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INTRODUCTION

There is no universally accepted definition of the 
term ″sustainable development″, although the most 
frequently cited definition found in the literature is 
that of the UN World Commission on Environment 
and Development (hereinafter WCED), also known as 
the Bruntland Commission, which states: ″Sustainable 

development is development that meets the needs of 
the present without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs″ (WCED, 1987). 

Sustainable development, as a contemporary 
development concept that fuses the social, economic 
and environmental interests of present and future 
generations, is feasible in rural areas, which is 
confirmed both in theory and in practice, especially in 
developed countries. 

The rural areas of the Republic of Serbia have adequate 
resources for a successful sustainable development 
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concept implementation. However, there are many 
factors limiting the development and halting the 
necessary major structural changes and serious 
investments in this area.

The subject matter of the research presented in this 
paper is actually the sustainable rural development 
of the Republic of Serbia, i.e. its status, trends, policy 
development and possible directions. 

The aim of the research is to determine whether the 
rural areas of the Republic of Serbia, including all their 
strengths and numerous weaknesses, can be included 
in a modern and very demanding sustainable rural 
development concept as an element which, in the long 
term, should significantly contribute to the valuation of 
the rural resources of the Republic Serbia. Namely, the 
objective is to analyze the socio-economic importance 
and development of the rural areas of the Republic of 
Serbia, as well as to point to the necessity of designing 
and implementing the adequate models and directions 
of rural development. In this regard, it is important 
to identify the key problems in this area as well as 
seek the best solutions for solving them. Therefore, 
benchmarking with the experiences and effects of 
sustainable rural development policies in developing 
countries, especially those belonging to the European 
Union, is very significant, not only in terms of the 
European integration process and inevitable dealing 
with the competition in the domestic and international 
markets, but also in terms of the revitalization and 
effective functioning of the rural economy in the 
future, as well as in terms of its contribution to the 
overall economic development of the Republic of 
Serbia. 

The initial hypothesis this paper builds on is that 
the sustainable development of rural areas in Serbia 
depends on the comprehensiveness and continuity of 
the efforts invested by all key stakeholders involved in 
sustainable rural development, especially the state, in 
terms of permanent innovation, i.e. the introduction 
of adequate development options referring to the 
short- and long-term management of sustainable rural 
development in a contemporary dynamic environment 
and in the conditions of numerous internal problems 
present in the rural areas in Serbia.

The following research methods are used in the paper: 
the method of analysis and synthesis, the method of 
comparison and analogy, the descriptive method, 
the verification method and the SWOT analysis. The 
mentioned methods are used within a framework of 
theoretical and empirical approaches to sustainable 
rural development. 

Together with the quantitative and qualitative analysis, 
and by using the above-mentioned scientific research 
toolkits, the primary and secondary researches 
made it possible to  perform the analysis of: the main 
characteristics and the circumstances of the rural areas 
in the Republic of Serbia, support policies relating to 
sustainable rural development in the light of the EU 
integration process, as well as the possible alternatives 
concerning the future development of rural areas, 
which include the promotion of a multi-sectoral 
approach to development. 

A REVIEW OF PREVIOUS RESEARCH

There are numerous dilemmas when it comes to 
managing the sustainable development of rural 
areas, regardless the fact that many approaches, 
models, policies and strategies for sustainable rural 
development have been developed both in theory and 
in practice. Sustainable rural development in terms 
of the economic theory (Njegovan & Crnokrak, 2012) 
has been the subject of research of many foreign and 
domestic authors. In the modern environment, it is 
necessary to address the problems of sustainable rural 
development in an integrated manner and in line with 
the specific features of each particular area since there 
is no generally accepted model of sustainable rural 
development. Models and approaches to sustainable 
rural development should be adjusted to the local 
development potentials and the socio-economic 
environment, i.e. such a development depends on 
both internal and external factors. The integrated 
approach to sustainable rural development focuses 
on the population, the economy, the environment 
and institutions. In these terms, the analysis of the 
economic, environmental, social, cultural, historical 
and infrastructural aspects, the aspects of electric 
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power availability and other aspects of rural 
development represents a very complex task to do. 

The exogenous model of sustainable rural development 
suggests that development is significantly determined 
by external factors, while the endogenous development 
model takes into consideration internal factors and 
local resources necessary for development. In practice, 
the two mentioned models are often successfully 
combined, therefore a new model is created – a 
mixed exogenous-endogenous approach to rural 
development, which, in theory, is considered as the 
optimal solution (Terluin, 2003). The contemporary 
scientific literature also points to the newer models of 
rural development (Petrick, 2013).

The top-down approach to sustainable rural 
development implies that the state or a similar 
administrative authority initiates development policies 
and programs concerning a local area. In contrast, the 
bottom-up approach involves an active participation of 
a larger number of stakeholders and decision makers 
at lower levels, i.e. it emphasizes the importance of the 
participation of the local people and local communities 
through local interest groups in all phases of the design 
and implementation of sustainable rural development 
strategies (Mannion, 1996).

Along with defining the concept and basic principles 
of rural development and emphasizing the importance 
of practices applied in terms of rural development, M. 
Moseley (Moseley, 2003), in his research, also stresses 
the role of local partnerships, the experiences of the 
EU countries and the like (Moseley 1996). The modern 
concept of sustainable rural development requires 
introducing changes into traditional organizational 
and management structures and relationships, which 
means that the state should share competencies, tasks, 
activities and funding with a number of important 
partners. Good examples of such practices are public-
private partnerships which aim at improving local 
development through a joint action (Bogdanov et al, 
2011). 

Agriculture has a special role within the concept of 
sustainable rural development since it represents 
the most common activity of the rural economy. The 
concept of sustainable agriculture has been extended 

to sustainable agriculture and rural development, i.e. 
the SARD concept (Stojanović i Manić, 2009). 

Studies indicate that high levels of rural poverty and 
unemployment are generally closely related to the 
predominant reliance of rural areas on agriculture. In 
order to restructure and improve the economic base 
of rural areas, the initiatives and efforts of all key 
stakeholders aimed at sustainable rural development 
are essential (Đekić et al, 2011, 50), since an insufficient 
influence of certain social groups may lead to poverty 
and social exclusion, as well as pose a threat to cultural 
identity.

The future and sustainability of rural development in 
the contemporary professional literature are largely 
studied (Van der Ploeg et al, 2000). Some of the major 
issues that are being discussed include: the project 
approach to rural development and the integrated 
implementation of sectoral programs, poverty 
in rural areas as opposed to modernization and 
economic development in urban centers, regional rural 
development, and environmental issues, learning 
from the best practices and the necessary changes in 
the approach to rural development (Gsanger, 2005). 
The main emphasis is placed on the importance of 
the new rural economy as well as the important role 
and significance of an adequate development policy 
(Hill et al, 2005; Bojnec, 2007). The following issues 
are considered to be crucial to sustainable rural 
development: implementing appropriate agricultural 
policies, access to integrated rural development, 
monitoring the effects of the ″Green Revolution″ 
(Gomez et al, 2013), a structural adjustment and 
investments in certain sectors and identified priorities, 
the development of rural capacities and the solving of 
social and political problems in decentralized rural 
areas.

Contemporary challenges referring to the agricultural 
and rural development in the Western Balkans 
are the subject of researches of many domestic 
and foreign authors, especially: the agricultural 
and non-agricultural aspects of rural development 
(Đekić, 2000), food quality and safety and consumer 
protection (Grandov et al, 2012), the status, problems 
and opportunities for rural development (Vujičić et 
al, 2012; Cizler, 2013), the trends and modernization 
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of agribusiness (Vujičić, 1997), as well as the social 
structure and capital in rural areas (Labrianidis & 
Sykas, 2013).

Bearing in mind developed countries’ experiences 
relating to solving the problems of the economic 
and demographic devastation of rural areas, it is 
quite evident that, in addition to its supporting the 
development of agriculture, the policy of sustainable 
rural development must be directed towards 
supporting the development of the non-farm economy. 
Farm households in the United States, for example, 
generate income from agriculture, off-farm activities 
and other sources and acquired rights such as: earning 
interest from savings deposits, dividends, generating 
income from public programs etc. (Mihajlović i 
Marković, 2006).

Numerous projects of many international organizations 
in the field of sustainable rural development have 
been realized, such as the projects of the World Bank 
implemented in the period 2005-2009 in Brazil, Mexico, 
East Asia, the Pacific, Africa and so forth (WB, 2013). 
In Canada, for example, sustainable rural development 
is promoted through the development of agriculture 
and the agricultural policy (DFATD, 2003). The issue 
of sustainable agriculture and rural development in 
the EU (support policies, the status, the objectives, 
priorities, current challenges) is supported by the 
official data and policy documents of the EU (EC, 
2013) as well as researches conducted by many authors 
throughout the world, who are researching this topic 
(Dwyer et al, 2007; Severini & Tantari, 2013; and many 
others). The position of the EU is that agriculture 
should ensure sustainable growth while preserving 
natural resources. Environmental issues, namely the 
protection, preservation and improvement of the 
environment, are paid special attention to, which 
is reflected in a number of programs, funds and 
incentives intended for farmers and other business 
entities that preserve the natural environment. 
Environmentally responsible behavior is considered 
to be of great importance in the Republic of Serbia, as 
environmental and economic sustainability represent 
the important conditions for the revitalization and 
development of rural areas (Đekić et al, 2011, 51).

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

For the purpose of the analysis conducted in this 
paper, and in line with its subject matter, the following 
research methods were used: the scientific method of 
analysis and synthesis – since the study is based on the 
key strategic documents and laws and regulations in 
the field of sustainable rural development, as well as 
the relevant scientific literature and official statistical 
publications, it was necessary to make an appropriate 
selection and an analysis of the relevant sources 
and findings of the previous researches carried out 
in the above-mentioned scientific field; the method 
of comparison and analogy in terms of comparing 
different approaches to sustainable rural development, 
primarily those in the European Union and the 
Republic of Serbia as the EU accession candidate 
country and the descriptive research method in terms 
of a detailed description of the relevant facts relating 
to sustainable rural development. The SWOT analysis 
was used for the identification of the strengths and 
weaknesses typical of rural areas in the Republic of 
Serbia as well as the present opportunities and threats. 
With reference to the initial hypothesis, the verification 
method was applied. Special attention was paid to 
the relationship between theoretical and empirical 
approaches to sustainable rural development. The 
primary and secondary researches and the quantitative 
and qualitative analyses were used to depict the socio-
economic situation in the Serbian rural areas, as well 
as to suggest the ″steps″ or measures to be taken in 
order to revitalize these areas and help them achieve 
sustainable development. 

RESEARCH RESULTS

The socio-economic significance and development 
of the rural areas in the Republic of Serbia

According to the OECD definition, rural areas in 
the Republic of Serbia occupy 85% of the country’s 
territory and about one-half of the total population 
lives there. Their natural resources (agricultural land, 
forests, water, flora and fauna), cultural and historical 
heritage and the like make important elements of these 
areas (MAFWM, 2009, 3). However, the rural areas 
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in the Republic of Serbia face a number of unsolved 
problems that have continuously been piling up 
over the decades: negative demographic trends, the 
underdeveloped infrastructure, small-scale production 
and non-market-oriented farms, the inadequate 
production structure, the low rate of agricultural 
productivity and low income per farm, a high share of 
agriculture in the rural economy, a low diversification 
of the rural economy, insufficient investments in the 
rural areas, a high unemployment rate, the insufficient 
trading capacities, inadequate input and processing 
industries – primarily the food industry, a lack of the 
horizontal and vertical integration of business entities 
and so forth. 

Due to the significant heterogeneity, the Rural 
Development Strategy Plan recognizes the following 
regions (MAFWM, 2009, 6-9):

•	 Region 1 – Highly productive agriculture and the 
integrated economy;

•	 Region 2 – Economic sectors typical of smaller 
urban areas characterized by labor-intensive 
agricultural practices;

•	 Region 3 – Industry oriented towards utilizing 
natural resources, primarily the mountain areas;

•	 Region 4 – Large tourist complexes, the poor 
agricultural structure. 

Based on the SWOT analysis of the Serbian rural areas 
(Table 1), it can be concluded that the weaknesses are 
more numerous than the strengths and that they also 
have a more serious effect; furthermore, it can also 
be seen that these rural areas will encounter many 
opportunities as well as threats. Yet, at the same time, 
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Table 1  SWOT analysis of the rural areas in the Republic of Serbia

Strengths Weaknesses

•	 Geographic position 
•	 Natural resources and intact rural landscape
•	 Biodiversity
•	 Forests, rivers, lakes and thermal springs 
•	 Cultural and historical heritage
•	 Tradition, cuisine and hospitality of local people 

•	 Lack of funding
•	 Inadequate infrastructure
•	 Migrations away from rural areas (to urban areas and/or 

abroad)
•	 Inadequate age and education structure of the population 
•	 High unemployment rate
•	 Rural poverty and social exclusion
•	 Underdeveloped and undiversified rural economy
•	 Insufficient business integrations
•	 Inadequate volume and/or quality of production
•	 Improper waste management

Opportunities Threats

•	 Sustainable use of natural resources 
•	 Economic diversification
•	 SMEs and entrepreneurship development
•	 Integrations in terms of agribusiness
•	 Development of rural tourism 
•	 Production and use of renewable energy
•	 Organic food, traditional foods and  autochthonous origin-

labeled food products
•	 Export 
•	 Cross-border cooperation and projects 
•	 EU funds and other funding sources

•	 Competition in the domestic and international markets 
and global brands 

•	 Low purchasing power of the local population
•	 Changes in consumer demand and consumer spending 

patterns
•	 Socio-economic and/or political instability
•	 Climate change
•	 Inefficient use of natural resources
•	 International quality standards 
•	 Shortage of skilled workers
•	 Insufficient infrastructure development
•	 Insufficient funding 

Source:  Author, on the basis of MPŠV, 2011, 105-107



some external influences represent both opportunities 
and threats for sustainable rural development, 
depending on a particular situation. These are, for 
example, the European integration, product quality, 
international trade in agricultural products and so on. 

The National Rural Development Program for 2011-
13 (MAFWM, 2011, 2-34 & Annex II, 1-5) stresses the 
following: the importance of the macroeconomic 
environment for sustainable rural development, an 
analysis of the major agricultural production sectors 
(dairy farming, grains and oilseeds, livestock (read 
meats and poultry), fruit and vegetable production 
and vinification (winemaking)), improving the 
ownership structure and agricultural land markets, 
associations of farmers and a vertical integration 
in agribusiness, biodiversity conservation and 
environmental protection, improving the activities 
of the competent Ministry and other ministries, a 
support to the Rural Development Network of Serbia, 
agricultural extension services, agencies, institutions 
and organizations, bilateral agreements, the existing 
strategic documents adopted by the Republic of Serbia 
(the National Agriculture Development Strategy, 
the National Rural Development Program 2011-
2013, the Poverty Reduction Strategy, the National 
Sustainable Development Strategy of the Republic 
of Serbia, the Regional Development Strategy, the 
Tourism Development Strategy, the Strategy for the 
Development of Competitive and Innovative SMEs) as 
well as future strategies that will directly or indirectly 
be related to sustainable rural development. 

Although many strategic documents of the Republic of 
Serbia point to the great importance of the rural areas 
in terms of their dominant territorial share, the number 
of inhabitants, the availability of natural and human 
resources, the share of agriculture in employment, the 
GDP and exports, the country has not yet succeeded in 
creating a favorable environment for the development 
of these rural areas. It can be concluded that the 
National Rural Development Program of the Republic 
of Serbia for 2011-2013 was too ambitious for our 
conditions, especially in view of the circumstances 
and problems present in the rural areas in the Republic 
of Serbia, as well as a number of economic and non-
economic constraints to the implementation of the 
Program, including very ambitious (i.e. short) timelines 
for the realization of its objectives.

The Sustainable Rural Development Support Policy

Sustainable agriculture and rural development 
implying the conservation of soil, water, plant and 
animal resources is technically feasible, economically 
viable and socially acceptable. The fundamental pillars 
of sustainable development are: economic health, 
an environmental responsibility and social equity. 
Achieving sustainable development is a complex task 
to do, since an adequate balance among all the three 
mentioned pillars must be achieved (Vučić, 2006, 71-
80).

It is important that all the actors involved in the design, 
implementation and monitoring of the effectiveness 
of sustainable rural development strategies follow 
the principles set out in Table 2. It should be noted 
that, in terms of its complexity, a sustainable rural 
development policy goes beyond an agricultural 
policy, as it deals not only with the development of 
agriculture but also with the non-agricultural aspects 
and elements of the development of rural areas, i.e. it 
contains both the economic factors (the development of 
the industry, trade, tourism, etc.) and the non-economic 
factors (demographic, environmental, institutional, 
social and cultural development). 

Over the last few decades, a significant 
complementarity among agriculture, rural economy 
and sustainable rural development has been identified 
in the EU. Nowadays, in line with Europe 2020 – a 
strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth 
(fostering knowledge and innovation, making 
production greener and more efficient while boosting 
competitiveness and improving the labor-market 
participation, social and territorial cohesion) and the 
objectives of the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP), 
the EU expects that the new EU Rural Development 
Policy 2014-2020 would contribute to (HMRR, 2012, 6):

•	 the enhanced competitiveness of agriculture,
•	 the sustainable use of natural resources, and
•	 the regionally balanced development of rural areas.

It should be noted that the mentioned objectives of the 
new EU policy are actually very similar to those of 
the previous Rural Development Policy for the period 
2007-2013.
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Table 3 accounts for an overview and description 
of the proposed priorities referring to the EU Rural 
Development Policy 2014-2020.

In order to achieve the goals and priorities of the EU 
Rural Development Policy 2014-2020, it is necessary 
that a common strategic framework in terms of 
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Table 2  The key principles in the formulation, implementation and evaluation of the sustainable  
rural development strategy’s effectiveness

The principles in strategy formulation The principles in strategy implementa-
tion 

The principles in evaluation of strategy’s 
effectiveness

•	 Principle of sustainable economic 
development

•	 Environmental principle – con-
servation and improvement of the 
environment

•	 Social principle – achieving long-
term benefits relating to poverty 
reduction and vulnerable groups

•	 Principle of  balancing and inte-
grating economic, environmental 
and social approach, in line with 
the needs of present and future 
generations

•	 Principle of setting objectives 
including clear budgetary priori-
ties 

•	 Principle of effective participa-
tion

•	 Principle of linking national and 
local levels

•	 Capacity building and reliance 
on such capacities

•	 Principle of setting economic, envi-
ronmental and social indicators for 
monitoring the effectiveness of strat-
egy implementation

•	 Principle of choosing the appropriate 
indicators based on key determinants 
and factors of strategy’s effectiveness 

•	 Principle of continuous monitoring of 
strategy’s effectiveness 

•	 Principle of continuous comparison of 
the achieved results and set objectives

Source: Author, on the basis of Đekić et al, 2011, 53-54

Table 3  The priorities of the EU Rural Development Policy in the 2014-2020 period

Priority  Targeted area
Fostering knowledge transfer and innovation in agricul-
ture, forestry and rural areas

Lifelong learning, vocational training, application of the results of 
scientific research.

Enhancing the competitiveness of all types of agriculture 
and enhancing farm viability

Facilitating restructuring of farms facing major structural challenges, 
including facilitating a balanced age structure in the agricultural sec-
tor.

Promoting food chain organization and risk management 
in agriculture

Better integration of primary producers into the food chain through 
quality schemes, promotion in local markets, producer associations 
and ‘inter-branch’ organizations; Supporting risk management on 
farms.

Restoring, preserving and enhancing ecosystems depen-
dent on agriculture and forestry

Preserving biodiversity; improving water and soil management.

Promoting resource efficiency and supporting the shift 
towards a low-carbon and climate-resilient economy in 
agriculture, food and forestry sectors

Increasing efficiency in water and energy use in agriculture and food 
processing; production and use of renewable energy sources; reduc-
ing nitrous-oxide and methane emissions from agriculture. 

Promoting social inclusion, poverty reduction and eco-
nomic development in rural areas

Facilitating economic diversification; promoting local development 
and enhancing accessibility to and use of ICT in rural areas.

Source: Author, on the basis of HMRR, 2012, 7-9



harmonizing this policy with other relevant EU 
policies and objectives should be established. 

A review of the EU Rural Development Policy 
is important, primarily for the purpose of the 
revitalization and enhancement of the competitiveness 
of the rural areas in the Republic of Serbia in light of 
the EU accession process. The National Sustainable 
Development Strategy of the Republic of Serbia 
is drafted in accordance with the EU Strategy for 
Sustainable Development and the Lisbon Strategy 
and based on the globally accepted principles set 
out in Johannesburg Declaration on Sustainable 

Development and the UN Millennium Development 
Goals (The Government of the Republic of Serbia, 
2008, 14). The Rural Development Strategy Plan 2009-
2013 of the Republic of Serbia sets out the objectives of 
rural development which are in line with the Common 
Agricultural Policy (Table 4.).

The vision, the strategies and the priorities for the 
rural development of the Republic of Serbia contained 
in the Rural Development Strategy Plan 2009-2013 and 
the National Rural Development Program for 2011-
2013, which share the same objectives and projections, 
are largely unrealistic and too ambitious for our 
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Table 4  Sustainable rural development in the Republic of Serbia by 2013 – the vision,  
the strategies and the priorities

VISION FOR AGRICULTURE, FOOD INDUSTRY AND RURAL ECONOMY AND SOCIETY
	 Vision for agriculture:
•	 dynamic and competitive agriculture
•	 commercial farms and households 

engaged in farming activities as an 
additional source of income

•	 quality products
•	 farmers earning sufficient income
•	 meeting consumers’ needs and pref-

erences
•	 cooperation with the processing 

industry
•	 integration in terms of rural economy 

and society
•	 contribution to the protection of 

environment and natural resources 

	 Vision for food industry:
•	 meeting consumers’ needs and 

requests
•	 innovation
•	 food quality and safety
•	 modern advertising campaigns
•	 cooperation with farmers and their 

associations/groups 
•	 volume of production which ensures 

profitability
•	 development of SMEs
•	 origin-labeled products
•	 products that are based on tradition-

al recipes

	 Vision for rural economy and society:
•	 rural communities characterized by 

balanced age structure of the popula-
tion, satisfactory income and employ-
ment opportunities 

•	 better living standard 
•	 access to education
•	 active participation of rural com-

munities in the work of the relevant 
decision-making bodies 

•	 fostering the cultural identity 
•	 protection and preservation of the 

environment
•	 long-term development
•	 reducing poverty and social exclusion

STRATEGIES / STRATEGIC DIRECTIONS
•	 Improving the competitiveness of agriculture, forestry and food industries 
•	 Preservation and improvement of the environment and sustainable use of natural resources
•	 Promoting local initiatives in order to improve the quality of life 
•	 Diversification of activities in rural areas

PRIORITIES / PRIORITY AXES
	 Improving market efficiency and 

implementation of EU standards:
•	 Investing in farms
•	 Support to farmers’ groups/associa-

tions
•	 Investing in product placement and 

processing

	 Agro-environmental programs and 
local rural development strategies:

•	 Environmental improvement activi-
ties 

•	 Local rural development strategies

	 Rural economy development:
•	 Development of infrastructure in 

rural areas
•	 Economic diversification 
•	 Professional/vocational training

Source: Author, on the basis of MPŠV, 2009, 16-24



circumstances, especially in terms of investments, the 
scope of activities and the objectives to be achieved. 
Namely, the mentioned strategic documents are not 
adequately developed and are poorly adjusted to 
the current situation, as well as numerous complex 
and long-lasting problems present in rural areas in 
Serbia that will not easily go away, especially given 
the permanent limited financial resources at all levels 
and a lack of other relevant factors necessary for 
the successful sustainable rural development of the 
Republic of Serbia.   

Considering the fact that many goals relating to the 
sustainable rural development of the Republic of Serbia 
have not been achieved yet, it is reasonable to expect 
the introduction of some changes to new approaches 
and strategies for the sustainable rural development 
of the Republic of Serbia in the post-2013 period. In 
this context, considering the strict distinction between 
the short- and long-term goals, the measures and 
policy instruments for sustainable rural development, 
the major challenges include: solving demographic 
problems present in rural areas, creating a stimulating 
environment for the dynamic development of the rural 
economy, the development of the rural infrastructure, 
the enhancement of the competitiveness of agriculture 
and the non-farm economy, higher investments in 
rural areas development and activities, an increase in 
exports, harmonization with international standards 
and regulations, i.e. the provision and improvement of 
food quality and food safety and the implementation 
of sustainable rural development programs and 
projects. In the forthcoming period, not only the 
state but the local initiatives, efforts and potentials 
as well should gain a significant role in sustainable 
rural development. Therefore, it is necessary that this 
area be strategically and systematically approached, 
particularly in terms of determining the social and 
political roles and responsibilities for sustainable 
rural development. Hence, the role and importance 
of the state and local self-governments will especially 
become visible when it comes to the approval and 
implementation of projects as well as the funding of 
rural development, including the provision of foreign 
funding sources.

THE DIRECTIONS OF SUSTAINABLE 
RURAL DEVELOPMENT IN A 
CONTEMPORARY ENVIRONMENT

Sustainable rural development is essentially a very 
complex concept, especially in the aspect of the modern 
economic environment and in terms of economic policy 
actors. A future socio-economic development is closely 
linked with an adequate development of agriculture 
and rural development (Vujičić i Rosić, 2000, 46). Based 
on the international experience, particularly that of 
developed countries, it is quite clear that contemporary 
sustainable rural development policies must rest 
upon (Pašalić i Mrnjavac, 2003, 232): a regional and 
multi-sectoral integrated approach (rather than the 
sectoral one), the promotion of networking and the 
establishment of partnerships, focusing on multiple 
positive synergy effects and a collective rather than 
individual efficiency, the promotion of endogenous 
and mixed endogenous-exogenous development 
models , the preservation of the local identity and 
social capital, a creative adaptation to external changes 
and a selective approach to innovation, the promotion 
of a qualitative rather than quantitative approach to 
development etc. and above all, the implementation of 
modern technologies.

 Agrarian, industrial and post-industrial rurality

Different development strategies do not have the same 
position regarding the importance of agriculture, so this 
concept is subject to constant revisions (Vujičić i Rosić, 
2000, 45). Namely, the concept of rural development 
has evolved from agrarian, through industrial to post-
industrial rurality. Rural development in developed 
European countries has gone through all the three 
mentioned phases; however, their overlapping has also 
been recorded and reflects in their coexistence even 
today (Pašalić i Mrnjavac, 2003, 231). Considering the 
fact that these rurality phases do not automatically 
follow one another and that they are not identically 
implemented in all regions or in all countries either, 
there are different types of rurality, depending on the 
features of a particular area.

The role of rural areas, which implies providing cheap 
labor and raw materials for the processing industry in 
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the urban areas, is neither economically nor politically 
sustainable because, in the long-term, this brings 
about many imbalances in terms of development. 
Correspondingly, the shift from an agrarian to an 
industrial rurality involves the development of 
industry in rural areas, primarily by displacing the 
production of large enterprises from urban areas, 
which – in an attempt to lower production costs – 
establish small and medium enterprises in rural 
areas, as well as endogenous development. Therefore, 
industry assumes the major role in rural areas at the 
expense of agricultural production, which poses a 
certain threat, because in this way, the traditional 
characteristics and values of rural areas are neglected 
and the once primary sector becomes a passive one 
(Pašalić i Mrnjavac, 2003, 237-240). On the other hand, 
post-industrial rurality rediscovers rural values 
(both economic and non-economic ones). This type 
of rurality is present in developed countries in those 
areas where the previous two types of rural areas have 
reached their maturity.

Today, those communities that have preserved their 
rural identity in the process of adapting to modern 
challenges in the environment are considered to be 
successful (Pašalić i Mrnjavac, 2003, 241). 

Possible directions of sustainable rural development 
in the Republic of Serbia

Compared to the processes which are underway in 
highly-developed EU countries, the Republic of Serbia 
is currently in the process of agrarian rurality and 
heading towards rural industrialization.

A large number of rural areas in the Republic of Serbia 
are characterized by depopulation and economic 
underdevelopment, whereas a higher concentration 
of population and the economic activity is recorded in 
urban centers. This trend is adversely affecting rural 
development; thus, it is necessary to develop programs, 
projects and future directions for a sustainable 
development of rural areas, according to their specific 
characteristics, economic and non-economic functions 
and the requirements of the domestic and international 
environments, whose impact is imminent. 

In order to encourage young people to stay and work in 
rural areas, it is necessary to increase the attractiveness 
of these areas for investors. 

An important priority for sustainable rural 
development is the revitalization and improvement 
of the rural infrastructure (the roads, water supply, 
utility services, electricity supply, information and 
telecommunication services, etc.), which also has a 
large socio-economic and environmental importance. 
In this respect, cross-border projects can significantly 
contribute to a better use of local resources – for 
example, joint efforts on the construction and 
improvement of the road infrastructure, cross-border 
transmission networks, tourist resorts etc. (EESC, 2011, 
10-13).

The creation of a favorable environment for the 
development of SMEs and entrepreneurship in rural 
areas (tax reliefs, subsidies, favorable loan financing 
terms, etc.) by the state contributes to the diversification 
of the rural economy and retaining young people in 
rural areas to have them involved in agriculture and/or 
non-farm activities. Although there is the Strategy for 
the Development of Competitive and Innovative SMEs, 
it is important to adopt a new and improved strategic 
document that will regulate this area in the upcoming 
period. Some of the important programs whose 
implementation would bring benefits to rural areas are: 
(Vujičić i Ilić, 2004, 285-298): the production of special 
types of bread, pastries, pasta and sweets, traditional 
dishes and specialties, eco-friendly packaging made 
of crop residues, the production of juices (from fruits 
and vegetables), the production of quality ″ajvar″ (red 
pepper spread), ketchup, potato chips, tomato paste, the 
production of dried vegetables and spices, the growing 
and processing of mushrooms, opening plants for the 
processing of fruits (″slatko″ - fruit preserved in sugar 
syrup, fruit conserve, canned fruit, brandy, liqueurs, 
vinegar/fruit vinegars, juices, syrups, teas, dried 
fruits), wine production, plants for the processing of 
poultry meat and eggs (high-quality sausages, salami, 
pate, mayonnaise and condensed and instant soups), 
honey production and the processing of  hive products 
(royal jelly, propolis, beeswax), the production of high-
quality dairy products (cheese, cream, buttermilk, 
yogurt, sour cream, peppers stuffed with sour cream, 
cooking cream, whipping cream), cultivation, the 
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processing and packaging of medicinal and aromatic 
plants, the production of herbal teas and essential oils, 
the breeding of wild game and the processing of their 
meats, ostrich farming, snail farming, the processing 
of forest products, the production of healthy foods 
and the production of herbal medicines and food 
supplements.

It is recognized that diversified and knowledge-based 
agriculture (conventional agriculture producing a 
quality produce; organic agriculture emphasizing 
reliance on ecological processes, biodiversity and 
cycles adapted to local conditions, rather than using 
chemicals and artificial substances; local agricultural 
products and foodstuffs with the Protected 
Designation of Origin and/or Protected Geographical 
Indication; traditional and functional foods providing 
health benefits beyond basic nutrition and/or disease 
prevention; the branding of local agricultural 
products) opens up opportunities for the development 
of industry, transport, warehousing, trading, various 
services and other sectors of the economy in rural areas. 
In particular, organic agriculture can significantly add 
to the sustainable development of rural areas, because 
it is socially, economically and environmentally 
acceptable (i.e. sustainable). Over the last few years, 
an increase in organic farming has been recorded in 
the Republic of Serbia. The ″pioneering″ steps in the 
development of organic agriculture can be traced 
back to 1990. As far as organic farming is concerned, 
the fruit and crop growing are the most common; an 
increase in the production of grains and oilseeds which 
are highly demanded on the organic product global 
market has also been recorded. Most of these products 
are exported, especially to the EU (mainly to Germany, 
France, Britain and Italy). Several governmental and 
non-governmental organizations, institutions and 
associations support the farms engaged in organic 
production. Based on the report of the listed organic 
control bodies, there were about 1,000 producers 
involved in organic production (or those who were in 
the process of conversion) in the Republic of Serbia in 
2012. A certain number of primary producers and over 
20 companies whose main activity is the processing 
of conventional products are also engaged in the 
processing of organic products (Marz et al, 2013, 6-9). 
However, consumers in the Republic of Serbia are not 

adequately informed about organic farming. In the 
upcoming period, the main task of the state in the field 
of organic agriculture/farming is to create a favorable 
environment for investing in this area. It should also 
support the growing of specific highly-demanded 
products scarce on the global market, in particular in 
the EU; these are certain types of fruits and vegetables, 
oil seeds, cereals, root vegetables, non-GMO soybeans 
and the like.

Cooperatives should have an important role in the 
revitalization and sustainable development of the 
rural areas in the Republic of Serbia, especially 
when agriculture is concerned. The development of 
cooperatives should be implemented in accordance 
with the international cooperative principles and the 
European legislation in this field, and based on the 
examples of the best practices from the EU, the USA and 
other countries with the developed cooperative sector. 
Certainly, it is necessary to provide an institutional 
basis for the revitalization and development of 
cooperatives in Serbia, which is a very complex task to 
do. In addition, strategic partnerships are essential for 
the successful functioning of cooperatives, as well as 
for establishing cooperation between cooperatives and 
other relevant sectors, agribusiness and so forth, as is 
evidenced by numerous examples in the EU, where 
cooperatives stand for one of the main generators of 
the local economic, environmental, social and cultural 
development in many areas, i.e. represent a significant 
determinant of the sustainable development of rural 
areas.

The development of the rural tourism and agro-
tourism clusters is an important challenge for many 
rural areas in Serbia, especially in terms of their 
natural, cultural and historical heritage, the traditional 
cuisine, events, the hospitality of the people and other 
tourism potentials. Rural tourism also contributes 
to the following: the provision of alternative sources 
of income for rural households, the rural economy 
diversification, the lowering of unemployment rates, 
the revitalization and overall development of rural 
areas and agriculture. Since rural tourism naturally 
takes place in rural areas, tourists should be offered 
a broad range of services and activities that fit into 
the rural landscape. Rural tourism has already been 
developing in some parts of the Republic of Serbia by 
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integrating tourism, agriculture and other economic 
sectors. However, due to the very different preferences 
and motivations of modern tourists who require high-
quality services, comfortable accommodation and 
a variety of sports, recreational, cultural and other 
activities and events, it is necessary to invest in: the 
improvement of the rural and tourist infrastructure, 
the adaptation or construction of accommodation 
facilities in accordance with the traditional 
architecture principles, i.e. in the reconstruction of 
old, authentic rural buildings, attracting investments 
to the rural areas with a significant tourism potential 
(natural and/or anthropogenic), the provision of 
professional training programs to the people involved 
in rural tourism – especially in the areas of marketing, 
management and modern communications, the 
promotion of rural tourism at all levels (national, 
regional and local), the strengthening of public-private 
partnerships in rural tourism, organizing events that 
would include the presentation and selling of specific 
products from a given geographical area (food, drinks, 
souvenirs, etc.), an adequate volume, quality and 
range of tourist services, the introduction of additional 
attractive offers tailored to tourists’ differentiated 
demands (swimming pools, water sports, the internet 
access, etc.), the adjustment of the tourist offer to 
specific health tourism requirements, the ″second 
home″, family tourism, third-age tourism, the creation 
of a database of the entities interested in participating 
in the activities of rural tourism, encouraging and 
educating women living in rural areas to be more 
actively involved in rural tourism (traditional crafts 
and artisanal handicrafts) and the like.

The production and use of renewable energy (biomass, 
biogas, biodiesel, solar energy, wind energy, hydro-
power, etc.) being intensively globally developed and 
with benefits inclusive of not only environmental ones 
but also the generation of an additional income, the 
provision of new jobs – the so-called ″green jobs″ and so 
forth. The Republic of Serbia has significant renewable 
energy potentials; however, they are poorly exploited. 
The current production of energy from renewable 
sources mainly includes biomass (from agriculture in 
rural areas). Another source that should be taken into 
consideration is organic waste, i.e. biological waste. The 
cultivation of rapeseed as a raw material for biodiesel 
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production is also an interesting topic. In order to 
encourage a wider use of renewable energy sources, 
it is necessary that an enabling regulatory framework 
should be created, the purchase of equipment and the 
construction of facilities using these energy sources 
should be subsidized, tax reliefs should be granted 
and education programs and professional trainings to 
the people involved in renewable energy production 
and/or consumption (due to lack of knowledge and 
experience in the production and use of alternative 
energy sources in our country) should be provided.

It is essential to strengthen human capital in rural 
areas in line with the requirements of the labor market. 
Special programs and continuity in educational 
and training opportunities are of great importance, 
especially: lifelong learning, i.e. continuing formal 
and informal education, vocational retraining, the 
development of managerial skills and knowledge 
(especially for people engaged in non-farm activities 
in rural areas), promoting learning society concept 
and providing e-learning for certain social groups. 
In this respect, the modernization of advisory and 
professional services providing support to farmers is 
crucial.

Legislation relating to sustainable rural development 
and agriculture must constantly be reviewed and 
improved, even so the adopted laws and regulations  
(MAFWM, 2013); this also applies to: the Law on 
Agriculture and Rural Development, the Food Safety 
Law, the Law on Organic Production, which regulates 
the production of agricultural and other products in 
line with the organic production principles, as well as 
the Law on Genetically Modified Organisms (GMOs), 
which prescribes that any living modified organism or 
a product of a genetically modified organism cannot 
be placed on the market or grown for commercial 
purposes in the Republic of Serbia. This law is 
particularly interesting because it is the cause of much 
controversy in the world. Namely, according to GMO 
supporters, these foods are safe and eco-friendly; 
they also have a potential to improve agriculture by 
providing benefits to both producers and consumers 
and would probably solve the problem of the world 
hunger in the future. In contrast, the GMO critics 
point out that the production of GMOs poses a greatest 
threat to natural biodiversity and are among the worst 



contaminators of the environment. Furthermore, 
they warn about a high risk of creating a monopoly 
in the production and trade of such foods, as well as 
multiple negative effects on human health, especially 
a potential alteration in the human genome that is 
transferred to offspring. Therefore, it is necessary 
to continuously monitor trends on the international 
food market and accordingly review and improve the 
relevant legislation, in compliance with the Republic 
of Serbia’s consumer’s and food producers’ interests. 
In this context, in order to ensure and improve the 
food quality and increase the exports of agricultural 
and food products, the following quality standards 
must be introduced: the ISO 9000 Series – a set of 
international standards for quality management and 
quality assurance, the ISO 14000 – which sets out the 
criteria for an environmental management system, 
HACCP (Hazard Analysis and Critical Control Points) 
– a system to ensure food safety ″from farm to fork″, 
the GMP (Good Manufacturing Practices) – a system 
for ensuring that products are consistently produced 
and controlled in line with the quality standards, 
the BRC (British Retail Consortium) Global Standard 
for Food Safety, the GOST R – the Russian quality 
assurance standards applied to goods exported to 
Russia, HALAL – a food standard in accordance with 
the Islamic religious practices, Kosher – foods that 
are in accordance with the Jewish dietary law, the 
IFS (International Food Standard) – refers to auditing 
food safety and the quality of processes and products 
used by food manufacturers, the SQF (Safe Quality 
Food) Standard – an internationally recognized food 
safety standard, the ISO 26000 – provides a guidance 
on social responsibility, the ISO 22000 – sets down the 
requirements for the food safety management systems 
and the CE marking – indicates that a product with 
this label is in compliance with the EU legislation. 
The implementation of the relevant standards and 
quality assurance systems should be given significant 
attention in Serbia. 

Considering all the stages of the drafting and 
implementation of a sustainable rural development 
policy and strategies, it is important to promote the 
LEADER Approach, the EU’s ″bottom-up″ method 
for implementing a rural development policy, which 
calls for an effective participation of local actors in 
decision making and the selection of priorities (local 

businesses, professional associations, farmers and 
people not involved in agricultural production who 
live in rural areas) as well as their coordination with 
decision-making bodies (the state institutions). It is 
also crucial to strengthen local entrepreneurial and 
organizational capacities and initiatives, as well as the 
network(s) of local civil-society organizations and local 
action groups.

CONCLUSION

Sustainable rural development makes one of the 
economic, social and environmental priorities in a 
contemporary society. In this regard, the European 
Union strongly supports the social and territorial 
cohesion of rural areas and aims to provide a 
better valorization of local development potentials 
in compliance with the sustainable development 
principles. The study of the strategies, policies and 
practices of other, primarily the EU, countries, is 
relevant in terms of the EU accession process of 
the Republic of Serbia, i.e. the preservation and 
improvement of the economic, cultural, social and 
environmental features of rural communities, 
especially considering the fact that the rural areas 
in the Republic of Serbia have been facing numerous 
structural and socio-economic problems for decades.

The initial hypothesis laid down in this paper is 
confirmed. Thus, it can be stated that the sustainable 
development of the rural areas in the Republic of 
Serbia is closely linked with the activities of all the 
actors at all the levels as well as with the appropriate 
setting of the directions of strategic development and 
their implementation in practice, in accordance with 
the principles of sustainable development and the 
contemporary market challenges that are unavoidable. 
Also, the paper confirms that a comprehensive 
analysis of the strategic approach to sustainable rural 
development in the EU in the post-2013 period and the 
EU rural development policy 2007-2013 represents a 
significant basis for the design of the future sustainable 
rural development strategies and policies of the 
Republic of Serbia as an EU candidate country. The 
mentioned new strategies and policies must be in line 
with the current situation, the characteristics of and 
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numerous problems present in agriculture, the food 
industry, the rural economy and the society in Serbia. 

The main constraint relating to the research conducted 
in this paper is the fact that, currently, there is no 
official policy document representing a national 
program or plan for the sustainable rural development 
of the Republic of Serbia for the period after 2013. 
This is also the case with other strategies directly or 
indirectly related to sustainable rural development; 
therefore, all the recommendations, the suggestions, 
the criticism, the analysis and the conclusions in the 
paper generally refer to the existing rural development 
strategy of the Republic of Serbia. 

The main contribution of this paper is reflected in 
the suggestions and recommendations for the design 
of a new sustainable rural development strategy of 
the Republic of Serbia in terms of the possible future 
directions of development. Based on the examples of 
the strategies and practices implemented in the EU, the 
paper also points to the significant complementarity 
between sustainable rural development and overall 
economic development. This complementarity 
should be considered by policy makers concerning 
the development of future sustainable development 
policies as well as a further reform process (in terms 
of the adoption and implementation of adequate short- 
and long-term development solutions that would be 
in accordance with the specific characteristics and 
problems of the rural areas and the economy of the 
Republic of Serbia as well as with the requests of the 
international environment). The paper also points 
to the fact that the appropriate defining of clear and 
feasible strategic goals and priorities as well as their 
implementation is crucial for the future sustainable 
development of the rural areas in the Republic of 
Serbia. In addition, this research is expected to initiate 
new economic and other relevant types of research, 
particularly in the area of the strategic management 
of sustainable rural development and strengthening 
the role of local development actors, the demographic 
revitalization of rural areas, the development 
of the rural infrastructure, the diversification of 
agriculture and the rural economy, the integration 
of multifunctional agriculture, the rural economy 
and the society as a whole as well as improving the 
attractiveness of rural areas for investments.
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