
THE PRAHA DECLARATION

The European Conference Information System in Agriculture and Forestry  having met in Praha, from 15th - 17th May, 2006.,in the context of a proposed eRural Policy for Europe notes that the current EU Rural Development Strategy for 2007-2013 represents a welcome opportunity for the creation of a Rural Knowledge Society. Since the Valencia Declaration in 2003 a number of initiatives have made significant progress in extending to rural regions services till now not readily available in non-urban economies especially Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) infrastructure and knowledge based services. The success of the establishment of diversified, sustainable, knowledge-based rural economies and communities will be conditional on comprehensive and close collaboration between rural communities and all stakeholders. Attaining this  will require strategy, planning and accommodation on complex issues including the economy, society and the environment.

PARTICIPANTS BEING PERSUADED 

That by 2010 the Digital Gap should be eliminated thereby assisting the improvement of rural living conditions, contributing to the elimination of the social divide and exclusion and reversal of migration from rural to urban areas. This will require the establishment of adequate infrastructure and the development of knowledge applications and services, to further inclusion and economic growth. It requires that the Representatives of European Communities will support the development of best practice and high impact actions to speed up implementation of the all-inclusive Knowledge Society.

Therefore the participants declare

That the overall eRural Policy Strategy should be based on the combination of a bottom-up and top-down Information and Communication Technology (ICT) development - always rooted in the cultural heritage, needs and desires of the rural communities. This will involve ICT decision makers, developers, providers, end users and other stakeholders. Policy, development and implementation will be based on their collaboration, integration incorporation,and close association with existing networks. These will include ERIS@ (European Regional Information Society Association), EFITA (European Federation of Information Technology in Agriculture), Leader+ action groups, rural@work, and others. This will ensure full participation of all rural, and particularly remote, communities in the e-Economy, including its innovative high-value-added new services and industries.

The imperative aspects are the following:

1. Policy and Leadership

Should be facilitated by:

(a) awareness raising and establishing initiatives for collaboration among key participants, especially rural communities

(b) including European Communities in the legislative and standardisation processes

(c) establishing administrative structures for the development of geo-spatial and other knowledge suitable for rural regions

(d) including Rural Knowledge Society issues and Member State incentives in National / Regional strategies, and coordinating these National eRural Strategies across the EU 

(e) building a coherent strategy for rural public sector information

2. Research and Innovation Related to the Development of a Rural Knowledge Society 

European added-value needs to be identified in providing a joint strategy for a cross-sectoral approach to Knowledge Society initiatives including inter-regional collaboration in Research and Development. 

Innovation and diversification of all stakeholders in the knowledge-based economy should be supported, to encourage the activities of individuals and groups, allowing effective collaboration between rural economic actors, consumers and non-rural sectors.

3. Technology Access, Applications and Content

(a) Every rural citizen should have equal access to competitive and affordable information technology bandwidth.

(b) National supported ICT development and infrastructure deployment initiatives should be given top priority, and encompass 

i. a flexible and innovative regulatory framework with increased ICT facilities at local and regional levels, that facilitate and encourage private and public investments. 

ii. the creation of ICT services driven by the public sector. 

Examples include the adoption of broadband at rural schools, community centres, libraries and health dispensaries, which should be considered as a first step towards the introduction of Local e-Government, e-Learning and e-Health solutions in rural communities.

(c) Private investment should include e-business, entertainment and quality-of-life applications, which could make rural regions more attractive, especially for young people, and non-traditional agrifood and foresty. 

(d) There is a need to carefully focus, select and differentiate the development projects, pilots and prototypes that facilitate the multitude of e-content options and opportunities appropriate to the context of each region, and to specifically avoid duplication, waste of human capital and misdirection of funding. Priority examples are to:

· build rural spatial data infrastructure, which will support most of decisional, planning and business activities

· support the availability of public sector data for rural businesses (including farming and forestry)

· build rural cultural and educational content

· build content increasing visibility of rural regions

· support multilingual content and local cultural heritage.

· encourage business incubators

· attract freelancers and professionals

4. New Working Environment Business Models

Should be developed for rural communities including rural Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SME) and individuals as follows:

(a) initiatives to create local SME and farmer networks to better exploit existing opportunities for diversification, collaboration on new business activities, sharing knowledge, ideas and influencing local/regional decision makers,

(b) identification of best practice examples of new ways of e-collaboration between people working in rural areas (from within and outside the EU) and other areas – e.g. urban outsourcing

(c) awareness, promotion and dissemination of good practice models 

(d) identification and promotion of economically feasible solutions and business models for rural working and business environments, highlighting the use of new technologies and working methods, e.g. “Rural Living Labs”.

(e) encouraging new knowledge applications based on the demand of rural end user groups (such as farmers, agri-food, forestry and agri service providers)

(f) stimulation of initiatives that increase the attractiveness of investments in rural knowledge intensive growth areas.  

5. Social and Human Aspects

These are critical and require:

(a) using ICT to develop more cohesive and sustainable rural communities based on each  community’s own concepts of value, cultural heritage and local vision of preferred future.

(b) developing human-centred reference models of sustainable rural life-styles that overcome social divisions and exclusion and include unique rural features

(c) setting up initiatives to 

i. create new rural businesses and social infrastructures based on full use of enabling ICT technologies

ii. support ICT education and comprehensive educational systems as an advantage to make rural regions more attractive, especially for young people planning their futures

iii. encourage rural development within the knowledge economy and societies, particularly indigenous graduate enterprises, taking into account clustering and third level educational institutional linkages.

(e) development of appropriate policies and methodologies for further involvement of all stakeholders.

6. Environmental Aspects

Implementation of comprehensive ICT supported Knowledge management will have important environmental influences.  Specific challenges that should be addressed are:

(a) ICT supported knowledge systems for environmental monitoring and management

i. modelling and scenario development using qualitative knowledge and quantitative data

ii. use of multi-functional decision models geared to synchronize economic, social and environmental concerns including measurement of the environmental impact of rural economic activities

iii. multi-scale assessment extending from field, farm, region, national, EU and global levels

iv. assessment, protection, re-establishment of sustainable management of natural and cultural resources

(b) ICT as an enabler for environmentally friendly rural production (teleworking, tourism, etc)

(c) Increasing the visibility of environmental heritage

In order to achieve these goals we, the participants of the conference, “Information Systems in Agriculture and Forestry” meeting in Praha, call on all Public Administrations, Governments and the business sector, to support this declaration and assist in the realization of the Knowledge Society in European rural development. We entreat all public and private agents to create a new strategic framework of cooperation to promote:

A. sustainable eRural policies by those responsible for public administration at European, national, regional and local level 

B. the support and take up of affordable telecommunications infrastructures and services on a unified basis in all European and other relevant territories 

C. the development of value-creating activities supporting sustainable development of new growth areas in rural communities.

D. Technology Platforms supporting multidisciplinary and collaborative research and development on social, economic and environmental aspects to enable fundamental new drivers of the Rural Knowledge Society. Thes include assessment and monitoring of their impact on rural areas.

E. further discussions to share expertise and implementation of best practices.

17th May 2006
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