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• The NRN essentially acts as the ‘dissemination vehicle’ for

Ireland’s Rural Development Programme (RDP) 20142020 (extended to 2022) on behalf of the Department of
Agriculture, Food and the Marine (DAFM) and the
Department of Rural and Community Development
(DRCD).

• Facilitate information flows, knowledge exchange and

sharing of resources to inform the broader public and
potential beneficiaries about rural development funding.
www.nationalruralnetwork.ie

NRN Team at NUI Galway’s Rural Studies Centre

Foster innovation in agriculture and rural areas.
'President's Award for Societal Impact’ in 2019

EU Smart Villages Concept

Drivers of the Smart Villages Concept
Numerous challenges facing rural
communities undergoing dynamic changes:

•Depopulation and low population
density.
•Public funding cuts and
centralisation of public services.
•Low degree of connectivity
(broadband & transport) – a challenge
for rural businesses and quality of life.
The perceived ‘urban-rural divide’

EU Smart Villages Concept
- Launched by the European Commission in 2017.
- Rural communities which build on, and enhance
their existing strengths and assets through
creative thinking and by embracing digital and
social innovation to create desirable places for
rural people to live and work.
- In creating a Smart Village, a group of rural citizens
work together to overcome rural challenges and
barriers by exploring, driving and implementing
practical and tangible solutions to local services,
such as health, social services, education, energy,
retail and rural transport – a key theme.

EU Smart Villages Concept
• One of the three general objectives of the future
CAP Strategic Plans is ‘to strengthen the
socio-economic fabric of rural areas’.
• This is further described in Specific Objective 8
for creating ‘Vibrant Rural Areas’ by ‘promoting
employment, growth, social inclusion and local
development….’.
• Rural mobility can be viewed as a cross-cutting
‘multiplier’ that can allow or improve outcomes
and enhance the value of other investments - A
value-adding component to other economic,
social, tourism or environmental projects.

Setting the Scene – Rural Transport Research
• Many rural dwellers in the Republic of Ireland depend on the private car to access
services, employment, education, healthcare and recreation and thus shoulder a
disproportionate share of the burden of insufficient public transport (McDonagh 2006).
• The lack of mainstream public transport poses serious challenges, in particular for
vulnerable sections of the rural population such as older people, those in low-income
households without access to a car, people with disabilities and children and young
people (Rau and Hennessey, 2009).
• An abundance of international research has shown that public transport can play an
important role in tackling social exclusion, in particular in remote rural areas (Lucas et
al. 2001; Hine and Mitchell, 2003; Rau and Hennessey, 2009).
• Transport policy is inextricably linked to questions of equity and rural social inclusion.

Setting the Scene – Rural Transport Research
A recent survey undertaken by Macra na Feirme’s
Rural Transport Sub-committee with its members,
seeking their views on access to public transport in
rural Ireland identified that underinvestment has had
an excessively detrimental effect on young people:
•64% of members surveyed said that they were very
likely or likely to use public transport services if they
were available in their area.
•60% of members surveyed agreed or strongly agreed
that access to public transport impacted their ability to
engage in social activities.

Smart Villages – Key Considerations
• The concept of Smart Villages is not
prescriptive
and
there
is
an
acknowledgment that there is ‘no one
size fits all’ model/method that can be
applied universally – Essentially about
people.
• While digitisation is key to the creation of
a Smart Village, social innovation is also
paramount – thinking ‘smartly’, and
outside the ‘box’ at local level.

Smart Villages – Key Considerations for Transport
Thinking Beyond the Village Itself
• Smart means thinking beyond the village itself. Initiatives can take place at
village level, but many also involve the surrounding countryside, groups of
villages, small towns and links to cities - Collaboration between a network of
villages and communities can provide economies of scale which helps improve the
viability of a rural transportation network. This in turn will help ensure sustainable
rural mobility solutions caters for a range of functions and not just focused on
providing options for commuting to work or education, for example.
Place Sensitive – Prioritisation of Needs
• Smart Villages take stock of local assets and gathers the best available local
knowledge through social cohesion and collaboration – help create a more
effective and integrated rural transport system rooted in the needs of a community,
which will help brings people in rural areas to where they want to go, when they
want to get there.

Smart Rural 21 Project
Dingle

• Dingle, in Co. Kerry, have been chosen as the Irish representative in this initiative supported by the European
Commission (DG AGRI) – One of 21 rural communities throughout the EU.
• Led by their Local Development Company (NEWKD), Dingle have pursued a strong evidence-based approach to
Smart Villages, and emphasise inter-community collaboration and strong local governance.

Smart Rural 21 Project - Dingle

Smart Villages – Key Considerations
•Smart Villages strategies should not
be perceived, interpreted or
promoted as yet another layer of
formal, comprehensive territorial
strategic document.
•Instead, it builds on existing
programmes and will be integrated
into existing local structures and
strategies.
•Equitable rural transport must be
part of the ‘smart’ equation.

The development of Smart Villages in Ireland and indeed
across the EU can be greatly enhanced through the LEADER
Programme’s CLLD approach towards rural development.

• LEADER is a multi-annual, Community-led Local Development (CLLD) programme.
• Introduced in response to the failure of traditional, top-down policies to address problems
faced by many rural areas in Europe.

The LEADER Approach
• The LEADER approach is based
on 7 key principles – all of
which must collaborate and
positively interact for it to be
successful.
• It is important to consider
these 7 principles as a
toolkit/methodology, rather
than as separate entities, that
can work together to safeguard
and build a brighter future for
rural communities.

Relationship with the LEADER Approach
• The LEADER Programme is well positioned to become the key policy
ingredient and catalyst towards the ‘smart’ revolution of rural towns
and villages in Ireland.
• Provides rural individuals and community groups with greater
decision-making responsibilities around the future development and
direction of their local area through its ‘bottom up’, community-led
approach to rural development.
• Indeed, in countries like Ireland, where the LEADER method is well
developed and utilised, one could argue that the Smart Villages
concept and objectives is already being pursued through LEADER.

LEADER can lead to Smart Villages
Taken together, the LEADER
Programme 2014-2020
(Extended to 2022) constitutes
the fundamental principles of
what the European
Commission consider is
needed to create and attain a
sustainable Smart Village.
Local Development Companies
(LDCs) are key.

NRN LEADER Case Study Booklet – 72 Examples

Looking Ahead

Whilst it won’t be a panacea for all ills of rural areas, the
renewed focus on rural villages, towns and the countryside
that the Smart Village agenda provides is encouraging.
EU Member States have broad discretion
on how to plan for, and implement
this innovative initiative in
their respective countries.

Benefits of implementing a Smart Village Strategy (DRCD, 2021)
• Brings communities together to formulate agreed vision and pathway for
development and investment in their area – greater ownership.
• Test small scale projects – build capacity up to larger more ambitious projects.
• Focuses the community on what is needed.
• Help funding Departments/Agencies be aware of proposed plans – can lead to more
targeted funding streams being introduced.
• Demonstrates commitment of community to development of the area – projects
more likely to be delivered and maintained. Funding application from communities
with agreed strategies may in turn score higher in selection process and also
leverage support from other funding streams.
• Established communities can mentor new communities to develop capacity and
foster linkages between areas.

Find out more about Smart Villages and Rural Towns across Ireland and the EU

The SMARTA, Euromontana,
LAST-MILE, MAMBA, HiReach, RuMobil
Project websites describe around 200
case studies of rural mobility services.

Working in Silos is not ‘Smart’
For example, Farming Vs Rural? What about Common Goals?

Inspiration from Multi-Actor European Innovation Partnerships (EIPs)
EIP-AGRI projects are developed by Operational Groups which bring together key actors such
as farmers, researchers, advisors and agri-businesses to tackle a certain practical problem or
opportunity in the agri-food sector and rural economy.

EIP-AGRI OGs make the best use of different types of knowledge (practical, scientific, technical,
organisational, etc.) in an interactive way to identify innovative solutions – Remove silo mentality

Creating Synergies
Can lessons learned from the Multi-Actor EIP-AGRI,
LEADER and Smart Villages approach be a source of
inspiration/roadmap for linking the different
stakeholders working to mobilise rural mobility?

Develop new forms of co-operations and alliances
Integrate bottom-up and top-down approaches

‘Breaking Down Barriers’ Between Policy Research and Practice

Time to Embrace a New Rural Narrative?
• A new narrative is needed to highlight and embrace the
essential contributions of rural areas to national
objectives, including economic development and social
prosperity. The contributions are different, yet
complementary, to those made by metropolitan areas
with positive outcomes for both…
• The perception that ‘rural’ is
somehow synonymous with
‘decline’ is dated.

Time to Embrace a New Rural Narrative?
• Tackling rural issues, such as depopulation, limited employment opportunities, out-migration
and rural isolation as well as mitigating climate change is a matter of urgent priority. There is
need to explore new or alternative ‘smart’ solutions to address underlying challenges and
opportunities at local level.
• Smart Village Strategies at local level can help the identify overarching transport needs of rural
communities in an innovative, integrated and inclusive manner. Local Development

Companies (LDCs) are the key ‘cog in the wheel’ to help achieve this.

Thank you for your attention

Go raibh maith agaibh go léir
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