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1. Context and purpose of the survey

The Finnish Taskforce did a survey on Smart Villages now and in the future . The survey aimed
to get views and opinions on smart local development from LEADER groups and regional village
NGOs as they have a good insight on what is happening at the local level. The survey answers
are provided to the authorities in charge of the upcoming CAP programming period planning.

The survey was sent out to 53 LEADER groups and 19 regional village NGOs. The overall
response rate was almost 40%. The questions were quite simple and not necessarily reflecting
the full diversity of Finnish ruralities. The questions were about the level of activity, type of
activity, potential roles of villages, digital transition and about how villages would build a good
Smart Village Programme.

Question 1: Activity level of the villages — Describe village development in your area.

Question 2: Village internal and external cooperation activities, contractual relations or
partnerships. Describe the relations and possible challenges?

Question 3: In what (social, development) role would you see villages in future local
development?

Question 4: Are there enough capacities/resources to tackle the digital transition and develop
smart solutions? What should be done around digital capacities in villages?

Question5: What would be a good Smart Village programme and funding structure?

The report has been compiled and edited from responses. Some of the extracts have been
edited to make them more textual and some words may have been added to clarify the answers
without changing the meaning. Direct quotes from respondents are in italic.

2. Level of involvement in village development (Question 1)

The level of involvement of the villages was relatively high (more than half of the villages in the
area), but it was unevenly distributed in Finland. . In most cases there is one or some activists
behind the activity. Ageing, depopulation and skills are widely recognised challenges. There is
still room for improvement in cooperation and action. Various forms of cooperation (see
section 3) and project funding have produced visible results in the villages. The village hall is
the heart of the community and the future could be built around it. Future workshops and
multidisciplinary associations were suggested as solutions.

The aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic is still visible in the form of reduced activity. Traces
of the war in Ukraine are visible in border communities. A smaller number of villages according
to the respondents are more active and development-oriented (e.g. environmental work, new
solutions), some are active on an ad hoc basis, some on a specific issue of importance to the
village. It is difficult to involve the passive and silent ones. Basic activities (events and limited
activities) exist in a large proportion of villages. Some are active and others have difficulty in
finding active players. The poor economic situation of the village associations (not helped by
the energy crisis) has made development difficult in many villages. Generational change in
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village activity is a challenge, with an increasing number of ageing villages in Finland. Skills are
not always at a good level. There is less activity on the outskirts of the municipality, but closer
to the centres there is more development activity, e.g. to maintain services. There are many
levels of development, depending on people and financial resources. Some have a desire to
develop in a way that results are visible to outsiders and others only on such a small scale that
only the villagers are aware of the situation. There is a lack of actors and fire spirits (wave
movement). In addition, municipalities still do not know how to 'socialise' with the third sector.

Villages are being developed through participation and project funding (e.g. village activation
projects), but skills are not at the same level everywhere and often the activities are small-
scale. There is also cooperation between villages and regions. Usually there are fire spirits in
the village, but the work is concentrated on a few.

One idea mentioned was the multidisciplinary village associations: different (thematic)
stakeholders and NGO's in the village could create an umbrella association covering all village
needs. This would free up resources for actual activities and development. However,
cooperation has been difficult. Village development should be an integral part of municipal
planning and should be integrated into the processes of local officials, otherwise there is no
time for it, and it is forgotten.

Future workshops always inspire something new, new people are often involved. There are not
many active villages that understand the role of the village as an expert, developer and pillar of
the municipality, but the number could be increased.

Conclusions

Responses make us understand regional imbalances and disparities. It is the "fire spirits" and
activists who support and develop villages. Dwindling, sleeping, developing and active villages
should be addressed in a place-based and enabling way in the programming and legislationThe
importance of cooperation becomes more significant the farther away the villages are from
municipal or urban centers.. In the survey, village development was seen as an automatic part
of municipal planning. Multidisciplinary associations, future workshops, participation and
activation were seen as partial solutions.

The basic problem is that villages are often not seen as partners, even where there is a
willingness. Or that more remote areas in municipalities are not necessarily taken into account.
LEADER and Smart Village tools should be developed to enable active or activating villages to
implement socially relevant actions at local level, e.g. village economy, climate work, care
services (for instance, the UN study Older Persons in Rural and Remote Areas | United Nations
iLibrary (un-ilibrary.org) that shows that care for the elderly is most effective locally). In this
respect, ERDF, ESF or environmental programmes could take better account of local actors. Of
course, simplified and smaller-scale pilot projects already exist in several programmes, but
these could be extended. Information should also reach village actors better. As regards
cooperation activities, the involvement of local actors should be encouraged in the form of pilot
and/or development projects, e.g. with the support of researchers. Silent villages are difficult
to involve, but there could be an incentive for those who are active or become active in
implementing programmes.
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3. Villages as partners (Question 2)

Village actors usually enter into partnership and service agreements with the municipality - but
it is challenged by tightened municipal budget. However, municipalities are beginning to
understand the role of communities as experts in the area. Some villages have partnership
roundtables. Village advisory councils, development networks, structured cooperation within
villages and externally are working in some places. Agreements on maintenance of facilities,
for example, are in place in many villages. Community colleges were also seen as important
partners.

Villagers have been taking care of local sports facilities. In some villages, there has been
cooperation on school and day care, for example. The most active villages also cooperate with
other associations, villages, educational institutions (less frequently) and businesses. In some
villages and village halls, recreational activities and event cooperation have been established
with, for example, adult education centres and the parish. Village halls often also serve as
meeting places for the village. A challenge to be tackled at local (“Smar Village”) level is to
increase cooperation between associations and cross-sectoral action.

Below are some examples:
- Association-based kindergarten
- Service production with the hospital district

- Maintenance of sports fields and nature trails
Conclusions

Finland already has partnerships in place, but the partnership and cooperation model could be
emphasised more in the future programmes. In particular, emphasis could be placed on longer-
term partnerships, rather than project-based ones, and on local impact, whether economic,
environmental or social.

4. The future role of villages (Question 3)

Demographic decline and economic challenges are often barriers to local development.
Fragmented governance structures and land ownership also make development difficult. More
thoughts could be given to the re-use of vacant premises.

“Rural areas have the power of enchantment, but this alone is not enough to attract new
residents; services and living conditions must be in place”. The types of services proposed
include security, integration, welfare services, leisure activities, the development of digital
solutions, multi-service centres and local service points. Villages in rural Finland are very often
at the center of social life, supporting elderly and fighting loneliness.

Active locals are also part of many projects for the well-being of the community, like fiber or
energy projects. Some may choose an entrepreneurial approach to keep the services alive. The
villages or groups of villages could be considered as official partners in matters related to
village- and local development - and get compensated for the work done.
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Conclusions

Responses highlighted the role of villages in promoting community, well-being and security,
with particular reference to exclusion and ageing. Programming could consider longer-term
solutions for villages in terms of multidisciplinary associations, entrepreneurship (social
entrepreneurship), village activities where the village is clearly the service provider. Distance
models could be further developed (care, study, work, joint procurement, etc.)

Quotes from the survey

"The public sector would like villages to provide more services, but they are not prepared to pay
for them, and the villages do not have the resources. Rather, the sustainability and continuity of
activities is a question mark for many villages. For villages to play a growing role, it would
require a paid workforce in village associations. Volunteer work has already exceeded the limits
of sustainability."

"As community builders, the role of village actors is invaluable: e.g. how newcomers enter the
community - attraction and retention. You can build a lot more on community, e.qg. smart
infrastructure projects: fibre projects, energy projects, transport projects."

"The village develops itself, for example through village plans. Village forums and strong
participation are the smart future. Villagers are a strong and knowledgeable partner for
municipalities and decision-makers."

"Village associations play a crucial role in maintaining a sense of community and working
together! Loneliness and exclusion are major concerns, especially among the ageing population
in rural areas.”

"Villages play a key role in keeping rural areas inhabited. There is a need for more cooperation
between villages and municipalities. As services move online, villages must ensure that there
are PEOPLE who care about their neighbours - in cooperation with municipalities and welfare
areas."

"Villages, villagers, leasure and holiday visitors will play an increasingly important role in future
development"

"Village safety and the role of the local community developer are highlighted. Work on
reorganising services and promoting the involvement of residents is key to success".
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5. Digital skills for villages (Question 4)

Villages differ in terms of skills and age structure. Some villages are well advanced in their
solutions, others are in the early stages. Not everyone can afford to go digital (new equipment,
licences, short lifetime of equipment) and “some are forced to do so”. There are those left
outside and, especially in the over-65 age group, there are those in the countryside who are
digitally illiterate. Digitalisation has not yet solved the challenges of, for example, ageing,
depopulation or fundraising.

Everyone agrees that rural areas must have high-speed network connections. Needs-based and
differentiated training and advice is needed to increase skills. The lack of digital skills causes
uncertainty (“are computers or updates secure?”), frustration (“l can't do it, | don't
understand”) and fear (“I don't dare to try or experiment because someone could hack into my
computer and take all my money”).

Lifelong learning is important for villages to thrive, especially mastering digital skills. Digital
skills are though often seen as a challenging and perhaps even an expensive option.

Technical terms should be translated and it is important not to speak at a too high a level about
digitalisation. The development of information society skills should be promoted in a better
and people-oriented way. The same applies to the Smart Village theme. "The biggest problem
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in the digital world is that systems are built "geeks first".

Village associations and others could organise training sessions in village halls and offer digital
help, helpdesk-style face-to-face. New innovative solutions are needed, e.g. digital interpreters
were mentioned.

Villages could look for and implement practical solutions, such as remotely controlled hobbies,
services or backup systems, that make digitalisation motivating for the village.

On important, bigissues like broadband, there should be stronger national coordination so that
individual villages are not at the mercy of random companies.

Reliable case handlers are needed, along the lines of the network of EU advisers for farmers.
"It would be great if someone could build a simple and secure digital service that allows people
who feel digitally illiterate to handle the most important things themselves, such as banking and

social security. For the rest, they could then make use of the "digital assistant".” Villages should
have a designated digital assistant to guide those with lower skills or no skills at all.

Conclusions

The findings from the survey responses are very similar to the statements of the national digital
strategy. Knowledge and advice are the basic axes. The sooner we get the system in place, the
better. As support services for rural challenges, village agents/coaches have been created and
models for local climate work are being developed (municipalities have hired local climate
workers, climate pilot projects have been implemented

). The proposed digital interpreter or digital contact in the village / accessible to the villager
would also support the implementation of the national strategy. Solutions should not be too
cumbersome for users - user-friendliness should be emphasised. Digital security and Al
challenges/opportunities should be explored.
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6. Smart villages programme and funding 2028-34 - solutions and ideas
(Question 5)

Smart solutions should be developed first to address the basic challenges we face today. Only
then would villages and their stakeholders be able (and willing!) on a larger scale to start
thinking about genuine development and entirely new smart approaches. It should be
remembered that activists are rarely paid for their work in villages, and at least those who are
employed simply do not have enough time to do everything to the extent that they might have
the will and ideas. How can the basic challenges facing villages in particularly sparsely populated
areas be solved intelligently so that each village/region does not have to deal with them
themselves?

A smart village is not just an entity producing digital innovations. "Smartness is for example
smart adaptation, new ways of thinking, new partners and new networks. It is also about
making what is there even better, for example by talking about it and telling it in new ways.
Sustainable development is smart and does not require digitalisation.”

The aim is to have active villages that know how to develop in a multifaceted way. What smart
solutions are is not clear to everyone. Models and examples are needed to inspire actors.

One respondent had a broader perspective and ecosystem thinking:

"Intelligence is more than just digital. Smart solutions, village collaboration - doing things for
more than one, each according to their own strengths. The Municipality is to coordinate more
strongly village cooperation and municipality-village relations. Modelling could be done through
projects. Contract work is not enough, commitment and e.q. social entrepreneurship is needed
to compensate the person doing the work. However, social entrepreneurship should be treated
as a public benefit activity in project funding. Contractual cooperation should be extended to
the level of the welfare region (Finnish social service and health care administration) in the case
of social services. Better support in funding for smart solutions for villages and village
associations is needed. Smart villages need also to be prepared: village assets and village
security of supply —what is needed to improve self-sufficiency at village level — municipal level...”

7. Recommendations & ideas emerging from the survey

Ideas and solutions

e (Capacity building and concrete actions that villages can take up. There is a need to be
enough at grassroots level and not to aim too high. In villages, many things depend on small
things. People-sized, low-threshold ideas. New technologies and smart solutions can
support action.

e Local solutions for basic services; self-service shopping, mobile services, childcare, leisure
activities are needed in small communities.

e Support services: A guide for villages with examples and guidelines is needed. Broadband
should be brought also for villages. Digital skills should be constantly updated — “digital
development is so fast that it requires training throughout life; some are in danger of falling
outside civil society”. Once digital connectivity has been secured, villagers will be guided and
advised so that, for example, civic education courses, municipal council meetings, parish
carol services, etc. can be viewed in village halls and other meeting places. Teleworking,
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entrepreneurship and participation will be further enabled. Good phone connections and
high-speed internet access in rural areas contribute to the retention of young people in rural
areas, business opportunities, teleworking and the inclusion and well-being of residents.

Programming: the current Smart Villages section of the Finnish CAP could be expanded and
themed. The current Smart Village measure and the Preparatory Grant are good and work
well.

Cooperation and action, innovation: smartness is e.g. smart adaptation, new ways of
thinking, new partners and new networks. It is also enabling cooperation on a large scale
(resources for people-to-people encounters). It would be good to make the village a part of
the social fabric and a partner in action. Joint projects between more villages could be
increased. Funding could come partly from municipalities. Local solutions should be made
possible, e.g. through multidisciplinary cooperation. Innovation and new solutions should
continue to be encouraged.

Funding: targeted funding is needed to develop smart villages. Funding through a
broadening of existing channels and, above all, by ensuring that the Finnish national
contribution is sufficient. Funding is not always needed for big solutions, when several small
and targeted actions can have a much greater impact on the area. In general, the
development of associations in villages or towns would require an operating grant that could
be used to hire an employee. Relying on projects is not sustainable and further threatens
the sustainability of village actors.

Many empty and underused properties are now coming from municipalities, parishes and
welfare districts.

Further suggestions

The development and reuse of empty spaces

Dissemination of good practices and resources to do so

Mobility and service arrangements and, of course, the promotion of green values
Support for village housing

Goods and passenger transport

Enabling people to engage in leisure activities

Ageing: the average age of people living in villages is rising: how to enable people to live in
the countryside even when they are less able to do so;

Promoting self-sufficiency e.g. community housing

Security: ensuring security of supply, promoting village security and responding to crisis
situations.

More diverse use of domestic raw materials

A strong recommendation for international partnerships between villages, peer-to-peer
learning.

Rural migration with different solutions e.g. communal living
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