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INTRODUCTION

It has been 15 years since the definition and the design 
of the humane and universal idea of permanent 
and just world peace, in compliance with the goals 

and principles of the Millennium Declaration of the 
United Nations, signed by all the member countries 
of the United Nations in September 2000. The 
global consensus on sustainable development and 
survival on Planet Earth is inconceivable without 
fairness and a reduction in the contradictions of 
the contemporary world in terms of the quality of 
life, as well as international and intergenerational 
solidarity (Pečujlić, 2002; Mander, Goldsmith, 2003; 
Gidens 2005). The Millennium Declaration has traced 
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international relations in the 21st century along the 
principles of freedom, equality, solidarity, tolerance, 
respect for nature and the allocation of responsibility, 
suggesting that developing countries (where poverty 
and exclusion, and other problems related to these, 
are especially made manifest) should define their own 
national development strategies with the measures 
and alternatives they would achieve the millennium 
development goals with (Komazec, 2009; Komazec, 
2011). 

The Government of the Republic of Serbia included 
the Millennium Development Goals in the Poverty 
Reduction Strategy (Vlada Republike Srbije, 2003), 
and in 2005, witnessed the evaluation of trends and 
progress in achieving each millennium goal. Two 
national reports on social inclusion and poverty 
reduction in the Republic of Serbia have been 
presented so far - one in 2011 (for the period 2008-
2010) and the other in 2014 (for the period 2011-2014). 
Singling out the importance of reaching the European 
social model with the objective to approach Euro-
integrations (Radić, 2007), the Republic of Serbia, its 
bodies and institutions have made significant steps 
in the processes of developing relevant policies, the 
institutional and regulatory bodies defined by the 
strategic framework of the European Union, known 
as Europe 2020: The strategy of smart, sustainable and 
inclusive growth.

The above-mentioned strategy focuses on 11 areas 
important for a more successful coordination 
of economic and social policies, including rural 
development (Bogdanov, 2007). The strategy in this 
area is aimed at helping farmers to increase their 
competitiveness and promote the development of 
rural areas, especially in less attractive regions. In 
compliance with these goals, the financing of farmers 
is oriented to the protection of the environment and 
the quality of products. Establishing the European 
Agricultural Fund for Rural Development is the 
confirmation of seriousness and devotion to the 
defined idea (Ristic, 2013).

Starting from the strategic national orientation to 
poverty reduction in RS, particularly rural poverty, 
and factually highly unfavorable conditions in this 
area, the authors decided to take as their research topic 

the vicious circle of rural poverty as a consequence of 
the demographic depletion of the countryside, its age, 
as well as the overall economic deterioration.

The objective of the study is to prove that these negative 
processes can be stopped by having all stakeholders, 
both members of this small rural community and the 
company as a whole, appropriately engaged.

As regards the research subject and the objective, the 
paper starts from the following hypotheses:

H1:  The members of the small rural community of 
the village of Velebit in the Autonomus Province 
of Vojvodina are interested in staying and living 
in their village, and improving the quality of life 
in it.

H2:  The inhabitants of this village have certain 
knowledge and awareness of resolving the 
problem of the survival of the village, but 
lack sufficient capacities to resolve them by 
themselves.

The research process used the methods of direct field 
surveys and the interviewing of the inhabitants of the 
chosen village, and the corresponding mathematical 
and statistical methods of processing and presenting 
the obtained data.

THE EXTENTS OF THE POVERTY 
REDUCTION STRATEGY IN RS - THE 
INSTITUTIONAL (IN)CAPACITY

The Government of Serbia’s Poverty Reduction 
Strategy (Vlada Republike Srbije, 2003) has devised 
three main directions, i.e. the objectives, including a 
struggle against poverty and the improvement of the 
welfare system of protecting the most endangered 
social groups, highlighting that poverty in RS is 
more complex and specific not only compared to 
poverty in developed countries (Ministarstvo za 
nauku i tehnološki razvoj, 2009), but also to poverty in 
transition countries, as a consequence of the extremely 
complex and dramatic political and economic processes 
undergone by the Serbian society in a relatively short 
time period (the wars, the sanctions, the inflation, the 
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NATO aggression, the property transformation, the 
structural economic adjustments etc.). These processes 
have resulted in the occurrence of widely-present 
poverty in all social groups and social strata.

Based on the research aimed at shaping and adopting 
a poverty reduction strategy, the following categories 
of the Serbian population have been identified as the 
most exposed to the risk of poverty: (Vlada Republike 
Srbije, 2003): uneducated population; unemployed 
persons and their dependents; old persons (65+) and 
children; households with five and more members; 
elderly single- or two-person households, especially 
in rural communities; inhabitants of the rural areas 
of south-eastern and western RS; the Roma, internally 
displaced persons and invalids.

It is easy to notice the overlapping between all the 
above categories and the rural population.

The rural aspects of poverty gain significance if one 
takes into account the factors-trends in dominant 
demographic and economic processes on Serbia’s 
territory, resulting in rural poverty (Vlada Republike 
Srbije, 2003): the demographic depletion of rural areas, 
intra-regional demographic differentiations, and the 
atomization of communities in underdeveloped rural 
areas.

Taking into account the indisputable significance of 
social documents (such as strategies, action plans 
and reports) in the processes of resolving social 
problems, the research in this article focused on the 
two important pivotal points: the Second National 
Report on Social Inclusion and Poverty Reduction 
in the Republic of Serbia (Vlada Republike Srbije, 
2014) and the project entitled „Social Laboratory - 
the Municipality of Kanjiža” (Komazec, Marjanov, 
Panjević, 2011).

The research motives were initiated by the conclusions 
and the proposed measures of the Second National 
Report on Social Inclusion and Poverty Reduction, 
especially (Vlada Republike Srbije, 2014):

• Demographic erosion is one of the key features 
of rural areas. The average population density in 
rural areas is 50 inhabitants per km2. The ratio 
of the rural population in the total population is 

40.56%, and the average age in rural areas is 43.6. 
The ageing index in 2010 was 130 compared to 94 
in cities, and 82.5% of communities had negative 
population growth. A total of 986 communities 
have fewer than 100 members, whereas no children 
were born in 1,485 communities (31%), and 31.8% 
of the total live born and as much as 47.38% of the 
deceased were from rural areas.

• If the level of absolute poverty in the period 
2011-2013 is viewed, the percentage of the poor 
population is twice as high in rural areas compared 
to urban ones. In 2013, 12% of the population 
of rural areas was absolutely poor compared to 
6.3% in urban areas. One-to-five-hectare farms 
responded more negatively to the economic crisis. 
According to the Agricultural Census in 2012, 
more than 76% of the farms belong to the category 
possessing less than 5 hectares, and they only 
account for 30% of the areas. The largest number 
of family households in Serbia use up to two 
hectares of agricultural land (48.2% of the total 
number), and these households farm more than 
9% of agricultural land. In Europe, almost 70% of 
farms have less than five hectares of farming land.

• Compared to the urban population, the 
population in rural communities shows higher 
rates of activity and employment, and lower rates 
of unemployment and inactivity (Reinert, 2004). 
The unemployment rate of the rural population 
(aged 15 to 64) in 2011 amounted to 21.9% only 
to have shown a fall in 2013, when it amounted 
to 19.9%. The employment rate over the same 
period grew by 2.8 percent, from 47.4 to 50.2%. 
The number of self-employed persons in rural 
areas grew by 3.5 percent in the period 2011-2013, 
and was twice as high as in urban areas, whereas 
the number of helping household members 
reached about 16% in the observed period. 
Almost all informal employment was in the 
agriculture, the construction, and the services and 
accommodation sectors, while agriculture in rural 
areas contributed with 64.4%. According to the 
most frequent status on the labor market among 
the self-employed, including farmers, the poverty 
risk rate was higher, and amounted to 38.3%.
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The second motive, more important for the researchers, 
is to try themselves, directly in field conditions, in a 
small rural community, to establish the causes of the 
lag in development, potentials for exiting the poverty 
zone, the population’s attitudes and their perception 
of the rural environment, and a possibility of using 
the opportunities they have, with the help of relevant 
institutions. The selected community was the village 
of Velebit, located in the A. P. of Vojvodina (Aleksić, 
2013).

ABOUT THE VILLAGE OF VELEBIT IN 
THE A. P. OF VOJVODINA

The village of Velebit belongs to the municipality 
of Kanjiža and is situated between Lake Palić and 
Kanjiža Spa, at the altitude of 106 meters. The village is 
recognized as a high-quality air spa and is known for 
its high-quality soil suitable for organic farming.

The survey covered 28 households, with the following 
age and education structure, shown in Table 1.

Table 1  The age structure and the education level of the 
surveyed household members

Age Up to 14 15-24 25-49 50-64 65+

Sex M F M F M F M F M F

No school 4

Elementary school 1 1 2 1 2 2 1 2

3-year secondary 
school 2 1 3 2 9 5 1

4-year secondary 
school 6 2 7 5 7 5 1

Higher education 1 4 7 1 1

Source: Authors

The Table 1 shows that the majority of the population 
comprises people between 25 and 64 years of age, with 
the majority of the female population aging from 25 
to 49, whereas the majority of the male population is 

over 50. As for the education levels, most of the female 
population finished tertiary education, whereas 
the male population mostly finished three- or four-
year secondary school. The number of children and 
elementary school students is extremely low, as 
seen from the fact that only six of them attend the 
elementary school in the village.

The surveyed participants assessed the quality of life 
in the countryside as follows - in Figure 1.

Although the minority of the respondents (46.43%) 
assessed the life in the countryside as good or very 
good, most of them would not leave the village.

Based on Figure 2, it is obvious that the majority of the 
inhabitants would never move away. The problem the 
village is faced with is that there are a large number of 
abandoned houses, whose owners live away from the 
village, come to the village weekly, monthly or almost 
not at all, so the houses are in a state of disrepair and 
are gradually dilapidating. Although the houses are 
relatively cheap, there are almost no new inhabitants. 
Most villagers move to cities primarily looking for 
work and in order to ensure further education for their 
children. As it can be concluded from the above, the 
trend of abandoning villages in RS and leaving for 
larger towns has not spared this village, either, so that it 
is gradually ageing. The average age of the population 
in this village has increased, having amounted to 

Figure 1  How do you evaluate the quality of life in the 
countryside?

Source: Authors
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50 years. The young people in the village have been 
declining in number, so there are fewer and fewer 
children in the village school and the kindergarten.

When asked what would help them to live better, the 
respondents answered as follows - in Figure 3.

According to the Figure 3, it can be concluded that 
the villagers need a better-organized market, so as to 
provide more sources of income and that they see their 
future in agriculture. Access to loans is necessary for 
the households that see their future in launching their 
private businesses or on farms. The households that 
plan to launch their own businesses outside agriculture 
also state that they need better access to information as 

a help for improving the current situation (Bogdanov, 
2007). However, they point out a greater role of the state 
and its incentive measures as the main prerequisite for 
improving agricultural production.

ORGANIC AGRICULTURAL 
PRODUCTION IN THE VILLAGE 
OF VELEBIT - PROSPECTS AND 
OPPORTUNITIES

Organic production preserves the health of people 
and the environment as well as the entire agro-eco 
system. Production is based on the rational utilization 
of resources, the use of as many renewable resources 
as possible, and environmental protection. This system 
excludes the use of any synthesized substances (Serbia 
organica, 2013).

Organic production has the following characteristics: 
it is based on natural processes and the use of organic 
and natural mineral substances; the use of substances 
of a synthetic and chemical origin is excluded, 
except for the cases regulated by the law; genetically 
modified organisms and their derivatives cannot 
be used; reproduction materials (seeds, seedlings, 
young animals and eggs) used in organic production 
must be produced organically; organic agriculture 
is a system of ecological production management, 
enhancing biodiversity, the circulation of substances 
in nature, the biological activity of the soil, and 
environmental protection; the spatial isolation of 
plots, cattle farms and processing facilities from 
possible sources of pollution; unpolluted soil, where 
the harmful substance content is below the maximum 
allowed limits; the inclusion of a land plot in organic 
production can start immediately if the plot has been 
not used in the past two or three years for growing 
long-term crops, or has been used without synthetic 
chemical substances; if it has, the conversion period is 
two or three years; organic production can be based on 
production units including pastures or another land 
where fodder is produced or a land where certified 
food is produced (Božić, Bogdanov, Ševarlić, 2011); the 
inclusion of cattle farming into organic production can 
start at least a year from the day of the inclusion of 
land plots into organic agriculture, when organically 

Figure 2  Would you move away from your village?

Source: Authors

Figure 3  What would help you live better?

Source: Authors
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produced fodder from these plots is provided (Mirecki, 
Wehinger, Jaklič, 2011)

The respondents answered the question „Do you see 
the future of agriculture in organic production?” as 
follows - in Figure 4.

Based on the Figure 4, it can be concluded that most 
of them see the future of agriculture in organic 
production. A possibility of developing organic 
production is extremely high. The village is far away 
from different types of pollution, and accordingly, 
conditions should be created that would enable 
obtaining a certificate for organic production for an 
unhindered involvement in organic plant or animal 
production.

In view of the fact that the techniques used in 
organic production do not damage the environment 
(Jonathan, 2009), they are characteristic of the lifestyle, 
the history and the tradition of small farms, so that 
the respondents’ belief that they see (their) future of 
agriculture in organic production is understandable.

According to the report of the American Council 
for National Research (Jonathan, 2009), organic 
production can be economically profitable if it 
overcomes the following obstacles: a better approach 
to information, in view of its information-intensive 
character; establishing organic standards; a reform of 
the agricultural subsidies policy.

The above obstacles and conditions bring into 
question the profitability of conversion and obtaining 
a certificate for organic food production. According 
to the opinion of the inhabitants of Velebit, organic 
production is profitable, although it requires high costs 
compared to conventional production. The research 
results are presented in the Figure 5.

As noted before, costs in organic production are 
extremely high, especially at the beginning of soil 
preparation and organic food production. In cases 
when farmers opt for organic production, the key factor 
is obtaining a certificate, thus obtaining a possibility of 
selling products on the market at notably higher prices 
compared to the conventional ones. In order to obtain 
the certificate, the producer must undergo a period of 
the conversion of production conditions lasting from 
2 to 3 years in order to create conditions for organic 
production. Only the soil that has not been in use for 
two or more years can immediately be used for organic 
food production. Irrigation in organic production 
requires the 1st or the 2nd class water quality. Also, 
packaging materials for organic products must be 
made of natural materials and the storage conditions 
must be optimum, without any radiation. This process 
from field to storage is subject to control (Stendidž, 
2009).

In addition to the above-listed conditions essential 
for an involvement in organic production, the 
inhabitants of the village of Velebit responded at the 

Figure 4  Do you see the future of agriculture in organic 
production?

Source: Authors

Figure 5  Is organic food production profitable?

Source: Authors
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highest percentage that organic production could 
be developed on their property and that there were 
no factors causing an inability to produce. Based on 
Figure 6, it can be concluded that as many as 86% 
of the respondents replied that it was possible to 
develop organic production, which is very important 
information, significant for this form of production.

Organic food production yields high financial revenues 
to producers because, depending on the degree of 
processing, organic products are by 20 to 40% more 
expensive than those produced conventionally. Also, 
producers who opt for this type of production must be 
prepared for exposing themselves to higher financial 
investments required for initiating production.

The potential benefits of organic production in the 
village of Velebit are presented in the Table 2.

This form of production is especially significant for the 
development of small family farms predominant in 
the Municipality of Kanjiža as it is the most profitable 
one as well. In particular, growth in demand for 
organic products expected in the near future creates a 
possibility for these producers to improve and extend 
their agricultural production, so that they can become 
competitive on the world market (Đekić, 2009). In 
this way, farms would gain higher returns and thus 
achieve a higher profit.

CONCLUSION

Poverty as a phenomenon has several aspects, the rural 
aspect being one of them. This aspect is especially 
interesting for RS, as it has been noted that rural 
poverty is more manifest than urban poverty and 
simultaneously harder to overcome, i.e. reduce.

Rural poverty is actually one of the main characteristics 
of poverty in RS (Mreža za podršku ruralnom razvoju, 
2015), as confirmed by the results of a survey on the 
living standards conducted in 2007, according to 
which the percentage of the poor living in rural areas 
has grown to over 61% (compared to 55% in 2002). 
According to the same survey, poverty is still twice as 
present in rural areas as in urban ones. From the aspect 
of poverty, the most vulnerable categories of the rural 
population are: farmers earning their income from 
farming only, old persons, pensioners, women and 
the young, and displaced persons. It is symptomatic 
that rural poverty has also recorded growth in 
agriculturally the most developed areas - parts of the 
Autonomous Province of Vojvodina.

The Serbian countryside is currently facing the 
problems of ageing, impoverishment and the 
population depletion as a consequence of migrations 
from villages to towns. The countryside is first 
abandoned by the most able and the most vital section 
of the population, thus contributing to the specific 
spiral of rural poverty.

Figure 6  Can organic production be developed on your 
farm?

Source: Authors

Table 2  Benefits of organic agriculture

Parameter Possible positive changes

Agriculture
High-quality and safe food, stable 
production, reduction in pests and 
diseases

Environment

Reduced pollution, preserved 
ecosystems, the standards of the 
environment harmonized with the 
standards of production

Social conditions Health care, higher education levels of 
producers, a better quality of work

Economic 
conditions

The stable local economy, increased 
revenue, reduced risks

Source: Authors
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By its characteristics, the village of Velebit belongs to 
typical Serbian villages. To prevent the dramatic fate 
of disappearance, the village should be revived. The 
research presented in this paper has demonstrated 
that this is possible.

Particularly, both starting hypotheses of the paper 
have been proved: the inhabitants of the small rural 
community (the village of Velebit) really want to stay 
in their village, to live and work there, (over 50%), 
whereas only 21.43% of the respondents assessed life 
in the countryside as bad or very bad.The surveyed 
villagers have some knowledge of organic agricultural 
production and its importance for survival and raising 
the level of the quality of life in the countryside and 
would venture into setting up this form of production, 
but they cannot do it by themselves (64% of the 
respondents see the future of agriculture in organic 
production, 57% of them believe this production to be 
profitable, and as many as 86% of them believe that 
organic production can be developed on their farms).

The village of Velebit has potentials (natural resources) 
and the will to organize organic agricultural 
production so as to provide a sustainable future, but 
the villagers lack sufficient capacities in the form 
of knowledge, information and financial capital 
necessary for this form of production.

The results of this research can be useful for bearers 
and creators of economic policies (especially rural 
and social ones) to more rapidly and more efficiently 
implement their strategies pertaining to sustainable 
rural development and reduction in poverty, network 
and make all relevant information about small rural 
communities and their potentials available because the 
benefits of organic production are multiple and long-
lasting.
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