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In North Karelia endogenous practices tend to 
be the prevalent mode of development, and they 
are grounded in the ‘fertile seed’ of village action 
and its predecessors in civil associations. In South 
Tyrol the top-down approach of the Provincial 
Council has traditionally played a crucial role in 
the growth of this autonomous province. This 
alpine region, which to a major extent is part of 
the German cultural sphere, is a unique case not 
only in Italy, but also in the wider context of the 
EU for two complementary reasons. Firstly, it has 
implemented the legal institution of the closed 
farm, which has positive effects on the viability 
of the countryside; secondly, its approach to ru-
rality symbiotically combines production and 
culture. On the basis of this intrinsic diversity, 
these regions can acquire alternative perspectives 
on different policy and administrative practices 
for their development strategies. 

In situ research has been carried out through 
semi-structured interviews (twenty-five per case) 
collected in the year 2008, and the collection 
of policy documents, secondary sources, and 
statistical data. In order to obtain a wide spec-
trum of responses, the interviewees in both case 
studies have different educational and working 

backgrounds and range from the central 
to the local level, including researchers, 
university professors, entrepreneurs, 
farmers, civil servants, politicians, staffs 
of the Local Action Groups (Joensuun 
Seudun LEADER Ry in North Karelia, 
and Wipptal, Sarntal, and Tauferer Ahrntal 
in South Tyrol) and, in the case of North 
Karelia, also village activists and village 
planners. Through inductive content 
analysis, employed when knowledge about 
phenomena emerges during empirical 
fieldwork (Elo–Kyngäs 2008), the text of 
the interviews has been categorised into 
the main themes of discussion, which have 
allowed to explain the research questions 
framed by a comparative structure.

Conceptual framework

One of the main challenges in defining 
the term ‘rural’ lies in its intrinsic spatial and 
temporal variability, which depends on differ-
ent perceptions and contextual contingencies 
(Storti–Henke–Macrì 2004). Within the evolu-
tion of European policies, which has witnessed 
the shift from agricultural to rural policies, the 
concept of rural can be framed as a constant 
dialectics between the definitions of representa-
tion and place (Halfacree 1993, Gray 2000). In 
the discourses on European integration from the 
mid-1960s until the beginning of the 1990s, 
rural space was mostly regarded as a place of pro-
duction and was associated with the Common 
Agricultural Policy (Hadjimichalis 2003: 103). 
The sectoral approach to agriculture, supported 
by European common policies for all rural areas, 
made bottom-up approaches irrelevant (Saraceno 
1999: 451). Granberg and Kovách (1998: 7) ar-
gue that “agrarian structures and agrarian values 
have had a remarkable impact on the state system 
in the early phases of the modern state system … 
and this impact still partly continues…”

In order to investigate the influence of agrar-
ian structures and ruralities, Cruickshank (2009) 
argues that the representation of the ‘rural’ 
concept should be interpreted at the level of 

Figure 2. Location of South Tyrol in Italy
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discourse, in particular the modernist discourse 
versus an alternative discourse based on local and 
regional autonomy. According to the modernist 
approach, production (as the exploitation of 
natural resources), and culture (as the idyllic 
place) are two separate entities. The alternative 
discourse suggests that rural culture and its as-
sociated values are not separated (Cruickshank 
2009: 101). On the basis of the empirical data 
collected in this paper, in North Karelia the 
current approach to rurality is oriented more 
towards the modernist discourse, while in South 
Tyrol rurality has been, and is still interpreted 
through the lens of the alternative discourse, ac-
cording to which agriculture is not mere produc-
tion, but a multi-faceted culture strongly rooted 
in an autonomous territory. 

Within the fixed category of rurality located 

outside modernity, partnerships have been re-
vealed in the contemporary literature as the most 
popular tool in the development of rural areas. 
Partnerships are seen as the reflection of “the 
destructuring of the hierarchies typical of the 
Fordist mode of production” (Osti 2000: 172). 
The emergence of endogenous development 
approaches in the early 1990s, of which the 
LEADER method is one of the most prominent 
examples, represents a mode of capitalist produc-
tion in which the new territories, along with local 
enterprises and other collective bodies, function 
as units in a European economy (Ray 2001: 280). 
At the same time, this new rural development 
system is defined as a tool for participative redis-
tribution and coordination in which territories 
are nodes into which project funds flow (Kovách 
2000: 185; Kovách–Ku?erová 2006: 3). 

Figure 3. Conceptual framework

ARTICLES



75Maaseudun uusi aika 2 | 2009

In European rural studies, a crucial issue is 
to investigate the effects of the ‘projectification’ 
of rural development (Kovách–Ku?erová 2006) 
on local institutions and the geometry of their 
power relations (Halfacree–Kovách–Woodward 
2002). Institutions are not only political and 
administrative organisations, but according to a 
new institutionalist point of view, they are also 
“a set of routines, norms, and incentives that 
shape and constrain individuals’ preferences 
and behaviour” (Lowndes–Wilson 2001: 632). 
Bryden and Hart (2004: 338) suggest that criti-
cal factors of development policies include local 
institutional autonomy as well as the character 
of networks. Within the new institutional stream 
of policy networks – based on the idea that 
institutionalised relations between governmental 
and non-governmental bodies facilitate policy-
making (Jordan 1990: 472) – power is defined 
as a multi-layered and relational phenomenon 
(Goverde–Van Tatenhove 2000). “The optimism 
that leads to seeking to manage social problems 
within a network is probably based on the main 
assumption that society, nowadays, functions in 
essence on horizontal relations between indi-
viduals, groups, organisations and institutions” 
(Goverde–Van Tatenhove 2000: 98). Figure 3 
depicts the content of my conceptual framework, 
in which the three historical trajectories of land 
ownership, cooperation, and cultural rootedness 
in the territory are approached through the 
rurality definition, on the one hand, and the 
new institutional stream of policy networks, on 
the other. In order to address how the LEADER 
programme has engaged the institutional context 
in the two selected case studies, it is necessary 
first to reconstruct the historical influence of the 
agrarian system on rural society in North Karelia 
and South Tyrol. 

Finland and North Karelia: 
the legacy of rural cooperation 

 and agriculture 

Compared to many Western European countries 
at the beginning of the twentieth century, Finland 

was in many ways an underdeveloped society and 
was moving from barter to a monetary economy. 
Most Finns lived in the countryside, and their 
main livelihoods were agriculture and forestry 
(Kuusterä 1999: 438–439). Considering that 
the number of poor people (children and older 
age included) was over a million, the elite saw 
the necessity for social reforms, in particular land 
reform. The most urgent tasks were to help small 
farms to organise the sale of their agricultural 
products, the buying of seed and fertilizers, and 
at the same time launch a credit system (Ku-
usterä 1999: 441). Thanks to Hannes Gebhard 
(1864–1933), one of the most active supporters 
of social reforms, the Raiffeisen idea of a coopera-
tive movement and credit system was imported 
to Finland. “A typical feature in Finland was that 
in these founding phases the credit cooperative 
movement began from above not from under 
as happened in most other countries” (Kuusterä 
1999: 444). In the original Raiffeisen model, 
the cooperatives received small membership fees 
and deposits from members as well as wealthy 
individuals. However, since the members did 
not have sufficient resources to make deposits to 
the cooperatives, there was no possibility of self-
financing. As a result, a central institution for 
these cooperatives was created, the OKOBANK, 
which was to handle the financing (Kuusterä 
1999). Though the state and state funding was 
the prime actor, the cooperative group played a 
role in the comprehensive migration and reset-
tlement programme after the Second World War 
(Kuusterä 1999: 447). In addition, many coop-
eratives and their affiliates produced agricultural 
input and some handled the financial affairs of 
both agriculture and forestry (Granberg 1999: 
323). 

Until the Second World War, and also in 
the following two decades, Finnish society was 
in many aspects dominated by agriculture, 
which was the main focus of domestic policies 
(Granberg 1999: 311). After Finland became 
independent in 1917, an important social and 
agricultural policy issue was the position of the 
landless population and crofters (Juvonen 2006: 
90). The main target of Finnish land reform 
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was to build private ownership based on family 
farming. What changed the state of the land-
ownership system during the period 1890-1940 
was the allocation and resettlement activities 
of farms, which was implemented by the 1922 
Lex Kallio, and the 1936 resettlement law. In 
North Karelia, from the beginning of the 1900s 
to the 1930s, the number of farms more than 
doubled, passing from 8,400 in 1901 to about 
20,000 in 1939 (Juvonen 2006: 91–92). If, on 
the one hand, these laws fulfilled the target of 
guaranteeing land to as many citizens as possible, 
on the other hand, they increased the number of 
small farms, laying the foundations for a quite 
fragile and fragmented agricultural system which 
was severely affected by Finland joining the 
European Union. 

By the 1960s, an era described by Katajamäki 
(1995 in Malinen 1996) as the ‘golden age of 
the countryside’, rapid changes in the industrial 
and entrepreneurial structure of the country and 
strong migration to the industrial centres of the 

South and to Sweden weakened rural munici-
palities (Niemi 2008). As a counterforce to these 
changes, in the 1970s village action emerged in 
the Finnish countryside, which was partly pro-
moted by village projects undertaken by academ-
ics, and included new ideas on how to develop 
villages (Hautamäki 1989). Hyyryläinen (2000: 
112) defines village action “as part of the histori-
cal transformation of Finnish voluntary action: 
cooperation in the village community developed 
from voluntary work to modern voluntary action 
and then to local development”. Throughout 
the 1970s and 1980s villages had only modest 
economic resources at their disposal, which were 
mostly directed to the organisation of festivals and 
other public events (Lehto–Rannikko 1999). At 
the same time, in the remote eastern and north-
ern areas of the country (such as North Karelia), 
these two decades saw the emergence of the 
public sector as the main engine of growth, and 
the decline of agriculture and forestry (Lehtola 
1995 in Pyy–Lehtola 1996) (Figure 4). Along 

Figure 4. Economically active population in North Karelia: 1940–2005
Sources: Altika database, Statistics Finland; statistical yearbooks of Finland. Compiled by Dr. Jukka Oksa
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with general economic trends, the adoption of 
the Common Agricultural Policy, which allocates 
subsidies according to the number of hectares, 
accelerated the decline of the number of farms in 
this region (representative of the Central Union 
of Agricultural Producers and Forest Owners 
(MTK) 5/2008). In the period 1990-2008, in 
North Karelia farms have decreased from 11,917 
to 2,774. This decline, which is resulting in a 
constant enlargement of farming enterprises, is 
likely to continue in the near future (Suomen 
tilastollinen … 1990–2008).

It is against this background that the 
LEADER Programme was introduced to Fin-
land in 1995, and spread all over the country 
(Pylkkänen–Hyyryläinen 2004) as a crucial 
instrument of developing rural areas. 

LEADER in North Karelia: 
the institutional context 

In Finland, the ‘projectification’ of rural develop-
ment (Kovách–Kučerová 2006) has its founda-
tions in the village communities, where action is 
developed within a horizontal network of state 
and non-state organisations. Finland is the only 
country in the EU where representation in the 
LAG boards is comprised of one-third of its 
members representing municipalities, one-third 
local organisations, and another third consisting 
of individual local residents (Vihinen 2007: 73). 
The main goal of this system is to prevent the 
possible dominance of the public sector in the 
workings of the Local Action Groups, so that, 
as a key rural developer (2/2008) at the national 
level has argued, “municipalities are important 
partners, but they cannot decide alone how to 
use LEADER funds. The power in the LEADER 
groups is not in municipalities, associations, or in 
the ordinary people. All these components must 
share power together.” Since the introduction of 
the LEADER II Programme, the interviewees 
agree that municipalities have increasingly recog-
nised the positive effects of LEADER projects on 
the local level. However, some of them remark 
that the division of labour between these local 
authorities and LAGs is not always clear. Accord-

ing to a high-ranking village officer (2/2008), 
municipalities may feel that “the LAGs can 
assume municipalities duties, for example advis-
ing the business and service sector”. Within this 
context, the municipal reform which Finland is 
currently undergoing, will affect in one way or 
another the relationship between LAGs and mu-
nicipalities, and the municipalities themselves, 
whose role may increase, at least the wealthier 
and larger ones. 

The Joensuun Seudun LEADER Ry Local Ac-
tion Group was established in the spring of 1995 
by a group of active and pioneering individuals; at 
that time, the first news about the LEADER ap-
proach started to circulate in Finland (LEADER 
achievements … 2007). This LAG has tradition-
ally had several cooperation partners, including 
municipal authorities and university-level or-
ganisations such as the Karelian Institute of the 
University of Joensuu (Joensuun Seudun...2008). 
An important partner is the Joensuu Union of 
Rural Education and Culture (Joensuun MSL), 
a state-centred and politically sponsored (by 
the Centre Party) association, which organises 
cultural courses for village organisations, and 
at the same time activates citizens together with 
the Joensuun Seudun LEADER. Its function is 
to help village organisations design their vil-
lage plans and advise them on how to use their 
budget (MSL representative, 3/2008). Another 
organisation that deals directly with villages is 
the North Karelia Village Association. According 
to a regional village coordinator (3/2008), this 
association is an NGO of villages, whose core 
work focuses on the villages as a basic unit of 
society. He further notes that this association is 
quite different from the LAG, which in turn is a 
‘rural’ NGO, whose main target is rural develop-
ment. If the North Karelia Village Association is 
viewed according to this perspective, the activity 
of this association is more related to the work of 
the North Karelia Regional Council than that of 
the Employment and Economic Development 
Centre (state regional administration authority, 
so called TE-keskus) (regional village coordinator, 
3/2008).

The TE-keskus is the paying-authority 

ARTICLES



78 Maaseudun uusi aika 2 | 2009

in LEADER; as such, it is the key player in 
the programme. The North Karelia Regional 
Council oversees the general development of 
the region, in cooperation with state authorities 
(Regional Development Act 602/2002 Section 
7). It coordinates different EU programmes, 
which also include those making social policy. 
This regional authority has expertise in social 
policy while the North Karelia Village As-
sociation acts as a consultant on behalf of the 
Regional Council (regional village coordinator 
3/2008). Whereas the Regional Council and the 
Regional Village Association represent political 
aspects of rural development, the LAG and the 
TE-keskus represent the financial; as a result, 
cooperation between the latter organisations is 
intrinsically close (regional village coordinator, 
3/2008). As highlighted by a few interviewees, 
there may be some overlapping between the 
LAG and the TE-keskus since a common task is 
to finance enterprises, and consequently these 
two organisations finance similar projects. Over-
lapping, however, is not perceived as a problem 
because applicants have more options at their 
disposal and LEADER is a preliminary tool for 
seeking suitable ways of funding projects: often 
LEADER has funded preliminary briefings for 
entrepreneurs and the actual project has then 
been funded by some other actor (forest sector 
entrepreneur 3/2008). 

The strengths of this horizontal system 
based on interdependencies with well-specified 
duties and goals are cooperation and compro-
mise (Rizzo 2007). Nevertheless, the lack of a 
regional self-government, which is typical of 
the current Finnish intermediate level, may 
varyingly fragment policy responsibilities, and 
most importantly, lead to the lack of a unitary 
strategy. The empirical data, for instance, indi-
cates that the Regional Council and the LAG 
are perceived as two separate bodies, almost in 
competition with each other. The official point 
of view of the Regional Council of North Kare-
lia is that LAGs play an important role in rural 
areas, but are only one of the actors in rural 
areas. In addition, the civil servants interviewed 
at this organisation (4/2008) consider the 

region as an entirely ‘rural’ region. In order to 
mitigate the effects of potential fragmentation 
at the regional level, the goal of policy designers 
at the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry is to 
strengthen the ‘rural voice’ at the regional level, 
which would create a more political influence 
regarding rural policy. Their concrete plan is to 
merge LAGs, the Regional Village Associations 
and other rural organisations into the same 
entity. This is a fairly challenging task, and in 
all likelihood it will take some time before this 
reorganisation can be implemented (if it can at 
all), because the other rural organisations, most 
of them state-centred, are reluctant to engage 
in this reform. Even though some interviewees 
fear that this reform could institutionalise both 
the LEADER method and the entire system of 
rural development, it is more than necessary to 
give Finnish remote rural areas both the critical 
mass and strategic coherence to negotiate their 
development with an increasingly competitive, 
and urban-oriented central government.  

Another central theme of discussion which 
has emerged from the empirical material is the 
relationship between agricultural and rural 
policy. Even though agricultural policy and the 
LEADER system are both under the supervision 
of the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry, 
empirical evidence suggests that they go along 
two separate and parallel paths. A representative 
of MTK (5/2008) has, for instance, argued that 
although this organisation has been involved in 
designing the Joensuun Seudun LEADER rural 
plan, it is not involved in the functioning or im-
plementation of the programme. A staff mem-
ber of Joensuun Seudun LEADER Ry (5/2008) 
further describes these two associations as two 
separate bodies, one which is an interest group 
for farmers (MTK), and the other focusing on 
rural development (LAG). He hopes, however, 
for increased cooperation in the future, in the 
same manner as it has occurred in Denmark, 
where LEADER groups nowadays receive more 
funding than in Finland. Such a problematic 
issue between the LEADER Programme and 
the farming sector is not as relevant in the South 
Tyrol case study; in this province, the representa-
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tives of the powerful farmers’ organization of the 
League of the South Tyrolean Farmers (Südtiroler 
Bauernbund) take an active part in the LEADER 
Local Action Groups.

South Tyrol:  
the legacy of rural cooperation and 

agriculture 

The shift from a subsistence to a market economy 
occurred in the second half of the 19th century, 
when agriculture suffered heavily in many parts 
of Europe, causing mass migration overseas. 
However, South Tyrol was still distant from 
the bitter social conflicts that characterised the 
large centres of Europe (Pichler–Walter 2007: 
17–21); farmers in the Tyrol always maintained 
a greater freedom than in any other German 
region: agricultural conditions were satisfactory 
because the person who cultivated the land had 
in most cases the exclusive right of inheritance 
of his farm (Hans von Voltelini 1919 in Faustini 
1985: 23). In the last decades of the 1800s Ty-
rolean politics carried out a vast agrarian reform 
which included the introduction of the closed 
farm, the creation of the rural credit banks 
according to the system of Friedrich Wilhelm 
Raiffeisen, and the establishment of agricultural 
cooperatives (Pichler–Walter 2007: 22). At the 
end of the First World War the South Tyrolean 
Cooperatives, which were severed from the 
central organisation located in Innsbruck, 
organised themselves autonomously and began 
to collaborate in a period of difficult transition 
characterised by the rise to power of Fascism, 
which opposed their work because of their desire 
for autonomy and democracy (Pichler–Walter 
2007: 93–97). 

Similarly to North Karelia (although less 
sharply), the economic and demographic struc-
ture of South Tyrol experienced a profound 
transformation from an agricultural society to an 
industrial and service society in the second half of 
the twentieth century; the workforce employed 
in agriculture has declined from more than 40% 
in 1930 to 7% in 2006. By contrast, the services’ 
share of employment has increased from about 

30% in 1930 to 69% in 2006 (Lechner–Moroder 
2008: 6) (Figure 5). Nevertheless, “agriculture 
enjoys a higher status compared with the Euro-
pean average”, and it plays a significant role for 
the landscape conservation and for the tourism 
industry (Lechner–Moroder 2008: 6–12). Due 
to the closed farm system, the agricultural land 
has not been fragmented (Pichler–Walter 2007: 
149). According to this institution, reintroduced 
by provincial legislation in 1954 in spite of Ital-
ian opposition, agricultural property is excluded 
from the division of inheritance. The closed farm 
prevents the fragmentation of agriculture and the 
formation of large landed estates (latifundium), 
which result from the merging of many small 
farms (Gatterer 2007: 1122). According to the 
last census (2000), in this region there are 26,600 
farms, of which about 12,500 are declared 
‘closed farms’. The number of farms has slightly 
decreased compared to the two previous censuses 
(Istituto Provinciale … 2000: 64).

South Tyrol experienced profound struc-
tural changes since the 1970s, when the new 
Autonomous Statute of 1972 was introduced. 
Due to a wide-ranging urban policy, in the val-
leys numerous handicrafts and industrial centres 
were established. The intervention of the public 
sector through massive provincial financing has 
enabled farmers to earn supplementary income, 
which has contributed to the rediscovery and 
enhancement of authentic farming products 
that fascinate tourists. This supplementary 
income has not been created in Bolzano or Bres-
sanone (South Tyrolean urban centres), but 
has been brought to the medium and small 
centres that characterise South Tyrolean valleys 
(civil servant, Province of Bolzano, 11/2008). 
Two other important developmental factors 
have been bilingualism (German-speaking and 
Italian-speaking) as a factor attracting tourists, 
and the policy of making Alpine huts accessible 
by road. On the one hand, farmers have been 
able to remain in their huts and develop rural 
tourism; on the other hand, the same farmers 
can quite easily reach their jobs, which still rep-
resent their main source of income (university 
professor, 9/2008). 
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Leader in South Tyrol: 
 the binomial politics-agriculture 

Even though the number of inhabitants and 
the economic well-being stabilised in the 1980s 
and the 1990s (Lechner–Moroder 2008), there 
were still areas with delayed development. South 
Tyrol has had a relative advantageous population 
balance for decades, although out-migration to 
Switzerland and Germany took place to a varying 
degree from the 1950s to the 1980s (university 
professor, 9/2008). The emigration peak occurred 
in the 1960s, when each year approximately one 
thousand German-speaking South Tyroleans 
moved mostly to the above-mentioned countries 
(Pichler–Walter 2007: 147). Towards the end of 
the 1980s, the LEADER Programme started in 
South Tyrol, with the first Local Action Group 
created in Val Venosta (PIC LEADER+ … 2005). 
Unlike North Karelia, where the horizontally 
based administrative organisations of the region 
have been designed by the Finnish state with the 
specific goal of dealing with EU Programs, in 
South Tyrol, as in the rest of Italy, the transversal 

EU approach has adapted to pre-established ad-
ministrative structures. From the empirical data 
collected in South Tyrolean LAGs, the LEADER 
Programme proves to have been rooted in the 
binomial politics-agriculture. The establishment 
of the Local Action Groups has been decided by 
provincial politicians along with local mayors, 
and not by the valleys’ inhabitants (civil servant, 
Province of Bolzano, 9/2008). Moreover, a high-
ranking civil servant (11/2008) remarks how 
all associations in the various economic sectors 
(agriculture, tourism, handicraft, etc.) represent 
strong political lobbies with their members in the 
Provincial Council; he further considers these as-
sociations to be bureaucratic bodies comparable 
to public administration itself. 

The most prominent association in South 
Tyrol at the political level is the Südtiroler 
Bauernbund. This association, the first to be 
re-established after the Second World War, 
re-organised the agricultural sector in the 
province (Gatterer 2007). Nine of ten farmers 
voted Südtiroler Volkspartei in the last elections 
on 26 October 2008, and agriculture is still the 
strongest working group within the party. The 

Figure 5. Employment structure in South Tyrol: 1931–2006 (Lechner–Moroder 
2008: 6)
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Südtiroler Volkspartei, the German-speaking eth-
nic party, has ruled the province since the end of 
the Second World War. In the last elections, even 
though for the first time the party received less 
than 50% of the total vote (48.1%), it still has 
the majority of seats in the Provincial Council 
(18 of 35). President Durnwalder started his 
career in the Südtiroler Bauernbund and has been 
in power since 1989 (almost 20 years); these 
considerations suggest that farming enjoys a 
significant position in the development strategies 
of the province (Südtiroler Bauernbund 2008; 
Consiglio della Provincia … 2008). 

The decision to concentrate the current 
LEADER Programme (2007–2013) on farm-
ing instead of rural diversification has sparked a 
lively debate among the interviewees; if it is true 
that agriculture is a vital sector in this province, 
the other economic sectors, especially handicrafts 
and tourism, may suffer from this decision. 
A politician from Val di Vizze (10/2008), for 
instance, totally disagrees with this change in 
focus, because this valley is not very developed in 
regard to tourism, and funding is needed. But as 
she says, “communal life is based on agriculture, 
it is a political question”. In essence, this decision 
implies that projects have to include agriculture, 
and if any other sector wants to be part of a 
LEADER project, it has to be linked to agri-
culture. Nevertheless, the role of the LAGs may 
be stronger in the current programme period of 
2007–2013. In fact, there has been a discussion 
between the province and the LAGs about these 
development organisations becoming a centre of 
regional development that deals not only with 
LEADER funding, but also INTERREG, the 
European Social Fund, and other Community 
funding. In sum, the LAGs can become a centre 
for planning the rural development of all the 
sub-regions within the province (civil servant, 
Province of Bolzano, 9/2008).

Returning to the farming issue, agriculture 
in South Tyrol can be divided into two main 
branches: highly profitable intensive agriculture, 
practiced in the bottoms of the valleys (especially 
fruit-farming and viticulture), and the more 
vulnerable extensive agriculture, typical of the 

alpine pastures of the high mountains (milk 
production) (Lechner–Moroder 2008). Accord-
ing to a representative of LAG Sarntal (11/2008), 
the wine and apple consortia and the milk (Mila, 
Brimi, and Vipiteno) and cattle cooperatives 
dominate. This area has other industries and 
commerce, but their critical mass is smaller than 
those related to farming. Agriculture in this 
province can essentially be defined as a social, 
economic, and cultural system well-rooted in the 
territory. A politician from Racines (10/2008) 
concludes that agriculture is not only important 
according to the economic point of view, but in 
preserving the beautiful valleys and mountains. 
As a matter of fact, directly or indirectly, all the 
interviewees have remarked that the maintenance 
of agricultural landscapes is crucial to keeping 
South Tyrolean rural areas viable, and the prov-
ince has succeeded in keeping this rural territory 
alive, and the high value of agricultural land has 
prevented property speculation.

Concluding remarks

The empirical data collected suggests that the 
role of local institutions and agrarian structures 
is contextualised in the diverse interpretation 
and legacy of the rurality discourse. On the basis 
of geographical contingency, this comparison 
between these two diverse geographical areas of 
Europe further elaborates the research by Bryden 
and Hart (2004), indicating that local insti-
tutional autonomy, cultural rootedness in the 
territory, land ownership, and cooperation are 
critical factors in designing and implementing 
development policies. Neither exogenous nor 
endogenous approaches alone can tackle the 
challenges and opportunities that rural areas are 
currently facing.

The diverse interpretation and legacy of the 
rurality concept in the two regions explains why, 
strategically speaking, the LEADER method 
in North Karelia is almost exclusively focused 
on rural development and is rooted in the vil-
lage movement and its associational legacy. The 
LEADER method better suits the North Karelian 
rural policy setting, traditionally characterised 
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by horizontal and power-sharing organisations. 
Nevertheless, a unitary, strong, and politically 
accountable development strategy at the regional 
level for the entire North Karelia region is miss-
ing, and a programme like LEADER seems to 
be fairly excluded from the strategic plan of the 
Regional Council, which on paper should be the 
main regional development authority in Finland. 
The lack of unitary strategies may increasingly 
leave the most disadvantaged and remote rural 
areas to their own destiny, especially in the cur-
rent period, where the Finnish political forces 
and regional policy strategies are more urban-
oriented than ever before. 

Since agriculture is still relevant according 
to the economic, social, and above all cultural 
point of view, in South Tyrol the LEADER Pro-
gramme is founded on the binomial politics-
agriculture, and in the current LEADER period 
of 2007–2013 agriculture is main focus of rural 
development. Politics plays a significant role 
in every sector of public life and all the asso-
ciations, especially the agricultural association, 
represent strong political lobbies within the 
Provincial Council. On the one hand, the 
vertical, top-down approach adopted by the 
Autonomous Province of South Tyrol has suc-
cessfully implemented a strong and politically 
accountable development strategy for the entire 
region. This indicates that the assumption that 
society currently functions horizontally should 
be cautiously taken into account, since the series 
of formal and informal norms and routines that 
regulate society’s behaviour is geographically 
contingent. On the other hand, the main risks 
of an exogenous approach are political favourit-
ism and the potential inhibition of endogenous 
development processes. The LEADER method 
does not suit the traditional top-down structure 
of the province very well. However, thus far, 
political representatives and civil servants in 
South Tyrol have understood the importance of 
this method as a ‘cooperation laboratory’ neces-
sary to face the destructuring of the hierarchies 
that are typical of the mode of production of 
traditional industrialised societies.
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The policy setting. Finland is located at the 
northern periphery of the EU and is far from 
global market centres. It is a country character-
ised by ‘big’ countryside and ‘small’ agriculture 
and has a long tradition of scattered settlement. 
According to the OECD definition of rural 
areas, Finland ranks third in terms of the share 
of territory covered by predominantly rural re-
gions (93%) and ranks second both in terms of 
rural population (52%) and of their GDP (62%) 
(OECD 2008, 14). 

In central Europe the countryside occupies 
areas that lie between dynamic urban centres and 
is dominated by farming. In Finland, however, 
dynamic urban centres are few and far between 
and farmers do not represent the largest rural 
population group. Most people of active work-
ing age who live in rural areas simply commute 
to the more densely populated areas (45% of 
the employed labour force in the countryside 
in 1996). Rural areas are thus primarily places 
where people live. In 2002 about 42% of Finns 
were still living in rural areas, but agriculture has 
disappeared from large areas, becoming con-
centrated in particular areas. Only about 10% 
of the entire Finnish rural population works in 
agriculture, and their share of the active work-
force in rural areas is 19% (Vihinen 2006, 217). 
Moreover, less than 8% of the country is covered 
by agricultural land, most is forest and water.  

Rural policy (without a sectoral – agricultural 
– perspective) emerged as a policy field in Finland 
before it did in most OECD countries. The term 
‘rural policy’ appeared officially for the first time 

in 1983 in a document produced by the rural 
development committee II (Komiteanmietintö 
1983:41), and after a ‘rhetorical phase’ (Isosuo 
2000, 59), the early 1990s can be regarded as 
the period of breakthrough for a solid policy in-
corporating implementation tools. Finnish rural 
policy has been based on the principle that the 
countryside has intrinsic worth, offering an alter-
native to urban living and lifestyle, its very exist-
ence and accessibility representing an important 
social value. It is not merely regarded as being a 
hinterland, modified by the various positive and 
negative forces emanating from populated cen-
tres, but is an entity with a will and vision of its 
own. However, as for urban areas, rural areas need 
active development of the public sector. Hence, 
the challenge of rural policy is to guarantee the 
existence of a viable and functioning countryside 
in constantly changing circumstances, including 
those brought about by global climate change. 

In the Finnish context, it is essential that 
rural policy cuts across sectoral concerns and has 
territorial orientation. The strategic objective of 
rural policy is to incorporate rural areas more 
closely into general development work carried 
out by public and private actors, and to ensure 
that the rural viewpoint is acknowledged in the 
daily running of society. This is done by pursu-
ing both broad and narrow rural policy. Broad 
rural policy refers to the efforts used to influence 
all actions that impact rural areas implemented 
within and by the different administrative sectors 
as part of the development of society. Narrow 
rural policy comprises all the measures targeted 

Finnish model for rural policy

Hilkka Vihinen
MTT, Agrifood Research Finland
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specifically at the rural areas. Figure 1 outlines 
the rural policy setting.

Current key issues in Finnish rural policy are: 
– To develop the rural policy system further 
and to consolidate the rural frame into Finnish 
politics.
– To diversify the economic base of rural areas.
– To establish more efficient and sophisticated 
decentralised, sustainable solutions - in particu-
lar in sparsely populated and rural heartland 
areas. 
– To influence the strengthening of the CAP 
second pillar in such a way that it will become 
genuine rural policy and that it will better take 
into account peripheral areas and sparse popu-
lations and become more proactive. 

Challenges in Finnish rural policy. Finnish 
rural policy faces several challenges at different 
levels. In the long term the task is to consolidate 

the achievements realised to date. For the first, 
purposeful long-term work has to be continued 
to develop basic tools that facilitate precise and 
efficient policy formation and regionally targeted 
policy implementation. The second challenge is 
to strengthen system innovation in policy. The 
third challenge is to continue improving the set-
ting for local action work, which can be termed 
an operational innovation.

National rural classification is one of the 
major achievements in support of rural policy. It 
originated in 1991 when the first national rural 
programme introduced the idea of the area divi-
sion of rural policy in the form of the so-called 
tripartite principle. Rural municipalities were 
re-classified in 1993 and 2000. A third updated 
version of the typology, featuring new data and 
revised classification criteria, was published in 
2006 (Malinen et al. 2006).

The typology divides rural municipalities 

Figure 1.	Organisation of rural policy in Finland (See e.g. OECD 2008, 102)
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into three groups;
(i) rural municipalities close to urban areas (cit-
ies and towns), 
(ii) core rural municipalities and,
(iii) sparsely populated rural municipalities.

The classification can be used to direct devel-
opment measures, especially in regional and rural 
policy and in scaling of resources. The allocation 
of rural policy resources can thus be optimised, 
particularly from the standpoint of the most 
rural municipalities, thereby emphasising the 
means for promoting endogenous development 
factors, which in other policy structures would 
be neglected.

The second general key challenge is to pro-
vide rural policy with its own place and tools 
(OECD 2008) and to get recognition of the gov-
ernance rural policy represents in administration 
(Uusitalo 2009). The Finnish rural policy system 
consists of four bodies (Fig 2 light grey), which 

are all cross-sectoral, and of three main practical 
methods (Fig 2 dark grey). At the heart of the 
system is the Rural Policy Committee, which is 
appointed by the Finnish Government and has 
21 members. It comprises representatives from 
9 ministries, other public organisations and 
private stakeholders that work together on a 
partnership basis. The routine work of the Com-
mittee is managed by a Secretary General, who 
in turn is assisted by a Deputy Secretary General 
and part-time secretaries in 60 different public 
and private organisations. This is the so-called 
“kitchen” method of rural policy, which allows 
for continuing effect of the rural policy system 
on broad rural policy at different levels in soci-
ety. The fourth part of the system is the Project 
Group, which manages both national research 
and development projects on rural policy.

The three main working methods of the rural 
policy system are the Rural Policy Programme, 
national research and development projects, and 

Figure 2. Finnish Rural Policy System
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the Theme Groups. The Rural Policy Programme 
deals with broad policy issues – rural impacts 
of the actions of different sectoral policies, and 
the means to alleviate the negative impacts and 
reinforce the positive consequences. The pro-
gramme is revised about every four years, and 
it incorporates both a strategic perspective and 
concrete proposals with explicit references to 
those responsible for implementing them. The 
Rural Policy Committee carries forward the pro-
posals of the programme through negotiations, 
projects, theme group work and by influencing 
various political processes. The preparation of the 
Rural Policy Programme includes the preparation 
of the so-called Special Policy Programme, which 
contains only those issues and actions that fall 
within the competence of the Government.

During recent years the Rural Policy Com-
mittee has used about 3 million euros each year 
for about 70 research and development projects. 
The funded projects are often closely connected 
to the implementation of the policy programme. 
There are 10–15 Theme Groups working on 
specific themes, which in some cases represent 
a type of laboratory for developing new ideas. 
The groups are often temporary, but permanent 
groups, such as the one for LAGs, the Theme 
Group for Rural Tourism and the Theme Group 
for Welfare Services, are important in their own 
fields.  

The third major challenge is to strengthen 
local actors and bring regional structures in line 
with rural policy (OECD 2008, Maaseutu ja 
hyvinvoiva Suomi 2009).  This includes a timely 
reaction to the continuously changing role of 

the third sector in the society (Uusitalo 2009). 
Finland is the only country where representation 
on the LAG boards must follow the three-way 
procedure, while in the other countries it is only 
required that at least half of the representatives 
of the decision-making bodies, i.e. boards, must 
be other than official authorities. In Finland the 
official authorities are the municipal officials and 
those holding municipal positions of trust, which 
make up a third of the representatives. Unlike in 
other countries, the local rural residents must 
also be represented on the boards to reinforce the 
grass-roots input to rural development.

As to the factors which explain the exten-
sive and rapid process of mainstreaming the 
LEADER method in Finland, Päivi Pylkkänen 
and Torsti Hyyryläinen (2004, 29) reported 
on:

– the network-based national rural develop-
ment policy
– the viability and functional capacity of civil 
society.

To summarise, the goal of Finnish rural policy 
is to draw attention to the specific needs of rural 
areas and integrate them into central government 
decision-making in various, relevant sectors. This 
is achieved through the work of a large com-
mittee with an extensive cross-sectoral focus. 
The 21-member committee, which represents 
nine ministries and several other organisations, 
is hosted by the Ministry of Agriculture and 
Forestry. Staff members from various organisa-
tions serve as part-time secretaries. The OECD 
(2006, 82) states that this arrangement is con-

TABLE 1. Future structure of the Finnish rural developments policy system
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sistent with the Nordic tradition of a consensus-
building approach to decision-making. This type 
of organisation is the principal feature of Finnish 
rural policy.

Finnish rural policy is based on detailed 
regional information and classification. Tailored 
tools and measures are available through creation 
of a rural area typology. Last but not least, the 
strong infrastructure at the local level facilitates 
place-based policies. The commitment of the 
rural civil society allows for multi-stakeholder 
arrangements, such as the successful LAG work. 

Despite good results to date, the rural policy 
system and its working methods still need to be 
improved. In Finnish rural policy thinking there 
is now a shared understanding of the need to 
strengthen all relevant functional levels. There 
have to be both public sector and civil society 
partners at all levels. A vision of the future struc-
ture of the rural development policy system is 
outlined in Table 1.

In 2009, both the fifth Rural Policy Pro-
gramme (for 2009–2013) (Maaseutu ja hyvin-
voiva Suomi 2009) and a White Paper on Rural 
Policy (Maaseutu ja hyvinvoiva Suomi. Valtione-
uvoston maaseutupoliittinen selonteko Eduskun-
nalle 2009), which are parallel programmes, laid 
down their visions for the future. In addition 
to the three general policy challenges discussed 
above, the programmes raised a number of other 
issues. The programmes aim at improving the 
relative position of sparsely populated areas, and 
safeguarding the public service provision in equal 
terms in the context of an ageing population 
over the entire country. The programmes com-
mit themselves to infrastructure improvements 
(roads, railways, broadband), and to facilitate 
rural industries and entrepreneurship. The is-
sue of labour availability, and foreign labour in 
particular, is also addressed. Finally, it has been 
decided to strengthen the tools for monitoring 
and rural proofing. This is compulsory for dif-
ferent government departments at all levels, and 
all public bodies, to demonstrate that they have 
taken rural interests into account in framing and 
implementing policy and defining the extent to 
which their strategies will benefit rural areas. 

During two decades Finland has developed a 
genuine way of making rural policy, which special 
strength is a long-term cross-sectoral approach, 
which represents an example of new governance. 
Even though Finnish rural policy has been highly 
successful, it is still needed as the challenges faced 
by the rural areas continue to increase.
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Turku, the oldest city in Finland, was founded in 
1229, and the country gained its first university, 
the Royal Academy of Turku, in 1640. When 
the war of 1809 ended in Sweden’s defeat by 
Russia, Finland became an autonomous Grand 
Duchy of the Russian Empire. The Russians nev-
ertheless saw Turku as being both culturally and 
geographically too close to Sweden, and made 
Helsinki the capital of Finland in 1812. Sixteen 
years later the Turku Academy was also moved to 
Helsinki. Today, as the University of Helsinki, it 
is still the largest university in Finland.

It is impossible to appreciate rural develop-
ment in Finland without considering its broader 
connections with the transformations of Finnish 
society, especially the Scandinavian model of the 
welfare state and the delayed but eventually very 
rapid processes of industrialization and urbaniza-
tion that took place in this country. The question 
of food supplies and the needs of society at large 
have determined the direction of rural research 
at various times. Agriculture and forestry are 
integral parts of the Finnish countryside, but 
this short overview will not be concerned as such 
with the very extensive research that has taken 
place in these disciplines.1

Finland is geographically a vast country dotted 
with small towns and local communities. The vil-
lage is not just a traditional form of dwelling place 
but lies at the heart of the Finnish mentality. It is the 
fixed point at the centre of the Finnish mindscape, 
the focus of the great transformation that the Finns 
have collectively witnessed and experienced. 

Rural research has not become institutional-

ized as an independent academic discipline in 
Finland, but rather scientific questions concern-
ing rural areas have been considered within 
separate branches of science. In that sense rural 
research has always been multidisciplinary. Now, 
in the 21st century, it is well established as a 
network-based field of academic research also 
producing university-level teaching.
      To summarize the development of Finnish ru-
ral research, I would divide it into three periods 
defined by certain historical turning points. The 
first 100 years:

I The age of social and village studies in 
agrarian rural Finland (1860–1959) 

will be dealt with here fairly briefly relative to its 
actual duration, as the main emphasis will be on 
the last 50 years. Here we may distinguish two 
significant turning points, the first around 1960, 
marking the beginning of modern rural research, 
and the second around 1990, marking the for-
mation of a rural researcher identity. These two 
phases can be designated as:

II The age of rural research in a welfare state 
context (1960–1989)

III The age of the new rurality and develop-
ment-oriented rural studies (1990– ).

I will describe these three phases below in general 
terms, without going into the work of individual 
researchers or projects. The references on which 
the interpretations are based are listed in the 
bibliography.

Turning points in Finnish rural studies

From traditional rural research  
to new rurality studies

Torsti Hyyryläinen
University of Helsinki, Ruralia Institute
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I Social and village studies in agrarian rural 
Finland (1860–1959) 

As a country of forests, lakes and rivers, Finland 
was a land of vigorous primary production and 
lively village communities up until the 1950s. 
The motivation behind the visits made by aca-
demics to the countryside in the early decades of 
this period was not exclusively the acquiring of 
scientific knowledge but rather it included the 
stimulation of a national identity based on the 
Finnish language and culture. There was virtu-
ally no rural research as we understand it today, 
nor did the scholars think of themselves as rural 
researchers; they were anthropologists, students 
of comparative religion, historians, ethnologists, 
geographers etc.

Finland grew up as a nation on the strength 
of reforms such as the intensification of agricul-
ture, the creation of a system of local government 
(1865), the organization of a civil society and the 
strengthening of the cooperative movement. A 
certain amount of industry also developed, and 
trade was permitted in rural areas from 1858 
onwards. By 1870 the country had 34 small 
towns, accounting for about 8% of the total 
population.

Considerable progress was made in the 
social sciences towards the end of the 19th 
century, when ‘concrete’ social research gained 
in importance, supported by the founding of the 
Finnish Statistical Office in 1865. The ‘father’ 
of Finnish sociology, Edward Westermarck, was 
appointed adjunct professor in that subject at 
the University of Helsinki in 1890 and also ac-
quired a reputation abroad as a researcher and as 
a professor at the London School of Economics. 
A similar academic position in Finno-Ugric eth-
nology was created at the University of Helsinki 
in 1891.

Social research around the turn of the century 
was mainly concerned with the living conditions 
of the landless rural population, the question 
of peasants, tenant farmers and land ownership 
issues. An important part was also played by tra-
ditional village research, which continued from 
the 1920s onwards under the auspices of social 
and cultural anthropology, history, comparative 

religion, geography and ethnology. At that stage 
the village was an obvious unit for studying, a 
visible part of the settlement pattern of Finnish 
society and an element in its structure of produc-
tion and its culture.

II Rural research in a welfare state context 
(1960–1989)

The age of an agrarian rural society persisted for 
an exceptionally long time in Finland by Euro-
pean standards, with the turning point coming 
only in the 1960s, as urbanization gained mo-
mentum, modernization set in and work began 
on constructing a welfare state. Tensions emerged 
between the rural and urban areas and were 
reflected in social contrasts between town and 
country dwellers, farmers and wage-earners.

It was at this point that the social structure of 
the traditional village communities broke down 
and people began to migrate from the villages to 
the towns and to Sweden. Agriculture declined 
in importance as a primary source of livelihood 
and forestry work became mechanized. The vil-
lages of the welfare state began to fare badly. This 
aroused opposition, of course, including political 
opposition, and society descended upon the vil-
lages in a brash and ugly fashion.

The modernization of the social sciences in 
Finland had already begun, in the 1950s, with 
a greater diversity of themes and more advanced 
methodology. A number of new state universities 
were also developed at that time, partly on the 
grounds of regional policy, and some of these 
gained departments in which rural studies could 
be pursued.

Concern was expressed at the speed of the 
change in rural areas, and many researchers were 
united by a generally critical attitude. There was 
an evident desire to generate research results for 
use in critical discussions and political decision-
making processes. Descriptions were given of the 
great transformation that was taking place and 
of a rural landscape of declining villages. It was 
in this context that modern rural research found 
its identity, and the object of that research was 
construed as the changing village.

Again the changes affecting the villages 
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were studied on a multidisciplinary or even 
interdisciplinary basis, with some of the 
researchers remaining within the agrarian 
tradition, concentrating on the transforma-
tion in agriculture or the culture of the local 
communities, while others examined these as 
local manifestations of the structural changes 
in society at large. Also connected with this was 
a Marxist approach, reflecting a very powerful 
trend in the social sciences in Finland in the 
1970s. By no means all the rural researchers 
concurred with the Marxist tenets, however, 
and many adopted other new methodologies, 
including statistical methods, field research, 
interviews and surveys.

One thing that both the Marxists and 
the other rural sociologists at that time had in 
common was that they did not make active at-
tempts to suggest how rural development should 
proceed, but were mostly satisfied with critical 
interpretations of what the capitalist society had 
done to the villages and local communities. The 
outcome was a collective picture of the dying vil-
lage painted by a multiplicity of researchers. 

One significant exception to this trend was 
the approach known as action-oriented village 
research, which, although remaining critical in 
outlook, preferred to speak of the living village. 
Again the question of how came to the forefront. 
This orientation was typical of human geog-
raphers in the fields of regional planning and 
regional studies, and was manifested most clearly 
in a multi-centre village studies project with a 
powerful action research bias launched in 1976, 
which proved decisive for the rise of the village 
activities movement in Finland.

The first longer-term funding received 
from the Academy of Finland for basic rural 
research was for the Rural Vitality Programme 
(1986–1988), following which the University of 
Helsinki decided in 1988 to set up two institutes 
of rural research and training, in Mikkeli and 
Seinäjoki, to study rural living conditions and 
sources of livelihood. These represented real 
investments in institutional capital for applied 
rural research and development. 

III The new rurality and development-
oriented rural studies (1990–2009)

The golden age of the welfare state may be said to 
have ended with the economic recession of 1989. 
Finland’s neighbouring state, the Soviet Union, 
ceased to exist in that form, politics began to 
undergo a major liberalization and the role of the 
state in directing development came to be chal-
lenged, this function being partially taken over 
by free market forces. Finland became a member 
of the European Union in 1995.

The traditional village was dead, and people 
were beginning to lose interest in the construct 
of a changing village. Its story had been told 
already. Attention was now turned towards the 
new rurality. At the same time, a form of national 
rural policy was gaining currency that supported 
the opening up of new possibilities for rural 
areas. Suddenly the countryside was bristling 
with development projects, and new resources 
were invested in applied research in the hope of 
generating ideas for the creation of a new rural-
ity. At the same time academic discourses were 
linked to wider discussions of the “cultural turn” 
in geography and other disciplines.

A meeting of those engaged in village research 
held in 1992 established a new tradition of annual 
gatherings backed up by networking among the 
researchers and others more interested in rural 
development. A year later, in 1993, an important 
new national forum for publications in this field 
was set up under the title of Maaseudun uusi aika 
(literally in English: The new era of rurality), which 
adequately sums up the expectations accompanying 
it: the development of a new rurality stemming 
from mixed and innovative sources of livelihood and 
entrepreneurship. This networking and possession 
of a common journal symbolized the creation of an 
identity for those engaged in rural research, and a 
corresponding organization was founded in 1999.

The second Academy of Finland programme 
of basic research, Economic Adaptation in Rural 
Areas (1994–1997), was also focused on the chal-
lenges of the new rurality, being concerned with 
Finland’s economic adaptation to the European 
Union (especially in agriculture). 

The focus in most studies at that time was on 
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applied and development-oriented research, and 
money was channelled into this via both national 
and EU programmes, partly for the use of young 
researchers recruited from a number of universi-
ties and research institutes.

It was decided at the beginning of the new 
millennium to create a number of posts of 
limited duration for professors of rural studies 
within a variety of disciplines, and this was fol-
lowed in 2002 by the inauguration of a national 
multidisciplinary programme of teaching in rural 
studies arranged jointly by several universities. At 
present there are 9 professors working within this 
multidisciplinary academic field, and a Rural 
Studies network of ten universities exists which 
offers its students academic teaching in rural 
studies, grants interdisciplinary master’s degrees 
in this field and contributes to the development 
of rural research. (www.ruralstudies.fi)

The study modules of the Rural Studies 
network are representative of the broad extent 
of this subject as taught in Finland: 1) change 
and development in rural areas, 2) research and 
development skills, 3) rural policies, 4) rural cul-
tures, 5) environmental issues in rural areas, and 
6) entrepreneurship in rural areas. The students 
(currently 160 altogether) have very different 
backgrounds, representing about 50 separate 
disciplines, although most of them are human 
geographers and social scientists.

Finnish rural studies has its deep roots in 
the multidisciplinary field of social sciences. 
Modern rural research found its identity about 
five decades ago and the formation of an identity 
for rural researchers become more concrete in 
the 1990s. Today rural research is established in 
many universities. It is a network-based field of 
study with academic posts producing teaching 
for master’s and doctoral degrees. The main 
future challenges are related to basic research 
funding, greater internationalization and new 
methodological tools for synergic knowledge-
based management of rural studies. 

NOTE
1 		 This research closely connected with agricultural 

studies generated a Nobel Prize for chemistry, 

awarded in 1945 to Artturi Ilmari Virtanen 
(1895–1973) for his research and inventions in 
agricultural and nutritional chemistry, especially 
his animal fodder preservation method.
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In this review, I provide an overview of the his-
tory of Finnish Local Action Groups (LAGs). I 
am speaking as a voice from the field, as I have 
had the opportunity to follow this work from 
the very beginning, when Finland joined the EU 
in 1995. I have worked as a managing director, 
project advisor and consultant both in LAGs and 
for the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry.

Finnish LEADER method has been praised 
as the jewel in the crown of Finnish rural policy, 
but is currently facing many challenges. Prin-
cipal among these is suffocating bureaucracy 
and national separation of policy-making and 
implementation. However, LAGs remain strong, 
and have recently started a process to develop the 
LEADER method further.

Enthusiasm
LEADER local rural development began in 
Finland in 1996 when 22 LEADER II groups 
were selected by the Ministry of Agriculture and 
Forestry. These groups did not represent many 
of the rural areas and the LEADER method 
was consequently broadened through increased 
national funding in 1997. In total, LAG work 
covered nearly a third of rural areas within a year. 
The speed at which this development took place 
was phenomenal both looking back and compar-
ing with the current operational environment.

Nationally funded LAGs were termed POMO 
(Programme of Rural Development based on Local 
Initiatives) groups. The POMO programme has 
become legendary among the LAGs in Finland. 
It was administered directly by the Ministry, the 
working method was very similar to the Global 

Grant method, the LAGs were highly autonomous 
and bureaucracy was kept to a minimum. 

The first LEADER period was characterised 
by great enthusiasm, the rise of a genuine bot-
tom-up movement and the freedom to develop 
in both LEADER and POMO groups. LAGs 
brought something totally different and unfore-
seen to rural areas. The working method made 
it possible to bring new, sometimes small, ideas 
into action and included new contexts, partners 
and networks. Although the activities themselves 
were seldom innovative, creation of partnerships 
and networks was highly innovative.

LAGs encouraged formation of a direct 
link between local actors and authorities. The 
importance of such seamless connections can-
not be over-emphasised. Through LAGs, local 
actors were able to influence and improve local 
circumstances directly, and not just wait for 
someone else to intervene on their behalf. The 
LAG method strengthened and continues to 
strengthen civil society, and its success rests on 
three pillars: a development programme designed 
by local people – not by an organisation, funds to 
implement the programme and an independent 
and equitable body to make decisions that cannot 
be reversed by single interest groups. This is the 
essence of the LAG method and empowerment of 
local development.

Mainstreaming
During the following programme period (2000-
2006) the LAG method was mainstreamed in all 
rural areas in Finland. There were 58 LAGs in total, 
funded from different sources (Uusitalo 2009). 

Finnish Local Action Group work 
 – experiences from the field 

Heli Walls
LAG Varsin Hyvä (Rural Wellbeing for SW Finland) 
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The networks expanded and the numbers of 
local people involved became significant. There 
were LAG staff, board members, association 
members, project coordinators etc. Simultane-
ously, the changing experiences became part of 
everyday life in the LAGs, strengthening the 
networks and encouraging increased activity.

One of the characteristic features of this 
programme period was probably the capacity-
building process. The LEADER groups became 
highly specialised, some becoming strong local 
developers who were able to make the most of 
EU and national funding. Some LAGs took over 
activities including project payments, which were 
usually taken care of by local authorities. Some 
groups became LEADERs in international co-
operation and carried out several transnational 
projects.

As the LAG expertise increased they became 
better able to take broader responsibility for activi-
ties. This meant that some LAGs became interested 
in managing the tasks of authorities, and became 
even more independent than previously. There 
were groups that wanted to have a comprehensive 
Global Grant system for all Finnish LAGs, while 
others preferred to remain mainly implementers.

As the expertise and the number of people 
involved increased, the LAG spectrum of activi-
ties became more diversified. Local development 
strengthened, but the common voice got weaker, 
and it was more challenging to establish common 
goals and define common problems.

During this programme period, the support 
from the Ministry was very important. LAGs 
became the key actors in Finland’s rural devel-
opment work. Rural Policy Committee work 
supported local development in many ways, 
mostly through the thematic groups (e.g. welfare 
services, food, living), that are working under the 
Rural Policy Committee in the regions.

Bureaucracy
The LEADER method has been a success in 
Finnish rural development, and the method is 
well suited to areas with low population density 
and long distances between towns and villages. It 
brings the development tools closer to people in 

a very cost-efficient way. The main idea is to sup-
port activities rather than administration. Finnish 
LAGs have always had a very small administra-
tive budget so implementation of development 
programmes has always been the priority.

According to participants, the Finnish 
LEADER programme has increased public par-
ticipation, improved capacity building in rural 
areas, encouraged an innovative approach and 
even changed national policies (Rinne 2008). 
During the first two programme periods, LAG 
know-how has accumulated and reached an 
impressively high level. The LAGs have survived 
the growing bureaucracy even though resource 
allocation has not increased. It is surprising how 
capable the LAGs have been in problem solving 
on a very practical level.

At the beginning of the present programme 
period the implementation of a national pro-
gramme was separate from the policy-making 
component. A new bureau was established 
for the implementation of support payments, 
the Agency for Rural Affairs. The direct link 
between the LAGs and the Ministry has there-
fore weakened and nowadays it includes only 
matters concerning broader guidelines and 
policy-making at national and EU level etc. The 
separation of policy-making and implementa-
tion at the national level leads to numerous 
practical difficulties The suffocating bureaucracy 
has increased during the current period, which 
means that project participants face greater 
uncertainty over payments, increasing amounts 
of paper and administration and extended work-
ing hours. One can ask now, even though the 
present programme period has only just begun, 
is this system any longer sufficiently attractive to 
local developers?

The LAGs in Finland were very active during 
the initial processes of the new programme pe-
riod, trying to influence the national authorities 
and to make implementation more efficient. The 
results are yet not very promising but the proc-
ess will continue. It is unfortunate that so much 
common effort is now being directed to the battle 
against increasing bureaucracy, instead to local 
development planning and related activities.
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Visions
The LEADER method has been successful. The 
implementation varies among countries, and 
currently it is far too bureaucratic in Finland. 
The LAGs still believe in the LEADER method 
and the possibilities for its promotion in rural 
areas in the future. 

With this in mind, the LAGs have started to 
develop a process in cooperation with the Uni-
versity of Helsinki, Ruralia Institute, Mikkeli). 
The aim is to improve the method and to launch 
version 2.0 of the LEADER method in the near 
future. The process has resulted in develop-
ment of the Ning-platform, which is an online 
internet-based social network service. 

Lately the discussions in LEADER networks 
have indicated that we should probably jump 
back in time and evaluate the good practices 
we once had at the beginning of the LEADER 
process in Finland, particularly the POMO 
programme. The best means of implementation 
have to be identified and presented at the plan-
ning process for the next programme period, 
which is about to begin.

The links between participants and authori-
ties in LEADER actors is very delicate. At present 
it is not yet in balance in Finland. The adminis-
trative set-up makes local activities and decision-
making processes very difficult, and sometimes 
even impossible. We need new perspectives and 
the courage to prioritise the results expected from 
rural development instead of developing admin-
istratively faultless practices. These two elements 
should be mutually supportive and provide the 
driving force for increased prosperity and a better 
life for all the involved citizens.
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You act as the chair of the scientific committee 
of ESRS Vaasa. How did you come up with the 
topic of the conference? 

– The topic had to be topical, but also fun-

damental: what has European rural sociology got 
to say about the pressing issues that confront the 
world, particularly the rural world? In the 20th 
Century, the tendency was to see the rural as a 
stable but diminishing and retreating entity.  

Professor Philip Lowe is a leading figure in European rural studies. He holds the Duke of Northum-
berland Chair of Rural Economy in the Centre for Rural Economy, which he founded in 1992, at 
the University of Newcastle upon Tyne. Currently he is also Director of the UK Research Council’s 
£25 million interdisciplinary Rural Economy and Land Use Programme. In addition to his wide 
spectrum of research activities in the fields of sociology of rural development, environmental policy 
analysis and land use planning, he holds a number of honorary positions in the practical field of rural 
development. In the UK, for example, he has served as a Board member of the Countryside Agency, 
a member of the Minister of Agriculture’s Advisory Group and Chair of the Market Towns Advisory 
Forum. Currently he is a member of the Science Advisory Council of the Department for Environ-
ment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra), and of Natural England’s Science Advisory Committee. He was 
awarded an OBE (Order of the British Empire) in 2003 for his contributions to the rural economy. 

Professor Lowe is also familiar to many Finnish researchers, not only through his publications, 
but also through research co-operation and some confidential posts: He is known as a member of 
the Scientific Board of Agrifood Research Finland (MTT), a desired keynote speaker and opponent. 
Philip Lowe has been involved with the European Society for Rural Sociology for over 20 years and 
was the British editor of Sociologia Ruralis. Currently, he is the chair of the Scientific Committee of 
ESRS and in the following piece we sought his thoughts about rural development and research on the 
eve of ESRS2009 in Vaasa.

MEETING POINT

“Rural back on centre stage” 

Philip Lowe: 
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Contemporary global political concerns – like 
climate change and food security, bring the 
countryside back to centre stage. They demand 
that we rethink our attitudes towards nature, even 
our place in nature. The rural is one of the major 
interfaces between society and nature. Hence the 
title of the Congress: ‘Re-inventing the rural: be-
tween the social and the natural’. The challenge 
to re-invent is not just one for rural people and 
areas, but also for rural scientists. The Congress 
coincides roughly with the 50th anniversary of 
the emergence of European rural sociology, and 
so this is perhaps an appropriate time to assess 
what it has achieved, and what future challenges 
it should address.

According to the call for papers, rural areas and 
people in Europe stand at a crossroads. What 
do you think is special about this crossroads 
and how are we able to start to move again, 
and in which direction? Towards the ’new 
productivism’?

– The crossroads are those to do with stabil-
ity and change. Modernity tended to represent 
the ‘rural’ as unchanging and immobile, both in 
terms of nature and culture. That served to high-
light the ‘urban’ as dynamic. But climate change, 
population growth and human mobility mean 
that change and movement are ubiquitous. The 
critical questions become how we manage and 
adapt to change; how do we build the resilience 
and adaptive capacity of rural people and places.

You ask about the ‘new productivism’. Much 
of what I hear sounds like the old productiv-
ism. The characteristic of the productivism that 
prevailed until the 1990s was that it sought reck-
lessly to boost primary production. Although it 
claimed to do this with attention to efficiency, 
that only embraced the so-called factors of pro-
duction i.e. land, labour and capital. It did not 
include natural resource efficiency. So we encour-
aged a form of agriculture that was wasteful in its 
use of water, energy, soils and caused pollution 
problems and diminished biodiversity. We must 
not return to that old-style productivism – of 
expansion of food production at any cost. No, 

the new productivism must be constructed on 
the basis of economic and ecological efficiency, 
and which thereby protects the capacities of ag-
ricultural ecosystems to deliver a range of valued 
and life-supporting services.

Social economy and social entrepreneurship 
are key issues when considering the reorgani-
sation of social services in society at large. How 
do you see them in the rural context?

– On the other hand, the term social 
economy raises for me the whole basis of the 
social foundation and rootedness of economic 
activity. Rural firms and businesses provide vital 
services to rural communities; they depend on 
the support and loyalty of their customers and 
those they employ; and they are often embedded 
in complex networks of relationships with other 
local businesses. It is important that regional, 
economic and business policy recognise this 
wider social role of commercial service firms in 
rural areas. Social entrepreneurship recognises 
the other side of the coin – the value and creativ-
ity of not-for-profit and voluntary activities in 
maintaining the vitality of rural communities. 
Social entrepreneurship can and should play a 
particularly important role in the provision of 
social and welfare services in areas where state or 
commercial coverage is patchy or non-existent. 
Again, it is important that policy makers and 
funding bodies recognise these non-conventional 
service providers.

Multidisciplinarity has characterised rural 
research in many countries. Now interdiscipli-
narity appears increasingly on the agenda. How 
would you describe your own experiences in 
interdisciplinary research in terms of strengths 
and weaknesses, opportunities and threats? 

– Interdisciplinarity differs from disciplinarity 
and multidisciplinarity in the emphasis it places 
on interaction and joint working, which brings 
the knowledge claims and conventions of differ-
ent disciplines into a dialogue with each other, 
yielding new framings of research problems. It 
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is this unsettling promise of interdisciplinar-
ity which is what makes it so challenging. The 
possibility of new framings allows scope for non-
scientific interests to get involved in problem 
characterisation and setting research priorities. 
That can seem to be a threat by established sci-
entific interest. The research programme I direct 
in the UK – the Rural Economy and Land Use 
Programme – only funds research projects that 
creatively combine natural and social science 
perspectives. It includes over 400 scientists from 
40 different disciplines. The projects also must 
incorporate external stakeholders in the design 
and conduct of the research. The research is ad-
dressing novel problems as well as old problems 
from novel perspectives. Overall, the programme 
is developing an internal and external network-
ing capacity for scientists such that they become 
central to society’s learning capacity – a crucial 
role as we adapt to economic and environmental 
instability on a global scale.

Interdisciplinarity undermines scientific hi-
erarchies and therefore creates resistances, which 
are seen as difficulties over such areas as control 
of research budgets, peer reviewing norms for 
research applications and publishing of inter-
disciplinary work. These are not insuperable 
obstacles, but they do need to be tackled.

Rural areas are often considered as a resource 
or reserve for ‘the other’ society. Do you think 
that the importance of the rural areas becomes 
apparent only when ‘the other’ has problems to 
manage?  

– I have always deeply believed that rural 
and urban areas and people are highly interde-
pendent. I do not accept the rhetoric that sees 
them as having distinct and separate needs and 
existences. Maybe this reflects my experiences of 
living in a rather overcrowded island like Brit-
ain. I do accept that often national policy isn’t 
sufficiently sensitive to the specific context of 
rural living. For some years I was on the Board 
of the Countryside Agency – the former rural 
development agency for England. And in that 
position I pushed strongly the concept of “rural 

proofing”. This notion presumes that one doesn’t 
want to build a separate rural policy, but wants 
to fine tune national and regional policies and 
programmes so that they take fully into account 
the specific circumstances of rural areas. It is a 
cross-cutting device which we try to apply to all 
policy sectors and programmes.

Sustainability has been a topic for over two 
decades. What is actual or new in that field in 
your opinion, or should we already give up the 
concept? 

– The concept of sustainability does need 
looking at afresh, given the fact that we now face 
an unstable natural environment. It is important 
that we bring together the concepts of environ-
mental and social resilience. However, much of 
the time we are seeking to stabilise the environ-
ment while seeking to change our social systems 
to make them more sustainable.

How should rural land and rural communities 
be engaged in the search for sustainability? 

– I’ll answer this by focussing on climate 
change, which I see as the overarching challenge 
for our era. How we use rural land is central to 
the way we respond to climatic change, in terms 
of both mitigation and adaptation. On the one 
hand, land is both a source of emissions and a 
means for decreasing them. Land can produce 
low-carbon energy – from wind-farms, solar 
power, biomass crops and anaerobic digestion of 
waste. Equally, forests and peatlands have poten-
tial to ‘lock up’ substantial amounts of carbon. 

On the other hand, especially as space, land 
is central to our capacity to adapt and adjust to 
the effects of climate change. Flood management 
areas, changing cropping zones and shifts in the 
geographical ranges of species are examples of 
this. Much of the medium-term growth in green-
house gas emissions is already in the ‘pipeline’. So 
adaptation is a necessity. 

It is important to ensure that short-term ad-
aptations do not add to the long-term problem. 
Shifts in land use happen over divergent time 

MEETING POINT



101Maaseudun uusi aika 2 | 2009

scales, ranging from months (e.g. an arable crop 
rotation) to many years (e.g. afforestation) and 
may be more or less reversible, which means that 
much of our decision-making over the use and 
management of land is quite path dependent. 
The deployment of land must therefore seek to 
reconcile the short and long-term perspectives. 

Many of the articles in this journal deal with 
governance in one way or another; they 
describe multi-level governance, governance 
gaps and scalar problems in various contexts. 
What is your relationship to the governance 
discourse? 

– Governance and the social management of 
markets are central to all of the key contemporary 
concerns about the management of natural re-
sources and society’s responses to climate change. 
We have to work out our systems of governance 
over land and natural resources if we are going to 
tackle such problems.

What is your favourite research topic right 
now? 

–  The future of rural sociology as an inter-
disciplinary field.

What kind of scientific expectations you have 
for the conference?  

–  Very high.

How about social ones? 

–  I hope people will have fun and enjoy 
visiting Finland.

This is not the first time you have visited Fin-
land. Could you describe what has so far been 
the most memorable experience of all?

–  I always love coming to Finland. I find 
Finnish people the most welcoming and thought-
ful of any in Europe. I enjoy your complex 
mixture of hypermodernity and ‘back to nature’ 
wildness.

Interviewer: 
Katriina Soini 
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