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What I want to talk about

ÅA bit of background and my entry point
ÅThe smart villages concept - a chaotic conception?
ÅΧōǳǘ ǎƻƳŜ ǾƛƭƭŀƎŜǎ Řƻ ƻǳǘǇŜǊŦƻǊƳ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ
ÅWhat are the possible theoretical explanations?
ÅWhat is the policy context EU & Scotland
ÅHow do Smart Villages manifest themselves on the 

ground?
ÅKey challenges to research and evaluation communities
ÅWhere does this communitarian turn that enables 

community-based action sit in relation to other grand 
narratives of development?



My background

ÅA social scientist (geography 
and rural development)

Å30 years living in the same 
village

ÅBut now a real local resident 
not just someone who 
sleeps in the village

Å Involved and active in 
several third sector bodies 
aŜƴΩǎ {ƘŜŘΣ ŀ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ 
Woodland and area 
partnership

ÅActive on H2020 SIMRA



My entry point to smart villages

ÅResearch and practical involvement in social 
innovation which the ENRD Contact Point sees as 
one of the two key elements of Smart Villages
ÅSIMRA is about Social Innovation in Marginal 

Rural Areas
ÅIt has brought me into contact with many 

excellent examples of what I think of as smart 
villages and made me think about trying to 
explain differences in socio-economic 
performance 



What is social innovation?

άthe reconfiguring of 
social practices, in 
response to societal 
challenges, which seeks to 
enhance outcomes on 
societal well-being and 
necessarily includes the 
engagement of civil 
society actorsέ

ÅReconfiguring: doing 
something differently

ÅAddressing societal 
challenges

ÅSeeking enhanced 
societal wellbeing

ÅInvolving active 
engagement of civil 
society



The scope of social innovation is 
almost limitless

ÅThe old dualism of market 
and state is a mis-
representation of how the 
world is today

ÅThe third sector is becoming 
an ever more important 
player in delivering products 
and services

ÅCivil society often ends up 
picking up the pieces after 
the failure of market or states

Å Retail
Å Energy production
Å Farm and forest management
Å Financial services
Å Food
Å Social care for young, elderly, 

disabled etc.
Å Tourism services
Å Environmental protection 
Å Recycling
Å Refugees
Å Transport
Å Housing
Å Business support services 



A crisis-driven reorganisation of 
economic activity is taking place

Private
Public

Third 
sector

c. 1960-1980 NOW

Private Public

Third sector

e.g. Western Isles 
Council Scotland

And there is increasing hybridity 
of institutions, so there is overlap 
and some sectors are provided by 
all three elements



NOW TO SMART VILLAGES



Smart Villages ςthe Commission 
perspective

Å Began as a rural soundbite to 
match the Smart Cities initiative-
can apply to one village or a 
cluster

Å Seized on and supported by some 
rural-leaning MEPs

Å Adopted as an ENRD working 
group because of strong 
Commission(er) interest

Å A smart city is a place 
wheretraditional networks and 
services are made more efficient 
with the use of digital and 
telecommunication 
technologiesfor the benefit of its 
inhabitants and business

Å But is a smart village defined by 
its digital connectivity?  

Å What is the intervention logic?
Å Last week at European Parliament 

Smart Villages event a 
representative from Fintry 
Development Trust made a 
compelling case that they were a 
smart village but had poor 
connectivity

Å Smaller municipalities, are driving 
dynamic adaptive management in 
Spain and Italy but Scottish  
councils are large and severely 
cash strapped

Å So is a smart village just a small 
version of a smart city or not?



Definitions for the EP study

European Commission EU Action for Smart Villages 2017
άǊǳǊŀƭ ŀǊŜŀǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ōǳƛƭŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
existing strengths and assets as well as on developing 
ƴŜǿ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎέΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ άǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƴŜǿ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎ 
and services are enhanced by means of digital, 
telecommunication technologies, innovations and the 
ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜέΦ
ECORYS study 2019
άŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǊǳǊŀƭ ŀǊŜŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǳǎŜ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛǾŜ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴǎ 
to improve their resilience, building on local strengths & 
ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΦέ



Smart villages: A chaotic conception?

ÅAfter Sayer
A chaotic conception 
occurs where the objects 
and relations we are 
studying are arbitrarily 
divided up, leaving the 
resulting concepts devoid 
of any significant cohesion 
or structure

Å IT-savvy places with strong IT 
ƛƴŦǊŀǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎ όIƻƎŀƴΩǎ ǾƛŜǿύ ŀƴŘ 
Kenny Higgins view for Smart Villages 
Scotland

Or 
Å places with strong social capital 

(especially linking and bridging)and 
άŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜέ ƘǳƳŀƴ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƎƛǾŜǎ 
them a capacity to outperform 
expectations

Or 
Å The confluence of these two highly 

divergent streams one based on 
market-centred innovation theory 
and the other on 
communitarianism/the collaborative 
economy



Theoretical roots

ÅClassical location theory-some places have competitive 
advantage
ïServices- central places 
ïManufacturing industry

ÅCore-periphery: we expect peripheries to experience challenges
ÅSocial capital (bonding, linking, bridging; trust)
ÅHuman capital (brain drain vs endogenous knowledge, ITK (links 

with endogenous development theory) 
ÅInnovation systems -a cascade of multi-scalar interlocking 

systems (regional and/or sectoral)  in an ideal world- comprising 
state, business and civil society actors (including smart 
ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻǇǘƛƻƴǎύΧΧΧΦ ōǳǘ Ŏŀƴ ȅƻǳ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǾƛƭƭŀƎŜ-
level innovation system?



Smart Villages- the EU policy context

ÅAn optional part of future RDPs (which are 
becoming less integrated with other ESI funds)

ÅWeakly linked to social innovation (which is much 
more present in ESF+)

ÅOften conflated with development of IT 
infrastructure and IT up-skilling

ÅOften conceptualised in farming not rural terms

ÅSeeking nationally tailored implementation



Smart Villages-the Scottish policy 
context- a communitarian turn?

ÅLand Reform Scotland Acts 2003, 2016
ÅNational Forest Land Scheme 
ÅSocial Care (Self-directed Support) (Scotland) Act 

2013
ÅCommunity Empowerment Act 2016 esp. parts 3 

4 and 5 Participation requests; Community Right 
to buy; Community Asset Transfer
ÅCARES
Å!ǊƳΩǎ ƭŜƴƎǘƘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŀƎŜƴŎƛŜǎ ό[9{Σ /9{Σ //CΣ /[{ύ
ÅProbably the most communitarian set of policy 

instruments of any EU country/region



Some Scottish examples

ÅPortsoy pop 1700 - a coastal community

ÅBraemar pop 400 ςa national park village 

ÅHuntly pop 4000  - a small town



ÅThe trigger: a celebration of 300 years a harbour 25 
years ago
ÅThe consequence: a vibrant community-owned 

development hub driving local development with 
new projects emerging to revitalise the place 



This is what it looks like in practice


