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Planning, policies and measures for integrated rural development in Croatia – UKF financed 
project 

Main applicant: Aleksandar Lukić 

Report on objectives of the project 

 

The main objective: 

To identify policies and measures of rural development and their effectiveness in 
providing solutions for a differentiated countryside;  

As this was the most important aspect of the research visit, a summary of the results and 
their implications for rural areas in Croatia will be presented here.  

 

INTRODUCTION TO RURAL POLICY MAKING IN ENGLAND 

The system of planning and development for rural areas has a very long tradition in England. 
In the second half of the 20th century and until the mid 1980s, it was based on the 
presumption that the main role of the rural areas is to secure food and other primary 
products (wood etc.). Therefore, agriculture and forestry existed almost as a separate realm 
within the rural areas, often distanced from the other dimensions of the countryside and 
were strongly protected by the Government. Eventually, this led to the overproduction of 
food followed by the economic crisis of the agricultural sector, as well as numerous 
environmental pressures due to the negative impacts of intensification of agriculture. As a 
consequence, during the 1980s’ this scheme was challenged by ideas of non-agricultural 
development of rural areas, and a model of integrated rural development  (IRD) with strong 
territorial view, which emphasized coordinating at local level for the various sectoral actions 
of the state. This was also happening within the context of reform of Common Agricultural 
Policy in the European Union, concerned by the similar issues.  

IMPORTANT CONTEMPORARY ISSUES IN RURAL AND REGIONAL POLICY IN ENGLAND 

Although during the last two decades numerous steps have been taken in integrating 
different policies and measures concerning rural areas (especially in the period following 
2000, with Rural White Paper Our Countryside: the future and Rural Strategy published in 
2004) the overall impression seems to be that sectoral approach is still very influential in the 
rural areas of  England.  

Simultaneously, regional planning and development which lost its significance in the second 
half of the last century, was reintroduced. England’s Regional Development Agencies (RDAs) 
were first launched in 1999, with the mission ‘to spread economic prosperity and opportunity 
to everyone in the nine regions of England’ by taking ‘a business-led approach and bring 
vitality and expertise to the task of economic development and regeneration in the regions.’ 
In that sense, the recent Government decision to abolish the Regional Agencies in 2011 
could be seen as  quite an unexpected action. The Government focus is now on the smaller 
geographical levels, with the Local Economic Partnerships (LEP) schemes based on highly 
competitive principles to secure the funds from the very limited national budget and 
therefore, in our view, threatening to deepen regional inequalities which, although smaller 
than in some other EU member countries certainly do exist in England (e.g. evidence from 
Indices of Multiple Deprivation). These business-led and competitive principles seem to be 
becoming a practice in the other areas of public policy as well, clearly reflecting, in our view, 
the Government’s intention to decrease and control budget, while using  localism and 
decentralization as the suitable framework (alibi?) for such actions. Although this might 
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prove itself as a winning solution in economic terms, it could also certainly lead to the 
business-like future of the public sector and rural and regional development, where existence 
of winners and losers is the norm rather than the exception, and therefore nothing to worry  

about. In our view, that change of perception from public to private-like form of governance 
in spatial development could bring unexpected negative consequences in future.   

However, the trends towards decentralization and fiscal control must be seen in the wider 
context, and the recent OECD study for example recognizes that there are ‘three important 
factors […] having an effect on rural policy making across its member states, all of which are 
visible in England. They are: an increased focus on amenities – over 75% of land in OECD 
countries is in rural areas; the pressure to reform agriculture policy, due to external and 
internal budgetary concerns; and, decentralisation trends in regional policy…These factors 
have been driving OECD countries to recalibrate and develop more multi-sectoral, place-
based strategies that identify and better exploit the development potential of rural areas.’   

In the context of contemporary rural policies in England, such strategies today seem to be 
implemented through two most important policy channels, namely: a) Town and Country 
Planning which continues to act as a barrier to development in rural areas (however now 
primarily in order to protect environmental values as opposed to protect and secure the land 
for agricultural production until 1980s’) and b) a broader context of Economic Development 
Policy which consists of four separate and sometimes even conflicting areas (general 
National Government economic policy, based on ideas of increasing output especially in more 
efficient sectors; Wellbeing policy; European rural development – basically endogenous 
development within economic and social policy matrix, focused on ‘keeping’ people in their 
places and Economic policy through direct subsidies to farmers).  

In other words, England today hasn’t got a separate ‘rural policy,’ and one of the most 
important arguments for that is that the economy of rural areas, as well as many other 
societal processes, is very similar between its urban and rural areas, and therefore do not 
require separate policies. Although that is correct in general, and on a higher national level 
where aggregation of data occurs, numerous studies point out that on smaller geographical 
scale, there are some important differences in performance between rural and urban areas 
as well as between different rural areas themselves. Furthermore, although some of the 
most pressing tensions and problems facing rural areas, such as growing the local economy 
and ensuring an adequate supply of housing, are certainly affecting both urban and rural 
areas, others e.g. preserving land in farms and protecting the natural environment, are 
predominantly rural in nature. Therefore, it seems that policymakers have to find the balance 
between general and more specific, rural (or urban) policies which are at the same time 
sensitive to regional differences.  
 

IMPROVING EFFECTIVNES OF POLICES FOR RURAL AREAS IN ENGLAND   

In the last decade, two most important mechanisms by which the Government has been 
trying to achieve prosperity of rural areas have been rural proofing and rural mainstreaming. 
‘Rural proofing is commitment by Government to ensure domestic policies take account of 
rural circumstances and needs. Rural proofing applies to all policies, programmes and 
initiatives and it applies to both design and delivery stages.’ Although there have been some 
successes in its implementation, the general impressions from both governmental agencies 
and numerous researchers are that it has not been applied consistently, and that tangible 
outcomes from the rural proofing activity have been disappointing.  Recently, in parallel to 
proofing, the Government introduced mainstreaming, which is meant to ensure that people 
in all parts of England receive comparable policy treatment by government. In line with 
previous conclusions about proofing, the same critiques were associated with rural 
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mainstreaming. However, the Government is continuing with those two approaches, while 
simultaneously trying to improve their effectiveness.  

 

POLICIES, MEASURES AND ACTIONS FOR RURAL AREAS IN ENGLAND – LESSONS FOR 
CROATIA 

In terms of population density, accessibility to bigger urban areas, economic structure and 
demographical processes, to mention only the few more notable examples, the majority of 
rural areas in England are considerably different from those in Croatia. However, we would 
argue that the mechanisms (institutional structure, policies, strategies) used for planning and 
development in both countries are becoming increasingly similar. This is even more apparent 
with Croatia adjusting its governing and legal structure to the EU one and at the same time 
being already de facto a part of EU economy. For this reason, as a conclusion to this part of 
the report, we would like to put forward five successful examples of principles and practices 
of rural development in England that, in our opinion, could have positive transferable effect 
in Croatia: 

1. Recognizing rural areas as assets for development rather than seeing them 
predominantly as problems. Although rural areas in Croatia are facing numerous 
problems and the recognition of their needs should be still fully acknowledged, we 
would argue that all too often the understanding of the contribution rural areas 
brings to economic and social prosperity of the region and country in general is 
overlooked. In order to achieve this holistic approach, all assets of rural areas should 
be taken in to account, e.g. human, social, environmental, economic, cultural capitals 
as well as their interactions and mutual dependence.  

2. Rural is not a single, homogeneous entity. It takes many forms and the 
challenges that different areas face require intelligent, regionally targeted 
delivery responses.  In other words, it is dangerous to generalise about the 
countryside, since different areas face different problems. Policies and strategies for 
rural planning and development, in order to be effective, should recognize that 
diversity. In order for strategies to take full account of local and spatial diversity, and 
to enable appropriate targeting of delivery within regions, it is critical that strategies 
are informed using data captured at the smallest, but most appropriate spatial scale. 
This will ensure that the rural elements of regional priorities are identified, and will 
assist in ensuring that rural considerations are included within mainstream policy.  

3. Rural areas do not exist in vacuum: they should be viewed in their local 
and regional contexts, including the relationship between rural and urban 
areas. This also means bridging the gap between rural and regional development 
policies, as well as spatial land use and economic development plans and strategies. 

4. In order to recognize the assets, understand the problems and take 
account of the diversity of rural areas, evidence based rural policy is 
needed. In the last decade England has introduced evidence-based approach, 
starting with the introduction of rural definition in 2004, which takes in accounts 
criteria such as population density on a very small spatial level. Typological approach 
has been further enhanced with numerous research conducted by different 
governmental bodies and agencies, e.g. Commission for Rural Communities being 
very important one. Their annual publication State of the countryside is very valuable 
example of thorough policy-oriented publication that reveals complexities of the 
challenges and problems facing rural England. Research concerning mountainous, 
sparsely populated or coastal areas is just one example of typological approach used 
by governmental agencies.        
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5. Successful governance in rural areas requires new partnerships to be built. 
In order to achieve sustainable development of rural areas and decrease regional 
inequalities, a greater range of organisations should be involved in rural policy 
creation and delivery at regional and local level. Building partnerships between public, 
private and voluntary sector and encouraging participative and community-led forms 
of planning have brought numerous positive results on local levels. However, 
devolution of powers and the shift from government to governance requires that 
special care is taken to ensure clarity of roles and that local authorities are 
empowered to understand and accept new models of planning and development. 

 

Three other objectives of the visit were: 

To learn about mechanisms of cooperation between research/academic 
institutions and local/regional government in regional and rural development, 
and to gain new knowledge and skills that will be helpful in possible preparation 
of research grant application for EU programmes and  preparation of project 
proposals. 

Dr John Powell, project co-applicant, involved the main applicant in the process of preparing 
a research bid for the project Evaluation of the Welsh Assembly Government’s Post Office 
Diversification Fund. Although CCRI was not successful in winning the bid which would have 
enabled the main applicant to take part in the project, this was a very valuable experience 
because of the knowledge and skills gained (e.g. the knowledge of information sources for 
potential projects on EU level, the structure of project proposal, preparation of financial plan, 
Project Risk Assessment and Quality Assurance, finding partners and networking etc.). 

To learn about various EU research programmes concerning the dynamics of rural 
areas.  
The hosting institution (CCRI) has a very successful history of participating in EU research 
programmes concerning rural and regional development (e.g.  European Development 
Opportunities for Rural Areas (EDORA) within a major ESPON 2013 programme  partly 
financed by the European Regional Development  fund, Examining the impact of partial and 
full decoupling of CAP pillar 1 support in the EU IPA Programming and Project Preparation 
Facility etc.). During his visit, the main applicant had an opportunity to learn about the ways 
in which CCRI prepare the research bid for participation in similar programmes, and also 
about the steps necessary to deliver the planned results.   
 
To gain new knowledge and skills that will be helpful in creating strategies for 
rural Croatia, for example in evaluation of existing measures of rural and regional 
development in Croatia within a broader, international framework;  
This objective has mostly been achieved by way of interviewing the members of CCRI 
mentioned in the Milestones, about their work in projects such as ex-post evaluation of 
different rural and regional development programmes on local levels (e.g. Market Town 
Initiative, Parish Plans etc.), as well as content analysis of the numerous white papers, rural 
and regional strategies and Spatial Policy Statements, with focus on regional or national 
level.     
 


