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About this booklet 
During the past two years, people from all parts of Europe and beyond have been sharing 
our experiences of how we are building good lives for ourselves, our families and 
communities. A pan European movement of citizens who support one another, while 
finding practical solutions to building healthy and prosperous lives in Europe. 
 
We are on a journey to help one another to find the right ways to navigate the changes that 
are happening in Europe. How are we building good lives against a backdrop of massive 
social, economic, political challenges. How are we creating opportunities for ourselves and 
where can we support one another better? In work, health, family, community life. 
  
These conversations are contributing to a research project conducted by Edgeryders in 
partnership with University College London (United Kingdom), University Karlova (the Czech 
Republic), University Jagiellonski (Poland), University of Belgrade (Serbia). The project is a 
Horizon 2020 funded Research and Innovation Action under the official name POPREBEL. It 
focuses on explaining and contextualising the recent rise of populism in Central and 
Eastern Europe (CEE). The community research is hosted on Edgeryders, an online 
community of 6000 people in more than 80 countries who share experiences. By sharing 
experiences with one another we turn our collective knowledge into useful advice to make 
better decisions for ourselves and our families in the near future. As a consequence of 
getting to know people from around the world, we connect one another to important 
information, new ideas and new opportunities. 
 
Beyond the research project, we are a community: We use the tools offered by our 
community forums to help connect people with mutual interests, concerns and 
complimentary skills. The online conversation runs in parallel with events all over Europe to 
meet and share constructive approaches. Anyone is welcome to participate from and 
beyond our focus countries (Czech Republic, Poland, Serbia). 
 
To honour the care and thought that are going into contributions to the discussions, we are 
making a selection of posts from the forums to include in a book. We wanted to release the 
first draft in time for the end of this challenging year. As a nice way to discover what 
wisdom has come out of these conversations, and think about what we lessons can carry 
with us in the new year. 
 
This is a first draft, to be shared and discussed together within our community. We look 
forward to hearing what you think, suggestions for changes or ideas for conversations or 
activities you wish to explore in the new year. 
 
Thank you so much for the gift of your time, and best wishes for the new year. 
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Coping with loss of work - A postcard from Novi 
Sad  
Me and my older son in our improvised studio. We were setting all up, so I can continue to share 
info and knowledge that way while we are in quarantine…and we had a lot of fun! It seems like 
the  good way to have the full attention of your teenager for al least 10 or 15 minutes, but the 
topics  also need to be inspiring for them too   
 
“What are you doing in life?”  
 
Work status follows just a part of my doing . As a mum of two boys, both almost teenagers, 
a lot  of doing is faced towards them. I am also an architect and a project manager of The 
National  Green Roof Association in Serbia. During my 12 years of architectural practice, I 
have focused on  rethinking urban development as it shows today. Questioning primarily 
on how to bring nature  closer to people.  
 
All the activities that I have planned, such as seminars and workshops regarding urban 
nature  especially green roof and wall implementation, need to be delayed. At the moment, 
I am thinking  about how to make our website more interactive and with more options to 
make the ongoing  changes. Also, I am considering making short videos and sharing them 
through our channels in  order to continue working on raising awareness about the high 
importance of urban nature/green infrastructure…  
 
“What worries you the most about your situation  now?”  
 
It is a greatly challenging time. Primarily because we don't have an idea what the future 
brings,  how this pandemic status will affect our life once it is over (whenever it is...). Also, 
we can not  rely on any help now. At this very moment, we are being absolutely in charge of 
everything, the   
microenvironment that we are closed in, health, proper food, good education, bills to pay, 
energy  level, the atmosphere, etc. with very few things that we can change or 
influence.Therefore, for  those who are entrepreneurs and/or a single parent, this situation 
brings the most difficult, existential issues. Since this state of emergency started, I keep 
asking myself what I can do to  help those who need help now.  
 
“What makes you hopeful about the future?” 
 
I believe that we will all learn a lot (starting from the basic insights on how much our 
everyday  actions are sustainable!!!, to that question of being in the present moment.). 
Hopefully, we will go  out with new skills.Additionally, we all go through different phases of 
our life. The fact that more  women are being “stuck” now hopefully doesn’t refer to going 
back. This is just where our energy  is needed the most at this very moment. To heal and to 
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uplift others too. I rely on open  communication, calls to action, and bringing awareness on 
what we as human beings are  responsible for.  
 
“If you are becoming more communal or not, are you  going to do things differently? 
which ones?”  
 
This question brings me back to the first part. Since this state of emergency started, I keep 
asking myself what I can do to help those who need help now. At this very it is far more 
about we  than me. I will share my knowledge as much as possible, without worrying about 
the perfection  of my words, or other actions.  
 
A lesson that life is teaching you: The question of being in the present moment - How 
we  skipped that lesson and when?  
 
Meditation brings back peace in a chaotic mind, and I believe  that it is what we miss and 
need the most now. I would recommend meditations and books  from Dr. Shefali, 
especially for parents. For this specific situation she shares meditation once  a day within 
the open group on Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/groups/ 
getsuperpowered/permalink/1257423434446327/ 
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Care for the neighborhood: ‘don’t complain and 
do it yourself’? 

Emily Thomey is my name, I was born in Dülmen in North-West Germany. I work as a 
freelance  journalist in Berlin, and in the last 2-3 years I started cooperating with a 
network called The Dive  (thedive.com), just around the corner from where I live. What 
they do is development of  organisations. The keyword is ‘new work’, where you can fnd 
new methods of working together,  or of organising oneself. I did a lot of PR work for 
them, but left last year in June. One of the  colleagues there, Benedikt is now leaving, and 
that’s why the project is ending..  

https://www.badstrasse-quartier.de/images/Fotos/2018/10_Oktober/dive/IMG_3304.jpg  

He and I had this conversation about how beautiful our neighborhood is, were it not 
for the  waste in the streets. We have decided we are going to clean up once a week. 
To make it  realistic, we said we take 30mins. We did it for quite some time, before 
lunch, Mondays and  Tuesdays, and always had quite some bags of waste, but also 
people joining us.  

We talked to the cafes in the street, with a dance event place for contemporary 
dance  workshops, and with neighborhood management.  

You have a lot of unemployed junkies around in our neighborhood. You only notice it on 
some of the  streets, with so much waste lying around. We realised what was necessary 
was deeper work. It’s  about education, going into the schools and the homes of people, 
involving them in getting a  feeling for their own environment, and not stopping at their 
doorstep.  

We also realised they have other problems and it’s hard to have this particular awareness.  

What we did next was to talk to an elementary school with a lot of Capri-Sun bags around it 
(famous lemonade drink in small plastic bags). We thought maybe it’s also the kids we 
should be  talking to. We got in contact with teachers, who were very open to cooperate 
with us.  

There was this local waste organisation in Berlin who is responsible for the City, they have 
a  small initiative where people say ‘I want to clean up’ and they give you the tools to work 
with. It’s  a mini facebook for your neighborhood and you log in and ask for help, ask for 
tools etc. A digital  form of community management.  
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We announced cleanups in whatsapp and slack, for The Dive and in the end were quite a 
big group:.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U7GMyQFkm-8  

That was our last big cleaning action. After that, Benedikt and I had a talk. We had really 
enjoyed  the work with everybody who got involved, but the network that we were coming 
from wasn’t as  involved as we would have needed them to be. There was little response, 
and a not equal situation because Benedikt was fully employed there and I did the whole 
project pro bono. It  didn’t work for me: either we do it both for free, or both get paid. We 
said we take a rest and get  together after winter.  

When I realised that we weren’t gonna continue (we both ended up leaving the 
company  meanwhile), I was thinking of who can I continue the work - but there isn’t 
anyone in the  neighborhood that I know who has the time or is on eye level with me, 
whom I can work with.  

The approach we had was ‘don’t complain and do it yourself’.  

The waste project was solving different issues: on one side, the City is responsible for 
cleanup in  a different way, not so efficiently, and on the other hand, the people living here 
don’t know about  the spaces where they can leave that trash or they just don’t give a shit. 
Those are the two poles,  don’t know or don’t feel responsible. I think that if we had done it 
longer and kept going, we would  have gotten to the point to say okay, we need change on 
a broader level. For example, for the  Quartiersmanagement a clean neighborhood is top 
concern this year, they have subsidies and  you can get money if you apply.  

I learned about how much work it is, this community work. Finding the motivation again 
and  again is the most difficult part. That work is Sisyphus. You have to do it every 
couple of days. I  have great respect for those who do this all the time, you need to have 
a lot of intrinsic  motivation. You’re either not paid at all, or paid very badly. It’s not 
about the money though. I  really enjoyed getting in contact with the people, now I feel 
more connected with where I live. I  hardly knew the school, the cafe before.   
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I grew up in post-communism in a fractured 
generation. Each with its own bubble.  
_Unicorns!! Image credit: a facebook group (to be id)_  

At 30 I walked straight into a personal life crisis  and found myself in a systematic 
process of understanding where I come from.  

I relocated to Brussels two years ago, and for the longest time I had been adamant 
about  staying and possibly working in my own country. I was one of the last “Romanian 
patriots”,  @alberto used to joke. Members of the struggling middle class and living in 
one of the most developed cities, I and many of my peers built ourselves fairly good lives 
and many of them are  successfully living in more traditional values - marriage, job, 
house, and bank loans by the time  we are 30. All could be well, nothing against 
traditional culture.  

But I found myself having to re-think everything due to the erosion in society that I saw 
happening. Erosion compared to what it should be, living in the 21st century. Of course, 
Romania  has seen the worst in communist times, yet for some of us values like 
freedom, equality are non negotiable and a one way street, as well as playing catch-up 
with the West. Still, every day media  and forums go crazy about yet another political 
threat to democracy and human rights; every day  we are confronted with other bubbles 
- mainstream and generalised - of hyper conservative  values (i.e. “filthy Roma people do 
not deserve housing”). 

The surprise for me was when  sometimes, these statements came from places I least 
expected, friends of friends who let it slip that their true opinions are the opposite of 
inclusive progress and a shared future. It is shocking  because in Romania we've been 
used to politicians swinging it since forever (we called it  "politicianism"), but new 
favours in the past ten years or so are going left and right.  

Populism captures many souls looking for quick solutions and intellectual shortcuts. 
When people you  know who are the new generation become conservative, you realise 
that politics is down in your  house now. So I felt that my living was contrived: I was 
friends with people whom maybe today I  would not choose.  

On the positive side, I rejoiced having escaped conservatism due to good upbringing. 
(self-)Discipline and progressive family values (thanks mom and dad!) make one want to 
open  horizons and look beyond the scarce value offered nationally: unfortunately it 
often entails getting  out. 
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Getting out is generalized and massive: in the early nineties people were fooding out for 
the  “western mirage” in search of better lives. 3.4 millions left in just the last 10 years, 
and currently  around 5 million live abroad, from a population of 22 million. That's a lot. 
400 000 live only in the  UK and are now facing risks of being pushed away by politics 
gone wrong.  

I didn't leave out of cynicism or lack of hope, to be honest. Still, I can't help but wonder: 
the way  out is sometimes mentally healthier than staying. The fight remains though, but 
you do it from a  "sunnier" place. Uhm, yes, Brussels. 
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Kooperatywa Izerska: how did it build a rural 
community and what attracts people to it? 
I am based in Poland, in a rural area and community which created the initiative called 
Kooperatywa Izerska (website: http://kooperatywaizerska.org/), but at the same time I’m 
doing a  Phd in alternative management, with permaculture management. I'm close to 
my feld of study,  which is the dispersed community living in a rural area in Poland. It’s 
rather a case study than a  general theory on how to introduce the people to rural areas.  

In this area there is a lot of new immigration from the cities - from Warsaw, Wroclaw, 
and from  different countries, not only from Poland, because the land for the past years 
was quite cheap to  buy. There was this fashion/trend to have an old stylish house in the 
rural areas. It goes also  with the food sovereignty movement and trying to keep the 
quality of food in this area, and  preserving the traditional ways of cultivating the land 
and keeping the seeds, creating a food  bank for them.  

Even though it’s called a cooperative, the community has very diverse activities, also 
cultural ones. The group is very fluid, it depends what the initiator of the activity is: for 
example -  someone working with seeds gets help with harvesting by other people. We 
have maybe 10  active people who initiate activities like this, managing the cooperative 
to not lose the contact  with farmers..  

In the session about bringing back human potential to rural areas, there was one 
question about  how do you convince people about the rural alternative.  

I can say how ‘I convinced’ - you cannot do much, there is a mix of factors which attracts 
people.  In this case, in my region, a lot of base work was made by cultural 
organisations, the frst ones  which landed here, and even after the collapse of 
communism 30 years ago. They were looking  for an alternative to the ofcial culture, and 
they found an old railway station and were stubborn  to renovate it. They also created 
the Laboratory of Social Eco Village, very small in the beginning  and very unwelcome by 
the local community. Then slowly, by organising bigger festivals, by  making living in the 
village trendy, they showed different ways of understanding the village. They  attracted a 
lot of artists that are currently living here, and people who would go to the festival as 
volunteers, and were the kind of escapists looking for a meaning in living. This gave a 
nice vision  of the future, to have a community nearby.  

I am also part of the researchers of this organisation: they have a lot of declarations of 
ecostyle, but it’s more hippie culture, not ecological in a strict sense. As they started to 
attract people,  there was a snowball effect, and a lot of people interested in the 
ecological movement were  looking for land, so now it’s a mix. We organised two local 
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sovereignty forums which were  dedicated to making a lively community around seeds, 
and local farmers - there aren’t a lot of  them left in the countryside. 

What attracts people is an already settled group and a good  marketing of this group: if 
you come, you don’t have to feel like a total outsider, with a lot of  gossip around them 
as new settlers.   

We still have a cliche idea about new settlers, that are not part of the ethos.  

Before, it was Germany, and after the II world war there was a complete  replacement of 
the existing population with newcomers from very different parts of Poland, as  well as 
from the present-day areas of Ukraine and Belarus, which had previously been Polish 
and  had a largely traditional Polish population.  

This resulted in the loss of the local identity to a large  extent, the circumstances 
required to find oneself in a difficult climate, completely different from  the previous 
one. So this place is absorbent like a sponge when it comes to new cultural trends.  

Summing up, it’s a particular case, but I think it is important to have the leader group 
(not a  person) that is updated with the local law; and permaculture which is gaining 
popularity are  important. We also have good local government here. The person who 
landed in the hippie festival is now a mayor of the town.  

It’s like a happy ending, he’s organising open circle forums  and attracting new settlers 
to do something active here, by facilitating cooperation with local  institutions.. 
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Local food will be priceless. How do we fight big 
agribusinesses and talk to farmers to  produce 
in traditional ways?  
The problem is universal: the big agrobusiness is everywhere. The most 
incandescent issue is  how to raise awareness about the problem and mobilise small 
farmers into changing their ways.  They produce traditionally, but how do we make 
them stop using herbicides and pesticides?  

We do have small farmers and fortunately, we don’t have abandoned land like in other 
countries  because our farmers didn’t lose their feeling of being the owners of the land 
and basically  continued to do what they did before the fall of the Soviet Union.  

However, let’s take the example of Vojvodina, the Serbian part of the Pannonian Basin. 
The  farmers there have been for years engaged in big-scale farming: they replaced the 
manure with  artificial fertilisers, and the results are catastrophic: the layer of humus is 
being depleted at  unprecedented speed, just like everywhere else where traditional 
farming is replaced by  monoculture and industrial crops.  

This is what we fight against as an association.  

Last year we  commissioned a social scientist to write a booklet on food sovereignty in 
Serbia and our  message to the policy makers is: food safety is one thing, and food 
sovereignty completely  another. Food sovereignty is not a novel concept, but it boils 
down to this: you don’t depend on  food imports, you are self-sufficient and a sovereign 
producer of the food you eat.  

This contravenes the order of things in the early 21st century: in the name of free trade, 
you have to  honour dubious agreements you made with international organisations, 
import heavily  subsidised food from the Big Ones and sell your land to foreign 
companies. The greatest danger  of all is the onslaught of the big agrobusiness coming 
to Serbia.  

On a personal level, my focal point is Southeast Serbia. I think the key issue is 
decentralisation,  even in food sovereignty. What applies in the rural communities of the 
Balkan Mountains (Stara  Planina in Serbian) doesn’t apply in Vojvodina. However, we’ve 
been taught for years to abandon  the old ways, and it’s become a part of our mindset.  

What to do with the mindset of people who had been forcefully fed the  
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narrative spun by traditional agricultural experts and big companies for forty  or 
fifty years? And now we tell them to go back to what their grandfathers  did?  

Last year we made research in Croatia and Serbia and published a study titled Growing 
Growers,  financed by the Erasmus+ programme. A few dozen young farmers in both 
countries participated  and were asked what they did and how they made a success of 
their farming. However, the  elephant in the room is that they mostly follow traditional 
farming principles, apart from a  precious few: they are family businesses indeed, but 
they do big-scale farming and produce high yield industrial crops. But what we want is 
to preserve our biodiversity, in the first place.  Everything else comes second - if it 
means lower yield, so be it. We should be happy to produce  enough food for ourselves. 
However, large market chains can afford to sell the produce for cheap  or even at 
dumping prices, meaning that the price is lower in Serbia than in the country of origin. 
And our farmers can’t compete.  

The authorities do nothing about it. We are living in neoliberal times. Nobody is asking 
the farmer,  nobody cares for him. It’s success or boost. Whenever we advise the 
consumers to buy food at  farmers’ markets, make personal contact with the farmers, 
they say: why should I do it if I can  buy the same at a discount in a big supermarket? It is 
hard to convince them that those prices  are often below the cost of production. This is a 
fact: big agribusinesses lobby hard all over the  world, including Serbia.  

I have friends in Southeast Serbia who are passionate about preservation of indigenous 
animal  breeds: the Balkan Donkey, water buffalo and very rare Busha cattle, famous for 
their milk with  fat content higher than 6%. In this area, they do receive some support by 
the Ministry of  Agriculture which has some sense for this.  

Meet Cvetka (Tsvetka), a silky-haired happy little Balkan Donkey, a goddaughter and a 
proud  member of the “Let’s Defend the Stara Planina Rivers” Movement  

We have to do a lot of footwork with the farmers.  

These are smallholdings managed in a traditional way and the subsidies from the state 
can cover  some 50% of the cost of hay fed to the animals. Labour costs, maintenance 
and everything else  is on the farmer. One of the owners is thankful even for that 
because otherwise he couldn’t  survive, but it needs much manual labour from his 
family.  

Personal contact seems to be the only  way to convince the farmers: if one has an 
eight-hundred-gramme potato fed on fertilisers (which  are, in my opinion, nothing 
more than junk food for plants as it makes them fat, lazy and  tasteless), who is this 
stranger coming to tell one to go back to manure and much more work?  But if one goes 
back to the old ways, old plant varieties, one will have a three-hundred-gramme  potato 



------------------------------------------------------------------  EDGERYDERS I Community Guide: Wellbeing in Europe 

with incomparable taste and sell it at a much higher price.  

Locally produced courgette. Just spade, shovel, rain and compost. No machines 
allowed.  

Let’s compare our farmers with their peers in the EU: the only way the EU farmers can 
compete in  the market is through heavy subsidies. It is not a fair game if you make a 
handsome income by  money coming both from your government and the EU coffers, 
and somebody else, outside the  EU, is forced to succumb to the forces of the market.  

Let’s stop pretending: don't try to sell us the pitch to go into markets and be 
competitive, and  bailout and/or subsidise big players who then come to us to compete 
with our farmers who  barely make ends meet. 

In my opinion, the governmental subsidies are the main way to do it. No money? Okay, 
take some  from what you gave to your chums, the big players you socialise with and pat 
on the shoulder.  

There’s the IPARD II Programme for support in the field of rural development, available 
to the  Serbian farmers, but only a handful made it: most funds are left untouched at the 
moment. The  procedure is too cumbersome, the people don’t have the skills to write 
projects and the farmer  has to provide as much as 50% on his own, which is hardly 
possible.  

We do have to educate farmers, but how to visit those who live three hundred 
kilometres or more  from the capital, in a mountain without cable television and 
Internet? Does the government really  think they are able to write “projects”? I don’t 
think so. It’s more likely they will recommend an  “independent” agency which will do it 
instead.  

Most subsidies go to large-scale farmers, because they know how to ask for it. It is a 
tremendous task for us to do much footwork, visit many, many villages, talk to the locals 
and  convince the government to change the policies, volens-nolens.  

It is hard but true that small villages can feed the seven-million population of 
Serbia.  

If the people  feel the taste of the local food, when they go home they are more likely to 
stop buying in the big  markets and nearly everyone would benefit. Just the big players 
would be unhappy. That’s the  key. Here in Belgrade I have a few farmers I trust, I have 
their numbers and I call them to order  their produce. Word of mouth is a very 
important way for messages to come across, and I want  to believe it’s possible.  
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This is how I see the global order - we can’t see the rot.  

Food can’t be cheap, end of story. This  means you have to give up going to big shopping 
centres, buying expensive mobile phones, as  you will be forced to use this money to 
buy food. In twenty years, many of us will face heavy  water shortages, not only you and 
me, but big companies as well.  

In the collapse of a civilisation  which doesn’t seem so implausible any more, what will 
you do if you can’t go to your local  supermarket for your food?  

This is why local farming matters.    
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Sustainable development: focus on rural areas 
and food localisation  
This rural to urban migration is unsustainable, we all know it. It raises a huge number of 
socio  economic issues, which impact our quality of life in so many ways. Two biggest I 
see are health and finances. Those two are some of the pillars of our wellbeing but they 
are all connected.For  me, if a person is healthy and has financial stability, it starts 
growing and thinking of others.  Society as the last pillar would be us, being useful and 
contributing to the community much  more, forging stronger relationships.  

A lot of people voiced their concerns about life in rural areas. Lack of infrastructure, not 
enough  entertainment or cultural activities, much less intense social life, for many it is 
lack of job  opportunities etc...this really shows the difficulty in bringing younger people 
in.When I see  abandoned lands and ruins, I see an opportunity to create something 
different. It's like a second  chance, as every village could become a town, and later 
some kind of a city...OR NOT.  

Why not  create new models for the future? 

When I see small villages, with mainly older population and limited  young population, I 
see potential for learning and growth.There is abundance in our deserted or  low 
populated countryside but it all revolves around human potential. In its current state, it 
is also  our biggest obstacle. 

The issue I see nowadays is that the villages we imagine today are the villages we 
see when we go on vacation and the villages we see in the movies (rednecks in the 
only village cafe, drinking themselves to death, looking to beat somebody up, few 
teenagers  dreaming of promises in big cities...you literally hear the loneliness in the 
winds outside and  smell the cow manure).  

On the idea of being closer to the land I’m rather thinking about my own experience  as I 
would love to be more connected to nature as a youngish and never-been-farmer 
urban,  meaning rather spending systemically more time in rural areas while not giving 
up urban life.  

This doesn’t mean that I should just move to a smaller city or to a peripheral 
suburban area looking at  my kitchen garden and cows ruminating from my 
window. 

 I’m rather pointing at the possibility of  suburban citizens to actively participate and 
more profoundly be aware of the food chains that  support our (urban) livelihoods.  
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I’m thinking for instance about seasonal work that could be taken  over by workers in 
the city (see btw what happened with desbrasdansnosassiette during the  spring 
lockdown) and how the city could be useful for rurals on the other hand, on top of our 
natural role of ‘compost makers’ which is still far from being accomplished in most cities 
(see  the latest report from ‘operation phosphore’ for Brussels).[/quote]Those a great 
points and I will  expand on them further.  

Here is the standard village model today (the prevalent one):  

The issue here is, it's hard to attract  young people as they have legitimate concerns, 
which I put as a basic prerequisite of  infrastructure, health and activities. Human 
potential is everything. No human potential, no use of  available resources, no core 
village economy and no potential of growing and diversifying it. 

At this very moment there are tens of thousands of rural entrepreneurs all over Europe, 
trying to  start or expand their activities, and they cannot even find somebody to work 
with. 

On the other  hand, we have so many unemployed people in big cities.I tried to build a 
solution for that, but it didn't  work out but not because it wasn't needed.  

There is absolutely no reason why the above model should be the one to follow or 
limit ourselves to.  

There are infinite possibilities available now, here are just  some of them...  

That is why I will go back to Irene's way of thinking, as I have been in that same boat for 
years...  switching between Brussels and Croatian rural areas. That kind of lifestyle is 
quite compatible  too, if you are not planning serious projects in the countryside which 
require a lot of attention.I  have a company in Brussels.  

My illustrators are from Poland and Russia, graphic designers are  from Poland and 
Serbia, narrator from the UK, animator UK + me, manufacturing Germany for most  of it, 
some parts Poland and Lithuania, prototypes or demanding custom parts production is 
in  China.  

Some prototypes and custom pieces are made in Brussels too. Product 
reviewers/content creators are all over the world. Shirts illustrator is in Serbia, 
manufacturer is in the UK, fyers are  made in Holland, banners in Belgium, stall walls for 
fairs made in Italy.  

My testers are in Belgium,  Serbia and Croatia.I have never met most of them, some I 
met once or twice (only testers I meet  regularly).This is just one small company.  
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Do you see now why today we can do so much more  from the rural areas as well? 
My company could just as well be anywhere.  

There will always be people enjoying work in nature and with nature, me being one of 
them. They  can produce higher quality food which we would pay much less if we lived in 
the  neighborhood.What rural areas need are people who see there is no limit to what 
they can do.   

People who can bring different perspectives, experiences, knowledge and skills the rural 
regions so badly need.  

Imagine the innovation if you would have all these people living in villages or small 
towns, talking and working with the farmers and local craftsmen and mixing their 
experiences to  find new solutions for old problems...or relearn old solutions for new 
problems?   

What I encounter today are just a few people like that in villages, or none at all. People 
with great insight and vision, but they literally have nobody to talk to. I share some of my 
ideas with them, to help them or often just hear their ideas on the subject, and end up 
staying so much more. They don't want to let me leave and always thank me so much 
for such a great conversation, which  they cannot usually have.  

That shows us the states of villages and why they greatly need  migration of 
young professionals from the cities.  

Even if we started with a small coworking/coliving settlement and none of us specifically 
wanted  to be a farmer, there are so many solutions:  

1. Well we would have to be really isolated not to have access to food we could 
simply  buy. 

2. We could easily have shared gardens, there are so many examples of that. Even 
better, create  shared permaculture gardens, which are mostly self sustainable 
ecosystems requiring much  less effort. We could have everything we need with 
each of us having to contribute a few hours  of work in it per week.  

3. We could make an open call for people to join us, specifically people who would 
enjoy doing  something like that. They would have a guaranteed market next 
door . It's a fact  people come and stay when they feel the right environment for 
prospering, just like any other  organism on this planet.  

Considering the current evolution of remote working, much worse living conditions in 
urban areas and fragility of the system which will be exposed as of next year if this 
continues, I expect  a lot of people will move or want to move to rural areas. 
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I would look to be in a 30 min range by  car to a nearby city, just as the village of my 
grandparents is from my hometown, Zadar. If you  move around Brussels, there are 
high chances you will be moving for 30 minutes,  so again it is really just a matter of 
perspective. I also can travel via Zadar airport to so many places, the world is small 
today   

Also, cultural activities or sports etc depend only on us, the human  potential. As the 
communities like this one would grow, so would opportunities for every kind of  activity.  

Right now there is a lot of money being funneled towards rural development and 
innovation. The Internet has been recognised a long time ago as a basic human 
right and we see this evolution today.  

It is possible to have a high speed internet in so many more rural areas than 3-4 years 
ago. There is money, there are opportunities, the biggest obstacles are lack of 
knowledge, shift in paradigm  needed, and sometimes it is the lack of local will. 

From what I saw in Croatia, 90% of the local  managing authorities will support you if 
you present the project in the right way and involve the  locals from the start. They 
always look for an angle for them, of course, so compromises have to  be made (if 
nothing else to let them take the credit haha). Mostly they really see the direct  benefits 
for them too, so you will likely first encounter skepticism but then support.  

Right now Croatia is going through centralisation, it is one of the main conditions for 
billions of  euros in funding from the EU. That means decision making will shift to bigger 
cities, which will make  it a bit harder locally but at the same time offer better support 
for bigger projects, involving 5-6  municipalities for example.  

I believe the keys here are:  

1. Creating core groups or catalysts  
2. Bottom up first, so starting innovative businesses and building up  
3. Planned development through the authorities 

And in exactly that order.  

It is hard to justify investing in a scarcely populated village with the authorities, 
but it can be  done.  

Once you have the basic infrastructure, increase visibility through some public programs 
involving media, showcase all the positives (and there are so many) and the potential, I 
know  many more people would come. More people = more money and ability to 
support community  benefcial development. By community I mean, choosing an optimal 



------------------------------------------------------------------  EDGERYDERS I Community Guide: Wellbeing in Europe 

place to build something  which will beneft 20 communities in a 15 km radius.It's like 
Copenhagen mayor answered the  question on why so many Danes use bicycles in the 
capital: 

"If you build more roads, people will  use more cars. If you build more bicycle paths, they will 
use more bicycles". 

There are communities being created or already functioning like that all over the world. 
There are many  examples of good practices out there, which can be adapted to local 
needs. We don't need to  reinvent the wheel in many cases.Now, to a personal example:  

I opened a family business in Croatia in January this year. I threw my net as well more 
than a year  ago, the result being the forming of a mastering group of 6 individuals. We 
all have companies, both  in Croatia and abroad. We work in different fields but we have 
one thing in common: passion for  countryside and sustainable development.  

I already bought lands and old stone houses I need, but I am buying more by January 
next year.  Meaning as of March next year I will be speeding up everything. At the same 
time, we plan  development as a group, meaning we plan our main or side activities to 
be complementary.  Basically we can cooperate on many levels and we will contribute to 
each other's success. 

The result of this year's activities is connecting 3 villages to the water and electricity grid. 
There  are few more in line. That is the result of persistence and patience with local 
authorities.  

If they  decide to sabotage us, we will skip them and go a few levels up. Then they will be 
pressured from  above and things will start happening again...not extremely hard. 

I plan on developing family wine  making further and experimenting with regenerative 
farming solutions and implementation of  circular economy locally, increasing efficiency. 
There is an interesting article on smart farming here but it focuses only on efficiency and 
productivity. It will also mostly benefit the biggest  players. I don't believe in that future.  

I believe in a future where a lot of smaller farmers provide  good quality produce 
for a decent price.  

They can benefit greatly from smart farming as  well.  

Further I am building a series of homes with few common spaces for fun activities, 
workshops etc. One maker space for craftsmen as well. I will offer it for rent to people 
from cities  willing to experiment with life in the countryside. I guess they will know after 
6 months or a year if  they can be happy in such an environment. Ideally, they could 
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spread their knowledge to locals  during their stay, whatever that knowledge is.  

By locals I mean everyone in a 20 km radius as I  will make sure the venue is well known 
very fast . After that, if they are happy there  and want it, I will help them get everything 
they need to build their own home there.  

That is my experiment, and I am sure it will work really well.  

Parallel to my project, I will push a regional project (which is the scaled down version of 
what I  already tried building but failed). Its core is promotion of the region (goods and 
services),  network building and bridging the gap between rural and urban areas.By 
bridging the gap I mean  giving valuable information to urban dwellers, like job 
opportunities and why their quality of life  can improve so much in rural areas.  

The biggest obstacle we might need to solve is the disconnection:  

1. Disconnection between the current image of rural areas and reality in which so 
much more is  possible  

2. Disconnection between rural and urban dwellers (both cultural and information 
wise) 3.  

3. Disconnection between policy makers and reality of people on the feld  

Finally: most of these issues are solved with human  potential so we really just need to 
network, organise and start doing it. You would be surprised  how many people are 
looking into moving to the countryside and they would be surprised how  happy they 
could be there :slight_smile:  

I wrote so much already, and I tried to cover the core issues I see, but I am sure I missed 
things too. I didn't go into the "system" part of it as it is complex and part of the much 
longer term  goals.Things I spoke about here can be achieved in 2 years and I will 
contribute my maximum  into making it a powerful example of success.  

What are your thoughts on all this? Experiences you can share? Ways in which you are 
changing things for the better, locally? 
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Postcard from Brussels: on just cities and urban 
experiences  
I’m Nathalia and I’m turning 32 on the 8th of May. I’m from the Netherlands and I was 
born in  Doetinchem, a small town close to the border with Germany. I moved to 
Amsterdam for my  studies, I lived there until one and a half years ago, but never really 
fell in love with it. Then I  moved to Brussels - attracted by some weird things I knew 
about it. The two languages, the  different municipalities, the presence of the EU, etc. It 
was a strange choice, I didn’t know  Brussels at all, but I think it was a good choice as 
Brussels continues to inspire me. My areas of  expertise and interest are 
urban/emotional/feminist geography, the just city and feminism and  emancipation in 
general.  

My professional life before Corona  

In January I quit my job, so I was already without a job before Corona. I used to work for 
the city  of Amsterdam, as a policy advisor for a just city, women’s emancipation, and 
fairness issues in  the city. I used to go to Amsterdam every few weeks, but mostly I 
worked remote, from cafes. I  would see a lot of people, I would dress up nicely, had a 
social feeling. Seeing different  environments and people all the time made me happy 
and I loved the feeling of freedom.  

I want to work as a freelancer now, because I like the freedom and being able to work 
for  different projects, focusing more on the content of the work instead of also having 
to spend  energy on team meetings, etc. In January I wanted to give myself a few months 
off, and see  where my passions took me. I got two assignments as a freelancer, one of 
which was to design  an urban experience for a festival about the political body. Due to 
the crisis, both assignments  were delayed. They wouldn’t have paid rent anyway. I live 
off my savings now. In the future, for  more paid work I would rather work on writing EU 
applications as a more lucrative job.  

Postcard: Every morning I take a picture of the tree in the middle of the square I see 
from my  window.  

Equity and belonging in the city  

I created Urbanistas Brussels, a network for women city makers in Brussels: 
geographers,  architects, planners, and just women interested in the city, wanting to 
connect and share and to  make the city a better place. 

Another personal project is Urban Boudoir, with which I focus on emotions and 
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personal  experiences in the city. Something that inspired me to continue working on 
this topic was an  amazing workshop I participated in last October, a series of embodied 
night walks. We would  walk with 10-15 women. We would choose where we’d go in the 
city. Every time someone else  would choose and it stood out to me that some people 
chose neighborhoods where a lot of  migrants were living, as these were seen as ‘unsafe’ 
neighborhoods. There was sometimes this  idea that we needed to ‘reclaim the city’. I 
don’t feel comfortable with that as I haven’t lived in  Brussels for a long time, so it 
wouldn’t make sense for me to ‘claim’ or to ‘reclaim’ the city. And  we visited areas that 
me and some of the other women had never been to before, so how can we  say that we 
want to ‘claim’ or even ‘reclaim’ these areas? Actually, I don’t believe in ownership  over 
the city in general. I believe more in growing a ‘sense of belonging’.  

Sometimes we stigmatise one whole area and the people living there when there are in 
fact just 1  or 2 more unsafe streets. In the process, we all became more aware of our 
position, how even  personal experiences can make you project your fear onto the 
public space. It was humbling. We  read a paragraph from Sara Ahmed’s book The 
Cultural Politics of Emotions. She wrote about  how the bodies that are least in danger 
fear the most. Fear is sometimes a ‘reasonable response’  to vulnerability, but anxiety 
doesn’t always correspond to actual danger. She writes that when we  feel exposed to 
possible danger or discomfort our bodies shrink and the world starts pressing  against 
it. It sounds a bit spiritual but it’s true. When we fear we literally start taking up less 
space and we won’t slow down or look around anymore. In this way we don’t establish a 
relationship with the space and it will then never evolve into a place for us. From then 
on I ask  myself: What am I feeling exactly? Where does my fear come from? Where do I 
feel it in my body?  Where am I projecting it?  

The just city is a city that centers around equity, diversity and democracy. Equity is the 
most  important aspect for me - it is different from equality in that it means that people 
win the same  and lose the same when public policies are rolled out or when there are 
interventions. During the  lockdown you see this gap being felt - people are chased by 
the police and lose their life, yet  others like me gain so much freedom from the 
lockdown. The same situation impacts people  very differently. Another way in which 
this plays out is that when neighborhoods are upgraded,  made more green or more 
walkable for example, it’s a good thing, but what happens then is that  more people 
want to be there, nice coffee places and businesses appear, rents go up, and people 
who used to live there get pushed out. What we also see is that generally white women 
feel safer  in predominantly white areas. In this way, the freedom, and therefore the 
emancipation of one  group goes against that of the other. Darnell L. Moore of The 
Feminist Wire writes about this in  The Just City Essays. He writes that whiteness has 
become a signifier for safety, for wealth, for  business opportunities, for good. Increased 
whiteness in a neighborhood brings increased  resources and more police presence. 
This police presence does not guarantee safety in the  same way for black people as it 
does for white people, as we can also see in Brussels. For  making the city more just we 
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therefore need a more intersectional approach; different groups  and different interests 
need to be kept in mind at the same time by the same people.  

Thinking about life after Corona and what could  be different in Brussels  

What really intrigues me about the corona measures are the changes that we will feel 
on the  personal level and how these will influence the dynamics in public space. I think 
our sense of  personal space is going to change, for example. Right now, if I walk the 
streets and my thoughts  wander, I forget to keep 1.5 meters of distance between me 
and another being, because the  prescribed 1.5 meters is not ingrained in my body yet. 
It might be that in a while it will be, and I  start feeling iffy if a person moves within that 
1.5 meter radius. This development has  

consequences for public space as well. A bigger personal space requires wider 
sidewalks, a  different design for benches and wider door frames, for example. There’s 
also this idea of  creating one way streets and sidewalks. This will infuence the 
interaction people have with  each other in the streets. It means that you won’t cross 
paths with as many people anymore. I  foresee lost shared smiles and lost firts! 
Something else I see is that more people start  intentionally using public space. I hope 
this is a sustainable change. I’ve had a lot of  conversations with women about how they 
engage with public space, and what really stood out  to me is that women oftentimes 
only use public space to get from A to B, especially at night.  There’s so much to enjoy 
outside in the city and I hope that in the future we will all feel more  comfortable 
lingering outside, without a reason besides enjoying ourselves.  

On personal rhythm during the lockdown  

Every few months or years I’m asking myself: why am I doing what I’m doing? Am I in the 
right  place? Does the motivation come from the right place? These questions came to 
me again  during this period, and luckily this time I had more time to feel what the 
answers were, rather than  motivating everything with rationale. I’ve noticed that I 
normally feel so much pressure to show  myself, to establish myself, and that I 
experience so much FOMO - that faded away for the most  part during the Corona crisis. 
When I hear about people starting new projects, like in the  [edgeryders] community, I 
do think about whether I should too, and I feel this pressure... before I  could not feel 
the difference between internal and external motivation. So maybe this is a  beginning 
to get more in touch with myself.  

I’ve been reading a lot of books - one in particular about attachment styles, and fear of 
commitment and abandonment. It’s a Dutch book, but a translation is in the making. It’s 
called  Liefdesbang, or Love Phobia, and it’s by Hannah Cuppen. She writes that we 
sometimes feel that  we need to earn the right to exist. We want other people and the 
outside world to reassure us  that we matter, that we’re worthy. I became aware of that 
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tendency in me now. It’s a sign of  growth, maybe I was doing those projects before to 
be seen, rather than have them come from  inside. It’s a relief to realise it, but also scary, 
because now I don’t know what to do. The question  I now have: If I feel worthy as a 
person regardless, what would I still do?  

Another book I am reading is Intimiteit, or Intimacy, by Belgian psychiatrist Paul 
Verhaeghe.  Coincidentally, or actually I don’t think it’s a coincidence, he also writes 
about the role of other  people in our lives, but he mostly refers to the Other as an 
abstract being, an always present  mechanism that influences how we feel about 
ourselves. The intimacy that he writes about has  to do with feeling intimacy within 
ourselves. A really important book in these isolated times.  

I really miss purpose. At the beginning I didn’t really feel that way, but now I miss having 
a reason  to get up. It sounds worse than it is, because I am not depressed, but I don’t 
even feel like going  outside to take a walk at this point, while I normally love walking in 
the city. I go running  sometimes, but I don’t leave the house much.  

I don’t have a lot of structure i.e. I don’t get up at the same time every day. But there are 
rituals  that I really like: Every morning I take a picture of the tree in the middle of the 
square I see from  my window. At 8 in the evening we clap for care workers, and 
musicians and actors play  songs every night. These are the start and ending of the day, 
and this gives me structure.  

I started to make my own coffee, including cappuccino. I also buy flowers to give my 
house a  little more color, and things like that. That helps to feel more comfortable in my 
home and it  really works. I feel really happy with my place right now.  

I feel more mindful: even if I don’t have big events daily, the days are full of little 
experiences and  

I am more aware of all my senses. I think it’s a sort of micro awareness, and I want to 
keep  having it. I now feel that I don’t have to go very far or travel far places to have rich 
experiences.  
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The "New" moral code of 21st century  
My name is Wlayche and I live and work in Serbia.  

I am using this opportunity to introduce myself  and to start a conversation in which I 
hope to find more clarity and insights on a matter I  consider highly important in our 
daily lives – moral code and how we understand it, how we build  it and what influences 
it, and how it affects what is 21st century religion or spirituality. In the  ever-growing 
complexity of life, it is difficult to fully understand how to help people not to feel 
restrained by the moral code determined primarily by traditions and religion (which I 
believe need  redefining and adapting).  

To me, a moral code is a set of values and principles a person adopts going through life 
and  which is then used in all situations to determine her course of actions.  

Those values and  principles originate from different sources – our family, education, 
religion, traditions, but are  also shaped by experiences. I believe that although there is a 
national culture, dominant religion  and tradition, we are mostly exposed to them 
through contexts framed to us by our family,  teachers, friends and people we meet. Our 
moral code is not only that, but what ends up “written”  in the code depends on how we 
and to what extent do we apply dominant interpretations, which  has much to do with 
situations we experienced ourselves – on a very individual level.  

With me, as  with most others, it all started with my family. In our house, taking care of 
each other, spending  time together, being kind to people and always learning new 
things were the biggest religions. I was 16 when I figured out we were religious 
(Orthodox Christians) – I was so focused on the  family customs and studying that I 
missed out on the God part completely.  

I tried to understand the religion and traditional customs better, and how they applied 
to my life.   

Debates in my high school made it easy to challenge a lot of the concepts and to reflect 
on  different opinions. Various authors I read, the people I hang out with from the 
Science Centre,  university, debate, NGOs made me realize that I do not agree with how 
traditions and religion  interpreted most of the things around us.  

They teach us to cherish and love our family, but the  Church also seems to indicate that 
rule somehow does not apply to LGBTQ people or people of  other races and classes.  
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They say women are the core pillar of society and family, but domestic  violence is 
overlooked and women’s sexual harassment issues ignored. The traditions put too 
much burden on a society by prescribing who should do what and how, and who is 
entitled to it.  

Those traditions and religious inputs collided with things that felt more naturally to me – 
if all  humans are equal than the rules should apply to all, and not to some; that it is 
important what we  think about how we treat each other and not be guided in our 
actions by some supposed higher authority; that being fair won’t always pay off, but one 
should be fair anyways.  

As I was growing  up it became more and more difficult to deal with all the contradictory 
inputs and insights I got  from the exposure from all these different sources (cultural 
and societal norms which are set by  tradition and religion, my own sense of morality, 
things I read and taught doing NGO work and volunteering and things I saw happening 
on a wider economic and political spectrum). 

 It feels  that we have to deal with many more and faster changes than our parents and 
grandparents had  to, when information was not only a click away and they relied much 
more on the storytelling of  the families and experiences from school and work. It was 
easier then to follow the “moral” code  – it was primarily connected to religion and to 
tradition, and there were less people challenging  those codes and values.  

I am still grappling with living my life according to my own moral code,  which I do not 
feel is shared by the majority of the nation.  

Most of the time It feels like I live in a  bubble in which spirituality is not connected to 
some sort of God or some stone-written  principles, but rather to a group of values 
which can be interpreted differently and are flexible  enough to adapt to new realities.  

I will use just one example – I was taught by my family but also  by our dominant culture 
and religion that family is the backbone of society. 

 To me, this meant  that this rule applies when your child is LGBTQ/decides not to have 
children/decides not to go to  college/doesn’t have a steady job, but our societal and 
dominant moral code for now fails to  adapts to the reality of this and to truly embrace 
what loving and caring for your family means (in  my opinion).  

In my life I try to apply this minority moral code to everything I do – I didn’t like the work 
cultures I worked in before, so I created my own when I became an executive. I am not 
giving up  on fighting for women empowerment, marginalized groups and pushing for 
climate action. In this  I used to feel lonely, but in the past years a movement is starting 
to rise and the narrative of what is  dominant desired behavior is slowly changing. 
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Having said that, even though people who share  my values and “moral code” are still a 
minority, it feels like that minority is rising in numbers. If  the term “national” can still be 
used in the framework of the globalized society, I believe that the  new culture and new 
spirituality, one that is human-centered and not tradition and/or religion  oriented, can 
only be brought by bringing in more people to act on their beliefs and by showing  that 
those who think like I do are not – in fact – alone.  

It feels impossible to say what spirituality means in the 21st century on a global level 
–there are  opposite (again) sides of the spectrum and so many options in between. 
From being full on religion and seeing spirituality in believing in a higher force, be it God, 
aliens or…well, spirits, to  believing in people as the only arbitrators of what is moral, 
there are so many options. In the  complexity and interconnections of different cultures, 
religions, traditions, trends - it is difficult to  formulate what a national moral code is or 
what is indeed spirituality.  

The fluidity of concepts  and constant challenges of the traditional moral code and 
constant changes make it difficult to  understand what the code is. But in these times it 
is of utmost importance to try and understand  our own moral code, as it then serves as 
the personal compass in this big net of interpretations  and alternative moral codes. 
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What we are learning about  local food and what 
makes rural farming so  difficult  
 
Angelo: 
 
I’m from Italy, I have lived in Brussels since 2010. I’ve been covering agricultural news 
exclusively for 7 years, and since 2016 also environment, climate and EU policy. I write for 
ANSA,  the main Italian news agency, and I also collaborate as a writer with other projects, 
such as a  Horizon2020 on plant health. I met Edgeryders 10 years ago and was really 
interested in their open approach. I ’m concerned about the gap between urban and rural, 
farmers and environmentalists,  and this is something I would like to overcome. I cannot 
stand these ideological battles. I’d like to  contribute to fill the gap.  
 
Pacome:  
 
I’m living 30km in the North of Brussels, in Flemish Keerbergen. I’m staff for the  Flemish 
Land Agency, a government agency in charge of rural development. Sometimes I’m advising 
my  friends in Africa in sustainable agriculture, because I’m an agronomist specialising in 
rural  ecology.  
 
My concern is the perception that we have regarding the farmers. All the problems start 
with the way we look at farmers. We tend not to take the work they are doing seriously. We 
have  more respect for someone who is a teacher, who has a PhD etc. The farmer is the 
one producing  the food: if you don’t have anyone producing the food, you can have all the 
degrees but there is  an issue. Besides, there is social and environmental care and the role 
of biodiversity that we don’t put a focus on.  
 

Are policy instruments like the European Innovation Partnership (EIP) Agri 
working? How are local farmers accessing the funds? 

  
Pacome:  
 
The purpose of EIP was to change the way we look at things. It is happening slowly,  but we 
saw the increase of the people involved in the process. Ex: in Horizon, the EC research 
program, in the past they were always taking farmers as sub partners. But one of the 
criteria to  evaluate multi actor projects dealing with societal challenges is involving the 
farmers’  community. It is early to see the impact - we did it for only 8 years, and for the 
next period the  system has been reinforced. What we got as feedback even from some 
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researchers - they say  that it is interesting that what they are doing is applied. But they are 
still reluctant, because it  doesn’t end with a nice publication in science journals.  
 
First of all, the issue is that you still have local authorities in between. There is no direct 
contact  between EIP and local actors. Brussels is delegating everything at national level, 
but people still  complain that they cannot access.  
 
Rural development pillar 2 is really dedicated to local actors. Each region in Europe has that 
specific program and they are free to apply or not. As soon as the regions apply, 80% of the 
funding comes from the EC, and 20% from local funds. If you’re not successful, you don’t 
need  to pay back. The tricky thing is that the call for projects is launched by each state or 
region, and  the local selection means everyone is free to organise a consortium.  
 
 
Angelo:  
 
The EIP attempts to put together the practice and the theory. I can talk about the Italian 
experience. In the 20th century, there were itinerant professors, they went on the feld. 
Most of  this practice-theory approach is lost partly because of this publish-or-perish 
system that Pacome  referred to. It’s important because it’s public research!  
 
Agricultural research until the 50s and 60s  were mostly public. After that, corporations 
took their space and now agricultural research is  mostly corporate. Nothing bad in that. 
They do their job and want the return on investment.  We need instead something that is 
not related only to ROI, something related to communities and  everyday problems.  
 
There are 2 sides to the coin: we need more local, everyday problem  research, and more 
long term big research.  
 
And we need the public sector support and openness  in both these two levels of research 
and innovation.  
 

What stands in the way of building new journals or publication channels that 
premier  that kind of practice oriented research?  
 
Angelo:  
 
If I remember well, one of the drivers of this EIP approach was the consideration of the 
researchers themselves, that they were totally separated from the farmers.  
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Pacome:  
 
There is no testing on the feld. For some of the researchers it started to be boring to  do 
things where people don’t see the results. Local farmers sometimes don’t have the ways to 
reach the researchers, they speak other languages etc.   
 
They know they have a problem here, and  would need the solution. We are bringing them 
together.  
 
In the agriculture environment, the  problems are complex, you don’t have one researcher 
that has the answer. You need different  expertise to come to a common solution.  
 
Also, the way we perceive the farmer is important: we need  to make him feel proud of 
what is doing.  Right now they’re ashamed, it’s not rewarding to say: I’m a farmer.  
 
I usually say a farmer is an entrepreneur.  
 

On the cost of farming innovation and why local food is more expensive  

 
Frank: 
 
I live in Germany, but I work in the Netherlands. I recognise a lot of what I heard  here. 
What I find very important from my experience and the research we did in the province of 
Limburg (south of NL), we have an innovative agricultural complex, international campus 
that  specialises in food innovations and new business models.It touched me when Pacome 
said we  have to see the farmer as an important part of our communities.  
 
What we found was that the transition of the agro complex has to take into account that 
innovation power (= what comes  after the first innovation) is financially driven. Our 
subsidies are most often focused on the first  innovation, first pilot. We expect that the rest 
of the sector incorporates that in their business  models.  
 
In the last 20 years there was so much focus on producing more and more, and in such  a 
way that the environment would be respected, that the farmers had to invest in that. To be 
able  to have a farm with cows, you have to have stables with a certain system. They 
became more  and more advanced, and the Dutch government raised the bar, so a lot of 
them don’t have the  means to implement a good solution in their own business. The banks 
don’t want to give more  loans, it’s a high risk sector especially when entering the market.  
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We innovate, but if there’s no  way to incorporate that in the business model of the mass, 
you’re not going to get to the  transition that you want. You’re also wasting money, because 
the innovation doesn’t have the  sustainable impact.  
 
When we talk about local food being too pricey: the basic line is that if people pay more for 
their  food, the farmer can earn more and therefore he has more money to innovate. But if 
we have a  growing part of the population in precarious economic situation, the group that 
can actually  afford to pay more for local products is getting smaller. You look at production 
and farmers, but  in the end they need to be bought. Local food as a business model is not 
going to be a  sustainable model.  
 
Pacome: 
 
 The problem: when you do produce something, you have the cost of production, and  the 
price you need to live from your activity. We need to understand that the farmer needs a 
revenue to live off of. I think there is an issue of the production cost: when you look at the 
huge farms, or imports, you come to the scale economies.  
 
If you want to make it affordable, we should look at the production factors.  
 
When you have input coming from the outside, expensive,  the product will reflect the 
production cost. It is a specific sector, not like other commodities, and  we cannot avoid the 
same principles. We are now considering agriculture as something like: you  can produce 
everything. But at a cost.  
 
Vlad :  
 
We do have a philosophy in our operation to make good food accessible, and the 
accessible food has to be good quality. Yes, you need to have an entrepreneurial mindset: 
we do  have costs that cannot be amended. In small farming, you cannot have economies 
of scale, but you need to have some economics in your prices and match the costs with 
what the  consumer can pay. There may be the best tomatoes ever, but no one is going to 
buy them. In  Romania, we have a large portion of the society that is unable to pay a large 
amount of money  for exceptional quality.  
 
This puts me in the situation of having to find ways to make my farm  more efficient. I do 
believe you need to have support for farmers to buy machinery and  infrastructure that 
helps them lower the costs. The more investments you make, you can lower  your costs 
and sell your products at a better price.  
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How are new ideas and new models coming into the farming  communities? 
And how tied this is to the social and political context? This conservative 
wave  passing through the continent - are we seeing that in farmers’ 
communities, or are they  completely disconnected?  

 
Angelo:  
 
The Farm-to-Fork strategy is the EU strategy for the next 10 years, it’s about food 
sustainability. There was a lot of insistence to put into it some targets - not measurement 
tools,  but rather political communication tools. For instance, we will halve the use of 
pesticides in  10 years. This is a good message for mobilizing urban dwellers. But farmers' 
reaction in rural  areas is: oh my god, and how am I going to make my living? This message 
is too simplistic and  getting it as a target makes people in rural areas angry. So the 
message has the opposite effect on the two sides, galvanizing the urban dwellers and 
disappointing farmers. The farmers, in my  experience, are not champions of innovation, 
they are a bit conservative. They are thinking  about making a living. With this kind of 
communication, you are pushing them towards the  conservative way. There is this gap 
where we don’t talk the same language.  
 
Liliana:  
 
All those rules, legislations put a lot of administrative load on the farmers. To have  a 
certification, they need to collect thousands of papers, so their work gets very complicated. 
Their work is affected by this load from even us as consumers wanting change. They are 
getting  tired. To be honest, there are not enough farmers. What do we need to do? 
Actually there is  enough research, but we need farmers, we need to take care of them.  
 
Dragan: 
 
 When I say that organic food has to be expensive, it doesn’t mean it has to be  so for the 
end user. The producer must receive much more incentives from the state, maybe  some 
vouchers for the state to provide for the poorer population. There’s problems farmers have 
with all the paperwork, a phenomenon called bolshevization: they have to fll in forms and it 
takes  a lot of their time which means food has to be expensive. For example, organic 
onions are 3  times more expensive than commercial one. On one hand, the food has to be 
expensive to  reward producers, and on the other hand, if you want to be healthy, you have 
to pay a bit more for  this. Otherwise the state will have to pay for your health.  
 

What is food quality?  
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Vlad:  To get a product with the best nutritional value and having little time from the farm 
to  the fork.  
 
Angelo:  three ideas of quality 
  

1. food safety  
2. taste and the uniqueness  
3. the tradition behind a product  

 
We might push more for that third notion of quality.  
 
Ewa: ‘We need a  just transition in agriculture’. In Poland most people are not aware about 
issues related to food - how it’s produced, that there are problems in food production (like 
pesticides, industrialisation, meat production); they just care that there is cheap food in the 
market. Few people realise that there is some problem with pesticides or big animal farms. 
Out of those who realise even fewer have money to buy quality, sustainable and fair food. 

How do farmers handle administration? Do we/they need more digital?  

 
Vlad:  
 
We had a strong digital presence from the get go. It’s difficult to sell your product in a 
physical location - organic, not a huge quantity. I also prefer this. The support for 
administration  and subsidies are poorly thought out, and not focus on growing small 
farmers into being  better.Angelo: In the farming community the narrative of ‘no 
alternative’ is overwhelming, so I see  a strong need to get more information and practical 
solutions: how to change the use of  pesticides etc. This is far from the debate, we focus on 
the first part of innovation and then we  also need to know how to make it available for 
everybody. This is what we called technical  assistance.  
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