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ment, it became increasingly apparent that there was a strong need fora

During the 1980s, as a result of rapid agricultural and industrial develop-

Community-wide policy to develop new structures and policies to cope
with the problems facing rural areas. In 1988, in its communication on the future
of rural society the European Commission provided a comprehensive analysis of

the problems facing the rural world and stressed the need for the Community to
provide new solutions.

Agriculture and forestry are the principal users of land in Europe. Agricultural
land accounts for 57 % of the Community’s territory, and 20 % is covered by
forests. The economic health of these sectors remains vital to the future of the
rural economy, particularly since they make an important contribution to the
development of other economic sectors both upstream and downstream. How-
ever, over the last three decades, agriculture in the Community has undergone a
profound transformation, almost doubling the volume of output and at the same
time more than halving the number of people employed. In 1980 agriculture
accounted for 23 % of employment in the States which now comprise the
Community, while by the late-1980s the sector employed under 8 % of the labour
force. There are now only 18 regions out of the 314 presently defined in the
Community in which the share of agricultural employment is above 30 %; and in
145 regions it accounts for less than 10 % of total employment. This transform-
ation has highlighted the need for a new dynamic in those regions which contain
almost half of the Community’s inhabitants.

Community rural development policy — Why?

A number of developments during the 1980s have confributed to the decision to
launch and implement a rural development policy at Community level.

B The enlargement of the Community has meant that the disparities in income
and employment opportunities, the availability of infrastructure and services
between different regions in the Community have become greater. These
differences are reflected both in agricultural structures and in the economic
and social situation of rural regions. While some 80 % of agricultural output
comes from the 20 % of farms located in the relatively prosperous farming
regions of the Community, in many poorer and more isolated, particularly
Mediterranean, rural regions there is an ageing population of smallholders,
frequently without heirs, living in relative poverty. In such regions the average
gross domestic product per inhabitant is usually less than half that obtained in
the most urbanized regions.

In order to help rectify the increasing disequilibrium and imbalances between
the industrialized central zones and the rural periphery, the Single European
Act adopted in 1986 specifically committed the Community to ‘the balanced
development’ of economic and social activities across the Community. Rural
development is clearly one of the major facets of this commitment to greater
economic and social cohesion. It must be seen as complementary to the
Community’s determination to create a single European market.

M The growth of agricultural output both in the Community and world wide
during the 1970s and 1980s resulted in the need to bring agricultural support
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policies more into line with market realities. The consequent reduction in
price support and output volumes continues to place a major burden of
adjustment on farmers and farm workers as well as the rural economy in
general, As a consequence of this process as well as of increased productivity
within agriculture, it has been estimated that by the end of the century
between 6 and 16 million hectares of agricultural land will be surplus to
requirements. In these circumstances there is a need for rural policy to offer
scope for diversification of income opportunities, both on and off farm, and to
stimulate local economies to complement the traditional role of agriculture
and forestry,

B In most of the Community the general appearance of the countryside and
many particular habitats have been created by many centuries of agricultural
activity. In recent decades, however, the rapid growth of intensive farming
practices, the expansion of tourism, the spread of urbanization and transport
have helped to give rise to particular public concern about the environment.
While the problems posed vary in degree and intensity between the different
Member States, it is apparent that in those, mainly northern, parts of the
Community where agricultural development has advanced furthest there is
increasing concern with water pollution, soil contamination, loss of flora and
fauna, and changes to landscape appearance. Problems more specific to the
southein regions of the Community are posed by land abandonment, soil
erosion and forest fires. The maintenance of a sound ecological balance in
rural areas is a vital component of an integrated approach to rural development
which serves the needs of society as a whole.

Guiding principles

In order to meet the challenges referred to above the Community has embarked
on a new approach based on the following broad principles: :

B Rural development policy is intended to cover all aspects of the rural world and
not just specific sectoral concerns. By means of such an integrated approach to
economic development the strategy can take into account the countryside’s
diverse role in modern society in terms of its productive, environmental and
social functions. Within the Commission itself and at Member State level this
meant there has been an unprecedented need for cross-sectoral cooperation
and planning.

B In order for policy implementation to be effective, responsibility for action
needs to be spread along a chain which ends in Brussels but starts as close as
possible to the people concerned at the local level. This subsidiarity principle

- means that each institution’s role in decision-making and management is

respected and valued; and that ultimately effectiveness is maximized by means
of shared responsibility.
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