sustainability
Article

Network Governance Arrangements and Rural-Urban Synergy
Ulla Ovaska 1, * , Hilkka Vihinen 1 , Henk Oostindie 2 , Joaquín Farinós 3 , Mojca Hrabar 4 , Emils Kilis 5 ,
Jurij Kobal 4 , Talis Tisenkopfs 5 and Hans Vulto 6
1

2

3

4
5

6

*



Citation: Ovaska, U.; Vihinen, H.;
Oostindie, H.; Farinós, J.; Hrabar, M.;
Kilis, E.; Kobal, J.; Tisenkopfs, T.;
Vulto, H. Network Governance
Arrangements and Rural-Urban

Natural Resources Institute Finland, Luke, Latokartanonkaari 9, 00790 Helsinki, Finland;
hilkka.vihinen@luke.fi
Department of Social Sciences, Wageningen University and Research, 6708 PB Wageningen, The Netherlands;
henk.oostindie@wur.nl
Department of Geograpy and IIDL, University of Valencia, Av. Blasco Ibáñez, 13, 46010 Valencia, Spain;
joaquin.farinos@uv.es
Oikos, Glavni trg 19, 1241 Kamnik, Slovenia; mojca.hrabar@oikos.si (M.H.); jurij.kobal@oikos.si (J.K.)
Baltic Studies Center, Kokneses Prospekts 26-2, LV-1014 Riga, Latvia; emils.kilis@gmail.com (E.K.);
talis.tisenkopfs@lu.lv (T.T.)
Ede Municipality, Bergstraat 4, 6711 DD Ede, The Netherlands; hans.vulto@ede.nl
Correspondence: ulla.ovaska@luke.fi; Tel.: +358-2953-26418

Abstract: Increasing attention has been paid to the importance of balanced rural–urban interaction
to sustainable regional development. Yet, our knowledge on the elements of network governance
for such interaction is scarce. The aim of this paper is to study what kind of network governance
arrangements currently exist, how they can be improved, and whether evolutionary governance paths
can be identified. We analyse five existing and evolving cases of functioning rural–urban interaction
in European Union (EU) member states, using a network governance framework as an analytical
lens. We supplement the governance analysis with examining what kind of spatial understanding
or combination of different spatial lenses the studied rural–urban governance arrangements rely
on, as well as with the role of smart development in the studied cases. Our results emphasise the
significance of division of power and collaborative decision-design in guaranteeing balanced and
mutually beneficial interaction. Furthermore, we recommend changes in current policies in order to
tap into the potential of rural–urban synergy.
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1. Introduction

Accepted: 4 March 2021

For a long time, rural and urban governance have been considered separately, as if
they constituted independent systems (e.g., [1–3]). This distinction is easily misleading
and outdated, because rural and urban areas are interconnected in economic, social and
environmental terms [2]. Rural and urban are complementary parts of regional and national
economies [4]. In the European Union (EU), changes have occurred in strengthening rural
development policies, international trade liberalisation and, more generally, globalisation,
technological change and parallel to globalisation, also growing localisation [5]. Moreover,
a significant rise of peri-urban development [6] and multilocality [7] has taken place, that
is, commuting and seasonal migration of people between urban, peri-urban and rural
areas have increased [6,7]. Indeed, in recent decades, interconnected changes in the rural–
urban dynamics have strengthened, in terms of increased mobility of population and
exchange of goods and information, increased economic relocation, and specialisation of
land use (production, tourism, housing etc.). New, complex social networks have also
emerged [1]. New information technology associated improved services, such as better
mobile phone coverage or social media, connect rural and urban dwellers in networks
of social relationships, trade and markets [8]. This all indicates that evolutionary paths
leading to different rural–urban relations are emerging.
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Increasing attention has been paid to the importance of balanced rural–urban interaction to sustainable regional development [2]. The importance of studying rural–urban
linkages has been acknowledged in understanding urban development and expansion,
and consequently, in the reconfiguration of adjacent rural territories [6]. However, rural
areas should not be seen only as objects depending on the development of the urban
areas [9] although their influence cannot be ignored (see e.g., [1]). Rural-urban linkage
is important not only for rural areas but impacts also urban areas [10]. Rural and urban
areas rather have different assets that complement each other, and a better interaction
between them is therefore needed. Rural-urban synergies may contribute to improved
services provision and wellbeing as well as to increased growth opportunities [2]. It is
beneficial to take an integrated urban–rural approach to regional development and focus
on interdependencies and commonalities rather than differences in promoting sustainable
regional development [11].
So far, the research on rural–urban linkages has especially focused on the problematic
of urbanisation in developing countries (e.g., [10]), and governance of necessities, such
as water and food (e.g., [6,9,12]) or food sovereignty. This is natural since over 90% of
the world’s rural population lives in less developed regions that are undergoing rapid
demographic, economic, and governance changes [13]. There have also been some attempts to understand the rural–urban linkages in the US (e.g., [14]) and Europe from the
socioeconomic and partnerships perspective (e.g., [1,2]), as well as that of resilience and
sustainability (e.g., [15]). Typically, studies concentrate on certain aspects of the rural–urban
interaction, for example, commuting, landscapes and migration [16].
Zonneveld and Stead [16] investigated projects that study rural–urban linkages in
Europe. Their results show a focus on economic and social development, agriculture or
economic diversification. In addition, they found projects on services and facilities; transport, energy and information; demography; consumption and amenity; and governance.
They included studies that had a clear rural–urban dimension, although it was not always
an explicit objective of the research. Otherwise there would have been only a few studies,
mainly in the two latter categories [16].
There have been multiple approaches to understand rural–urban interaction. Lately,
the importance to acknowledge that rural economies and societies are becoming less geographically constrained in their linkages has been recognized. Copus [9] distinguishes
three modes to be used in promoting balanced territorial development, and supporting
smart, sustainable and inclusive growth: (1) thematic urban-rural cooperation that is relatively similar to a conventional city-hinterland policy, but stresses that individual spatial
characteristics should be respected. (2) generic urban-rural policies intended to acknowledge the declining importance of contiguity in urban-rural relationships, concentrating
more upon facilitating cooperation, and (3) translocal globalisation among rural businesses,
underlining that contiguity and proximity are irrelevant.
Moreover, the concept of soft spaces has been used to understand current rural–urban
linkages. Walsh et al. [17] have studied different approaches of soft spaces in literature.
There are several different ways of understanding the concept, and the authors conclude
that soft spaces are the result of a deliberate, conscious strategy that lies outside of the
political-administrative boundaries and internal territorial divisions of the nation-state.
Allmendinger et al. [18] define it as the emergence of new, non-statutory or informal planning spaces or processes that exist alongside but separate to the spaces and scales of elected
government bodies. The prerequisite for soft spaces is the emergence of governance, as to
an opposite to top-down government, that has strengthened informal networks and the
horizontal approach, in general [19]. The new spaces of governance can operate at multiple
scales, which has been adopted by planners for soft space and fuzzy boundaries [18].
The elements of good governance as such, for example, the role of informal networks,
bottom-up initiatives, agency, appropriate deference, trust and transparency, as well as
participation, communication and collaborative approaches are well recognized by the
scientific community (see e.g., [2,8,20,21]). In practice, they are not often translated into
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effective policy strategies (see e.g., [20]). Therefore, more information on the aspects of
balanced rural–urban interaction and the conditions for them with real examples is needed.
Our knowledge on the aspects of such real-life solutions for the benefits of rural–urban
synergies is still scarce.
The aim of this paper is to study what kind of network governance arrangements
currently exist, how they can be improved, and whether evolutionary governance paths
can be identified. In this paper we analyse five existing and evolving cases of functioning
rural–urban interaction and synergies in EU member states, using network governance
framework as an analytical lens. We follow the framework represented by Woods et al. [22]
while acknowledging other approaches to distinguish rural–urban interaction [9,17–19].
This approach has been created within the ROBUST project that aims to unlock rural–urban
synergies at a European level [23].
In order to understand the potential and dynamics of rural–urban synergies in real
life settings it is essential to examine governance arrangements in the broader context of
their spatial relations and linkage to regional development.
Keeping the framework presented by Woods et al. [22] in mind, we focus on the
elements of network governance. We follow the definition of governance by Douglas [24]
which offers more detailed tools to describe specific elements of balanced rural–urban
network governance arrangements. It takes a step forward from the approach created
within the ROBUST project [23] in analysing the network governance arrangements. There
are several definitions of governance but the relevance of Douglas in this context is based
on the rural governance dimension of his approach. Another aspect is the understanding
of resources commitment that is essential for synergies: all participants commit resources
to gain better outcomes.
The main research questions are: (1) What are the elements of balanced rural–urban
interaction that can be identified in the cases from the perspective of network governance?
(2) What are the conditions for the network governance arrangements in the real-life cases?
We provide existing or evolving rural–urban network governance examples from five EU
member states: Finland, Latvia, the Netherlands, Slovenia and Spain. With these examples
we illustrate the heterogeneity of governance models that are shaped by time and place
and are context dependent. In addition to differences, we also aim to find commonalities in
governance systems, and thus to be able to generalise from these examples to the EU level.
2. Theoretical Framework
The three principles of rural–urban synergies as identified by Woods et al. [22]: new
localities, smart development and network governance (Figure 1) are interconnected and
need to be emphasised in different ways in different cases. New localities advance our
understanding of the interactions and dependencies between rural, urban and peri-rural
areas. This enables us to elaborate multi-spatial rural–urban connections, and ways to
create or strengthen these connections within or beyond the locality, that is, in relational
space. Relational space has no borders but is made from connections, it is fluid and dynamic
(soft). In this paper, relational space is the main aspect of new localities as described by
Woods et al. [22].
Relational perspective implies that rural–urban synergies are perceived as symbiotic
and characterised by interdependencies which are increasingly difficult to distinguish,
unravel or unpack. We talk about relational space when space is understood as continual
and connected, which may be divided into territories or localities, but in which the boundaries of these units are porous and contingent such that different places are interconnected
with each other, and the local is connected with the global. In this understanding places
or spaces cannot be considered as truly independent, but territories of localities can be
regarded as connected containers for spatial analysis [25].
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Figure 1. Rural–urban synergies [22].

Yet, in
practice,
rural and urban
stakeholders
Figure
1. Rural–urban
synergies
[22]. may combine mixtures of relational, relative and absolute spatial lenses in their understanding of rural–urban synergies. Absolute
space refers to space understood as a bounded territory, where different spaces and places
are treated independently, and the local is understood as distinct from the global. Relative
space is more of an intermediate form of the two former perspectives. Relative space
has blurry boundaries, like the spread of a city, food chain relations and labour market
relations focusing on different types of functional ties between the urban and the rural.
Policies using a relative perspective typically encourage working across administrative
boundaries [25].
In the following we shall pay attention to what kind of spatial understanding or
combination of different spatial lenses the studied rural–urban governance arrangements
rely on.
Smart development for its part is about identifying, prioritising and supporting
smart growth initiatives. It contributes to smart, sustainable and inclusive growth. We
acknowledge that smart development is a policy-induced concept, and thus difficult to
define in scientific terms. However, if smart development really is smart, sustainable
and inclusive, it benefits all members of society, includes balanced growth in a territory
and fair distribution of income across territories (e.g., [26]) to make it indeed synergistic.
The question is how to govern smart development, what kind of governance models and
arrangements exist, or could exist, for rural and urban actors to cooperate.
Therefore, we concentrate on network governance arrangements to identify and promote policies, governance models and practices that foster mutually beneficial relations
in different kinds of spatial assemblages. Network governance arrangements aim to enable participation and facilitate partnerships and new routines and procedures as part of
social, economic as well as institutional innovations. Especially interesting for this paper
is collaborative decision-design and division of power among the network partners, who
cooperate from rural and urban settings. In addition, we will investigate the potential discrepancies and tensions between emerging novel governance arrangements created by the
different ways in which the stakeholders, sometimes unintentionally, see the significance of
spatially differentiating ideas (absolute, relative or relational), interpretations and strategic
preferences as to rural–urban synergies.
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Figure 2. Elements of synergistic rural–urban network governance arrangements.
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Figure 3. Geographical location of the five cases. Helsinki LL: The Block Section of the Finnish Village Association in
Finland, Tukums LL: cultural strategy of Tukums in Latvia, Ede LL: FoodValley in the Netherlands, Ljubljana LL: Ljubljana
Local Food Marketplace in Slovenia and Valencia LL: Municipal Food Council of Valencia (CALM) in Spain.
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The cases show a variety of rural–urban governance angles: Foodvalley, CALM
(Valencia) and Ljubljana Local Food Marketplace focus on food, whereas Tukums deals
with cultural strategy and the Blocks Section of the Finnish Village Association in Finland
concentrates on mutual cooperation, interaction and learning. This choice is made to show
the variety of issues concerning rural–urban governance arrangements, and to emphasise
that rural–urban linkages are indeed much broader than just food related [4].
The Blocks Section of the Finnish Village Association case describes the emerging rural–
urban governance arrangement at a national level in Finland. The main actors and drivers
of this development are the separate national multi-actor networks of rural and urban
policy which seldom cooperate, and the Blocks section in the Association of Finnish Villages
which is a platform bridging the two policy networks. The national network (currently
Council) of rural policy is a strong, multi-actor and multi-level public-private actor, with
own history in trying to promote rural–urban synergy. The national network of urban
policy (currently called Urban Policy Committee) has historically represented the central
government and biggest cities and has been the most important player coordinating joint
urban interests especially in the connection of regional policy. Currently it is broadened
to consist of 22 cities and towns, as well as local and regional authorities, but there are no
representatives of the civil society, unlike in the rural policy council. The Association of
Finnish Villages contains four sections: Leader, Villages, Blocks and International. The
Blocks section started in the beginning of 2019 and cooperates closely with the Villages
section bringing together urban activists, researchers and know-how from rural Local
Action Groups (Leader). The aim of the Blocks Section is to strengthen the Leader-type
community-based local development also in urban areas.
In Latvia, the case from Tukums concerns the process of developing a cultural strategy
for the municipality in a participatory manner. The goal is to help preserve the rich cultural
and historical heritage of the region by identifying development objectives and priorities in
the cultural sector and agreeing on their governance arrangements in a manner reminiscent
of network governance. The cultural strategy is the first attempt to approach culture
in the municipality holistically, potentially contributing to improved territorial cohesion
and smart growth. From the outset, the development of the strategy was intended as
a collaborative enterprise, involving sectoral stakeholders from across the municipality.
Several meetings, workshops and discussions were organised in 2019 and 2020 to allow a
wide range of institutions to participate in, and contribute to, the process.
The Netherlands is represented by FoodValley, which is an example of territorial
collaboration in line with smart innovation theory and triple-helix thinking and acting.
It consists of 8 municipalities that started to cooperate about 10 years ago by developing
a common strategic agenda for regional sustainable development and to stimulate close
cooperation between regional knowledge institutions, with a prominent role for Wageningen University and Research Centre, and regional private sector and public administrative
bodies. The strategic agenda is developed in close cooperation with these triple helix
partners. There are two FoodValley Initiatives: another one is the Foodvalley.nl, which
joins regional larger agro-industrial companies and Wageningen University and Research
Centre in their collaborative aspirations to promote a global FoodValley concept. This
paper focuses on the inter-municipality process.
In Slovenia, Ljubljana Local Food Marketplace organises twice a year a combination of
a Stock Exchange approach and “speed dating” between the local food producers and the
local consumers (mostly public institutions with their own kitchens such as kindergartens,
schools, retirement homes, but also restaurateurs). The consumers move at intervals between the display tables set up by the local food producers and both parties use the interval
to discuss the produce and potential sales deal. Organised since 2018 by the Municipality
of Ljubljana, Tourist Office Ljubljana, Regional Development Agency of Ljubljana Urban
Region, Ljubljana Agricultural Advisory Service and EKOmeter, it attracted 20 producers
and 34 consumers at its 4th iteration in November 2019. Ljubljana Local Food Marketplace
has been particularly popular with schools and kindergartens who use it to find good
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quality local produce to be used for school meal preparation. Experience shows that Ljubljana Local Food Marketplace functions as a display of local food production and an initial
contact point, resulting in establishment of direct rapport between local producers and
local consumers.
In Spain, the creation of a Municipal Food Council of Valencia (CALM), aims to
establish a new form of local food governance to improve the city’s food system. The
tasks, carried out both by the City Council of Valencia and by social organizations, consist
principally of the development of a set of participatory processes from which to draw up a
series of proposals. It presents an important environmental, social and economic value,
because of the symbiotic relationship among the local population and the territory through
agricultural activity, and a unique landscape, the ‘Horta’ (vegetable garden) (one of the
remaining periurban agriculture spaces) placed within the Valencia Metropolitan Area.
It has become a conflictive space due to urban sprawl producing territorial conflicts and
pressures that the recent Law of the Horta, approved in 2018 by the Valencian Regional
Autonomous Government, tries to control and manage. Moreover, globalisation of the food
system has progressively moved the consumer away from local products. Consequently,
Valencia has lost the role of main market of Horta products, and the agricultural activity has
progressively lost economic relevance due to the growth of industry and tourist activities.
3.2. Data Collection
In the first stage of the data collection we conducted a description of each case. We used
a template that structures and helps to evaluate systematically the rural–urban linkages
and interactions of each case. The main questions were:
1.

2.

To what extent can the aspects of Relational, Relative or Absolute Space and Smart
Development be identified? Do all involved stakeholders use the same spatial lens?
Are there aspects of Smart Development for example, in the form of triple helix, that
is, based on the idea of universities, business and public sector organisations fostering
innovation and economic prosperity together [27].
Do you consider your case to contain aspects of rural–urban interaction and synergies?
Which elements of the network governance arrangements (Figure 2) can be identified?
How would you describe the divisions of labour and divisions of power among the
rural and urban actors in your case?

The questionnaires were sent to the ROBUST Living Labs of the five cases (Helsinki,
Tukums, Ede, Ljubljana, Valencia). The data originated from workshops and interviews that
were made to investigate the rural–urban interaction and their governance arrangements.
Each LL organised 3–5 workshops in 2018–2020, each with a total of 20–25 participants.
Some participants attended only one workshop, some all. Participants represented research,
local and central government, NGOs, LAGs, and businesses but also individual citizens.
Moreover, LLs conducted 2–3 expert interviews in 2020 as needed to supplement their data.
The data were collected and analysed by the authors of this paper who are also
members of the Living Labs within the ROBUST project.
In the second stage, based on a common analysis of these questionnaires, we identified
strong and weak cases of rural–urban synergies and made recommendations on how to
improve the interaction from the viewpoint of network governance.
The identification of strong and weak cases relied on the aspects of new localities:
absolute, relative and relational space and that of smart development as defined by
Woods et al. [22]. The elements of governance arrangements were analysed following Douglas [24]: institutions beyond established government; new, negotiated multi-stakeholder
process; collaborative decision-design and making; self-governing; resources commitment
and shared power; common cause.
We did not evaluate or rank the cases but describe the aspects of rural–urban synergies
in the case studies. We conclude with discussing the spatial assemblages of governance
arrangements which, at least potentially, enhance rural–urban synergies as well as the
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main elements of promising rural–urban governance arrangements. Moreover, we study
whether evolutionary governance paths are emerging.
4. Results
In the following table (Table 1) we present the results of the cases classified according
to the framework presented above: new localities (NL), smart development (SD) and
network governance (NG). The results show aspects of weak, moderate and strong rural–
urban synergies.
The aspects of relational, relative or absolute space and smart development can
be identified in all cases. In the early phases, the concept of absolute space plays a
significant role, which is emphasised in case the rural–urban interaction has a city and its
surroundings as a starting point. This is to be seen in the cases of Tukums, Ljubljana Local
Food Marketplace and CALM, where the governance arrangements have been developed
around a city. Yet, as can be seen in the cases, this changes in course of time revealing
evolutionary governance paths. The cooperation and synergies develop during practice,
and the concept of relative space, with for example, blurry boundaries between the urban
and the rural, emerges strongly. In the cases the relational space was the ultimate aim of
most of the arrangements but needs time to develop. The aspects can be recognised in the
Finnish Village Association Blocks Section and FoodValley cases, the former of which is not
linked to a particular municipality or region and the latter of which operates in triple-helix
form. Moreover, it is to be noted that all involved stakeholders do not use the same spatial
lens but may aim to concentrate strictly on local development and institutions or aim at
inter-regional or even global connections. The art of rural–urban synergy building might be
about developing a certain consensus between its relational, relative and absolute spatial
perspectives. All three might have their specific pros, cons, potential and limitations in
specific settings. In the FoodValley case, it turns out to be rather difficult in current times
to agree on this balance, as for example, reflected in growing rural–urban tensions related
to increasingly limiting and disputed agri-environmental measures.
Similarly, the importance of smart development was acknowledged, yet not existing
in many cases. Our results indicate that the aspects of smart development in the form
of triple helix would benefit rural–urban synergies but need proper network governance
arrangements to be successful. In the Blocks Section case, smart development is not the
main focus or primary frame of rural–urban activities, it is seen rather as one dimension
among many policy issues and concerns to be promoted. The FoodValley case covered relatively well inclusiveness and sustainability, but also concerns were raised—lack of broadly
accepted understanding of sustainability, for example, agro-industrial and agro-ecological
interests. The CALM case developed a smart specialisation strategy which connects food,
gastronomy, tourism, landscape and socio-cultural aspects in smart development of the
region. The Tukums and Ljubljana Local Food Marketplace cases identified potential
for smart development but had not yet been considered or discussed widely within the
relatively new-established arrangements.
All cases contained aspects of rural–urban interaction and synergies. The most obvious
reason was food: promotion of local food in FoodValley, Ljubljana Local Food Marketplace
and CALM. In Tukums and CALM, the rural–urban interaction and synergies were also
based on culture. In the Blocks Section, the questions of local community-led development
were well established in rural areas whereas urban areas aimed to learn from their experiences. Moreover, rural–urban interaction offers an opportunity to strengthen the approach
and mainstream it also in urban areas.
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Table 1. Aspects of rural–urban synergies in five cases.
Rural-Urban Synergies

Blocks Section of the Finnish
Village Association

Tukums

FoodValley

Ljubljana Local Food
Marketplace

CALM

NL: relational space

Strong. The operations are solely
based on network connections.

Weak. The arrangement
focuses on one city and its
surroundings.

Strong. Operates with a
triple-helix structure.
Relational lens is dominantly
present.

Weak. Exists only in
delivering food beyond the
local.

Moderate. Exists in
promoting local food culture
internationally.

NL: relative space

Moderate. Rural and urban are
still separate, although aiming to
improve their connections.

Moderate. Rural-urban
borders are blurry.
Administrational reform is in
process.

Moderate. Involved
municipal administrations
demonstrate growing
attention for relative lens.

Strong. Based on cooperation
of the city and its
surroundings.

Strong. Based on cooperation
of the city and its
surroundings.

NL: absolute space

Weak. The operations are solely
based on network connections

Strong. Focuses on one city
and its surroundings.

Moderate. Tradition of
separated rural and urban
planning domains. Tensions
and conflicts occur.

Strong. Focuses on one city
and its surroundings.

Strong. Focuses on one city
and its surroundings.

Smart Development

Moderate. Different policy
sectors on agenda, no special
focus on smart development.

Weak. There is no connection
to smart development. To be
improved when properly
established.

Moderate. Sustainability and
inclusiveness are relatively
well covered.

Weak. Not considered for the
most part.

Strong. There is a Smart
Specialisation Strategy that
includes e.g., food, tourism
and gastronomy.

NG: institutions beyond
established government

Moderate. Ambitious plans
especially on the rural side, the
urban part less active in building
the partnership Based on
networks and established
government.

Moderate. Participatory
process, committee, strong
municipality.

Moderate. Triple helix with
research, private and public
institutions. Still
predominantly project-based,
vulnerable continuity.

Moderate. Brings together
public and private actors,
producers and consumers.

Strong. Public and private
institutions, NGOs, media,
civil society participate.

NG: new, negotiated
multi-stakeholder process

Moderate. Ambition to elaborate
further a new, negotiated
multi-stakeholder process.

Strong. Participatory process,
started top-down but
operates bottom-up

Strong. Municipalities
voluntarily negotiated,
reflective.

Moderate. Platform
organised by public bodies,
by other actors required.

Moderate. Started top-down
but participatory process.

Moderate. City in lead but
participatory process.

Strong. Triple-helix.
Stimulates new forms of
collaborative decision-design
by using ongoing
decentralization tendencies in
national policy making
processes.

Moderate. Public bodies lead
but private and NGOs
needed to operate.

Moderate. Formal committee
but participation of other
actors encouraged.

NG: collaborative
decision-design and
making

Moderate. All members
represented.
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Table 1. Cont.
Rural-Urban Synergies

NG: self-governing

Blocks Section of the Finnish
Village Association

Tukums

FoodValley

Ljubljana Local Food
Marketplace

CALM

Strong. Initiated by multiple
multi-scale actors.

Strong. City owns the process.
Intention to participatory
process strong.

Moderate. Limited formal
policy responsibility. CAP
reform (remuneration of
ecosystem services) critical
prerequisite.

Weak. Laws on public
procurement limit purchasing
of other than lowest products
to 20%.

Strong. Institutionalised.

Weak. Public bodies finance
and regulate by law.

Moderate. Institutionalised
but power difference between
e.g., large companies and
small-scale producers.

Strong. Promotion of local
food.

Moderate. Promotion of local
food culture but stakeholders
have different interests and
focus areas.

NG: resources
commitment and shared
power

Moderate. Most resources used
are result of activities of the rural
actors.

Moderate. City only financer.
Committee will be named.
Public hearings.

Moderate. Participant
municipalities commit
resources according to size.
Most involved municipalities
relatively small and rural or
smaller-urban centres
oriented.

NG: common cause

Moderate. The aim is balanced
rural–urban development, but
the rural side is more committed,
the urban side keener on
widening their development
tools and measures and
strengthening the civil society.

Strong. Cultural strategy to
the City for the benefit of the
region.

Weak. Struggle around
different spatial lenses on
rural–urban synergies goes
along with the absence of
‘common cause feelings’.
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Furthermore, all elements of the network governance arrangements (Figure 2) could
be identified to some extent in all cases. They all intended to be new, negotiated multistakeholder processes operating beyond established government arrangements. The realisation of these goals was in its early phases in many cases, which is natural given that
they all were relatively new. Collaborative decision-design and decision-making and selfgovernance to significant degree were shaping or already existing in the cases. However,
shared power and thereby resources-commitment was not properly organised and seems
challenging. It is important that all participants commit resources to the arrangement, let
them be time, money or expertise [24]. In some cases, the ownership of one party was
too strong to let other participants contribute. Or the participants were not willing to
contribute, at least in the early stages of the establishment. Moreover, it is essential to find a
common goal that all participants can share in principle, which was agreed upon relatively
well in the cases.
In all cases there was a need to improve the governance arrangements to obtain
benefits from rural–urban synergies. Often the problem is that the divisions of labour and
divisions of power among the rural and urban actors are not equal. In the Block Section
case the urban actors are less well organised, and do not experience such strong need of
rural–urban/urban-rural interaction. In other cases, such as CALM and FoodValley, larger,
urban companies or cities dominate the scene whereas small-scale rural actors do not have
an equal say. In the Tukums case, the arrangements were intended to be participatory but
the response from the civil society and NGOs was passive.
Our overall findings point at the rather problematic nature and manifold challenge to
establish this type of interplays as prerequisites for synergistic rural–urban governance.
5. Discussion
5.1. Conditions for Network Governance Arrangements in Balanced Rural-Urban Interaction
In this paper, we follow Woods et al. [22] in their representation of a framework for
rural–urban interaction that includes network governance arrangements, smart development and new localities. The new locality approach enables to apply a multi-spatial lens
on contemporary rural–urban interdependencies. It is relevant because external networks
for knowledge exchange, supply chains, and markets are needed for communities to grow.
Network governance is about making decisions together in a participatory manner. In
practice, partnerships between the public, private, and non-profit sectors are needed. The
aim of network governance arrangements is to design systems and services responding to
the needs of everybody. Smart development means growing smart, which requires healthy
and sustainable rural–urban economies. In case the growing is smart, it prioritises what a
specific local economy can do best. The focus is neither on the past nor on the hopes but on
the reality including attention for degrowth scenarios.
In our cases, the new localities are still clearly under construction, also with regard
to their spatial lenses that were not shared by all participants. In the Blocks Section of
the Finnish Village Association, the network governance arrangements were based on
relational space and consisted of connections to begin with, and the idea was to disseminate good practices between the rural and the urban and to strengthen the synergies as
well as generally promote place-based policies in regional development with the help of
establishing new platforms for rural–urban policy-making. In the cases Tukums, Ljubljana
Local Food Marketplace and CALM, in which the new governance arrangements were
constructed based on a city and its surroundings, the starting point was absolute space
that spread or was in the process of spreading to a blurrier rural–urban interaction, that
is, relative space. In fact, in many cases a top-down push was needed for the network
governance arrangement to be created, such as Tukums and Ljubljana Local Food Marketplace. It is important to acknowledge that rural–urban interaction is not only about urban
development and expansion but about balanced synergies benefiting both the urban and
the rural. In case the differences in size, resources and capacity are great, the development
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of rural–urban interactions maybe challenging due to the tendency of the city to dominate
the development [2].
In the FoodValley case, which was the eldest of the arrangements, the aspects of
relational space were to be identified, and the triple helix model—cooperation between research, municipalities and businesses was in use. The predominantly relational perspective
also goes along with regional rural–urban tensions, pointing at a certain disequilibrium
or vulnerability in terms of the multi-spatial balancing that is thought to characterise
rural–urban synergy governance. The involvement of the private sector has often been
a main challenge in rural–urban interaction [2]. In particular, rural–urban linkages that
private businesses have, are useful for obtaining synergies [3].
The triple helix model is broadly considered to be successful in promoting economic
development and is definitely useful in smart development between the rural and the
urban. Yet, there are challenges in applying it universally [27]. Decentralisation process
in the decision-design and decision-making is taking place across Europe [28]. In many
rural areas, non-conventional solutions are needed due to depopulation and population
ageing, as well as to rural poverty. Simultaneously, in other rural areas the quality of life
might be highly appreciated and policy concerns much more related to the preservation
and safeguarding of such qualities. Collaboration between local public bodies, private
actors, NGOs and civil society are needed to implement new ideas and to improve placebased development [29]. In remote rural areas, there are not necessarily strong enough
representatives of research, businesses—or even that of public bodies. Therefore, the
need to develop quadruple helix model involving both rural and urban communities is
necessary [27]. In these cases relevant constellations are especially those which connect
rural and urban areas that are located far from each other, reflecting the rise of relational
new localities.
However, recent studies have found difficulties in creating the conditions for network
governance arrangements in practice even according to quadruple helix model. There are
challenges in local-based bottom-up initiatives that could engage local community and
civil society, due to existing structures, nepotism and old institutions including behaviour
and habits [30]. It is often the case that relations between local public bodies and NGOs
are based on personal acquaintance and relationships. Therefore, the existence of active
citizens or leaders able to engage others to promote developmental initiatives, is of essential importance [29]. The same applies to creating conditions for balanced rural–urban
interaction and synergies obtained from it.
Thus, the creation of effective network governance arrangements that support the
understanding and use of new localities and smart development is necessary for balanced
rural–urban interaction and synergies in Europe.
5.2. Elements of Synergistic Rural-Urban Interaction from the Perspective of Network Governance
In this article, we follow Douglas [24] in defining governance. This definition is also
used to characterise elements of network governance arrangements (Figure 2) in our cases.
As noted earlier, we also acknowledge elements of good governance as they are broadly
recognized by the scientific community, for example, the role of informal networks, bottomup initiatives, agency, trust and transparency, as well as participation, communication and
collaborative approaches are (see e.g., [2,8,20,21]).
Our findings show that network governance is an emerging strategy to replace the
former command and control state, although there are discrepancies between the theory
and the cases. It is important to note that we are discussing improvements in real-life
governance systems, not suggesting that a perfect pyramid model of top-down state
ever existed.
All the cases consist of networks of relatively autonomous self-governing organisations. In these networks, the public sector collaborates with various actors of the private
sector and NGOs and other civil society organisations. The public bodies, private organisations and NGOs are typically local or regional but even national (the Blocks Section of
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Finnish Village Association) or international organisations (the FoodValley case). The purpose of all network governance arrangements is to attain agency, which is not sufficiently
available to the individual participants. A prerequisite for this is a common, shared goal,
but also the fact that there is not sufficient agency, resources or other capacity to act without
collaboration. Legitimacy is pursued through challenging initiatives in transparency and
accountability (see [24]).
In that sense, the elements of balanced rural–urban interaction from the perspective
of network governance, can be confirmed. Network governance contributes resources
and legitimacy to decision-design and decision-making, implementation, monitoring, and
changes to management rules and procedures [31]. However, all the elements of good
governance are in practice not to be found as such in real-life cases (see e.g., [20]). Thus,
it is to be noted that although network governance is something to be aimed at balanced
rural–urban interaction, the definition given by Douglas [24] is an ideal state of affairs, still
far from reality in our five cases—or anywhere.
However, in the formation and implementation of public policy, network governance
has become a commonly acknowledged arrangement, which involves an informal and
self-regulated set of public and private actors, addressing together various political and
social problems. Network governance transfers power from the state and municipality to
a wider set of private actors and stakeholders, which is considered to enhance pluralism
and disperse power [28]. Networks provide legitimacy, joint capacity and institutional
innovation. Legitimacy is a necessary component constructed through networks of governmental and non-governmental actors, with collaborative processes. Capacity is needed to
implement and evaluate decisions. Institutional innovation is often needed to align rules
with legitimate actions [31].
There is also criticism to network governance, which stresses that it may in fact
generate a form of institutional domination. The core of this criticism is that once institutionalised, the network governance arrangement itself becomes exclusive and exercises
arbitrary influence on the life choices of nonparticipants of the network [28]. This criticism is important to acknowledge. Despite of participatory processes encompassing,
for example, local public bodies, private actors, NGOs and the civil society, it does not
include all. Hence it is essential that network governance arrangements are as open for
new, relevant participants as possible, and that the procedures for becoming a member are
clearly explicated and accessible. The passive reaction to participatory processes involved
in the new emerging network governance arrangements was recognised also in our study.
Furthermore, there were different understandings of spatial lenses, distribution of power,
division of labour or even the aim of the governance arrangement.
One of the reasons for the challenges is the heterogeneity of governance models
that are shaped by time and place and are context dependent. Our cases represent wellestablished EU member states but also so-called new member states. Therefore, there are
differences in existing institutions: both organisations and customs [29]. Furthermore, the
shift from top-down policies to more bottom-up approaches is still in progress everywhere
in our case areas. On the other hand, the criticism confirms the need of other aspect
besides network governance arrangements to gain legitimacy and raise interest among
potential participants, and to be inclusive and participatory. In our study, particularly
essential are the questions of smart development and new localities (Figure 1), and how
network governance arrangements can enhance them in the development of balanced
rural–urban interactions.
5.3. Concluding Remarks
In addition to studying what kind of network governance arrangements currently
exist, the objective of this paper was to elaborate how they can be improved, and whether
evolutionary governance paths can be identified. Our results emphasise the significance of
division of power and collaborative decision-design in guaranteeing balanced and mutually
beneficial interaction. Rural areas cannot be seen as totally dependent on the development
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of urban areas but developed in interaction. In addition to public bodies, private sector
and NGOs, research and civil society should be engaged in the participatory process. It is
obvious that network governance arrangements are in a constant process of co-evolution
due to their interaction, and thus evolutionary governance paths are emerging. At its
best, the network governance arrangements are reflective and inclusive supporting smart
development that is based on local capacity and has connections according to the model of
relational space. The potential of rural–urban synergy should be supported in policy to
improve holistic development in rural–urban interface, as balanced arrangements do not
appear spontaneously but are a result of determined action by committed parties.
Our study provided a perspective on real-life cases of network governance arrangements concerning rural–urban interaction and synergies. The limitations of the study
relate to the fact that there were only five cases from across Europe dealing with different rural–urban contents (food, culture, local development) in this paper. In the future,
research is needed on what kind of governance arrangements exist in different types of
rural–urban interaction, and whether any patterns can be identified as to their existence
and co-evolution.
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Action–On Successful Partnerships; Kolczyński, M., Ed.; Ministry of Regional Development: Warsaw, Poland, 2013.

Sustainability 2021, 13, 2952

10.
11.
12.
13.
14.

15.

16.
17.
18.

19.
20.
21.
22.

23.

24.
25.
26.
27.

28.
29.
30.
31.

16 of 16

Gebre, T.; Gebremedhin, B. The mutual benefits of promoting rural-urban interdependence through linked ecosystem services.
Glob. Ecol. Conserv. 2019, 20. [CrossRef]
Caffyn, A.; Dahlström, M. Urban–rural interdependencies: Joining up policy in practice. Reg. Stud. 2005, 39, 283–296. [CrossRef]
Sharma-Wallace, L. Toward an environmental justice of the rural-urban interface. Critical review. Geoforum 2016, 77, 174–177.
[CrossRef]
Jamshed, A.; Birkmann, J.; Feldmeyer, D.; Rana, I.A. A Conceptual Framework to Understand the Dynamics of Rural–Urban
Linkages for Rural Flood Vulnerability. Sustainability 2020, 12, 2894. [CrossRef]
Jablonski, B.B.R.; Carolan, M.; Hale, J.; Thilmany McFadden, D.; Love, E.; Christensen, L.; Covey, T.; Bellows, L.; Cleary, R.;
David, O.; et al. Connecting Urban Food Plans to the Countryside: Leveraging Denver’s Food Vision to Explore Meaningful
Rural–Urban Linkages. Sustainability 2019, 11, 2022. [CrossRef]
Ravazzolli, E.; Hoffmann, C. Fostering Rural Urban Relationships to Enhance More Resilient and Just Communities. In Sustainable
Cities and Communities, Encyclopedia of the UN Sustainable Development Goals; Leal Filho, W., Azul, A.M., Brandli, L., Özuyar, P.G.,
Wall, T., Eds.; Springer Nature Switzerland AG: Heidelberg, Germany, 2020. [CrossRef]
Zonneveld, W.; Stead, D. European territorial cooperation and the concept of urban–rural relationships. Plan. Pract. Res. 2007, 22,
439–453. [CrossRef]
Walsh, C.; Jacuniak-Suda, M.; Knieling, J.; Othengrafen, F. Soft Spaces in Spatial Planning and Governance: Theoretical Reflections and
Definitional Issues; HCU: Hamburg, Germany, 2012.
Allmendinger, P.; Haughton, G.; Knieling, J.; Othengrafen, F. Soft spaces, planning and emerging practices of territorial
governance. In Soft Spaces in Europe: Re-Negotiating Governance, Boundaries and Borders; Allmendinger, P., Haughton, G., Knieling,
J., Othengrafen, F., Eds.; Routledge: London, UK; New York, NY, USA, 2015.
Haughton, G.; Allmendinger, P.; Counsell, D.; Vigar, G. The New Spatial Planning: Territorial Management with Soft Spaces and Fuzzy
Boundaries; Routledge: London, UK; New York, NY, USA, 2010.
Koopmans, M.E.; Rogge, E.; Mettepenningen, E.; Knickel, K.; Sumane, S. The role of multi-actor governance in aligning farm
modernization and sustainable rural development. J. Rural Stud. 2018, 59, 252–262. [CrossRef]
Wellbrock, W.; Roep, D.; Mahon, M.; Kairyte, E.; Nienaber, B.; Domínguez García, M.D.; Kriszan, M.; Farrell, M. Arranging public
support to unfold collaborative modes of governance in rural areas. J. Rural Stud. 2013, 32, 420–429. [CrossRef]
Woods, M.; Heley, J.; Goodwin-Hawkins, B. The ROBUST Conceptual Framework: A Guide for Practitioners 2018. Robust
Deliverable 1.3. Available online: https://rural-urban.eu/sites/default/files/D1.5%20ROBUST%20Conceptual%20Framework%
20-%20Guide%20for%20Practitioners.pdf (accessed on 21 January 2021).
ROBUST. Unlocking Rural-Urban Synergies. Research Project in Horizon2020: SC2 Food Security, Sustainable Agriculture
and Forestry, Marine and Maritime and Inland Water Research and the Bioeconomy, 2017–2020 Programme. Available online:
www.rural-urban.eu (accessed on 21 January 2021).
Douglas, D.J. Governance in Rural Contexts: Toward the Formulation of a Conceptual Framework. EchoGéo 2018, 43. [CrossRef]
Woods, M.; Heley, J. Conceptualisation of Rural-Urban Relations and Synergies 2017. ROBUST Deliverable 1.1. Available online:
https://rural-urban.eu/publications/conceptualisation-rural-urban-relations-and-synergies (accessed on 21 January 2021).
Sacchi, A. Decentralisation and inclusive growth: Channels and implications. In Fiscal Decentralisation and Inclusive Growth; Kim,
J., Dougherty, S., Eds.; OECD Publishing: Paris, France, 2018. [CrossRef]
Kolehmainen JIrvine, J.; Stewart, L.; Karacsonyi, Z.; Szabó, T.; Alarinta, J.; Norberg, A. Quadruple Helix, Innovation and the
Knowledge-Based Development: Lessons from Remote, Rural and Less-Favoured Regions. J. Knowl. Econ. 2016, 7, 23–42.
[CrossRef]
Larsson, O. A theoretical framework for analyzing institutionalized domination in network governance arrangements. Crit.
Policy Stud. 2017, 13, 81–100. [CrossRef]
Bite, D.; Kruzmetra, Z.; Kusis, J. Network Governance Approach: Collaboration Practices between NGOs and Local Governments
in Rural Areas in Latvia. Int. J. Econ. Manag. Syst. 2019, 4, 19–28.
Secco, L.; Favero, M.; Masiero, M.; Pettenella, D.M. Failures of political decentralization in promoting network governance in the
forest sector: Observations from Italy. Land Use Policy 2017, 62, 79–100. [CrossRef]
Abrams, J. The emergence of network governance in U.S. National Forest Administration: Causal factors and propositions for
future research. Forest Policy Econ. 2019, 106, 101977. [CrossRef]

