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Message to the European institutions and national governments
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March 2019

The European Rural Parliament seeks to express the voice of rural Europe; to articulate the concerns of rural people; and to promote self-help and action by the rural people, in partnership with civil society and governments.  Our network, with members in 40 European countries, is committed to the well-being of rural communities throughout Europe.  Our policies were shaped at European Rural Parliaments held in 2013, 2015 and 2017, and are set out in our European Rural Manifesto.  
Rural areas are of crucial importance to Europe.  They cover 80% of EU territory, are home to 57% of its population and produce 46% of GVA.  They provide much of the food, timber, fibre, water and minerals that we need.  Their economies are becoming smart and diversified.  They can take action to ameliorate climate change and protect biodiversity.  
The needs of rural communities.  Rural people deserve the same quality of life as those who live in cities.  Some rural areas are well served.  But other rural regions suffer from   narrow economies, the exodus of young people, decline in services, poverty and social exclusion.  They need continuing efforts of regional and rural development, including a strong element of support for small farmers and for diversification of rural economies.  Many peripheral, sparsely-populated or mountainous areas have particular need for support. 
The political challenge.  Rural communities throughout the continent are willing and able to take initiative in strengthening their own local economies and social structures.  They can thereby contribute to the EU 2020 goals of smart, sustainable and inclusive growth.  At a time of alienation between citizens and the European mission, they can help to rebuild the connection with Europe.  But they need the effective support of governments.  
Future policies.  In this context, we are deeply concerned by some elements in the drafts for future EU development policies, notably the proposals to :
	move away from close harmonisation of the CAP with the other main investment funds

decrease further the funds devoted to rural development within the CAP
	reduce the scale and mandatory form of expenditure on environmental protection and amelioration of climate change 
	weaken the provisions for LEADER and Community Led Local Development (CLLD).

These proposals do not appear to be consistent with the ‘just balance between actors in rural development’ called for in the Cork Declaration and in the European Parliament resolution of 3 October 2018 on the needs of rural, mountainous and remote areas.
In the current debate on future policies, we therefore call for :
Harmonisation of regulations for the CAP and the Regional, Social and Maritime Funds
	Provision in these regulations for means of simplification (such as cost-options for local projects) which will truly help officials, Local Action Groups and beneficiaries; and for recognition of the value of social results and impacts in performance-based financing. 
	Continued commitment to Cohesion Funds, in support of regions with fragile economies.
	Retention of the current proportion of CAP funds that are devoted to Pillar 2, with a strong focus on strengthening secondary and tertiary sectors of rural economies and on sustaining rural services and infrastructure.
	Changes in the allocation of CAP Pillar 1 support to farmers in order to place an upper limit on the amounts paid to any one farm, to encourage retention and creation of jobs on farms, and to support cooperation among small farmers. 
	Increased focus on the needs of young people in rural areas, and on support for young farmers and young entrepreneurs, who can be the new drivers of rural development. 
	Extension of the Smart Villages programme to support all forms of innovation, and to recognise the key role of small towns as focal points for innovation in rural regions of Europe.
Increased investment in measures to combat climate change and to mitigate its impact on rural regions, and to realise the strong contribution which rural areas can make to generate renewable energy, promote circular and eco-economies and provide long-term protection for natural resources : these should continue to be mandatory elements in rural development programmes.
Support for citizen-led local development and the active involvement of civil society organisations in decision-making and implementation processes for rural development.  
	Expansion of the role of LEADER, as the crucial means of delivering European and national funds in a way which meets the specific needs of each area and which harnesses the energy and resources of the public, private and civil sectors.  Local Action Groups should be enabled to pursue the Community Led Local Development approach and to draw down finance from different European and national funds, and should be given a greater degree of autonomy and flexibility in the use of funds.  
	An accelerated process of accession or formal support for the countries of South East Europe, with strengthened programmes of rural development including LEADER.  Rural development actors in these countries should have full ability to take part in multi-national networking and exchanges with EU partners.  
	A wider programme of networking, capacity-building and exchanges between rural stakeholders and governments in all European countries, including continuation of the highly valuable European Network for Rural Development and extension of the Erasmus+ programme to include all active participants in rural development activity.
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