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First of all, I would like to express - also on behalf  of my colleagues in PURPLE- our gratitude to Mr Santarella for inviting me here. I am sure that this seminar will bring Europe's regions to further steps in policymaking ánd practical implementation for rural communities, especially in peri urban areas. 

I represent a group of regions with a shared interest in agriculture and rural issues in areas that experience significant urban pressure. These regions have organised themselves in the Peri-Urban Regions Platform Europe, known as PURPLE. Today I will tell you somewhat more about this PURPLE initiative and elaborate on how our member regions have worked out peri-urban peculiarities of rural communities.

So what is PURPLE? PURPLE was founded in 2004 during a conference on City & Countryside that Regio Randstad organised in cooperation with the Committee of the Regions. PURPLE brings together regions from across the EU including: Catalunya, Flanders, Frankfurt Rhein/Main, Île de France, Mazovia, MHAL (province of Limburg), Nord Pas de Calais, Regio Randstad, Rhône-Alpes, South East England, Stockholm and West Midlands. These regions are working together to maximise the advantages resulting from their location in proximity to large urban areas while minimising adverse impacts on the urban-rural character, landscape and environment that make them distinct and special. 

Peri-Urban Regions in Europe are facing excessive pressure in their rural areas. The balance between sustainble open space, sustainable agriculture and spatial and economic dynamics is out of balance and needs to be re-established. There are opportunities as well as challenges for those living and working in peri-urban regions, which should be reflected in policies and strategies at European, national, regional and local levels and in particular within the new European regulations on rural development and structural funds. Therefore, PURPLE is working to raise awareness of the specific peri-urban agenda at European, national and regional levels. 

For peri urban areas we can state that the pressures on rural areas and communities are different to lagging and remote areas. The high pace of change in land use, the loss of farmers, the conflict and lack of understanding between neighbouring land uses, the importance of recreation and biodiversity and the need for dialogue between the urban and rural population are just some of the specific issues. 

I will highlight one example here. Regional foodmarkets or Farmers markets are a vital element in developing alternative local and regional food supply chains. PURPLE considers these as examples where the urban-rural relationship can be developed to mutual benefit. It is extremely difficult for local producers to introduce their products on the highly commercialised and monopolised urban food market.  Local communities and their markets are the ideal outlet for local produce from the peri-urban hinterland.

Rural communities are places where people both live and work. This is just as relevant in the more crowded regions of Europe as well as the more remote areas. Rural communities in peri urban regions have always provided work and services for their inhabitants and the urban population nearby, but modern life has led to many changes:

· Increased mobility has led people travelling to work over much longer distances;

· Pressure for housing land in the more crowded areas has led to high prices and in many areas this pressure led to a loss of many small rural business sites to housing;

· The high price of housing drives out young people and young families who cannot afford to stay and buy a house there.  Rural villages are rapidly becoming the place for the more wealthy and the retired. This wipes out potential for entrepreneurship;

· Changes in shopping patterns with out-of-town shopping centres has led to the decline of retail in the smaller rural towns;

· Most small towns have lost or are losing their livestock markets.

· Centralisation of services has led to the closure of rural outlets such as small cottage hospitals;

· Banks and Post offices continue to close in villages.

It is not all a picture of doom and gloom.  There are significant opportunities for rural communities as they are places where people aspire to live; as I said, they are also ideal places to be outlets for local produce from their hinterland.  Research has shown that entrepreneurs have used rural areas to found their new businesses. Thereby, most rural communities are historic and attractive and have a significant opportunity to exploit tourism. The rural entrepreneurs can thus support the provision of services for rural communities. 

Some rural areas suffer more deprivation than others. But no matter how deep the deprivation is, it stimulates new approaches to the particular problems of rural development in peri-urban areas. I will give you some examples to illustrate the different ways in which jobs have been created in these rural areas:

· In Flanders farmers provide social care with activities for disabled people, childcare nurseries and residential care for the elderly;

· Nord Pas de Calais invests in high quality purpose-built student accomodation and facilities on farms for the 12 universities in the region. This has revitalised some local communities;

· Also in Nord Pas de Calais farmers are contracted by public authorities to perform services such as maintenance of paths and public parks;

· In Stockholm farmers are hired to help with snow clearance;

· Whereas in England regions farmers pay educational visits to local schools and

· Around Paris there is a special agri-environment measure which supports farmers dealing with the problems of farming near urban populations, such as damage by vandalism.

You may all be aware of the potential of the EU Leader programme. Not all the PURPLE regions have previous experience of the Leader programme, although many seem to be interested in making use of the opportunity offered in the new regulation. Experience shows that communities in peri urban areas could profit considerably from these possibilities, as many of the activities mentioned above are Leader funded. In my opinion we should use the new Leader programmes to create the conditions for innovative approaches and economic dynamics in peri-urban regions.

But there are questions that we need to pose to ourselves:

· many regions emphasise the need to support young farmers but shouldn't the emphasis be on young rural entrepreneurs, when future land-uses may be wider than just farming?

· the Leader approach seems particularly suited to the need for different local interests to work together in peri-urban areas, yet even the regions experienced in Leader are uncertain about using it; will the opportunity for innovative solutions be missed and will the flexibility of Leader be lost?

· where Leader is used, how can the regions secure the ‘mainstreaming’ of successful projects?

· it is clear that rural development support alone is not sufficient to safeguard rural land uses in peri-urban areas and communities. How can this support best be integrated with mechanisms traditionally used to manage the peri-urban zone, such as land use planning, landscape and nature protection and other regulations?

· Can regions deliver balanced rural development programmes if funding is skewed too heavily toward one axis.

PURPLE will continue its work, taking into account these questions. Nevertheless, standing in front of such a well informed audience, maybe you do have some ideas on these items. It is warming to be in Brussels now and to see that more and more regions and communities subscribe the view that rural and agricultural development of Europe will not suffice with a focus on agriculture alone, but that it is about a balance between regional and local economic viability and maintenance of the landscape.

Thank you for your attention, and I wish everybody a pleasant debate and fruitful conference.








































