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Rural areas face significant challenges related to climate and demographic changes as well as green transformation of the economy. 

First step for such a transition is a long-term vision. Within the SHERPA projects multi-actor platforms were created and they discussed 

the vision for 2040 for their territories. This participatory process included representatives of science, society, and policy. The 

participants discussed development challenges, vision and enabling factors for achieving the desirable vision. The aim of the paper is 

to compare the results of the visioning exercise conducted by the Polish platform located in Mazowieckie region with the results of the 

other ones and the vision prepared by the European Commission. The results show that the characteristics of a desirable future vision 

are shared throughout the EU and call for vibrant rural communities and rural attractiveness. Improving availability and accessibility 

of public and private services as well as digitalization and diversification of rural economy accompanied by a sustainable use of natural 

resources are key elements of vibrance and attractiveness of rural areas. To achieve this vision not only financial support and more 

efficient public policies are needed but also greater empowerment of local communities is essential.  
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INTRODUCTION  
 

Rural areas face significant challenges related to climate and demographic changes as well as green transformation of 

the economy. The specific problems of the rural areas relate to their distance from urban growth centers. However, the 

dispersion of social and economic activity characterizes all types of rural areas (Stanny et al., 2021) and shapes the challenges 

related to sustainability transition (Wieliczko et al., 2021). The rural areas in the European Union need to be involved in the 

implementation of the European Green Deal which is the EU strategy for sustainability transition. Yet so far there has not been 

prepared o comprehensive strategy of how to support the rural areas in the transition process. It is necessary to identify the 

threats and opportunities the transition offers to rural areas and rural communities (Pellegrini et al., 2021). 

The EU rural areas are diverse and the challenges they face in relation to the transition are of different magnitude 

and specificity. The European Commission’s strategy “Long-term vision for the EU’s rural areas – towards stronger, 

connected, resilient and prosperous rural areas by 2040” (European Commission, 2021) can be seen as a first step to plan 

an agenda for facilitating the transition of the EU rural areas.  

The diversity of rural realities and competing interests of different stakeholder groups call for creating a highly 

collaborative process of determining the transition pathway and development strategy. Such a process requires 

engagement and mutual trust of the participants. Imagining the future of rural areas is the first step in this process.  

The aim of the study is to compare the results of the discussion on the long-term vision for rural development 

conducted within the multi-actor platform in Mazowieckie region with the results of such discussions in other such 

platforms created within the SHERPA project and the long-term vision created by the European Commission.  

 

RESEARCH METHODS  
 

The study was conducted as part of the Horizon 2020 project entitled Sustainable Hub to Engage into Rural Policies 

with Actors (SHERPA). It applied a participatory approach to study the needs of rural communities in the EU and to identify 

policy recommendations. Within the project specially designed multi-actor platforms (MAPs) were created to ensure 

diversity of participants. These platforms are science-society-policy interfaces. This means that they offer the space for 

dialogue among different groups of stakeholders. This approach, also known as living labs, offers launching deliberative 

processes for public decision making which are vital for complex issues (Chwalisz, 2021). Living lab methodology is 
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commonly used in social sciences (Dekker et al., 2020). Living labs are useful tool in to learn about the community needs 

(Edwards-Schachter et al., 2012) and solve societal challenges (Hossain et al., 2019) as they offer exploration, disruption 

and open-ended results (Brankaert, den Ouden, 2017). Rural development faced with sustainability transition is a good 

example of problems that require cooperation and engagement of different stakeholders. Creation of such diverse platforms 

enables building relations that are empowering participants, allow for learning, coordinating decisions, generate 

collaboration and co-creation between public sector and citizens (Slätmo et al., 2020). Living lab concept has been 

acknowledged to be applicable to rural issues. In 2000s the concept of rural living labs was developed focusing on 

“development of rural areas through involvement of local communities, relevant local stakeholders and stakeholders form 

different sectors” (Zavratnik et al., 2019). Living labs help in looking for place-based solutions to making rural areas an 

attractive place to work and live. They also improve engagement of local actors in shaping developmental strategies and 

policy design. They are seen as a democratic innovation (Asenbaum, Hanusch, 2021) or a way for democratization of public 

sector innovation (Fuglsang et al., 2021) as well as a governance tool (Schliwa et al., 2015). 

The SHERPA MAPs operate under four guiding principles:  

 flexible programming; 

 co-constructioning policy recommendations;  

 multi-level interactions; 

 impartiality and transparency (Slätmo et al., 2020). 

These principles should help ensure smooth collaboration among the MAP members as the transdisciplinary 

collaboration process is considered to be one of the biggest challenges of applying the living lab concept (Kalinauskaite 

et al., 2021). 

In the first year 20 regional or national multi-actor platforms were created as well as an EU-level one. The MAPs 

co-create citizen-led solutions and innovations to address social issues and challenges (Hughes et al. 2019). In the first 

co-creating cycle, the MAPs were all given a task of creating a desirable vision of rural area in the area covered by their 

specific MAP. The exercise conducted by MAPs also included identification of challenges in realizing the vision and 

factors that can act as enablers for achieving the desirable rural areas. 

The Polish MAP was created based on the already existing local action group “Zielone Sąsiedztwo” (Green 

Neighborhood) which operates in rural areas close to Warsaw, Polish capital city. This local action group (LAG) was founded 

to implement Leader in Brwinów gmina, Milanówek and Podkowa Leśna in the programming period 2007-2013. The 

members of the LAG include the local policymakers, entrepreneurs, and NGO representatives. To create a MAP the 

representatives of science were invited. The MAP includes 8 representatives of society, 6 of science and 3 of policy. 

The activities of this MAP are designed so that to achieve the following specific objectives: 

1. Identification of problems related to rural development. 

2. Analysis of necessary policy tools to support rural landscapes and biodiversity. 

3. Enumeration of policy instruments needed to create resilient and vibrant rural areas. 

 

RESEARCH RESULTS  
 

The visioning exercise conducted by the Polish MAP and other SHERPA MAPs was aimed at imaging desirable 

vision. Thus, the participants were discussing what is needed and welcomed to boost rural attractiveness. Rural 

attractiveness is understood as the presence of socio-economic and environmental conditions that make a given rural area 

a place attractive to live and work, which means that there is a good quality of life, good services, and connectivity with 

nearby urban centers.  

The discussions conducted by the members of the MAP in Mazowieckie region evolved around three issues: 

 Challenges and opportunities in the next 20 years. 

 Desirable future for 2040. 

 Enablers to achieve the vision. 

The challenges faced by the rural areas in Mazowieckie region differ in the extend and specific characteristics 

depending on the location. The peripheral areas of the region, where there is no strong urban growth center are the most 

deprived ones. Therefore, the region faces challenges that differ in scale and importance depending on the distance from 

Warsaw or other important urban growth centers. However, the size of Warsaw and its clout leads to significant imbalance 

in the development of the whole region. The rural areas neighboring Warsaw are well connected with the city while the 

peripheral areas suffer from lack of transportation connections with Warsaw and other main cities in the region which 

limits economic activity of their inhabitants as well as their access to education and healthcare. 

The challenges in the development of Mazowieckie region relate to all three elements of the sustainable 

development. The main and the most important challenge for the development of rural areas of the region are demographic 

changes. All the MAP members agreed that this constituted the key issue for the future of rural areas that needed to be a 

focal point around which the whole development strategy should be built. The second most important challenge is said to 

be climate change. No MAP member considered it as “not important” but 30% stated that the importance of this issue 

was difficult to assess. The poverty and social inequalities were seen as important by the same share of MAP members 

as climate change but in this case 10% of the MAP members saw it as not important issue for the rural areas in the region. 

Increasing role of digitalization in economy and daily life also met with very homogenous responses. The majority stated 

it was an important challenge, while the minority did not have a clear opinion on this issue. The fifth listed issue by the 
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MAP members were changes in production and diversification of rural economy. In this case the majority did not have a 

clear opinion on this problem, while the minority considered it an important issue. 

The key part of the debate was the desirable vision of rural areas in the perspective of 2040, that is in 20 years. 

This is a time span that is not too long to be practically unimaginable but given the fact that the discussion was conducted 

amid the COVID-19 pandemic, the participants were open to think out of the box and be bold in describing their desirable 

rural vision.  

The vision can be summarized to a phrase: “vibrant rural communities”. It shows that the society and its well-

being is put in the center of this vision. The economic and environmental aspects of sustainable development are part of 

this vision but as preconditions for the human well-being. It is also important to underline that the vision emphasizes the 

role of community and cooperation among local citizens representing different stakeholder groups. 

Environmental issues constitute a vital part of the vision created by the Polish MAP. The vision shows protection 

of biodiversity and natural resources as part of the desirable future. 

The MAP members stated to there are no sufficient resources – financial, political, social, and human – in the 

region that can be applied to undergo the transition into the desirable future. Support through regional, national and the 

EU policies is needed to help the rural areas in the process of transition. The rural areas themselves can only offer 

engagement and commitment to this process. Therefore, as enablers the discussion participants saw all the stakeholders 

who can in different sectors and at different levels of socio-economic system of rural areas bring about the needed changes 

in the functioning of rural communities. It was underlined that due to the diversity of development level characterizing 

rural areas in Mazowieckie, the level of support and conditions under which it is offered should take into account the 

financial capacity of different communities and types of beneficiaries. Generally, any actions leading to increase in the 

capacity of rural communities and businesses can be seen as enabler of the transition. 

The results of the visioning exercise conducted in the Polish MAP are similar to the ones stemming from all the 

other MAPs. This can seem a surprising finding given the diversity of rural areas. Yet, despite the differences and specific 

characteristics the challenges, vision and enablers identified by the different MAPs revolve around the same issues. This 

also shows that there is a need to act at the EU level as through an EU policy, member states can learn from one another 

and develop common solutions to the problems present in different parts of the EU. 

Most of the other MAPs created in the SHERPA project as challenges identified demographic shift. It covers two 

phenomena – depopulation and aging. Infrastructure and basic services were also listed. In this case the issues mentioned 

related to lack of the necessary infrastructure and services, their low accessibility and poor quality. The third key challenge 

name by the other MAPs related to climate change. The specific problems enumerated in relation to this issue were high 

temperatures, low annual precipitations, and extreme meteorological phenomena. 

The desirable visions described by the other MAPs focused on overcoming the observable current challenges. The 

majority of MAPs named following themes as vital parts of the vision for their rural areas and communities: 

1. Digitalisation and digital technologies highly integrated in the rural economy. 

2. A diversified rural economy. 

3. A stable and sustainable demographic structure. 

4. Environmental conservation, climate adaptation and biodiversity improved. 

5. Improved infrastructure, sustainable, innovative mobility models, and access to services. 

The enablers identified by the other MAPs were highly diverse in nature and in many cases closely related to the 

vision for the future of rural areas. Almost 90% of the MAPs named empowering local actors and communities as well 

as enhancing multi-level and territorial governance as enablers of reaching the desirable future. This shows that there are 

not only tangible enablers but also needs related to democracy and good governance that need to be tackled to help rural 

areas in the process of sustainability transition. The other enablers listed by the majority of the MAPs included: 

 Enhancing smart ruralities and digitalization. 

 Data and knowledge. 

 Funding improved. 

 Shift in production and diversification of the rural economy. 

There is a strong emphasis on the diversification and digitalization of the rural economy. Less vocal very the voices 

seeking the opportunities for increasing rural attractiveness via bioeconomy and green transition. Yet, taking care of 

environment and supporting different forms of entrepreneurship were part of the agenda leading to a desirable future. 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

The challenges identified by the MAP members are in line with the results of the discussions conducted by other 

SHERPA MAPs. Moreover, they are similar to the ones named by the EC and the ones listed in the second draft of the 

Polish CAP strategic plan. This resemblance vividly shows that is not a question of bad local management that there are 

certain challenges but general policy that is similar irrespective of the location within the EU. 

Other studies also bring the problems of rural empowering and increased support to the transition process in line. 

One of such examples is the participatory process of a foresight study concerning the future of rural areas in the EU 

conducted European Network for Rural Development (ENRD) let to constructing four scenarios that show different 

development pathways depending on the strength of different driving forces (Bock, Krzysztofowicz, 2021): 

1. Rurbanities scenario – limited coordination between different governance levels, inflow of inhabitants, higher 

accessibility of public and private services but lower social cohesion and lack of integration of newcomers. 
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2. Rural renewal scenario – coordinated green transition progressing faster than in big cities and inflow of new 

inhabitants willing to get involved in building local communities. 

3. Rural connections scenario – digital infrastructure in help of dealing with population decline and the concentration 

of socio-economic activity in rural hubs. 

4. Rural specialisation scenario – rural restructuring partially successful resulting in accelerated depopulation. 

These scenarios can be summarized in a two-dimensional matrix shaped by the key determinants of the future of 

rural areas – rural demography and multi-level governance (Fig. 1). 

The results of the discussions within the Polish MAP created a vision of rural areas that is similar to the rural 

renewal scenario as this is the only desirable scenario characterized by expanding rural areas and networked multilevel 

governance. Faced with the prospect of sustainability transition, it is of great importance that local communities are 

involved in the process of deciding how this process is managed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Source: Bock, Krzysztofowicz (2021), Fig. 3. 

Figure 1. ENRD’s foresight scenario logic 

 

The European Commission’s long-term vision repeats the issues present in the discussion of the SHERPA MAPs 

when it comes to the drivers of the changes for the desirable future for rural areas in the EU (Fig. 2). The EC’s vision also 

mentions “vibrant rural communities” as is the case in the debate of the Polish MAP. This seems to be the key success 

factor for a just sustainability transition. The transformation of rural inhabitants to rural communities is a challenge as it 

requires not only empowering the citizens but also requires the citizens to be willing and open for the deliberative 

processes and taking direct responsibility for their neighborhood.  
 

 
Source: European Commission (2021), Graph 1. 

Figure 2. Main drivers shaping the future of rural areas for 2040 and the four complementary areas for action 
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CONCLUSIONS 

 

Multi-actor platforms are an effective tool in determining key needs of local communities. The discussions among 

actors representing different stakeholder groups help decern the areas of consensus on the vision for development of rural 

communities and the priorities in improving the attractiveness of rural areas. Such platforms also help in engaging local 

communities in policy design. 

The comparison of the vision for rural areas elaborated by the Polish MAP and the ones prepared by other SHERPA 

MAPs as well as the vision presented by the EC in its communication present a similar picture. An important part of this 

picture is the empowerment of local communities. This shows that the provision of services is not sufficient to make the 

rural areas an attractive place to work and live. Citizens want to have a say in the decision-making process and want to 

shape the future of their neighborhood. The cooperation of different levels of governance is part of the process of 

empowerment of the citizens as the local authorities also need empowerment and stronger cooperation with one another 

and other levels of governance to ensure the best management of available resources. 

The commonly expressed problems with provision of public and private services and lacking infrastructure call 

for rural proofing of public policies and ensuring that they are shaped and implemented in a way that ensures fulfilling 

territorial justice principles. This is also a way to support a just green transition.  

The further step is translating the vision into specific policy measures and providing the necessary funding. Local 

actors call for more trust from the side of public administration that the beneficiaries of funding use the resources wisely. 
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