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Rural
Commons

What drives social and economic change? Who contri-
butes to and who benefits from developmental pro-
cesses? When it comes to questions like these, rural
areas and local populations all over the globe have
repeatedly found themselves excluded from or belitt-
led in public and political debates. Considering some
of the clichéd ways in which rural areas are perceived,
this should come as no surprise: What is naturally har-
monic and authentic, needs not or cannot change. On
the other hand: What and who appears to be reluctant
to progress does not need to be considered. But as
the contributions to this magazine show, these stereo-
typical views are on the way to being overcome. Amid
a global climate crisis and a multitude of debates on
ecological, economic, and social sustainability, rural
areas across the globe prove their transformative
relevance. This is significantly due to local people ini-
tiating and leading communal projects, taking matters
of designing rural futures into their own hands. Their
o ) commitment draws attention, demonstrating what co-
fredesintoee ,' e operation on a local level makes possible and resto-

. ring as well as creating new images of ruralities. Rural
Commons also show that, however specific the local
context of people’s initiative may be, they can serve as
role model for participatory action anywhere. B
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Self-Empowerment

Saed Ubjerg — a small village with many good forces

Karin Lorenzen Kjeergaard grew up in a small

village in southern Jutland. After studying

culture and economics and completing many
development projects as a volunteer, she is
now working as a rural development consul-

tant in Tender Municipality.

The village of Szed is located in southern
Jutland, only a few kilometers from the
Danish-German border. It is small, coun-
ting just over 180 inhabitants, with no
grocery store, no school and no kinder-
garten.Yet, itis avillage full of life and op-
timism. This is mainly thanks to a group of
local people that have set up an associa-
tion dedicated to the village’s develop-
ment. They joined forces and arranged a
large play area, a small playground, and

a shared garage full of gardening tools
and machines for everyone to use. Re-
cently, they added three unique shelters
that look like birdhouses, which are ren-
ted out to tourists. The association also
raised funds to build a small but well-at-
tended learning hut where students and
adults alike can learn about renewable

energy and climate change.

Rural Futures — Rural Commons

The story of Saed is unique, and so is its
backstory. In the debate around the cons-
truction of six new wind turbines, locals
and officials were divided — but ultima-
tely, the turbines were erected, with the
village receiving around 1.9 million Da-
nish kroner as compensation. The money
has since been used for development
projects throughout the village. Along
this journey, the people of Saed develo-
ped strong social cohesion as well as a
sense of agency and pride in living in a
flourishing rural village. As another result
of these developments, there are no lon-
ger any empty houses. Additionally, the
citizens set up a company that bought
and renovated a house where people can
settle for up to 12 months and test whet-
her or not living in the countryside might
suit them. The innovative approach to at-
tract new citizens seems to work: All of
the three families that lived in the house
have settled nearby.

Research shows that rural development
requires the presence of human, social,
and economic capital. You need the right
people with a positive mindset, a sense
of cohesion and agency, and, finally, the
financial resources. It seems that it is
precisely this cocktail that is being mixed
perfectly in Seed. B

Join Hands
Protecting local amenities is a common task

What comes to mind when you hear that
somebody has a village shop? Tranquility,
rest, rural idyll? In many cases the reality
can turn out to be very different: few cus-
tomers, minimal order volume, too little
purchasing power, and the continuous
question of profitability. It's a tough task
running a village shop, which is probably
one of the key reasons as to why there
are fewer shops in rural areas in general.
But a village shop is more than a store: it
serves as a meeting point, a center of in-
formation and communication, as a me-
ans of self-organization and direct mar-
keting for regional goods, and very often
it serves as a place of multiple supply.
A village shop can be a “social meeting
hub” (Kersten/Neu/Vogel 2022) and help
create social interaction.

Miriam Alexandra Markowski grew up in a village
north of Hamburg, where she now lives again. The
daughter of a hairdresser’s-shop owner, she does

research on local amenities in rural areas.

With such diverse roles attributed to it,
many locals and municipalities are fa-
ced with the challenge not only of esta-
blishing and running a village shop, but
also of supporting its important multiple
functions. For owners or even volunteers,
it’s often too difficult to manage on one’s
own. This calls for solutions involving a
team of people. The government could
support financially, for example. It also
helps when big companies, organizati-
ons, or networks lay the foundations for

The MarktTreff-Team at the MarktTreff Barkauer
Land in Kirchbarkau (district of PIon) with manager
Dr. Dagmar Thiele-Gliesche (sign in hand)

successful business strategies by sha-
ring their knowledge and contacts. Furt-
hermore, volunteers can contribute local
knowledge, innovation, and motivation.
And then, of course, there are the ow-
ners. Their commercial knowledge, com-
mitment and personality lay the ground-
work to a shop. In short: The longevity
of a village shop can be increased when
the responsibility of running it is shared.
Concepts of Community Development (cf.
Elsen) can help in this way.

In my opinion, there is one otherimportant
point: Protecting local amenities helps to
protect democracy, as it decreases fee-
lings of abandonment or of having been
“forgotten,” which can lead people to-
wards more extreme political routes. Let’s
join hands so that in the future, when we
hear the term “village,” we can still think
of tranquility and rural idyll. B
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https://www.toender.dk/aktiv-og-oplev/dit-lokalsamfund/lokalrad/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/miriam-alexandra-markowski-422a4622b/
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