Minutes from the Meeting of European Rural Alliance
Brussels, Casa di Asturias?, 27th June 2008

Presence: 

Donatas Saulenas, Lithuania, LRCU

Phil Turner, GB, ECOVAST

Pam More, GB, ECOVAST

Goran Šoster, Slovenia, Slovenia RD network

Valdis Kudins, Latvia, LRF

Samuel Jaulmes, France, CELAVAR

Staffan Bond, Sweden, All Sweden shall live

Hannes Lorenzen, PREPARE Network

Marta Marczis, Hungary, HRP

Liina Saar, Estonia, Kodukant

Urszula Budzich Szukala, Poland, PREPARE network

Ryszard Kaminski, Poland, Polish Rural Forum

Kim Smedslund, Finland, SYTY

Jela Tvrdonova, Slovakia, VIPA SR
Agenda:
10.00 - Welcome and opening, Jela Tvrdonova

10.10 - Opening speech, ERA project planner, Mr. Kim Smedslund, Finland

10.40 - Overview of rural development policies by Jean Michel Courades, EC, Brussels

11.40 – Discussion on questionnaire sent to ERA members and friends, Jela Tvrdonova
12.30 – Discussion on Rural development priorities, roles of rural development networks, their interlink with current ERN and among themselves, role of ERA in this process

13.30 – Future projects, actions, divisions of roles, Kim and Jela
14.00 – Conclusions and final statement

1. Welcome

The meeting was opened by Jela Tvrdonova, the chairperson of ERA, who welcomed participants

2. Openning speach

Kim Smedslund informed participants about the first grant ERA received from the European Citizenship program for the project “Rural Voice”. He also informed that another project is in the evaluation process in the Europe Aid program: “Rural Voice for the future of Europe”, which passed the administrative check recently. Then he explained the situation in EU policies – hierarchy of decision-making and hierarchy of information flows, on one side institutions and on the other side people behind and where Era can possibly fill the gap in the information flow. Further he explained various types of networks. ERA shall be a platform for NGOs which are focusing on the quality of life in rural areas, providing space for information exchange and developing policy statements regarding RD policy, further presented at EU and national levels.
3. Overview of RD policies

Jean Michel Courades was absent, so the participants had a discussion regarding the RD policy. Hannes Lorenzen explained latest developments in this field, mainly the idea of territorial cohesion as a/the trend which could replace current Lisbon agenda, with more focus on Gothenburg agenda. Too much orientation towards ”competitiveness” was criticized by participants, especially that one market oriented, which drives the development against cohesion – one of the most important objectives of EU policies. The new idea of territorial cohesion was pointed out as the opportunity also for better rural development policy. Hannes also informed about current debate on RD policy after 2013, where the question of the future placement of rural development is open, either it stays as appendix of CAP or becomes a part of territorial cohesion.

Participants criticized current status of rural development policy, which is again very agriculture sector oriented, high investment driven, marginalizing NGOs, supporting competitive and rich.   

4. Questionnaires
Only four questionnaires were submitted, among them only Kodukant one has offered more detailed information, but debate on the current situation in the rural development policy was debated. The results of the debate are summarized in the final statement. 

5. The role of ERA
Participants debated the role of ERA in the process of RD policy creation and the tools which it shall use. According to them, ERA shall provide space for debate of all those involved in rural development and at the same time preparing and launching policy statements. Tools shall be adjusted to this purpose. Summary of the debate is in the Final statement.

6. Projects
Kim informed participants about the project Rural voice and its activities, which is the training of facilitators and manual for OPERA method, experience this method in villages of 6 partners countries, gathering information via using the method and conducting conference at the end of the project. Soon the management of the project must be decided upon. He also informed about activities in another project where ERA is involved: “Rural Voice for the future of Europe.” In this project submitted by the Latvian Rural Forum partners and associates prepare education programs, train trainers, carry on several various activities on national level as well as on the project partners level. Two bigger international events – in Latvia 2009 and in Brussels in 2010 will take place. 
7. Final statement

It was decided that based on the discussion and final statement, the ERA will write policy paper to be disseminated around important institutions such as EC, EP etc.

Final statement

opinion on RURAL DEVELOPMENT POLICY:

The Rural Development Policy should address in much higher extent current challenges such as climate change, social inclusion etc.

National authorities shall utilise the new rural development policy potential setup by the EC more in favour integrated rural development and do not create the gap between what was put forward by the EC and what is implemented by them – the tendency to direct more to larger beneficiaries and major activities.  

The policy should increase the opportunities for more territorial cohesion input into rural policy utilising the full capacity of the LEADER approach.

Clear criteria shall be put forward on rural areas which could bring greater efficiency to RDP, and this is still creating a lot of space for “deadweight”, giving more to rich territories and beneficiaries.

Rural policy shall be directed not only towards “big” investment projects” – it shall be also targeting “smaller” is too focused on traditional rural sectors – agriculture, forestry and also energy.

Involve more NGOs, who are marginalised from all stages of the processes of preparation and implementation of the Rural Policy programme. 

LEADER institutions on European level should act based on recognizing differences in level of capacity between LAGs of the old and new EU countries 

The future of the RDP?

Issue of competitiveness versus territorial cohesion – the RDP should be part of the second approach and cover all aspects of sustainable development – economic, social and environmental together.

The RDP should bring a different meaning to the word competitiveness which will cover not only economic growth, but living conditions in general.

Current challenges:

- Globalisation should be balanced by local development.

- Social imbalance is becoming as much a critical issue as climate change, and it should be considered as a development priority alongside climate change.

THE ROLE OF ERA

To be a platform providing opportunities for policy statements from civil initiatives such as of ERA members and others active in rural development – as an alternative to official network structures.

To make the policy approaches visible for European Rural Network (ERN) and national authorities.

To create alliances with others sharing the same opinions -  institutions, organisations, and especially the ERN Co-ordination Committee members.

To develop an action plan to have sound and realistic activities in this field.

To lobby for the improvement of sustainable rural development policy and build synergies with other policies.

To build innovative communication channels.

Provide the opportunity for civil initiatives to meet and exchange views.

Tools:

Conferences and meetings

Think tanks

Scenarios

Databases

Web pages and policy publications

Noted: by Jela Tvrdonova

