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1. Introduction

The purpose of this document is to provide evidence-based policy recommendations to enhance
skills, knowledge, and capacities of local stakeholders, enabling them to actively participate in the
development and execution of sustainable rural futures. It is based on the experiences gained by
implementing the RURALED project. The insights include problems, and needs in relation to the
implementation of an inclusive Smart Village Strategy as a summary from reporting and evaluating
the local learning programmes.

According to the project tasks every partner organized six workshops to foster smart villages. Four
should address rural residents and two so-called facilitators (local leaders, representatives of local
administrations, teachers of local educational institutions, shortly people that are supposed and
are capable to disseminated the obtained knowledge and promoting the concept of SMART
village). These workshops were a good opportunity for communication with rural residents, for
discovering their understanding and knowledge related to the SMART concept, their will and
capacities to carry out some actions aimed at the implementation and development of SMART
village concept.

The following recommendations synthesize the insights gained from these workshops. The
different local learning processes

The experiences show how the learning materials of the RURALED project can be
used and applied.
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2. Recommendations

2.1 Education and training

Promote interdisciplinary training programs combining digital skills, entrepreneurship, and

sustainable rural development.

The proposed model of the training programme developed by the project consortium members is
given in Annex A. The training programme was developed based on the analysis carried out by the
partners at the initial stage of the project to identify the cases of SMART village elements
implementations, awareness of rural leaders and residents regarding SMART village concept and
identified training needs. The training programme was modified according to the findings obtained
in result of the training provided. The training programme includes 4 training modules: “From
village to SMART village”, “Future literacy”, “Community engagement”, “Inclusive strategy of
SMART village”. Every module consists of the presentation and two tools for practical exercises
and development of innovative thinking. These training materials should be provided to the
facilitators identified and trained by every partner. They should be shared with associations of
rural communities, advisory services with all interested and dynamic actors allowing them to use
these materials completely or partially at different events organized for rural communities.

Support vocational education and training (VET) institutions to offer upskilling and reskilling

programs for rural populations.

VET institutions located in rural area may be efficient centers for promoting SMART village
concept. The local administration and local leaders can cooperate with VET institutions, identified
interested people among teaching staff, provide them training materials and create the pools of
future trainers (some teachers were already trained within the project participating in the
workshops for facilitators). Special needs should be identified according to local context and proper
training can be organized according to the skills needed. This activity and its deepening can be
subject of another project based on the results of RURALED project. The local administration should
find the possibilities to motivate teachers participating in these activities. Additionally, students of
VET institutions should be involved in the training. The elements of the provided training
programmes should be used in their educational programmes.

Encourage lifelong learning and e-learning platforms tailored for rural contexts.

The capacity building in SMART village should be based on the inclusive approach that means to
cover all categories of rural residents independently of their age, social and financial status,
nationalities and religion. In addition to eventual training activities mentioned above it could be
useful to create e-learning platforms with open access for all community residents. The
information contained on these platforms should be clear, easily understandable, tailored for local
context. Local leaders and initiative groups should find the possibilities to finance the creation,
development and maintaining of these e-learning platforms. Existing platforms such as Moodle,
Youtube can be used. The preliminary training for community residents dedicated to technical use
of e-learning platforms should be organized.
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Target groups: e.g.: local authorities, NGOs, private sector, local educational institutions, rural
residents.

2.2 Knowledge sharing and networking

Establish SMART Village knowledge hubs or observatories; open-access repositories for SMART

Village resources, toolkits, and case studies.

Several communities interested in the implementation and development of SMART village concept
can be united for the creation of knowledge hub or observatories. It should be a digital product like
online platform containing knowledge related to SMART village concept, presentation of best
practices, toolkits for the concept implementation and development, useful advices, announces of
related events, acting chat and other relevant elements. The common initiative group of several
communities should be created being responsible for maintaining the hub. In successful case it can
be enlarged by adding knew developers and new users.

Facilitate the exchange of best practices through conferences, workshops, and online platforms.

The cooperation, networking of rural communities interested in the implementation of SMART
concept, exchange of ideas, experience, problems and good practices are the core condition of
success. The above mentioned platforms and hubs can be efficient tools for maintaining contacts
between rural communities, contacts for local leaders with rural population and organization of
online and ofline events allowing communication with rural residents and local authorities,
launching constructive dialogue.

Target groups: e.qg.: local authorities, NGOs, private sector, local educational institutions, rural
residents

2.3 Access to resources

Improve access to financial instruments, grants, and technical assistance for local communities
and SMEs.

The local leaders, authorities or initiative groups should carry out permanent monitoring of
existing regional, national, EU and international financing instruments supporting rural
development. In general, the LEADER programme includes many aspects similar to the smart
village approach, including the bottom-up approach. As an EU programme, the LEADER approach
is available in many rural regions of EU member states and provides an established structure for
community local-led development.

Some financing can be provided by local business if the proposed project demonstrates future
advantages and gains for local business. Rural residents can also contribute financially to the
projects having positive impact on their life in the community.

Ensure equitable access to digital infrastructure, broadband connectivity, and ICT tools.

The created open e-learning platforms, hub dedicated to SMART village concept should be open
and accessible to everybody. If necessary, special training for using these tools should be organized
to rural residents. Good internet coverage should be ensured.
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Target groups: e.g.: local authorities, NGOs, private sector, local educational institutions, rural
residents

2.4 Community engagement and participation

Involve citizens in the design, implementation, and monitoring of SMART Village strategies.

The first step for community engagement and participation should be raising of the awareness of
rural residents regarding the SMART village concept. This activity is related to point 1 “Education
and training”. The provided knowledge and developed skills should be reinforced by successful
cases confirming the feasibility of SMART village strategy implementation. Next step is motivation
consisting in presentation of advantages of common actions, related challenges and ways for their
overcoming. These two steps may help to create a local network of active rural residents, local
authorities and businesses that should be further involved in the design and implementation of local
strategy for the implementation of SMART village concept with further right of monitoring. The
main idea that should be promoted: SMART village is impossible without the union of all local
actors: administration, informal leaders, business, residents.

Support participatory governance models such as community councils or co-creation workshops-

For the development and implementation of SMART village strategy special governance models
can be created. They can be permanent, e.g.: created community council including representatives
of local administration, local business (agricultural and non-agricultural production, services,
infrastructure), representatives of education and medicine, rural residents (all ages and genders);
or temporary e.g.: practical co-creation workshop for finding solutions of emerging issues, living
labs for more scientific approach. But the temporary models should be supported and animated
by permanent initiative groups.

Recognize and reward community-led innovations and initiatives.

The above-mentioned models may be viable tools allowing rural residents to propose and share
their innovative ideas. They can be presented, discussed, further developed, and adapted
regarding their feasibility. The plan or strategy for their implementation can be developed via co-
creation workshops.

Target groups: e.g. local authorities, NGOs, private sector, local educational institutions, rural

residents

2.5 Collaboration and partnership

Strengthen cooperation among local governments, local educational institutions, private sector,

and civil society.

The formal multi-stakeholder platforms at community level can be created with the involvement
of local authorities, schools/colleges, SMEs, farmers, NGOs, and community groups. The roles,
responsibilities, and shared objectives should be defined, and cooperation or partnership
agreement may be signed according to the will of participants. ASMART Village coordinator may be
appointed at local government level. Curricula in vocational schools can be adapted to local labour
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market needs (digital skills, agri-tech, green technologies). The participatory tools (public forums,
digital platforms, surveys etc.) should be used.

Encourage cross-border and interregional partnerships to share knowledge and resources.

The cross-border or interregional cooperation should be supported by local authorities, NGOs,
business and initiatives groups. It may be in form of experience exchange, common events, co-
creative workshops, consultations aimed at common solution of emerging challenges, search of
efficient ways for the SMART concept implementation, support of sustainability and innovations.
Different EU instruments may be used for the development of this cooperation such as LEADER,
INTERREG. ENPARD or bilateral cooperation programmes.

Facilitate public-private partnerships (PPPs) to scale up successful pilot projects.

Representatives of local business should be involved in pilot projects devoted to local
development. The key success of such projects is based on administrative, legal and financial
(through different financial programmes) support by local authorities and on practical and financial
support by local business based on evident advantages provided by the pilot projects for all actors
contributing to their development.

Target groups: e.qg.: local authorities, NGOs, private sector, local educational institutions, rural
residents.

2.6 Technologies and tools

Promote the use of digital technologies (loT, Al, GIS, spatial planning) for efficient service
delivery.

Workshops, meetings may be organized for rural residents, local authorities and interested
businesses to show possibilities and benefits of using digital technologies for facilitating
communication, providing and use of services, evaluation and better use of local resources.

Ensure digital literacy and capacity to use technologies effectively at the local level.

Training courses for rural residents of different ages and different societal groups devoted to digital
literacy can be organized by local initiative groups and local authorities.

Encourage integration of smart solutions in areas such as energy, mobility, agriculture, and
governance.

For ensuring people can design, use and maintain SMART systems special training courses may be
organized: for local authorities on digital governance, data-driven decision making, procurement
of innovative solutions; for rural residents and local business: on digital skills. Local innovative and
SMART initiatives should be presented via workshops, community meetings and developed up to
pilot projects and living labs.

Target groups: e.g.: local authorities, NGOs, private sector, local educational institutions, rural
residents.
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2.7 Promotion of culture and innovations

Foster innovation ecosystems in rural areas (innovation labs, co-working spaces, incubators).

For the development of SMART and innovative initiative special spaces for gathering people and
allowing them to exchange their ideas and to find the solutions for their implementation may be
created. This infrastructure can be created by a local group, NGO and supported by authorities and
businesses. It would be helpful to designate a coordinator for such activities.

Integrate creativity and experimentation into rural policy design and governance processes.

To make all above mentioned recommendations viable they should be accepted by local
authorities and local NGOs active in the field of rural development. As a result the capacity building
in SMART village should be a part of Local development strategies, including training and education
activities.

Target groups: e.g.: local authorities, NGOs, private sector, local educational institutions, rural

residents.

3. Implementation framework

Possible funding mechanisms: EU programs like LEADER, national development funds,
international donors, financial contribution from local business and rural residents.

Monitoring and evaluation: Developed indicators to track progress in capacity building.

° | Recommended activity Progress indicators Target

Promote interdisciplinary Number of community Local authorities,
training programs combining members trained in ICT, NGOs, private
digital skills, entrepreneurship, | innovation, or sector, rural
and sustainable rural entrepreneurship residents
development

2. | Support vocational education Number of training programs Local authorities,
and training (VET) institutions to | co-developed with educational | NGOs, educational
offer upskilling and reskilling institutions institutions

programs for rural populations

3. | Encourage lifelong learning and | Existence of continuous Local authorities,
e-learning platforms tailored for | learning programs or local NGOs, private
rural contexts training centers sector,

educational

institutions, rural
residents
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Establish SMART Village
knowledge hubs or
observatories; open-access
repositories for SMART Village
resources, toolkits, and case
studies
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- Number of knowledge hubs,
living labs, or pilot zones
established

- Documentation of best
practices and lessons learned

Local authorities,
NGOs,
educational
institutions,
residents

rural

Facilitate the exchange of best
practices through conferences,
workshops, and online
platforms

- Number of community
consultations or co-creation
workshops held

- Number of conferences,
workshops organized
commonly with other
communities

Local authorities,
NGOs, private
sector, rural
residents

Improve access to financial
instruments, grants, and
technical assistance for local
communities and SMEs

- Amount of funding mobilized

for innovation (grants, PPPs,

investments)

- Number of staff trained in
project preparation and
management

- Number of project proposals
submitted / funded

Local authorities,
NGOs, private
sector, local
initiative groups

Ensure equitable access to digital
infrastructure, broadband
connectivity, and ICT tools

- Internet coverage and quality
in the village (% households
connected)

- Availability of public digital
access points

Local authorities,
rural residents

Involve citizens in the design,
implementation, and monitoring
of SMART Village strategies

- Number of local strategies or
action plans integrating SMART
village principles

- Level of stakeholder
participation in planning,
implementation and
monitoring processes

Local authorities,
NGOs, private
sector, rural
residents

Support participatory
governance models such as
community councils or co-
creation workshops

- Inclusion of vulnerable groups
in capacity-building activities

- Level of citizen satisfaction
with local services

- Number of community-led
initiatives supported

Local authorities,
NGOs, private
sector, rural
residents
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Recognize and reward
community-led innovations and
initiatives

- Number of startups / SMEs
involved in SMART village
projects

- Number of pilot projects
scaled after testing

- Number of locally developed
digital or green solutions

Local authorities,
NGOs, private
sector,
educational
institutions, rural
residents, local
initiative groups

11. | Strengthen cooperation among Number of inter-institutional Local authorities,
local governments, local cooperation agreements (local | NGOs, private
educational institutions, private | government—business— sector,
sector, and civil society education—-NGOs) educational

institutions, rural
residents

12. | Encourage cross-border and - Number of cross-border Local authorities,
interregional partnerships to common events (conferences, | NGOs, private
share knowledge and resources | visits, workshops etc.) devoted | sector, rural

to SMART village carries out residents, local
- Number of cross-border initiative groups
projects developed /

implemented

13. | Facilitate public-private - Level of the participation of Local authorities,
partnerships (PPPs) to scale up private business in local NGOs, private
successful pilot projects initiatives; sector

- Number of pilot project on
local development based on
PPP

14. | Promote the use of digital - Number of digital platforms Local authorities,
technologies (loT, Al, GIS, spatial | used for local service delivery NGOs, private
planning) for efficient service - % of administrative services sector, rural
delivery available online residents

15. | Ensure digital literacy and % of trainees demonstrating Local authorities,
capacity to use technologies improved competencies (post- | private sector,
effectively at the local level training assessment) rural residents

16. | Encourage integration of smart Number of smart solutions Local authorities,
solutions in areas such as energy, | piloted (energy, mobility, NGOs, private
mobility, agriculture, and agriculture, governance) sector, rural
governance residents

17. | Foster innovation ecosystems in | - Existence of a designated Local authorities,

rural areas (innovation labs, co-
working spaces, incubators)

SMART village coordination unit
or focal point

- Number of innovation hubs,
living labs, or pilot zones
established

NGOs, private
sector, educational
institutions, rural
residents
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Integrate creativity and Number of local officials trained | Local authorities,

experimentation into rural policy | in digital governance / smart NGOs, private

design and governance processes | solutions sector, educational
institutions, rural
residents

3.1 Dissemination

In the framework of the project RURALED four learning modules making the base of learning
programme “Inclusive SMART village strategy” were developed. They are innovative, participatory,
and relevant to the needs of rural communities and provide a comprehensive and accessible set of
resources for rural residents to develop transversal competences. The aim of this training program
is to introduce the concept of Smart Villages and provide information about every step from the
initial idea of becoming a smart village to the implementation phase of a smart village strategy.
Every module contains a toolkit for practical training.

In contrast to the RURALED training programme, the strategy development process outlines the
proposed steps of the development of a smart village strategy. An initiative can follow it in order to
gain the support by residents and local leaders and to develop a comprehensive plan with goals
and measures for becoming a smart village.

Step I: Getting local leaders on board

Objectives: To create an awareness for the concept of Smart Villages and its benefits for the
development of rural communities, to gain the support of local leaders.

Intervention: Workshop with local leaders from politics, public administrations or existing
initiatives. Alternatively, phone calls or meetings with one or more representatives of this
stakeholder group.

Content: What is a SMART village? SMART village dimensions.

Tools: Self-Assessment for establishing a functioning smart village initiative team, best practices

Step lI: Status Quo Analysis.

Obijectives: To gain a common understanding of the current situation of the local community
including a needs analysis.

Intervention: Survey, interviews or workshops with residents and local leaders. Content:
Community engagement

Tools: Smart Village Check, SWOT, community engagement strategy

Step llIl: Developing objectives and measures

Obijectives: Developing goals and measures for the smart village initiative building on the
potentials of the village or reducing its weaknesses.

Intervention: Workshop

Content: Community engagement, future literacy

Tools: Future wheel, simulation exercises, scenario planning, community engagement strategy,
best practices
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Step IV: The smart village strategy

Objectives: Developing a road map of activities transforming the village into a smart village.
Intervention: The development of the smart village strategy should be done by the initiative or
members of the initiative capable of writing a smart village strategy

Content: Implementation of a smart village strategy

Tools: Action plan, sustainability check for projects, community engagement strategy, self-
assessment

3.2 Conclusion

The purpose of the proposed recommendations is to contribute to the development of SMART
Villages by strengthening human capacity, awareness, and local ownership. Training and
awareness-raising help rural residents to understand how smart solutions contribute to economic,
environmental, and social sustainability. The proposed training programme includes the main
principles of SMART village, methodology for the development of SMART village strategy based on
sustainability principles, practical skills for anticipating possible future and encouraging
communities to activities aimed at the local development toward SMART future.

The recommended further training related to resource-efficient practices (energy efficiency,
renewable energy, circular economy, sustainable agriculture), digital and green technologies,
sustainability will develop the skills to design and maintain solutions that are financially viable,
environmentally sound, and resilient over time.

Awareness-raising activities and training format adapted to different target groups will ensure that
the SMART Village concept is understood by all groups, including women, youth, older people,
farmers, entrepreneurs, and vulnerable populations. That will contribute to the facilitation of
digital and green transition. Another factor contributing to digital transition is improvement of
basic and advanced digital skills among rural residents, raising awareness of digital public services,
e-governance tools, and open data.

By strengthening skills and awareness, the recommendations help to create local capacity
ecosystems that support continuous development. Rural residents, local authorities and informal
leaders gain competencies to plan, manage, and monitor SMART village initiatives; they become
more capable of attracting funding and investments.

Successful practices can be replicated and scaled, knowledge can be shared and cooperation
between villages and regions can be encouraged.

This contributes to more sustainable, inclusive, and digitally enabled rural communities by
strengthening local capacities, promoting innovation, enhancing digital literacy, and fostering
participatory governance in line with EU and OECD Smart Village approaches.
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Annex 1: Proposed training programme

Module 1. From village to SMART village

Obijectives: To provide practical resources. To support SMART village development. Knowledge
sharing and collaboration.

Content: What is a SMART village? SMART village dimensions. SMART village roadmap.

Tools: SWOT analysis. Scenario planning.

Module 2. Skills future literacy training

Obijectives: Developing and understanding of future literacy. Enhancing skills and methods for
future thinking. Applying future literacy for impact.

Content: Understanding future literacy. Key principles of future literacy: anticipatory thinking,
critical and creative thinking, adaptability and resilience, collaborative learning. Why future literacy
matters? Methods and tools for developing future literacy. Practical approaches to teaching future
literacy. Learning from successful stories.

Tools: Scenario matrix. Futures wheel.

Module 3. Community engagement
Objectives: To understand the community engagement, its benefits and challenges;

stakeholders of SMART village implementation, their motivation. To develop the tool and strategy
for community engagement. To apply the developed strategy and tools for ensuring community
engagement.

Content: SMART village and community engagement overview. Community engagement: key

concept, benefits and challenges. Stakeholders. Tools for ensuring community engagement:
raising awareness, motivation, community engagement strategy.
Tools: Simulation exercises. Community engagement plan development.

Module 4. Structures and next steps

Obijectives: To transform an idea for a SMART village into step-by-step plan. To conceive a strategy
for development of SMART village, referring to EU structures. To transform a

strategy into actions.

Content: Supportive framework for SMART village. Funding opportunities for SMART village.
Methodology for SMART village strategy development: initial phase, action plan and funding,
implementation and sustainability. Risk management.

Toolkit: Action plan. Sustainability plan of a SMART village project.




