such as the quality of the landscape, climate, the quality of life anf] accesst!.ﬂlll}f- ace
the presence of facilities such as education and healthcare. An analysis of tourist areas in F ria:?iesr
for example, shows that significant tourist activity occurs in a small number of municipa Ly
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located at the seaside and in mountain ranges (Coopérative Acadie and Talandier, 2023). Other
rural areas have acquired a strong touristic flavour, but this is essentially based on second homes,
which make little contribution to the local economy. This second layer of rural development poli-
cies produces further disparities, between areas with good or poor tourist amenities.

Recently, the emergence of agro-ecological practices is creating a third path, by bringing back
into focus products and production methods that have escaped industrialisation. A new “package”
of specific advantages is emerging: an agrarian tradition, specific production and know-how, and
high added value. In France, this type of territory is concentrated in a crescent in the south, that has
partly escaped the development of industrial agriculture (except for wine production), and is thus
regaining a promising economic role (Italian National Network of Young Researchers for Inner
Areas Committee, 2021). Lastly, the development of new industrial activities, driven by ecological
transitions (energy production, water and waste treatment and revival of forestry) can give a new
role to regions with low agricultural productivity, low population density, and sufficient space to
accommodate activities that are space hungry.

So, despite the standardisation of instruments, the superimposition of layers of public policy is
contributing to the diversification of rural areas, beyond the traditional distinction between areas
under urban influence and remote areas. But the question of territorial disparities and inequalities
remains and is shifting to the issue of equivalence of living conditions.

Rural development as a central government responsibility

The regional level has always been considered by the European policies as the appropriate level
for implementing development policies, both for cohesion and rural development policy, through
the second pillar of the CAP. It is true that in most decentralised or federal countries, the regions
are the EU’s usual partners for implementing funding. However, analysis shows that the role of
central governments has recently become more important, in response to the protest movements
that are shaking up the countryside. As a result, national policies explicitly targeting rural areas
have been introduced everywhere — apart from Poland and Estonia — and these policies have very
diverse links to regional policies.

These national programmes, which are often (but not always) partially funded by European
money, were all created after 2008 and became operational in the mid-2010s. In Spain, in 2017
the national government launched 130 Medidas frente el reto demografico (130 measures to fight
against the demographic challenge) followed by the creation of a dedicated secretariat of state;
in France, a Commissariat general & I’égalité des territoires (General Commission for Territorial
Equality) was created within the government in 2015; in Germany, the federal BULE programme
(Bundesprogramm Ldndliche Entwicklung und Regionale Wertschopfung — Federal Programme
for Rural Development and Regional Added Value) was launched at the same time. In 2010, the
Italian government launched a programme to support the development of remote and isolated ar-
eas (Strategia Nazionale per le Aree Interne — National Strategy for Inner Areas) (Italian National
Network of Young Researchers for Inner Areas Committee, 2021).

These programmes prioritise a specific geography, based on a variety of criteria: in Spain, the
geography of rural demographic decline is used; in France, the focus is more on small towns and
run-down villages; while in Germany, two “model” areas are selected in each Land, in which the
federal government funds experiments designed to be replicated elsewhere. Italy, for its part, has
identified 70 “inner areas” because of their remoteness from basic services.

These programmes pale into insignificance when compared to the funds earmarked for agricul-
ture, and in most cases are run in parallel with European Union-funded LEADER programmes.
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Their main purpose is to send a signal to political representatives and “discontented” rural resi-
dents. They do not support projects for the structural transformation of economic activities and
rural societies. They do, however, finance, for the most part, small-scale facilities, the renovation
of housing and cultural heritage, and they also support experimentation, particularly in terms of
mobility and access to community services. Basically, the aim is to improve the daily lives of
people in the countryside.

The intervention of central governments in an institutional system that seemed to be re-
served for the Regions and territorial players has not brought about any fundamental upheaval.
In none of the countries, apart from Ireland, do central governments have a “vision” for the
future of rural areas. It is more a question of sending out political signals, at the risk of over-
looking the social and economic transformations that are restructuring rural economies and
societies.

Three emerging trends that can shape the future of rural areas

These trends are directly or indirectly linked to the ecological transition and involve the competi-
tion for arable land, the production of energy and raw materials, and the search for areas to be
protected.

The first trend concerns agriculture and varies from country to country. It results from the
disappearance of peasant farming and its replacement by companies that employ salaried work-
ers rather than farmers. In fact, in the countries studied, salaried agricultural workers are the only
category of agricultural workers whose number is growing (Purseigle and Hervieu, 2022). This
trend is well advanced in Germany and Spain. It is expanding in France and beginning to emerge
in Poland (Lecarte and Négre, 2022). It is estimated that farms of more than 50 hectares occupy
between 50% and 70% of the land in the various European countries. These capitalist enterprises
specialise in field crops that are mainly for export. This trend generates an international competi-
tion between multinational companies, looking for large pieces of land, where industrial farming
is easy.

The second major trend is the reindustrialisation of rural areas, based around activities linked
to the ecological transition and especially energy, involving wind and solar power generation, as
well as biogas production, These activities are part of new production chains, in which logistics
activities and the development of energy transport networks are playing a growing role. They
may also be accompanied by new extractive activities for minerals such as lithium and titanium
(Smaili, 2022).

The third trend concerns the search for large areas of protected nature as biosphere reserves.
Even if the degree of protection varies according to the existing rules in each country, this trend
is spreading. The International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) also includes protected
areas where human activity is taking place (Dudley, 2008), which is considered by many experts
to be a very low level of protection, as it does not prevent damage to the environment (West and
Brockington, 2006).

With the ecological transition, there is a new need for sparsely populated space, used as a sup-
port for an activity that does not (or little) benefit the area and its human inhabitants. Indeed, in
all three cases, it is the soil and its cover that are exploited, through activities whose added value
is extracted and paid for directly or indirectly by agents from outside the region, such as large
agricultural, energy or mining companies. The case of biosphere reserves is different, as there is
generally no extraction of monetary added value® but they can lead to a decline in local farming
and forestry activities, which are difficult to replace only by tourist activities.
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Nevertheless, “empty” or “emptied” space is gradually acquiring a specific value, one that
is sometimes at odds with the idea of an “inhabited countryside”, which is generally promoted
by rural development programmes. Perhaps more than rural development policies, it is ways in
which climate policies are implemented that will transform the face of the countryside over the
long term — at the risk of turning them into reserved, hyper-specialised areas with ultimately few
residents.

The value of comparative research on rural development

In order to elaborate on the value of comparative international research, at least within Europe,
we draw here not on the benefits of general comparisons, but on our own approach which is both
qualitative and cross-disciplinary.

Firstly, working with researchers from other countries is not only helpful in understanding
more deeply from the inside the way that rural issues are debated in each country but also per-
sonally enriching. We had the great privilege during our fieldwork to meet other researchers and
political, economic, and social actors and these encounters led to surprises such as a visit to a
miraculously preserved synagogue in Poland, a hike among the large, abandoned rice farms in
the Po basin, or the discovery, in Aragon, of a lagoon that is a remarkable refuge for migratory
birds.

Secondly, qualitative comparative studies are not immune to a little selfishness. Although we
seek to be as neutral as possible, we cannot dispense with a certain point of view, which, as far as
we are concerned, is French. We must accept this as a starting point. An important part of the job,
with the help of our partners in other countries, is to distance ourselves from this starting point,
and try to escape our parochialism. That’s why translation is so important: in the case of qualita-
tive studies, translation is not only about the language, but involves the comprehension of history,
politics and geography in each country. Translation should also be taken literally: the act of being
transported from a place to another, to acquire a kind of cultural bilingualism, at least for the time
of the study.

Thirdly, qualitative comparative studies are caught up in a double dialectic: the dialectic of
specificities and similarities; the dialectic of convergences and divergences. One concerns national
cultures on the subject in question, the other national trajectories. The comparison becomes inter-
esting when you can come out of this double dialectic: indeed, the trajectories transform also the
national culture.

Notes

I About 2 third of the EU budget is spent in rural areas.

2 LEADER (French acronym for Liaison Entre Actions de Developpement de [’Economie Rurale — Link

between activities for the development of rural economy) is a European programme aimed at supporting

innovative development strategies to revitalise rural areas.

The European Green Deal is the EU Commission’s roadmap for ecological transition to 2050.

4 The European biodiversity strategy sets up the objective of protecting 30% of European soil, 10% of which
should be fully protected without implementing any instrument. In France, regional planning schemes are
disconnected from regional ecological transition roadmaps; the Climate and Resilience Act (Loi climate
et resilience-2022), sets up the national objective of no net land take by 2050 but this is submitted to many
restrictions any time that a strategic investment (such as gigafactories for batteries) is at stake.

5 Generally a change in land use from natural, agricultural, forest, etc. to urbanised land, road, sealed sur-
faces with no/low ccosystems service value aka “land consumption” (NB: varymg definitions exist).

6 Some new models are emerging in UK, see biodiversity net gain policy but their effects are yet unclear.
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