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Response to the roadmap on the 
long-term vision for rural areas 
 

SMEunited, the Association of Crafts and SMEs in Europe, welcomes the 
Commission's ambition to engage in a comprehensive reflection of the long-term 
vision for rural areas. On several occasions we raised our concerns regarding the 
restrictive and too sectoral conclusions of the European Conferences on Rural 
Development and called for a truly holistic and inclusive approach to rural 
development.  

It is estimated that more than 7 million Crafts and SMEs are located in rural 
areas. They shape the social and economic cohesion and ensure the supply of 
vital local services and products, among others in the agriculture, food, forestry 
and tourism sectors. They also contribute to social and economic stability by 
creating and maintaining jobs, particularly in areas where they are the only ones 
to generate employment. Hence, rural areas need a supportive ecosystem for all 
enterprises, based on a genuine and effective partnership.  

SMEunited advocates for a long-term strategy for rural development that 
mobilises and integrates all key actors, ensures access to public / private services 
and infrastructure to improve the quality of living and guarantees the better and 
more sustainable management of natural resources, as well as the protection of 
cultural heritage.  

 

Better understand the challenges of rural areas 
While the major challenges in rural areas, such as demographic change, limited 
connectivity and mobility, lack of access to public services, are well known, the 
characteristics differ considerably from one rural region to another. To effectively 
respond to the diversity of rural areas, policy measures need to consider local 
and regional contexts, involve local and regional stakeholders and target all 
sectors, without favouring one over the other. There are no one-size-fits-all 
solutions when it comes to rural development. 

In addition, the COVID-19 pandemic has led to a change in preferences and 
behaviour of citizens, such as desire to move from urban fringes to rural areas, 
change in lifestyle promoting local products, discovery of teleworking, etc. These 
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trends could also have significant effects on the demography and economic 
activities as well as on the demand for new services in rural areas.  

SMEunited believes that the current form of the European Agricultural Fund for 
Rural Development no longer corresponds to the reality and leads to confusion 
between agricultural measures and those intended for rural development. This 
can also result in different interpretations at national and regional level. In 
response, it is necessary to adopt an Agenda at European level that is strictly 
dedicated to rural development and facilitates the integration with cohesion and 
common agricultural policy as well as with European flagship programmes such 
as Green Deal.  

 

Respond to the challenges: a European Rural 
Agenda with effective partnership  
In practice, like urban development, rural development should be based on a 
territorial approach and not on a pure sectored vision. For SMEunited the notion 
of territorial cohesion does not apply only between Member States and between 
regions, but also at local level to ensure coherence amongst all economic, social, 
and public actors. A new rural development policy has to provide the right tools 
for all players in rural areas, regardless of being agricultural or non-agricultural.  

Its character and the social, economic and environmental challenges in rural areas 
require a holistic approach. Therefore, rural development policy should become 
an integral part of territorial cohesion policy, designed in real partnership.  

SMEunited calls for the adoption of a European Rural Agenda, similar to the 
Urban Agenda for the EU, to establish a more coordinated approach to EU 
policies, better understand and address rural issues and to provide a framework 
for a broader governance system. The European Rural Agenda could also draw 
on measures of several Member States, such as the French Rural Agenda. 

To this end, we support the setting-up of a High-Level Expert Group to assist 
with the identification of challenges and tailor-made solutions for rural areas. The 
new framework for rural development could be co-managed by relevant policy 
Directorates-General, in close collaboration with European economic and social 
partners.  

SMEunited underlines the importance of involving citizens and stakeholders in a 
more structured and coherent way. A meaningful engagement can result in 
policies that are better designed, more practical and respond to the needs and 
conditions on the ground.  
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However, according to the results of our recent report, in practice only few 
national and regional SME organisations are involved in the design of rural 
development programmes. 

Furthermore, SMEunited has repeatedly highlighted the shortcomings of 
European and national expert groups and events focusing on rural development, 
which do not take sufficient account of non-agricultural stakeholders. There is a 
need to improve and more effectively target information on non-agricultural 
activities. 

The European Network for Rural Development as well as the National Rural 
Networks would gain in efficiency and visibility by being more open and inclusive 
to non-agricultural organisations and by safeguarding the balanced 
representation of all relevant actors. 

SMEunited requests to strictly apply the partnership principle (Article 6 of the 
Common Provisions Regulation) and ensure the participation of all rural 
development actors in line with the European Code of Conduct on Partnership. A 
multi-level and multi-actor governance can guarantee that relevant 
stakeholders, especially SME organisations, are involved in the programme 
design and implementation. Partnerships between rural development actors 
could be also reinforced through a better coordinated LEADER approach and 
Community-Led Local Development.  

SMEunited is ready to engage in the upcoming discussion to explore actions on 
the future of rural areas and committed to provide its knowledge and expertise 
by counting on the most extensive European network of SME organisations and 
SMEs. 
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