Discussion Paper — Final Conference of the Smart Rural 27 Project (2024)

What can be done to ensure climate and social resilience of rural
communities?

This paper is developed as a discussion and background paper for the Smart Rural
27 Final Conference, based on Smart Rural 27 outcomes. It is developed by the
Contractor and does not reflect the official position of the European Commission.

The European Green Deal (EGD) is the European Commission’s response to the existential
threat posed by climate change and environmental degradation. The ambition is to make
the European Union (EU) climate neutral by 2050 and transform it into a “fair and
prosperous society, with a modern, resource-efficient and competitive economy” (EC, 2019).
The EGD emphasises the need for the active participation of citizens and the importance
of digital tools as essential enablers of change (EC, 2019).

Smart Villages provides a framework for such engagement in rural areas. By bringing
people together locally to translate higher level goals to the local context (thinking global,
acting local’), it creates a space for citizen engagement and collective responses in a way
that is accessible, tangible and social. The Smart Rural 27 project has developed a report
on how Smart Villages contribute to the EGD, Farm-to-Fork and Biodiversity strategies'
through community approaches.

More ‘resilient rural areas’ is also one of the key priority areas of the Long Term Vision for
Rural Areas. It covers both resilience to climate change, natural hazards and economic
crisis, but also making rural areas more socially resilient. Smart Villages have strong
potential to improve the resilience of local rural communities in both contexts. So what
have we learned from Smart Rural 21 & 27 projects on smart communities that ensure
climate and social resilience of rural areas?

Local rural community level & scale: “Smart Villages are communities in rural areas.” The
Smart Rural projects have demonstrated that (the most) meaningful smart - including
climate - actions are taken at the local community level. What distinguishes Smart Villages
from other rural development concepts (such as LEADER) is that it empowers the very
local community/ village level independently from whether there is a formal (elected)
local government or isn’t. The Smart Rural projects have worked with local communities
of all sizes (below 5,000) and local governance structures.

Vision: Smart villages “implement their strategies to improve their economic, social and
environmental conditions”. Building climate and social resilience is a long-term process,
and therefore, a visionary and strategic thinking is crucial to plan and think about long-
term goals (such as climate ones) and carry through with these. This is why having a
strategic vision even at the local community level - that is a key characteristic of smart
villages - is so important for both effective climate actions and improved resilience of local
communities. The most successful local communities that Smart Rural projects have
worked with have strong vision and based on that, have developed their smart strategies.

A visionary to lead: In all communities that Smart Rural 21 & 27 have worked with, there is
a key figure or a smaller (self-organised) group of local people who drive the process
forward. These people have their own stories that can inspire others®. Our experience has
shown that without (a) visionary and committed lead person(s) the smart process is much

" Expected to be published later in the year: https://www.smartrural27.eu/sv-the-green-deal/
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Smart Villages are
communities in rural
areas that develop
smart solutions to
deal with challenges in
their local context.
They build on existing
local strengths and
opportunities to
engage in a process of
sustainable
development of their
territories. They rely
on a participatory
approach to develop
and implement their
strategies to improve
their economic, social
and environmental
conditions, in
particular by
promoting innovation
and mobilising
solutions offered by
digital technologies.”
(Smart Eco-Social
Villages Pilot Study,
2017)

A common
characteristic of smart
local leaders is that
they are highly
committed, honest and
good communicators,
open-minded to new
experiments and
solutions and creative.

* This has been the idea behind the short documentaries developed under the Smart Rural 27 project on local
visionaries Fritz Pichler in Stanz (Austria) and Piotr Ostaszewski in Tomaszyn (Poland), a short version of which is

available here: https://www.smartrural27.eu/lighthouse-communities/.



https://www.smartrural27.eu/sv-the-green-deal/
https://www.smartrural27.eu/lighthouse-communities/
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more challenging to implement. At the same time, this is often also the risk of the smart
process, i.e. that once these persons leave their positions for whichever reason, the
process itself might come to a halt. Therefore, it has been a key concern in communities
how to ensure that there is succession and continuity.

Participatory approach: Smart Villages “rely on participatory approach”. The Smart Rural
projects have found that participatory approach is important, however, it is not always
straightforward to realise. In many communities, change is often brought to the
community by a relatively small group of people (or even by a single individual). A critical
characteristic of these leading figure(s) that they are (1) trusted by the members of the
community and/ because (2) they truly care for the benefit of the community, i.e. do not
act on the basis of personal (or private/ company) interest only. The question is how far
this (these) lead individual(s) can motivate others in the community to act. As local
communities know very well, motivating people to get engaged is one of the biggest
challenges, especially as this is mostly done on a voluntary basis’. The challenge is
particularly pronounced in remote and/ or depopulating rural areas, where it is hard (or
almost impossible) to engage local people. An opportunity is to bring new committed
people into the community, however, integrating newcomers can be also challenging.

The smart solutions: Smart Villages “develop smart solutions to deal with challenges in
their local context” including “promoting innovation and mobilising solutions offered by
digital technologies”. Finding new, innovative and smart solutions are often seen as being
at the heart of Smart Villages, and this is also what most public programmes (such as the
Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) Strategic Plans) can financially support. The question is
what kind of (innovative) solutions bring change to the community. As separate
discussion paper has been developed on the digital aspects of solutions (so we do not
elaborate on these here). What is important to re-state that in order that smart solutions
are sustainable in the long run, they should be driven by longer-term needs, opportunities
and perspectives of the community (hence the requirement for smart solutions to be
embedded in a strategic approach). This also implies that they should not be purely
funding-driven (as there is a strong risk to keep such actions going once funding stops).

One of the key challenges is to capture the essence of Smart Villages and ‘smartness’ in
public programmes and financing, and to attach specific criteria to the above aspects
when selecting smart villages and smart village projects. Recommendations that have
emerged from the Smart Rural 21 & 27 projects in this regard include:

e Under Smart Villages local rural communities (i.e. the lowest geographical level)
should be supported and empowered (i.e. made direct beneficiaries).

e Help create a vision & strategy (simple plan) at the local community level to work
towards long-term community resilience (economic, environmental and social).

e Support local leads and visionaries, group of local people and volunteers who can
bring change to a community and help build capacity in communities (including
support for newcomers); it is fine to start with only few people at the beginning.

e Think about how to capture (through specific criteria) innovation and smartness
when it’s not (necessarily) linked to digitalisation - this is particularly important in
the context of innovative climate actions. Smart under Smart Villages is when a new
process, product, service is introduced in a community with a social, environmental
or economic impact on the local community as a whole.

“Money is very
important, but | think
it's not the key to
success. | think the
most important thing
is to develop a
common idea, a
common language,
and a passion to do
this extra mile, which
is important for small
communities.” (Fritz
Pichler, former mayor
of Stanz, Austria)

3 See ‘Wisdom on community engagement’: https://www.smartrural21.eu/roadmap-toolbox/wisdom-on-

community-engagement/ (tool developed under Smart Rural 21).


https://www.smartrural21.eu/roadmap-toolbox/wisdom-on-community-engagement/
https://www.smartrural21.eu/roadmap-toolbox/wisdom-on-community-engagement/
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Resources

Title of resource

Short description

Link

Smart Rural 27
examples

lighthouse

Lighthouse examples include detailed information on why a community is
considered to be smart, what holistic journey it has taken, what key smart
thematic areas it is focusing on and community engagement. Climate actionis a
focus especially of communities: renewable energy in Stanz (Austria), Samso
(Denmark) and Haradsback (Sweden), regenerative agriculture in Tomaszyn
(Poland), smart mobility in Ostana (Italy), smart waste management and
bioeconomy in Athineou (Cyprus).

https://www.smartrural27.eu/lighthouse-

communities/

Knowledge cluster on renewable
energy communities

The knowledge cluster has been community pillar of the European Smart
Villages Pilot Observatory to allow exchange of knowledge and experience
among communities, with specialist expertise supported. The energy cluster
was about finding solutions to current challenges: climate crisis, energy crisis,
rising prices and energy poverty. The page includes main outcomes of the work
of the cluster.

https://www.smartrural27.eu/cluster-on-renewable-
energy-communities/

Report on Smart Villages
contribution to the European
Green Deal, Farm to Fork and
Biodiversity strategies

(upcoming)

Analysis carried out by the Smart Rural 27 project on how Smart Villages can
contribute to achieving the objectives of the European Green Deal, and Farm to
form and Biodiversity strategies; illustrated by concrete examples

https://www.smartrural27.eu/sv-the-green-deal/

Guidebook on How to become a
Smart Village? (SR21, 2022)

The Guidebook summarises the main lessons of Smart Rural 21 on working with
local rural communities, including key questions on what is smart and how to
support smart solutions in local communities. Available in all EU languages.

https://www.smartrural21.eu/guidebook/

Smart Rural 21 Roadmap Toolbox:
Engaging stakeholders

Stakeholder engagement is crucial at all stages of smart village strategy
development and implementation. This — among others — will ensure that the
needs of the local community are met, that people have ownership of the
strategy, and — as a consequence — can be more effectively mobilised for
implementation. The ‘Engaging stakeholders’ page offers tools on methods of
engaging members of the local community, both individuals and organisations,
in developing and implementing a smart village strategy.

https://www.smartrural21.eu/roadmap-
step/engaging-stakeholders/

Smart Rural 21 tool: Wisdom on
community engagement

The testimonials from leaders and community members of the Smart Rural 21
villages aim to inspire other people and provide ideas on how to engage other
community members. In this tool, we collected for you some of the key
messages, suggestions and ‘tips & tricks’ on community engagement in small -
and often remote - rura | villages.

https://www.smartrural21.eu/roadmap-
toolbox/wisdom-on-community-engagement/
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