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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.
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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 
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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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