Report on Prusim Agricultural Conference: Sustainable Rural Development

This report and review of the program, for the educational conference December 3rd and 4th, 2013 in Prusim, Poland was carried out by way of observation, interviews and active participation methods prior to and during the entire conference, including all in-class and field activities. There was a joint trip to Mniszki Centre of Regional and Natural Education , as well as a meeting with participants from Mniszki region and with the Międzychod Mayor for group work. After the conference was finished, this author took part in the conference summary discussion and carried out interviews with some participants to determine new avenues for future cooperation.

The flagship that was observed was the project for “Sustainable Rural Development,” which is a joint project within the European Union Strategy for the Baltic Sea Region.

The conference took place in the Olandia Hotel in Prusim Poland.

The conference leader was Hans-Olof Stålgren hans-olof.stalgren@jordbruksverket.se, +46 725 265107. (Address: Coompanion Kalmar, Storgatan 21B, 57992 Högsby, Sweden.) www.coompanion.se/kalmar
RESEARCHER : Peter Odrakiewicz, PhD.

Introduction:
The participants in this educational conference were expected to draw conclusions and formulate what they had learned from the different examples during the four practical activities in which they participated. These activities were:

• the Youngagement conference at High Chaparral Sweden in Oct 2012,

• the Youth and Rural Entrepreneurship conference in Mikkeli in Finland in April 2013,

• the Youth Entrepreneurship and Small Farm Holdings conference in Krakow in July 2013,

• the Youth Entrepreneurship conference in Jurmala, Latvia in Oct 2013.

Previously, they also took part in a startup meeting at the Rural Parliament in Ronneby, Sweden in Sep 2012. There was a bilateral exchange between students from the Swedish University for Agricultural Sciences and the Latvian Rural and Agricultural Training Centre.

In addition, a representative for the flagship project participated also in the conference “Smart solutions for rural youth” in Lithuania in Nov 2013.

From the conference organizer:

"From all these activities we can draw conclusions, and hopefully we have learned interesting things and gathered useful examples of methods and tools that will lead to the higher involvement of youth and people in rural communities, better support for innovation and young entrepreneurship in rural areas. Most of the participants new each other before the conference and they related well to each other."

Peter Odrakiewicz

Signature:    ...........................................
Date:           Dec.8th, 2013.
Program:

Dec 2nd:

· Late arrival at Poznan airport and travel to Prusim organized by the Hotel Olandia , during which time participants were brought to Olandia Hotel,

· In the evening everyone had something small to eat at the hotel, a sandwich and tea or coffee, salad.

Dec 3rd:

· 8:30: left Olandia Hotel and departed for study visit to the Centre of Regional and Natural Education in Mniszki to see the activities of the centre and the involvement of rural inhabitants, e.g. presentation of vanishing trades (museum) and presentation of LAG Puszcza Notecka activities in the field of youth entrepreneurship,

· Shortly thereafter, participants had the opportunity to see renovated Mniszki , where  they could experience learning something about traditional rural trades, such as blacksmith work, making jam from scratch, observing beekeepers and other trades,

· 11.45: on the way back to the hotel I interviewed some participants, get opinions and viewpoints; everyone expressed the opinion that this activity was very successful in contributing to “sustainable rural development”.

· 12.00: lunch and very fruitful discussion after lunch,

· 13.30: welcome to the conference and presentation of the participants and the program.

After lunch on Dec 3, 2013 the conference paper session and scientific seminars included 3 papers that were very valuable to me as a participating observer and researcher. I could follow discussions “from the outside” and give comments as well as assist in structuring the different themes identified. The flagship project “Sustainable Rural Development” 1st day presentations also connected participants to the themes identified.

During the first day, papers, presentation and discussion on the topic of EU Funds as a form of support for young entrepreneurs in rural areas was given. Specifically, ‘FUNDUSZE UNIJNE JAKO FORMY WSPIERANIA MŁODYCH PRZEDSIĘBIORCZYCH NA  POLSKIEJ WSI’ was presented by Mgr Ewelina Ewa Dzikowska and Mgr Ewa Gabryelak from the University of Łódz; the paper DETERMINANTS OF RURAL YOUTH ENTREPRENEURSHIP IN VIEW OF LITERATURE-‘ UWARUNKOWANIA PRZEDSIĘBIORCZOŚCI MŁODZIEŻY WIEJSKIEJ’ was presented by Mgr Pamela Jeziorska-Biel and Mgr Ewelina Sudra from University of Łódz and they identified support systems that are similar to what I have observed in some of the activities. This report was completed after the conference was finished. It is based on having taken part in the conference summary discussion during the second day of the conference and by having carried out interviews with some participants to see what the new avenues are for future involvement and cooperation.

Additionally, a very detailed analysis of the problems and challenges in creating sustainable rural community, including discussion on barriers to the development of young entrepreneurship in rural areas, was excellently prepared and carried out as a presentation, followed by a discussion by Dr Iwona Nurzyńska from Polish Academy of Sciences. Presentation by Dr Iwona Nurzyńska from the Institute of Rural and Agricultural Development was entitled: “Conditions for development and experiences in the implementation of entrepreneurship support instruments in rural areas in Poland.”

In these presentations the following points were established:

* There is a decreasing role of agriculture in the national economy – a 3.3% contribution to Poland’s GDP.

* Agriculture acts as “a reservoir” of the labor force – still 12,8% (2,0 million people in 2011) of those employed work in agriculture, but agricultural productivity accounts for only 30% of the EU27 average of productivity (in other words, there is hidden unemployment).

* There is a decreasing number of farms, and only 100,000 to 150,000 competitive farms (> 30 ha and 16 ESU).

* Rural households reflect an income disparity – disposal income per capita in urban areas is over 41% higher than in rural areas (2009).

* Unemployment among non-farming population in rural areas is 12.9%.
* De-agrarianization - some 60% of rural population has no links with farming land, and only 1/3 of rural population makes a living from agriculture.

* the entrepreneurship index is lower than in urban areas (only 25% of the registered enterprises in RAs).

* There is a depopulation of rural areas (migration of the young) and land abandonment.

Source: RDR 2012, FDPA, Nurzynska & Wilkin (editors)
The program resumed as follows:
·  14.45: Coffee

·  15.00: What have we learned so far?

·  Youngagement, 10 minutes reminder of the event and 15 minutes discussion.

·  Young and Rural Entrepreneurship conference in Mikkeli, 10 to 15 min.

·  Youth entrepreneurship and small farm holdings conference in Krakow, 10 to15 min.

·  Youth entrepreneurship conference in Jurmala, 10 to 15 min.

· 16.40: Summing up the issues and themes identified, preparing the discussion for tomorrow.

· 18.00: End of the day.

· 19.00: Dinner and social event.

Dec. 4th:

The second day was organized around methods of youth involvement, methods of entrepreneurs training and methods of innovation support, in the form of a world café activity with participants from different countries. They worked collaboratively, switching groups at regular intervals as they found “creative out of the box” solutions to the above and conference theme challenges.

· 8:00: Breakfast
· 8:30: Short walk and presentation of the history, present life and activities at the Olandia hotel.
· 9:15: Discussions about the themes identified yesterday afternoon. What are the good methods and why are they good? What can we copy and use in other countries and regions?
· World café with three different tables 30 minutes discussion at each table and then rotation. One table’s host is remained stationary in order to take notes on a flipchart and provide information on previous groups’ discussion. The table themes were:

i.  Methods for youth involvement.

ii.  Methods for entrepreneurship training and support.

iii.  Methods for innovation support.

· 10:45: Coffee

· 11:00: Summing up the results of the World café, The table hosts report or in process alternative 2, circulation among the groups and voting by stickers.

· 12:00: Lunch

· 13:00: Closing session.

· Plans for next activities.

· 14:30: Departure to the airport.

Concluding Comments

These activities, as well as the entire conference, were extremely well prepared and led by Hans- Olof Stålgren, with the assistance of Ewa Engdahl and the entire team of Coompanion Kalmar and the Polish organizers. Together, they took care of absolutely all details in making the event both enjoyable and productive for the participants.

As a researcher I followed the situation “from the outside” and both gave comments and also helped all who were involved to structure the different themes that were identified; my hope was also to connect them to the two introductory presentations in the morning day of Day 1. If there are support systems that were identified in those two presentations that are similar to what we have seen in some of the activities it would be beneficial to show their similarities.

As we acknowledged, deagrarianization and resulting socio-economic factors such as unemployment and community disengagement present serious challenges to quality of life, and to  community sustainability, in many rural regions in the countries surrounding the  Baltic Sea. However, as conference participants discovered, with focused and determined applied research, complemented by active and as-inclusive-as-possible cooperation, these challenges can be met head-on. Hence, the final recommendation for the activities of those participating in this conference is a very positive one: the participants worked diligently together in finding better, more entrepreneurial and innovative ways for rural communities in respective member countries to create sustainable rural community life, through non-farm local employment across the Baltic region. Therefore, future opportunities to synergize such collective energies in similar learning platforms -- via inclusive and well-organized conferences -- can, and should, be taken full advantage of.
