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Informing rural development across Europe
The boundaries between rural and urban areas are constantly being redefined, but without a central European research
initiative the insights that inform European rural development policy cannot meet their full potential. The RURAGRI
consortium is set to change this situation by supporting a strategic research agenda and cooperative research projects
INCREASED URBANISATION WAS a major
anthropological feature of the 20th Century, and
the pace of change seems to be increasing in
the 21st. According to statistics released by the
European Environment Agency (EEA), the growth
of urban areas and associated infrastructure
throughout Europe consumed more than 8,000
km² between 1990 and 2000, equating to a 5.4
per cent increase. Most recent statistics suggest
that approximately 75 per cent of the population
of Europe now live in urban areas.
The process of urbanisation has radical direct and
indirect impacts on the geographic, economic and
social dynamics of rural areas, particularly where
population growth puts great pressure on local
and regional infrastructure. Roads must be built
and maintained, shopping centres established and
waste removal networks expanded to service the
needs of a burgeoning population. For the growing
urban and suburban infrastructure to develop
sustainably, adequate and well-informed planning
is necessary.
Increasing development of the urban environment
forces reconsideration of the very concepts of
‘urban’, ‘rural’ and ‘natural’. If governments are the
arbiters of different and often conflicting land uses,
material wealth and environmental sustainability,
their judgement is reliant on a thorough
understanding of these links with land use.
Research into land use interactions constitutes an
integral part of the briefs that inform government
policies on sustainable development in the context
of climate change. Any policy that impacts on EU
Member States, such as the Common Agricultural
Policy (CAP), therefore requires a Europe-wide
approach to research, particularly as the expansion

of the EU increases the diversity of different urban
and rural environments. However, without central
coordination, rural development research will
remain fragmented with duplication of efforts in
some areas and insufficient data in others.

the various demands on the rural environment
in the context of continued urbanisation.

STRATEGIC GUIDANCE

75 per cent of the population of Europe is now
living in urban areas

FACILITATING JOINED UP RESEARCH
Established within the EU Seventh Framework
ERA-NET programme – and coordinated by
Egizio Valceschini on behalf of French funding
bodies – ‘Facing sustainability: new relationships
between rural areas and agriculture in Europe’
(RURAGRI) is a European scheme aiming to
facilitate a more joined up approach to European
research into agricultural, rural and sustainable
development. The project is building a strong
network, pooling European academic and
economic resources. In doing so, RURAGRI can
potentially uncover the best ways to balance

Without central coordination, rural development research will remain
fragmented with duplication of efforts in some areas and
insufficient data in others

		INTERNATIONAL INNOVATION

Urban development, rural areas and natural resources
are strongly linked

By developing a strategic research agenda (SRA),
RURAGRI has identified three cross-cutting
issues that should be addressed by any research
carried out under its banner: diversity, ruralurban relationships and governance. This first
issue is particularly noteworthy as it requires
research to acknowledge the high level of diversity
within the European landscape in its analysis
of rural and agricultural challenges. Similarly, a
thematic emphasis on understanding rural-urban
relationships ensures that decision makers will
understand agriculture and rural development
within the wider socioeconomic contexts of capital,
knowledge and material flow. Finally, placing a
stress on governance, RURAGRI’s SRA means that
research informs innovations in governance which
promotes sustainable development.
The SRA guidelines also require research to
encompass at least two of three research
priorities. These include ecosystem services and

public goods (eg. providing resources and
combating resource poverty), socioeconomic
development in rural areas, and land use and
management (eg. mediating the conflict
between food and fuel production targets and
promoting biodiversity). As well as addressing
multiple research priorities, projects must also
comprise at least three independent entities in
partnerships from three different participating
European countries to receive funding; this
ensures that research is both interdisciplinary
and truly international.

FIVE PROJECTS
RURAGRI put out a first call for research
proposals in September 2012. In September

2013, after thorough and confidential assessment
by an international team of peer reviewers,
and following a rigorous shortlisting process,
RURAGRI accepted five proposals: TRUSTEE,
MERIT, RETHINK, TASTE, and MULTAGRI.
Having celebrated its closing conference and
launched the individual projects with a kickoff meeting in September 2013, RURAGRI
has set the foundation stone for transnational
research into agricultural and rural development
on a European scale. It is expected that the
interdisciplinary and international approach
fostered by RURAGRI will now result in more
exhaustive data collection and dissemination,
enriching the academic specialism whilst feeding
positively into rural development policy.

THE FIVE PROJECTS FACILITATED BY RURAGRI
WILL RUN UNTIL SEPTEMBER 2016
TRUSTEE: Towards RUral Synergies and Trade-offs between Economic
development and Ecosystem services
TRUSTEE brings together 16 interdisciplinary teams from eight European countries (FR, DE,
SE, IT, AT, LV, IE, ES) and comprises economists, geographers, agronomists and ecologists.
Coordinated by Cécile Détang-Dessendre of UMR INRA-AgroSup Dijon in France, the
project aims to analyse the determinants of economic development across rural and
urban areas; understand how to maximise the benefits for economic development and
ecosystem services; and ultimately assess the role of governance mechanisms in enhancing
sustainable rural development.
MERIT: Merit based income from sustainable land management in mountain farming
MERIT – coordinated by Daniel Bogner of Umweltbüro GmbH in Austria with partners from
France, Germany, Austria, Italy and Switzerland, as well as Slovenia – will identify innovative
income sources for land and biodiversity management in mountain farming. By analysing
pilot farms in the alpine regions of France, Switzerland, Germany and Austria, MERIT will
model the regional feasibility of these income sources and elaborate the tools necessary for
their implementation.
RETHINK: Rethinking the links between farm modernisation, rural development and resilience
in a world of increasing demands and finite resources
The team hopes to connect agricultural development with the wider goals of fostering vibrant and
prosperous rural areas by investigating the interrelations between market forces, social demands and
resource constraints. Coordinated by Karlheinz Knickel and project managed by Simone Schiller from
the Institute for Rural Development Research at the Johann Wolfgang Goethe University of Frankfurt/
Main, Germany, RETHINK is a collaboration between research partners in 14 European countries (DE,
AT, BE, CH, DK, ES, FR, IE, IL, IT, LT, LV, SE, TR).
TASTE: Towards A Smart Rural Europe
TASTE is coordinated by André Torre and project managed by Frederic Wallet of INRA.
This partnership of nine organisations from four Europeans countries (FR, SE, IT, AT) takes
socioeconomic development and land use and management as its starting point, investigating
the conditions necessary for rural development, with the hope of shedding light on the
role played by rural areas in the regional dynamics of Europe. Through this, TASTE hopes to
produce insight which will be relevant to policy on a regional, national and European level.
MULTAGRI: Rural development through governance of
multifunctional agricultural land-use
MULTAGRI investigates how governance of agricultural landscapes can promote rural
development. This multidisciplinary team of researchers from organisations in five European
countries (SE, CH, DE, NL, FR) under the coordinator Henrik Smith of Lund University,
Sweden, aims to develop methods for harnessing landscape and biological diversity to
promote the production of public goods and competitive agricultural production.
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RURAGRI
OBJECTIVES
To improve coordination of research in the
field of agriculture, rural development and
sustainable development.
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Management Jülich, Forschungszentrum
Jülich GmbH, Germany • Hungarian Academy
of Sciences, Institute of Economics •
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RURAGRI

Rural relations
While challenges are similar across the EU, research on sustainable agriculture and rural development is
mostly carried out at a national level and remains fragmented. Egizio Valceschini and Elfriede Fuhrmann
provide insights into an initiative to promote research that transcends national and disciplinary boundaries

What is RURAGRI and what are its links
with EU rural development?
The project aims to improve coordination
between ongoing and future European,
national and regional agriculture and rural
development research programmes. In doing
so, it will contribute to the development of
a lasting focused network that identifies and
supports new research fields dealing with
the new relationships between rural areas
and agriculture in Europe, and the challenge
of sustainability.
RURAGRI is a consortium comprising 24
partners (research funding bodies) from
20 EU Member States and associated
countries. These partners represent the main
geographical, cultural and economic
diversity in Europe: four from Northern and
Baltic countries, six from Central and
Eastern Europe, five from Western Europe
and five from Mediterranean countries. It
establishes lasting cooperation between
ministries and other research funding
agencies responsible for conducting national
research programmes.
Agriculture has been a major focus in
Europe by way of various EU initiatives.
What sets RURAGRI and its work apart?
The EC estimates that more than 91 per cent
of the territory of the EU is ‘rural’. It also
considers that agriculture in its broadest sense
and under climate change pressure remains
crucial for land use, management of natural
resources in the rural areas and economic
diversification in rural communities.
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Agriculture is expected to contribute to
sustainable development, adapting to
increasing urbanisation that is changing the
relationships between rural and urban areas.
To address rural development issues, one
must not only elaborate on the specifics of
agricultural approaches, but also the social
phenomena framing these practices in local
and regional settings. RURAGRI addresses
the urgent need for a better understanding
of new interactions between agriculture
and other land uses in order to reach
sustainable development.
Can you outline the work packages
(WPs) that comprise the overarching
strategy of RURAGRI?
The study aims to reach its objectives through
four WPs; a fifth WP will carry out project
coordination and management, dissemination
of outputs, and long-term follow-up strategy.
The WPs worked together strongly when
implementing three main steps leading to our
joint Call.
The first concrete step was to map existing
research and information exchange. The
aim was to understand the principal funding
mechanisms in the partner countries, the
core expertise and strengths of the partners
involved in RURAGRI, and the main interests
in future joint activities and thematic topics of
the project partners.
The second step was the development of a
common, mutually agreed strategic research
agenda (SRA). This SRA was developed in
cooperation with the RURAGRI Expert Panel.
It was discussed in an interactive process
and approved by the Steering Committee in
April 2012. The SRA is considered the main
foundation of the RURAGRI Call.
The third step comprised providing relevant
information on priority research topics of
interest to project partners, detecting critical
knowledge gaps, and identifying a suitable
typology of rural areas in order to address

the importance of the spatial approach for
the identification of relevant issues in the
European framework, bearing territorial
differences in mind.
Individual Member States tend to take their
own approaches to agriculture and rural
affairs. Is it difficult trying to coordinate
action across the whole of Europe?
The project has strong national, regional
and European dimensions, with many
stakeholders involved, conflicting interests
and considerable impact at the European
level. From the outset, the main idea was
to create strong cooperation within the
consortium as a whole. The consortium
agreed on key performance indicators, such
as having a clear common vision, dedicated
people at all levels, a strong coordination
secretariat, and an external communication
and dissemination strategy. There is intense
communication between the 24 RURAGRI
partners, including the countries which were
not able to participate in this Call due to
financial restrictions.
Finally, what are the tangible impacts of
RURAGRI’s work?
RURAGRI is an interesting instrument
contributing to shared visions, approaches
and concepts of agricultural systems and
sustainable development in a rural context.
The work adds to the common knowledge
base necessary for the coherent development
of future policies at regional, national and
international levels.
This is essential to support the European
policy agenda (eg. the Common Agricultural
Policy, the Territorial Agenda of the European
Union 2020, and EU legislation in the field of
environment – Water Framework Directive,
Birds and Habitats Directives). Therefore,
importance is given to the dissemination of its
output to all stakeholders, in particular policy
makers, in order to support the elaboration of
the European policy agenda on these issues.

