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The tendency to ‘ecologise’
Rural Sustainability?

Cinderella couldn't help but worry
about her carbon footprint




Rural Sustainability as a
power-infused discourse

» Popularity of ‘sustainability’ derives from its ambiguity.

— “Within development discourses, ‘sustainability’ has increasingly
become a ‘chaotic concept’ that has been deployed differentially by
different interests in the pursuit of selective socio-political
objectives.” (Raco 2007)

— Is it about intergenerational equity (Brundtland) or the environment?
Often the environmental reading dominates all other aspects,
focusing narrowly on carbon emissions.

* Nevertheless, the concept remains a social construction
within which power relations are implicit. Researchers have
a duty to reveal these hidden power relations.

— “What exactly is being sustained, at what scale, by and for whom,
and using what institutional mechanisms?” (Robinson 2008)

— How is discursive power exercised? two examples...



‘Ecologising’ rural sustainability

* eg. Murdoch and Lowe (2003) showed how CPRE set out
deliberately to “ecologise” their case for preventing
development in rural England by capturing the emerging

sustainability discourse.
— Campaigning emphasis on ‘ecological footprint’ of new development.

— Argued for inclusion of the term ‘sustainable development’ in planning
policy guidance, and then defined this term to mean no greenfield
development. New building restricted to previously-used urban land.

* eg. ‘Sustainable Urbanism’ - only cities are sustainable
since they are “walkable communities on a human scale,
with local character and a sense of identity, which provide
for social balance and show respect for the environment.”

— Emphasis on ‘walkable’ (ie. no cars) while also seeks to expropriate the
gemeinschaft more often ascribed to rural communities, so being in
essence a political movement against suburbs and rural settlements.



Rural Sustainability: who decides?

The consequence in much of England is that rural settlements are
defined as ‘sustainable’ only if they have at least a school, a shop
selling food, regular public transport and either a village hall/
community centre or a pub. It means that no new houses can be built
In settlements without this specific combination of services present.

It also means that no settlement can become sustainable. Such ‘rural
sustainability’ policies may be criticised for their static conception of
rural sustainability, and for their denial of agency.

Instead of imposing power-infused notions of sustainability on rural
communities, we should enable social actors to deliberatively decide
what the performance of sustainability requires in the local context.

This requires appropriate institutional structures of governance which
exhibit accountabillity, legitimacy, inclusion and empowerment.



Sustainable Places and ‘place-shaping’
— deliberative processes and agency

“Mummy, What is a neighbour?”



Place-Shaping

* Indeed, deliberative processes of ‘place-shaping’ have been
advocated as means of planning for the future:

Mobilisation of local actors around place-based identities and
symbolic constructions of community. Concepts of place and
community recognised as co-produced and contested.

Deliberative processes of collective imagination (Healey 1997),
accompanied by an “active social policy” (Raco 2007) which
promotes inclusion and challenges established power relations.

A generative state, building institutional capacity, regulating in the
‘public interest’ and in the interests of less powerful (and future
generations), and adjusting its managerial technologies accordingly.

Neo-endogenous rural development, with attention paid both to
Institutional capacity-building and to vertical relations of governance.

Recognising existence of power relations, difference and diversity.



The role of the state - EU policies

« Community-led development (cf. LEADER) may be seen as
part of wider shift from government to governance.
— ‘Governing through community’ may be viewed either as community
empowerment or as abdication of the state’s responsibilities.

— Community empowerment is undermined by reliance on a set of
managerial technologies (targeting, audit, financial control) which
maintain central government’s control over local actors.

— Evaluations show these are rarely endogenous initiatives, given the
retention of power and control at higher levels of government.

— Capacity to act is fundamental. Can power and the state’s role be
reconceived as social production rather than social control: ie.
generative ‘power to’, rather than authoritative ‘power over’?

— Key issues for the LEADER initiative:

* Institutional capacity and capacity-building
» Vertical relations of Governance: not endogenous but neo-endogenous



Vertical relations of Governance
in Finland — LAGs embedded.
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The role of the state - EU policies

« Discursive power has also been important in the evolution,
or indeed capture, of the Rural Development Regulation.

« Far from the envisaged shift from sectoral, agricultural to
territorial, rural policies, the RDR has become a vehicle for
payments to farmers in agri-environmental schemes.

— The term ‘Rural Development’ has become a site for symbolic and
material struggle, with the exercise of discursive power through the
concept of multifunctionality seen as pivotal in eclipsing attempts to
shift the CAP from a sectoral policy towards more territorial rural
development approaches.

— Social and political construction of a discourse of multifunctionality
justified the continued remuneration of farmers in terms of the
provision of public goods, and presented this as rural development.

— Naturally, environmental payments are seen as contributing more to
sustainability than investment in capacity-building and enterprise.



Conclusion

Discourses of sustainability, rural and urban (and especially
sustainable urbanism) are power-laden & deployed in
pursuit of sectional interests.

‘Sustainable communities’ conceived in a static and passive
sense. Instead social actors might be encouraged to
deliberatively determine what the performance of rural
sustainability should be in their local context.

Attachment to place can be source of collective mobilisation,
as well as of commodification and gentrification.

EU policies can assist rural sustainability, as with LEADER
In Finland, but too often discursive power is a means of
perverting and capturing policy to suit powerful interests, as
with the capturing of the ‘Rural Development Regulation’.



Some avenues for research?

 On the discursive level:

— Case studies of the exercise of discursive power, asking how
power is exercised, whose interests are served, and how
discourses are contested.

— Theoretical reflections on the exercise of discursive power in this
context, and indeed on the concept of sustainable ruralism itself.

* In relation to policy and practice:

— What are the processes through which (rural) communities may
become more sustainable, and how best can the state and others
promote and support this journey? Particular themes to be
explored might include conflict, power, ideology, deliberative
processes, governance and the role of government.

— Does the capture of the RDR by farming and environmental
interests contribute to rural sustainability objectives?



