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Rural Scotland Key Facts

98% of Scotland is ‘rural’ and 
much is ‘remote’ or ‘sparse’.

• Growing population – notably in accessible 
rural areas. ‘Sparse’ areas: challenge of ageing.

• Perceived as a ‘very good’ place to live.

• Economy: micro businesses, SMEs, self-
employment, but fewer public sector jobs

– ‘Working from home’ is common.

• People: healthier & well educated

• Housing: less affordable

• Services: becoming less accessible; and 
persistence of digital exclusion

• Financial vulnerability and fuel poverty

• Highlands & Islands Enterprise (HIE) and new 
South of Scotland Economic Agency.

Source: Rural Scotland Key Facts 2018



Models of Rural Development

• Top-down Development
– ‘Exogenous’, imposed from outside

– Eg. Power stations, aluminium smelters

– Dependent; Distorted; Destructive; Dictated

• Bottom-up Development
– ‘Endogenous’ - local priorities and assets

– ‘Development from within’ actually rare

• Networked rural development
– Locality necessarily interacts with elsewhere 

– so ‘neo-endogenous’ rural development

– Based on assets and networks within and 
beyond the area. Local capacity-building.

– Balance of control is crucial -> localism.

– LEADER: an example of this approach?



So rural areas can thrive….

But how?
• What are the ingredients of rural 

renaissance?

• To explore this I will take you on a 
journey through remote areas of 
Norway, Scotland and England… 



Røros, Norway

The Røros copper mines 
closed in 1977 – the main 
employer for 333 years. 
Decline seemed certain.
But the Mayor brought 
management, unions and 
other stakeholders together 

to forge a new vision

Today Røros is a thriving tourism and artist town 
with UNESCO World Heritage status, based on 
preservation of the 300 year old wooden 
buildings and the industrial heritage. This 
inspiring transformation was achieved through 
public-private cooperation, leadership and vision.



Reidar Almås (2003) Two roads to the Global Village, pp. 173-188 in R.Almås and G.Lawrence
(eds) Globalisation, Localisation and Sustainable Livelihoods, Ashgate. 



The Isle of Skye



The Isle of Skye

• Skye’s population declined from 1841 (23,000) until 1971 (7,100) and 
then recovered by 2011 (10,100).

• Main factors in this revival:
– Reframing self-identity: local history societies changed people’s ideas of themselves 

and of their language, restoring their pride and confidence. Gaelic college.

– Leadership and social movements promoting community action and land reform.

– State support: a Highlands & Islands Development Board has supported local action 
since 1965, through investment in infrastructure, new businesses and community 
empowerment. Latterly this has included a Community Land Unit and Fund.

Sabhal Mor Ostaig



The Isle of Eigg

Independence Day
http://enrd.ec.europa.eu/sites/enrd/files/s4_rural-businesses_eigg_bryan.pdf



Community land ownership spreads…

More than 500,000 acres (200,000 ha) of Scotland are now in community ownership and the Scottish 
Government hopes this will double by 2020. Supported by Scottish Land Fund and Community Land Unit



Wooler, Northumberland

• Glendale Gateway Community Development Trust set up in 1996 following a 
village appraisal; a development officer was employed from 2001-04 with 
funding from the Market Towns Initiative. Now self-financing…

• Today the town’s fortunes have been turned around through local action 
combined with support and knowledge from external networks.



Cheviot Centre

A former Victorian workhouse – now a 

meeting, exhibition and office space and a 

thriving community hub.

Includes the public library (hours extended 

from 12 to 38 hours a week) and the tourist 

information centre. And the public’s use of 

both facilities has rocketed!

The former library building, empty 
shops and derelict land have been 
converted to affordable housing, new 
businesses and a youth drop-in centre.



Derelict site...

…….new affordable housing

…and new business spaces

The town has been regenerated, 23 affordable homes provided, services strengthened, 
businesses incubated, and community life and confidence enhanced. Revenue from these 
assets now fully covers the running costs of the Trust, including salaries, ensuring it can 
continue to build a sustainable future for Wooler and the Glendale area.



So what are the ingredients 
for rural renaissance?

Some are specific to each place 
but many are generalisable:

• A networked rural development 
approach based on assets

• Institutional capacity
– Knowledge resources

– Network resources

– Collective mobilisation capacity

• An Enabling State

• Social Innovation – a quadruple helix

Can we translate these principles to our 
own places?

https://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/publications/future-directions-in-rural-development-full-report/



So what are the ingredients 
for rural renaissance?

Some are specific to each place 
but many are generalisable:

• A networked rural development 
approach based on assets

• Institutional capacity
– Knowledge resources

– Network resources

– Collective mobilisation capacity

• An Enabling State

• Social Innovation – a quadruple helix

Networked rural development is 
an approach to imagining together 
the future of your place.

It is locally-led but also involves 
government, external stakeholders 
(‘bottom-up’ meets ‘top-down’). 

It draws not only on local assets 
but also on external assets through 
networks of cooperation.

The locus of control is crucial.



So what are the ingredients 
for rural renaissance?

Some are specific to each place 
but many are generalisable:

• A networked rural development 
approach based on assets

• Institutional capacity
– Knowledge resources

– Network resources

– Collective mobilisation capacity

• An Enabling State

• Social Innovation – a quadruple helix

Knowledge: shared memories and 
local knowledge plus others’ 
practical and expert knowledge.

Network resources: internal 
networks plus links to state, 
market, partners, universities –
“spaces of engagement”.

Mobilisation capacity: the ability 
to work together to achieve 
shared goals – leadership, team 
work, institutions, public space, 
ability to resolve conflict.



So what are the ingredients 
for rural renaissance?

Some are specific to each place but 
many are generalisable:

• A networked rural development 
approach based on assets

• Institutional capacity
– Knowledge resources

– Network resources

– Collective mobilisation capacity

• An Enabling State

• Social Innovation – a quadruple helix

Rural areas are diverse and benefit 
from local solutions; but capacity-to-
act is uneven. It is insufficient to leave 
local people to self-help without 
support. Some places will rise to this 
challenge but most will not.

Capacity-building is needed, both with 
marginalised individuals and with less 
fortunate places – or inequalities will 
widen.

An enabling state not an absent state.

The state also has a crucial role in 
addressing broader processes than can 
be tackled at local level – I will return 
to this point in a moment.



So what are the ingredients 
for rural renaissance?

Some are specific to each place 
but many are generalisable:

• A networked rural development 
approach based on assets

• Institutional capacity
– Knowledge resources

– Network resources

– Collective mobilisation capacity

• An Enabling State

• Social Innovation – a quadruple helix

Social innovation involves citizens 
mobilizing and working with central 
& local government, businesses, 
universities and others to develop 
new approaches to challenges. 

This ‘quadruple helix’ combines the 
knowledge and social capital of all 
these partners for the public good.

Research suggests this could be 
especially suited to rural areas.



Local responses are not enough…

• Processes at many scales affect rural 
communities. So is local action enough?

• High-level forces such as globalisation, 
monetary and fiscal policy, education, 
housing and spatial planning policies 
impact on local economies and services.

• What is the role of national policies – such 
as Netherlands’ Compact City – in creating 
rural decline or rural renaissance? Or 
policy for provision of public services?

• Might rural decline/ renaissance be 
politically (co-) produced by neglect of 
rural contexts and rural potential?

• How can a national perception of rural 
areas as ‘residual spaces’ be changed? Local action is unlikely to be effective in 

the face of national policies which are 
blind to their impacts on rural areas.



Smart villages

• In April 2017 the EU introduced a new 
concept of ‘smart villages’ and launched 
its ‘EU Action for Smart Villages’.

• Is this an alternative approach, or is it 
another means through which to 
pursue networked rural development?

• A smart village is “about communities taking 
the initiative to find practical solutions to 
challenges and make the most of new 
opportunities. Digital solutions can power 
many such new opportunities, but smart 
also implies cooperation and developing 
new alliances – thinking outside the box and 
charting your own path to prosperity and 
sustainability.” 
(Phil Hogan, EU Commissioner for Agriculture & Rural Development)



Smart villages

Smart villages have five characteristics:

• Smart villages are about people.

• Smart means using digital technologies 
when appropriate.

• Smart means thinking beyond the village 
itself.

• Smart means building new forms of 
cooperation and alliance.

• Smart means thinking for yourself.

The concept draws on ideas of networked 
rural development, social innovation, digital 
innovation, and enabling state.

What is new is the bringing together of these 
ideas in a coherent political package, with 
political backing from agriculture and 
regional DGs and the EU Parliament. 



A Good Countryside?

• Socially Inclusive
– Affordable housing, Jobs, Public 

services, Age-friendly.

– Solidarity with elsewhere

• Networked, not insular
– Well-connected internally and 

externally; Public Space; Links to 
markets, state, other places; 
digital infrastructure.

• Agentic, not passive
– Ability to lead and negotiate 

change; Institutional capacity, 
collective vision, leadership.

– Rights but also responsibilities.

• Resilient
– Adaptive to rapid, continual 

change, so ‘bouncing forward’ 
rather than ‘bouncing back’.

– Continuity and change.

• An enabling state
– Building capacity to act, both 

collectively and individually

– Addressing macro-scale forces

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0743016716301632?via%3Dihub



Conclusions

• There has been a shift from ‘top-down’ to ‘bottom-up’ to 
‘networked’ models of rural development.

• Some conclusions arise from international experience:
– Networked rural development is community-led and asset-based, but 

looks beyond the village to draw in other assets through networks and to 
engage in (or defend) its spaces of dependency and opportunity.

– Social innovation is vital but, until the ‘Smart Villages’ initiative, this has 
been less recognised than science spin-outs or digital innovation.

– ‘Self-help’ may widen inequalities, within places and between places, 
unless an enabling state engages in capacity-building and support.

– The EU’s Smart Villages action plan brings together and repackages these 
lessons into a new political programme which commands strong support.

– Researchers must pay attention to the power dynamics which emerge.



Thank you!

http://www.ncl.ac.uk/socialrenewal/about/people/staff/profile/markshucksmith.html#research

Neon Play – global software company in a Cotswold barn


