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“I don’t regret that choice, producing less but doing better”  

Rethinking the links between farm modernization, rural development and 

resilience in a world of increasing demands and finite resources 

Karlheinz Knickel 1 

 

The above quote comes from a farmer in one of the 14 case studies carried out in the RETHINK 

research programme.2 In this particular case study, a transdisciplinary team from INRA in Avignon has 

been examining “transitions towards ecological production” in the fruit and vegetable sector of 

Drôme Valley (Biovallée), France. The quote is only one example but it signifies a more far-reaching 

shift in orientations that we found in almost all case studies. Many farmers are very actively 

exploring alternatives in farm management, production systems, markets and supply chains, often 

leading to new configurations in resource uses and relations between different actors within the 

sector and at a territorial level. Often we find that different management strategies and 

development pathways co-exist. Experimentation with new approaches tends to create tensions with 

traditional systems, and institutions, but sometimes it leads to lasting improvement in the perceived 

quality of life and well-being – or indeed, just “doing better”. 

The observation of reorientation and change in all 14 case studies is not surprising as European 

agriculture and rural areas as a whole are being confronted with enormous challenges and need to 

accommodate a variety of demands. Many of those pursuing alternative strategies tend to see these 

challenges and demands as opportunities for products with particular qualities, new services and 

new functions. A telling example is the necessary transition of industrialised country economies 

towards resource-efficient, renewable and low-carbon production and consumption systems. It 

provides completely new opportunities to farmers and rural areas. The German case study 

“Opportunities for creating an eco-economy” contrasts the highflying bioeconomy concept with the 

vision – and reality – of an eco-economy that might be characterised by the principles of a steady-

state economy, new multi-actor networks, and embeddedness and value capture at local and 

regional level thus providing new income sources and jobs at farm-level and within rural areas. 

The transdisciplinary RETHINK research programme connects the development of agriculture with 

the wider societal and policy goal of vibrant and prosperous rural areas. Each case examined is an 

expression of innovative development trajectories highlighting potential synergies between farm 

modernization and sustainable rural development.  

The aim is to help overcome simplistic viewpoints of what 'modernization' entails. RETHINK is 

organised as an open research process explicitly recognizing the complexity of challenges, the 

diversity in situations, and the multidimensionality of strategies forward. 

                                                           
1 Dr Karlheinz Knickel is an independent analyst and consultant based in Frankfurt/M., the scientific coordinator of RETHINK 
and a Groupe de Bruges member since 2005. Karlheinz is involved in an extensive international network of independent 
consultants and think tanks providing tailor-made research, analyses and consultancy services. His institutional affiliations 
are in Portugal, The Netherlands, UK and Germany. E-Mail address: karlheinz.knickel@gmail.com 
2 The European Commission and funding bodies in 14 countries support the transdisciplinary RETHINK research project 

under the umbrella of FP7 and the RURAGRI ERA-NET. For more information see: www.rethink-net.eu  
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The comparative analysis of the 

14 case studies and synthesis 

focuses on issues that are 

particularly relevant for 

decision-makers. These include 

factors that enable and 

encourage the creation of 

synergies, the influence of 

contextual factors, and the role 

of agency and of institutional 

structures (Fig.).  

 

The final conference of the project will be on 2 December 2015 in Brussels, L42 Business Centre, Rue 

de la Loi, 42. Contributors and discussants include Janez Potočnik, Co-chair of UNEP's International 

Resource Panel, Chairman of the Forum for the Future of Agriculture and of the Rise Foundation, 

European Environment Commissioner (2010-2014); Rob Peters, European Commission, DG Agri, 

Head of 'Research and Innovation'; Christiane Canenbley, European Commission, DG Agri, 

'Agricultural Policy Analysis and Perspectives'; Elfriede Fuhrmann, RURAGRI ERA-Net and Austrian 

Federal Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry, Environment and Water Management (BMLFUW), Head of 

Research and Development, Vienna; Egizio Valceschini, RURAGRI ERA-Net and Director of Research at 

L'Institut National de la Recherche Agronomique (INRA) - as well as the RETHINKers from 14 

countries. 

The main motivation driving the RETHINK programme is to support a better understanding of the 

interplay between agriculture and rural development, and of the role of sustainable agriculture in 

future society. This in turn will be a prerequisite for a meaningful implementation of future 

agricultural, agri-environmental and rural policy frameworks.  

It would be great to see many Groupe de Bruges members at the conference and engage in the 

related discussions. The interactive session in the afternoon provides opportunities for those who 

like to become more actively involved. In addition, there will be opportunity for discussion and 

feedback throughout the day, in particular also related to a more than two hours lunch & posters 

session. 

For more information on the project, the programme and the online registration portal: 

www.rethink-net.eu. Please download the conference flyer and programme from the website, and 

forward it to colleagues and networks who might be potentially interested. 

http://www.rethink-net.eu/

