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Policy Bri e f

The agricultural, demographic and industrial revolu-
tions deeply changed the face of Europe over the 18th 
and 19th centuries, with major consequences for the 
continent's countryside. Indeed agriculture is above 
all an economic activity, but it has also shaped lands-
capes and given structure to societies for centuries. 
Urbanisation was a major phenomenon of 20th century 
in Western Europe, as a result of increased agricultural 
productivity and new jobs in the secondary and tertiary 
sectors. In 1915, less than 15% of the population was 
urban; this had become 63.8% in 1950 and 76.1% by 
2005 [UN figures]. Rural regions have gradually sta-
gnated, becoming areas of lower prosperity and even 
poverty, of de-population, and sometimes with major 
weaknesses in their natural assets. During the 1970s 
major new problems became rapidly more serious, de-

manding choices and collective responses to determine 
the future of these regions.

The history of European action in support of rural areas 
is one of slow, intermittent construction. Originally a 
part of cohesion policy, rural development policy today 
represents the 2nd pillar of the common agricultural 
policy (CAP) and since 2007 it has benefited from a spe-
cial fund, the EAFRD. Designed to be adaptable to the 
full range of rural situations, this pillar brings together 
diverse measures, including farmers' settlement aid, 
environmental protection and the development of rural 
tourism. This policy brief will review the steps by which 
the European rural development policy was created, 
and assess how firmly it is anchored among EU policies.

The gradual formulation of the «rural question» in EU poli-

Rural dimension absent from the original CAP

The implementation of the agricultural common market 
was based on a policy centred on price, to the detriment 
of structural aspects, which were seen as important by 
France in particular. At the Stresa conference of 1958 
a proposal to allocate a part of CAP funds to structural 
policies was not taken up, due to the financing needs of 
the common market organisations of the time [Berriet-
Solliec, Daucé: 2002]. From then on the CAP objectives, 
as defined in article 39 of the Treaty, would focus on 
production: making Europe an agricultural power, self-
sufficient in food, with reasonable prices for consumers 
and sufficient incomes for farmers. Faced with the needs 
of the lagging-behind regions, the price-support policy 
(EAGGF-Guarantee) was supplemented in 1964 by a 
modest structural fund (EAGGF-Orientation) intended 
to improve the competitiveness of agricultural and food 

industries in these regions. The possibility of expanding 
the structural policy was firmly dismissed in the 1970s 
by President Georges Pompidou, who rejected the prin-
ciple of a "Brussels Commission correcting regional and 
structural disparities" and the idea that "considerable 
sums" might serve this aim [Noël, Willaret: 2007].

The first measure tailored to the non-agricultural rural 
actors appeared in a 1973 directive concerning farming 
in mountainous regions and in certain areas disadvan-
taged by natural handicaps. The measure aimed to as-
sure the maintenance of agriculture, avoid rural exodus 
and preserve the environment by means of specific as-
sistance. It became effective on 28 April 1975 with the 
implementation of an annual European subsidy. This 
was designed to compensate productivity handicaps 
due to topography (slope and bearing), poor soil, lack 
of socio-economic development and the protection of 
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fragile natural environments. The Natural Handicap 
Payment (NHP) provides support for farms in these 
areas permanently affected by these additional costs, 
and where the maintenance of agricultural activity is 
recognised as contributing to a high-quality environ-
ment (the idea of the "lawn-mowing cow"). These mea-
sures still exist, retaining a specific place within an 
agricultural policy which is accused of neglecting the 
cohesion objective and fostering disparities between 
different areas of Europe.

The Single European Act, the beginnings of a 
rural policy

Starting in the 1980s, rural areas were looked at more 
specifically and systematically – a reflection of their 

From scattered measures towards a rural policy (1973-1991)

 
La politique de développement rural européenne : étapes principales. 
 

 

changing image in politics and society. The cohesion 
policy initiated by the Single European Act (1986) was 
the first to evoke the notion of rural areas. This policy, 
which gave a central role in European integration to re-
ducing imbalances between Member States, saw rural 
areas as a specific target. Rural development was de-
signated in article 130A as one of the five objectives 
of cohesion policy. In his speech to the European 
Parliament, "Making a success of the Single European 
Act", Jacques Delors proposed to double structural 
funds as an accompaniment to the reforms completing 
the single market – including that of the CAP. It was in 
this context that action in support of rural areas would 
gain considerable means. In 1988 the change was 
confirmed by the explicit inscription of rural develop-
ment in the programme of cohesion policy.

1973  : Agreement in principle in the Council on the first directive concerning agriculture in mountainous regions and in certain less favoured 
areas.. 

1975  : Creation of the ERDF, 18 March 1975. Entry into force of Directive 75/268/CEE on agriculture in mountainous regions and 
disadvantaged zones, which introduces the natural handicap payment (NHP) throughout the Community.

1981  : Integrated development programmes financed by the EAGGF-Orientation.

1985  : Commission green paper, «Perspectives for the common agricultural policy», where the notion of rural development appears. Creation 
of Mediterranean Integrated Programmes, which support agriculture and fishing, and encourage economic diversification in southern regions 
«threatened» by the enlargement to Spain and Portugal.

1986  : On 16 December the Council adopts the Single European Act, which initiates cohesion policy, and in this framework the first measures 
for a socio-structural policy for the countryside (Article 130A).

1987  : «Making a success of the Single Act», speech of the President of the Commission to the European Parliament on 18 February. This 
«first Delors package» explains the reasons for Community action aiming to «guarantee the foundations of rural development», and rural 
development is designated one of the five priority objectives of Structural Funds reform.  

1988  : Adoption of the Structural Funds reform by the February European Council. Rural development becomes a priority of the Community. 
// Communication of the Commission on 29 December concerning the future of the countryside: creation of Objective 5b. Europe launches 
support for rural areas within the framework of the cohesion policy incepted by the Single European Act.

1991  : Implementation of the LEADER I Community initiative (1991-1994).

Support for the development of rural areas is initiated 
by the cohesion policy. In targeting "lagging-behind 
regions", objective 1 allows funding for rural areas in 
regions where GDP is less than 75% of the Community 
average. But objective 5b, intended to "promote the 
development of vulnerable rural zones", is the true 
founding act of a programme which places itself "wi-
thin the perspective of CAP reform". These rural areas 
have poor socio-economic development and fulfil two 
of the following three criteria: a high rate of agricultu-
ral employment; low agricultural incomes; low popula-
tion density or a depopulation trend. Since its creation 
this objective has concerned 8.2% of the European 
population (EU 12). In addition, rural areas outside 
objectives 1 and 5b may benefit from horizontal mea-
sures in accordance with cohesion policy objectives 
2 (adaptation of regions in industrial decline), 3 (the 
fight against long-term unemployment), and 4 (facili-
tating youth integration into the workplace).

In this way, rural policy as defined by the Single Act 
offers a kaleidoscope of measures, financed in accor-
dance with different objectives and covering wide the-
mes – such as the encouragement of farm businesses 
to wind up; the financing of investment in job-creating 
enterprises; the development of rural infrastructure 
(road network, sanitation, etc.); and the maintenance 
of natural spaces. This measures herald the beginning 
of an integrated rural policy, which takes into account 

the complexity (economic, social, demographic) of 
these zones and proposes coordinated management 
of sectoral intervention across the whole of the place 
concerned. This is why three funds are called on: the 
ESF (European Social Fund), the EAGGF-Orientation, 
and the ERDF (European Regional Development Fund). 
This diversity of measures on offer, with accompanying 
funds, expresses a desire to address all the factors in-
volved in rural development. But we would need to wait 
for the Cork conference in order to systematise this ap-
proach.

The strengthening of rural development and its 
appropriation by the CAP

In 1992 CAP reform reached a new stage, with the defini-
tion of a EU rural development policy. The policy would 
strengthen the weighting of agro-environmental mea-
sures; partially compensate falls in agricultural prices 
with support measures, in particular aiming to "gua-
rantee the balanced development of the countryside"; 
introduce the idea of remuneration for services (set-
aside) [Communication – Maastricht Treaty]. Lastly, the 
policy made explicit the relationship between agricul-
ture and the development of rural areas, emphasising 
that the long-term problems of rural communities "de-
mand a dynamic and integrated [...] policy which fea-
tures a prosperous agricultural sector as well as wider 
objectives [...]."
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In a context of growing criticism – of an agricultural 
model focused more on quantity than quality, which 
generates pollution and health risks, and damages 
traditional landscapes – the Cork Conference (1996, 
Ireland) marked a turning point. During this first official 
conference dedicated to rural development, farmers 
were no longer considered as a particular social group 
but rather as rural stakeholders [Barthélemy, Nieddu: 
2002]. Agriculture was examined from the perspective 
of its environmental and cultural role (the countryside), 

and rural development appeared a means of adapting 
the CAP to new challenges – in particular the need to res-
pond to the changed preferences of consumers.

By proposing an integrated and multi-sectoral approach 
to rural development, the reform was an attempt to 
create a non-agricultural vision of the CAP’s measures. 
However, the proposition aroused the suspicions of far-
mers and the food industry, and in practice had a limited 
effect.

Rural development, a fragile «second pillar»

 
The Agenda 2000 transition

CAP reform takes a new turn in the perspective of 
Agenda 2000, adopted in March 1999. The CAP's struc-
ture is formally divided into two pillars, one dedicated 
to the regulation of agricultural markets, the other to 
rural development. During this reform the term rural 
development is added to the treaties and the Rural 
Development Regulation, which fixes the objectives 
and determines policy instruments, is adopted. This 
change helps to improve the coherence of the mea-
sures directed towards rural areas. It appropriates for 
the CAP the currently popular thinking on agricultural 
multi-functionality. Agriculture is considered as a sec-
tor which produces commodities, but also landscapes, 
balanced land use, jobs, and a quality environment. 
This new direction is summed up by the DG Agriculture 
thus: "The new CAP represents a step forward towards 
support for the rural economy, widely defined, rather 
than simply agricultural production, and it guarantees 
the remuneration of farmers, no longer simply for what 
they produce but also for the general contribution that 
they make to society."

For the second pillar, three forms of support are pro-
posed: strengthening of the agricultural and forestry 
sector; improvement of the competitiveness of rural 
areas; preservation of the environment and Europe's 
rural heritage. The reform innovates by proposing a 
decentralised and flexibly managed policy. States and 
regions use a palette of measures on offer in the RDR 
to create a strategy adapted to the specificities of their 
area and their priorities. This change was intended to 
return to Member States a margin for manoeuvre with 
regard to an historically centralised CAP. Yet the majo-
rity of states would not subsequently make use of it. 
With the obligation to co-finance the measures, and 
the option of modulating expenses – the transfer of di-
rect aid payments towards rural development, within a 
limit of 20% – States would rarely decide in favour of 
the second pillar. It was only with the 2003 reform and 
the implementation of compulsory modulation (5%) 
that second pillar instruments gained growing means. 
In financial terms, all regions of objective 1 continue 
to function according to the former model of objective 
5b (integration of funds, including EAGGF-Orientation 

and integrated programmes), whereas in all the others 
EAGGF-Guarantee is called on.

Anchoring of the CAP's second pillar and the crea-
tion of EAFRD

The RDR system – too complicated to coordinate because 
the funds do not respect the same accounting rules, and 
based on optional modulation – would quickly show 
its flaws. From these observations emerged the idea of 
a unique rural development fund, to simplify the policy 
and the modulation obligation for States. At the Salzburg 
Conference of 2003, attended by the principal political 
actors of European agriculture, rural development ex-
perienced fundamental innovations, with the splitting 
of the guarantee and orientation sections of the EAGGF 
into two distinct funds – the EAGF (European Agricultural 
Guarantee Fund) and the EAFRD (European Agricultural 
Fund for Rural Development). Under this new arran-
gement the EAFRD loses its status as a structural fund 
and there is no longer an obligation of integration with 
the other funds (ESF and ERDF). In return, the EAFRD is 
supposed to respond to all the needs of rural areas. This 
financial re-engineering helps improve the coherence 
of the different measures and places rural development 
principally under the aegis of the CAP – the regions being 
allowed to plan rural measures within the framework of 
their regional development programmes.

With €88m at its disposal for the 2007-2013 program-
ming period, and structured into four axes, the second 
pillar today offers 26 measures qualified as "rural de-
velopment". In the face of this ensemble, at first sight 
promising for the future anchoring of rural development 
within EU policy, M. Jouen [2007] underscores the fragi-
lity of the measures aimed at supporting economic and 
social development in rural areas – the measures of axes 
3 and 4 representing only 19% of the total budget of the 
EAFRD for the programming period 2007-2013. She also 
points out that "the directions taken [...] have led to an 
increase of the relative share of the CAP 2nd pillar, from 
12% in 2000-2006 to 20% in 2007-2013, but that its 
budget has moved from 10% of the total EU budget to 
8%, due to the decision to place an upper limit on the 
weight of the CAP within the general budget."
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Rural development, from cohesion to CAP (1992-2009)
 

La politique de développement rural européenne : étapes principales. 
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With the support of the European Commission 

1992  : Signing of the Treaty of Maastricht, 7 February. First appearance in the treaties of the notion of rural development (Article 158). 
Reform of the CAP: changeover from a regime of guaranteed prices without limit or exception to the quantitative limitation of production, 
and income compensation. Encouragement of extensive agricultural practices respectful of the environment and beneficial to land management 
(agri-environmental measures).

1994  : Creation of the list of «vulnerable rural areas», corresponding to objective 5b of the «Delors Package», which promotes the deve-
lopment of rural areas. LEADER II (1994-1999).

1996  : Cork Conference (Ireland) dedicated to rural development. Affirmation of an integrated and multi-sectoral rural development policy 
involving all the rural actors.

1999  : Berlin Council. Political accord on Agenda 2000, which includes a new reform of the CAP. Emergence of the «2nd pillar», appea-
rance of the Rural Development Regulation (RDR) and of «modulation». Creation of SAPARD: instrument to assist the adaptation of the 
agricultural sector and rural areas of candidate countries.

2000  : LEADER+ (2000-2006), the programme which promotes rural development by initiatives of local action groups, is added to the 
general regulations of the Structural Funds.

2001  : The Göteborg European Council defines the EU’s sustainable development strategy, which mandates the contribution of the 2 pillars 
of the CAP to sustainable development.

2003  : The Thessaloniki European Council confirms these principles: «The new CAP and rural development contribute decisively to economic 
competitiveness and to sustainable development.» 2nd European conference on rural development in Salzburg, «Perspectives for rural policy 
in an enlarged Europe». With the Luxembourg agreements the agricultural Council of Ministers sets in motion the new CAP reform, which 
strengthens the 2nd pillar.

2005  : Council regulation 1698/2005 governs rural development policy for the period 2007-2013.

2007  : Replacement of EAGGF, which had financed the CAP since 1962, by the EAGF and the EAFRD.

2008  : European conference on rural development at Limassol-Cyprus, «European rural areas in action: facing tomorrow’s challenges».

2009  : Council’s adoption on 19 January of the CAP health check, which mandates an increase in obligatory modulation from 2010.

An insecure policy?

While it is the longest-established of common policies, 
the CAP has become a more normal example of EU poli-
cy since the beginning of the 1990s. It resembles a sec-
toral policy contributing to the general strategy of the 
EU as defined by the Lisbon process and the Göteborg 
declaration. Rural development, a recent appearance 
within the spectrum of European action, is a particular 
factor working towards making the CAP's 1957 objec-
tives coherent with today's EU objectives (cohesion, 
sustainable development). It assists the restructuring 
of the farming sector and the diversification of rural 
economies, drives measures to protect the environ-
ment and contributes to the maintenance of rural heri-
tage. The policy became better anchored in 2007 with 
the creation of the EAFRD, but it is the object of growing 
pressure with the prospect of budgetary review, and in 
particular the risk of a budget cut for the 1st pillar.

With a possible post-2013 reworking of the common 
agricultural policy in prospect, different ideas com-
pete as to the right level of governance for rural policy. 
The first school of thought, represented by Prof. D. R. 

Harvey [Newcastle] argues in favour of essentially local 
governance (e.g., by environmental associations). Only 
this level would allow the provision of public goods – 
conservation, amenities, recreation and the environ-
ment – and the evaluation of agriculture's externalities. 
The second school of thought acknowledges the exis-
tence of European public goods in rural areas and the 
legitimacy of the cohesion principle. These two prin-
ciples make a case for the maintenance of an extensive 
policy at European level and justify the provision of 
budget resources which remunerate services of social 
utility [Mahé-Bureau: 2008]. Both of these conceptions 
assume a reworking of the objectives and the mecha-
nisms of CAP funding – in the first school's view, to re-
move the 2nd pillar from it; in the second one's view, 
in order to put in place contracts which remunerate the 
provision of European public goods financed by the 
common budget.

But before building on new foundations, the current 
rural development policy is open to improvements in 
at least two directions – the evaluation of measures in 
place, and the targeting of the rural areas concerned.


