Rural Parliaments

Case study from The Slovak Republic

1. Context

Country: Slovak Republic

Organization: The organization responsible for the Rural Parliament in the Slovak Republic is an NGO: The Citizen Association ‘Rural Parliament in Slovakia’ (VIPA). VIPA was established in the year 2000, as a platform, and in the year 2001 there was need to give it a legal identity - was established the NGO: CA Rural Parliament in Slovakia (VIPA). Activities of VIPA are focused on the priorities for rural development. The Rural Parliament defends and promotes the interests and needs of rural development through various tools and methods. Most activity of VIPA is directed to the rural areas, where the priority is to transfer new innovative approaches for endogenous development. VIPA is active organization in the formulation of rural policy in Slovakia and from a lot of public debates and forums was created the vision of Slovak rural areas:

"By the year 2015 the Slovak countryside should be an area with a clean and healthy environment, with built technical and social infrastructure, which provides enough employment opportunities and conditions for small and medium business, built on the sustainable use of local resources, such as farming and forestry, agro and eco-tourism, crafts, using modern technology to create the highest added value. Development of the Slovak countryside will be build on the good cooperation of different sectors and on the educated and active inhabitants, which have an interest in public affairs and respect for ancestors and traditions.”
The Mission of VIPA is:

• To promote quality of life in rural areas

• To support rural initiatives in the management of rural development
How to ensure our mission? It could be ensure by realizing of activities:

In promoting quality of life in rural areas:

• pressure to create favorable conditions

• promotion of international solutions, that brought success in rural development

• defense of rural interests against the activities and decisions which damage the countryside

and its development

In support of rural initiatives in the management of rural development:

• Education, advice and recommendations of quality educational institutions

• Technical assistance in creating and implementing development strategies, programs and projects

• Involving volunteers in projects and activities of VIPA

• Communication through the biennial meeting of Rural Parliament Forums, workshops, meetings, magazine and web portal

Structure of VIPA:

VIPA is an association of individuals and organizations, wishing to realize the needs of rural residents, aimed at improving quality of life in the Slovak countryside. The highest authority is the general meeting (meeting of all members), which is organized every year. Every three years, at this meeting, members of organization can vote the President and Presidency. We have 89 members, which are individuals, municipalities, micro-regions and organizations on local, regional and national levels. Between of meetings of all members, the activities of VIPA are managed by the Presidency (14 elected members) and professional activities are provided by our Committees. The Regional Rural Parliaments – NGO with a regional character. After 2002, there was need to established Regional Rural Parliaments (7 RRP). The target groups of RRP are micro-regions, rural communities, rural initiatives and associations, communication centers and Local Action Groups. In the case of the dysfunction of any RRP, VIPA replaced any activities in that region. The target groups of VIPA are public law authorities, institutions, international organizations for rural development and partner organizations.

Name: The name of event is: The Rural Parliament Forum

From the IV Rural Parliament Forum, the event is organized under the auspices of President of the Slovak Republic.

Terminology:

- The Rural Parliament Forum (RPF) – the event known in Europe as the “Rural Parliament” - it is an open meeting of representatives of rural associations and initiatives, and serves to shape the requirements of the rural areas.

- The CA Rural Parliament in Slovakia (VIPA) – is the organization responsible for that event

- Working Group – is the group of people, whose focus on a common topic in the event RPF

- Regional Rural Parliament – is an organization (NGO) with regional character

- Committee of ... – group of specialists, who work on conclusions from the Rural Parliament

Forum

- Micro-region – group of municipalities within a geographically bounded area with common historical, natural and cultural characteristics, with common vision and with legal identity.

2. History:

• The first idea of establishing the Rural Parliament Forum in Slovakia was in the year 1999, after the speech of a Swedish specialist Kjell-Roger Karlsson.

• On that day the Preparatory Committee was created, which drafted the basic documents and at the end of the year 1999 the Rural Parliament of Slovakia was established as an informal platform.

• After a time it was realized that an informal platform was suitable for identifying needs and generating goals, but an executive was necessary to establish an organized structure. Thus was the creation of VIPA. This new NGO was registered on 5.6.2001. The more appropriate organizational structure, as well as easier access to grants, lead to other activities that brought increased responsibilities and authority to VIPA.

• The role of VIPA was determined always by the conclusions of the Rural Parliament Forum, which specified the targets for the next two years and ensured their implementation.

The Rural Parliament Forum

Background to the first Rural Parliament Forum

The informal platform of the Rural Parliament – Preparatory Committee took the responsibility for the following tasks:

1. Start the work of the Preparatory Committee

2. Became familiar with the Swedish experience and apply to Slovak conditions

3. Summarize the needs of the Slovak countryside and rethink activities to address them

4. Prepare and run the first meeting of the Rural Parliament

The results of work of the Preparatory Committee were:

- Preparation of a draft of statutes for VIPA

- Development of principles for the establishment of communication centers in micro-regions by VIPA (Regional Rural Parliaments)

- Transformation of the Preparatory Committee to an NGO - Citizen Association Rural Parliament in Slovakia, with legal identity

- Creation of the Status of VIPA

- Elaboration of the policy statement of VIPA

- Participation in the Swedish Rural Parliament (1-4 June 2000)

- The main result of this period was to fulfill the purpose of the Preparatory Committee – VIPA, and the realization of the first meeting – Rural Parliament Forum - in October 2000.

The first Rural Parliament Forum (12-13.10.2000, Levoča)

At the first Forum there were four working groups with these themes: the Landscape, the Policy, the Economy and the Human.
Results between the first and second Rural Parliament Forum

- setting up of the VIPA,

- development of 5 projects, the most important of which was the PHARE Special

Preparatory Program (SPP) priority B, in which::

- 30 Communication Centers were established

- the website of VIPA was created

- 30 facilitators / local development managers were trained

- the partnership with Ministry of Agriculture was established

- two specialist from Sweden, Kjell-Roger Karlsson a Berit Folkesson, provided support.

Positive results at the history of the Rural Parliament Forums:
· good propagation through the web site, print materials, media and conferences...,
· international study tours (Austria, Ireland, Sweden, Brussels, Lithuania, Estonia) and we represented in international forums in Hungary and Sweden, 

· adopted a media strategy, 
· secured the participation of representatives of VIPA in Committees of the Government and the National Council of the Slovak Republic,
· acceptance of the representatives of VIPA in political bodies and clubs,
· strengthened the international position of VIPA,
· started to build of capacity for the LEADER approach in 5 regions of Slovakia (by TA-SAPARD),
· the international level - VIPA became a part of the European Rural Network
· the national level: VIPA became an accepted body of work groups for the preparation of programming documents,
· implementation of the important projects.
3. Aims and objectives:

The Mission Statement of The Rural Parliament Forum is:

to assert the increase of the quality of the life in rural areas

to support the rural initiatives struggling for rural development

The Priorities

The priorities of the rural development program stated by the Rural Parliament Forum are as follows: the advocacy, the education, the promotion and public relations, the international cooperation, the environment protection, the support of the regional development, the equality of opportunities and the network cooperation.
4. Organization of Rural Parliament Forum

Frequency: every two years

Duration: two days, starting and ending with lunch

Location: location of every event every is in different region in Slovakia, the location is selected by the Presidency of VIPA, in cooperation with LAGs or Public-Private Partnership – the region, which can give a good practice and examples for all participants of this event.

Participants:

For this event we regularly invite participants who are competent in the field of regional development.

We can divide the participants in to the next groups:

- the organizations: organization at national and regional level – specialists and experts from the area of rural development, countryside, environment and agriculture (Slovak Environmental Agency, Association of the village renewal, Association MAGNA VIA, NGO Academia Istropolitana Nova, Association of sheep and goats in Slovakia, and others.

- the public sector: municipalities, micro-regions, LAGs – participants who directly affect regional development (from rural areas)

- the political: politicians at local, regional and national levels – participants, who redistribute money for the activities in rural development (Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development SR, Ministry of Environment, Self governing regions of SR)

- the international guests – VIPA partners in international cooperation

Every event (Rural Parliament Forum) is attended in average by 100 participants.

Responsibilities and methods of preparations:

The responsible organization for the Rural Parliament Forum is VIPA. The head of the organization is President of VIPA with working groups.

Working groups:

organizational working group: responsible for organizational part of this event (accommodation, boarding, conference room,...)

public-relations working group: responsible for propagation (media, web site, ...)

communication working group: responsible for invitations and communication with potential participants

technical working group: responsible for program, lectors and working groups at the event All working groups communicate with President, Presidency and Members of VIPA by email conference, personally and in writing form.

Involvement:

VIPA cooperated with all partners on the preparation of Rural Parliament Forum. Every partner has their own role in the preparation and running of the Rural Parliament Forum. Their specialists cooperate on the preparation of the program, they participate like lectors at that event and after Rural Parliament Forum in cooperation with VIPA members they tried to summarize the conclusions of the event. The conclusions are commented through the email conference.
Main Partners:

Slovak Environmental Agency – Centre of the Landscape Creation and Environmental Education. The main topics of cooperation are: Program of the village renewal, Village of the year awards, European Landscape Convention, Rural development of Slovak countryside and Rural Days in the National Council of the Slovak Republic.

Association of the Village Renewal - The main topic of cooperation is the Program of the village renewal.

Association MAGNA VIA - The main topic of cooperation is building cultural and tourist way - Magna VIA and promotion of natural, historical and cultural heritage of the Slovak Republic

NGO Academia Istropolitana Nova - The main topic of cooperation is education.

Farmers Association of Sheep and Goats in Slovakia - The main topic of cooperation is traditional products on regional and national level.

Platform of 4NGO - The main topic of cooperation between 4 NGO is to achieve a higher level of mutual cooperation in the area of the rural development and business background in the farming as well as in promoting traditional values and interests of landowners in political, legislative and administrative bodies of the Slovak Republic. There was open public debate with the competent parties and media, where the representatives of 4 NGO expressed their demands, highlighted positive effects and local financial benefit from the “Sale from the Farm”, and the idea that the farmers are not inherently dependent producers and traders.

LAG or Public-Private Partnership and Local partners (municipalities, schools, NGOs, and other) - VIPA cooperate with LAGs which were established in LEADER approach process (in Slovakia we have 29 LAGs), but with PPP which were unsuccessful too (there is more than 35 unsuccessful LAGs – not supported from the Program of the Rural  evelopment of the Slovak Republic for the years 2007-2013).

Financing:

Financing of this event is multi-sourced - by grants, subsidies, projects, own resources, sponsorship, financial donations of local partners and by participant fees. The local partners from the area, where the event is organized, are our sponsors, and many financial needs are supported by them. Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development SR partly contributes to this event. We are able to organized this event with minimal financial resources (invitation by emails, minimization of travel cost, low cost accommodation, board directed by partners in area, and higher fees) – this is the case, when are our project for financing Rural Parliament Forum unsuccessful. All organizational security is based on voluntary activity of members and sympathizers of VIPA.

Real costs of the event is about 20.000 €, but official cost which VIPA pay for it, is only 6.000 € - 8.000 €. It is because of donations, sponsors and voluntary activities.

Communication (before and after event):

The communication before and after event is created trough VIPA Committee of promotion and public relation. It is ensured by:

- the communication trough of the magazine “Náš vidiek” (Our countryside), web site  www.vipa.sk, propagation events as the Rural days in National Council of the Slovak Republic, press conferences etc. to keep rural people informed and engaged,

- dissemination enlightenment, propagation of good practice and results achieved by our partners and offering services and help that we can provide to rural areas.

with partners: every day communication - implementation of projects

with policy makers: personally communication with policy makers (events, open days and Special Interest Groups which are created by the National Council of the Slovak Republic) and in writing form (by letters and emails) day by day.

with public: the communication not only before the event, but throughout the year. We communicate through the seminars, educational activities, workshops and by the magazine “Our Countryside” which is published quarterly.

5. Methods:

Content:

The main themes of Rural Parliament Forum are proposed by the Presidency of VIPA and they results from the requirements of members, partners organizations and societal needs. Themes for working groups in Rural Parliament Forum are formulated in the periodic meetings of VIPA Presidency, which are organized in between period of the Rural Parliament Forums. The responsibility for themes is defined at this meetings and the lecturers are confirmed.

Methods and processes of the event:

Parts of the event:

– plenary session – (all participants) a summary of previous forum, the implementation of the conclusions and results (positive and negative)

– the workshops – breaking participants into working groups (4 or more)

– it starts with the excursion in the rural area – positive examples of rural development (focus on the theme of the working group),

– introduction of the theme by lectors,

– work in the working groups – participants opinions exchange, interactive lecture and discussion

– evening reception with cultural program, informal discussion among the Presidency, the VIPA members, policy makers and all participants,

– the working groups (continue) – discussion and proposal on conclusions of the Rural Parliament Forum,

– the event includes an accompanying exhibition of traditional folk, cuisine, historical, natural and cultural heritage of the host region.

The time after the event:

- the Presidency communicate with participants and the conclusions of the Rural Parliament Forum are complete. After this part, the Presidency and the VIPA members define the funding resources and realize the projects with the aim to comply the conclusions of the Rural Parliament Forum.

6. Outcomes

As the first, there was just an idea of the Rural Parliament Forum in Slovakia. But after first efforts to implement the outcomes from this event, a lot of complications with legal identity occurred (the Rural Parliament Forum was only platform, that means – no projects, no seriousness in negotiations with policy makers, ...). That was an impulse to create a non governmental organization – citizen association, with legal identity – The Citizen Association of the Rural Parliament in Slovakia (VIPA). We would like to emphasize, that this event could not be exist without the VIPA. The relation between the organization VIPA and event is too close. The main outcome of existing the VIPA is:

VIPA became an acceptable institution of the national and international level, which is reflected in our partnerships. Our members are involved in the process of rural policies programming , in the experts groups, in the process of the EU projects evaluation, in the implementation of the EU and national projects, in the evaluation of participants in the contest – Village of the year awards, Chotár of the year awards (chotár – the area, where agro-subject farmers).
Our important projects except of Rural Parliament Forum:

“Rural day” or “Day of countryside” in the National Council of the Slovak Republic. This day is specific by the presentation of some rural area (micro-region, LAG) in the castle area, at the presence of our politicians. There are exhibitions of natural, historical and cultural heritage and typical cuisine. This event is organized twice a year (in summer and in winter), with the cooperation of the Slovak Environmental Agency (they present Program of the village renewal and Village of the year awards) and the National Council of the Slovak Republic – the Committee of agriculture and environment. There is a place for informal talk with policy makers about rural problems in Slovakia.

“Women leader awards” – competition with 4 categories: Women - activist, Women in business, Craft-women and Women - politicians. These awards started in the year 2002 in cooperation with VOKA (Rural Organization for Community Activities) like a small project, but in the year 2007 the main organizer was VIPA. At that time the VIPA started cooperation with the Self Governing Region of Slovakia within this project and they started with „Regional Women leader awards“ – the winner of regional competition advanced to the national competition.

“Sale from Farms” is the project on the platform of 4 NGOs (VIPA is a member) - process of the legalization of selling farms products in the production site. The outcome of the cooperation is “Methodology for Farmers”.

The main activities of VIPA are oriented to the education. The public awareness and environmental education must be oriented to the exploitation of natural resources, which does not harm the countryside and its ecological stability. It must support efforts to improve the environment and public opinion directed against activities detrimental to the environment. It promotes economic and social sustainable development, in order to preserve the value of the countryside and to prevent rural depopulation. VIPA has implemented many projects with a focus on education. The target groups are members of VIPA, partners, municipalities and micro-regions. 
Projects with education and information themes:

“Information days of VIPA” – 2 day seminar on actual theme in the rural development, it means – environment, rural tourism, LEADER approach (2009-2010). This project is an outcome from the V. Rural Parliament Forum and the main aim of the project is: To create an effective tool for dissemination of current information and knowledge, promoting rural development in different regions of Slovakia and deepen awareness of the rural population about the importance and significance of education and information. This project will take place 6 times with a frequency of once a quarter. The topic of education has always been different, selected according to current needs.

“Our Countryside” – Magazine of good practice in the rural development, which presents LAGs, PPPs, rural areas, protected areas, natural, historical and cultural - tourist attractions. In the past the magazine was published in cooperation with VOKA, but now VIPA is the only publisher.

“Development of human resources in VIPA” – 26 educational models for members of our parliament - IKT, management skills, communication (2009). 

Project “Health check of CAP” – seminars round regions of the Slovak Republic about Common Agriculture Policy (2010).

7. Lessons

What can others learn from your experience? How to cooperate on creation and assessment of the legislation and strategic documents, which are in accordance with the needs of countryside on national, regional and local level.

What worked? – communication with partners and citizens of country side, propagation of their activities and everyday talks with policy makers – “About countryside and for countryside”, exchange and dissemination of experience and knowledge of rural development at international, national, regional and local level and educational activities.

What did not work? – “Fragmentation of our common strength in the countryside.” In this time obtaining structural funds from the EU is highly competitive and many organizations and institutions want access to the funds to implement their programs. If we want to be successful in sustainable rural development, we must cooperate and pull together.

8. Future plans

The Rural Parliament Forum has a very close relationship with VIPA, because its people (volunteers, lectors, experts and enthusiasts of rural development) have worked together at the Rural Parliament Forum and common projects. Members of the Presidency and members of the organization closely cooperated with partners, politicians and citizens with the common aim - implementation of the conclusions from the Rural Parliament Forum. Future plans of VIPA:

Increase the efficiency of advocacy activities by 

- coordination of members work in the monitoring committees and other governmental

organizations operating at national level,

- negotiate with government authorities on all rural issues and whenever it is possible to

established communication and partnership to address the issues,

- help, support and advice to organizations active in favor of rural communities and regions,

municipalities and LAGs.

International cooperation:

The involvement of the VIPA to international cooperation significantly increases the efficiency and success of its activities. Through membership in pan-European organizations and networks it is involved in the production of European rural policy. We mean performance of various functions in international organizations and projects, contacts and study visits to assist in organizing the exchange of experience in discovering the successful solution of the practice in other countries in attracting foreign partners for development projects. International cooperation and international recognition of VIPA is an important factor in building a favorable image of the entire network. Inspiration and exchange of good practice between similar international organizations are very important to VIPA. We need to exchange know - how with other organizations to improve quality in our activities.

10. Further information

Links:

www.vipa.sk

the partners:

www.sazp.sk 
http://www.zchok.sk/ 
http://spod.szm.com/ 
http://www.ecotrend.sk/zvaz-ekologickeho/ 
http://www.zpd.sk/ 
www.obnovadediny.sk (the website about Program of the Village renewal)

http://www.prezident.sk/?spravy-tlacoveho-oddelenia&news_id=8944 (an article)

http://www.landentwicklung.org/website/output.php?idfile=1520 (power-point presentation)

http://www.vipa.sk/modules.php?name=News&file=article&sid=229 (Our Countryside – magazine)

http://www.euractiv.sk/regionalny-rozvoj/clanok/vidiecky-parlament-overuje-program-leader (an article)

http://www.krupina.sk/index.php?stranka=vidiecka_zena_roka (an article – Women leader awards)

11. Annex

Invitation for Rural Parliament Forum
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