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Introduction

Nearly half of the world’s population, including four out
of five people living below the poverty line, live in ru-
ral areas. Extreme poverty is concentrated mainly in
rural areas. Rural people also generally have less ac-
cess to education, health and other essential services.
Additionally, production and distribution of agricultural
products—such as coffee, tea, bananas and palm oil—
which largely engage rural people, often involve human
rights abuses. Gender inequality, poor working condi-
tions and the violation of indigenous land rights, for
example, have often been reported in the supply chains
of these products. Clearly, inclusion and improvement
of the well-being of the rural population must become a
focus or sustainable development cannot be achieved.
The general principle of the 2030 Agenda for Sustain-
able Development to leave no one behind also high-
lights this imperative. However, the rural populations
need not be viewed as passive recipients of attention.
Instead, with the adoption of appropriate strategies,
rural development can play an active role, serving as
a driver for achieving the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs).

The role of rural development is not limited to
achieving the prosperity-related SDGs only. The natural
capital of humankind lies predominantly in rural areas.
Agriculture, the primary economic activity in rural are-
as, is more intimately connected with nature than are
urban economic activities. Appropriate rural develop-
ment strategies are therefore intrinsic to protecting the
health of the planet—a critical and unifying objective
for all.

Itis possible to adopt two views of the role of the
rural population in sustainable development. One is the
narrow view, focusing on the connection between rural
development and the SDGs regarding poverty (SDG 1),
hunger (SDG 2), and equality (SDG 5 and SDG 10). The
other is the broader view that emphasizes the wider
range of connections, including those between rural
development and SDG 6 (clean water and sanitation),
SDG 7 (clean energy), SDG 8 (economic growth and

decent work), SDG 9 (infrastructure), SDG 11 (sustain-
able communities), SDG 12 (responsible consumption
and production), SDG 13 (climate change), SDG 14 (life
below water) and SDG 15 (life on land). That so many
SDGs are connected with rural development should
not be surprising because the SDGs themselves are
interrelated.

The discussion of rural development has so far
focused more on its relationship with the SDGs related
to poverty, hunger and inequality. However, given the
above noted persistence of poverty and other material
deprivations in rural areas, it is necessary to re-exam-
ine the current rural development strategies from the
viewpoint of those SDGs, too. That is indeed one of the
goals of the World Social Report 2021.

The other major goal of this report is to expand
the discussion to include the role of rural development
in achieving the wider set of SDGs. In doing so, it will
pay particular attention to the connections of rural
development with SDGs 6, 8, 9, 11, 13, 14 and 15. How-
ever, an exhaustive discussion of all aspects of these
connections is beyond the scope of a single report.
Attention will therefore be focused on those connec-
tions that have a potential nexus role, capable of exert-
ing influence in multiple directions.

Several recent events have highlighted the im-
portance of rethinking current rural development strat-
egies. Firstis the COVID-19 tragedy, which has pointed
to the necessity of protection of forests and wilderness
in order to prevent frequent occurrences of zoonotic
epidemics and pandemics, such as COVID-19 itself.
Needless to say, greater protection of forests and wil-
derness would require modifications of the current
rural development strategies. Second, unprecedent-
ed farmers’ protests, such as the one seen recently in
India, and resentment of rural people towards nation-
al authorities, as observed in many other countries,’
1 The Yellow Vest movement in France and elsewhere, for

example, contained an element of protest against rural-urban
disparity.
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show that neglect of the rural population and agricul-
tural policy issues can expand the rural-urban divide
into a political problem. Third, digital technologies of
the fourth industrial revolution are undercutting the
very economic rationale of the rural-urban divide, thus
changing the paradigm within which rural development
has so far been considered and discussed. Finally, the
adverse effects of climate change are gathering force,
including their negative impact on agriculture and rural
economies. Coping with these effects also requires
rethinking rural development strategies. These recent
events, along with existing challenges, have combined
to make a reconsideration of current rural development
patterns urgent.

The rural world: an overview

To begin with, it is important to be aware that the im-
portance and state of the rural economy and popula-
tion differ widely across countries. The discussion of
rural development must therefore begin by establish-
ing the broad facts regarding this variation.

Figure |1

The share of rural population in national popu-
lation differs greatly from country to country, and so
does the depth of the rural development challenge.
About 90 per cent of the world's rural population lives
in countries where rural population constitutes at least
30 per cent of the national population (table 1.1 and fig-
ure 11). In fact, more than 50 per cent lives in countries
where the rural population constitutes more than 60
per cent of the national population. Also, about 70 per
cent of the world's rural population lives in low-income
or lower-middle-income countries (figure 1.2), and rural
population comprises about 60 and 67 per cent of the
population in lower-middle income and low-income
countries, respectively (figure 1.3). It is therefore clear
that the issue of rural development is central for low-
and lower-middle-income countries. However, even
in high-income countries, rural populations comprise
about one fifth of the population, making rural develop-
ment important for these countries also. More impor-
tantly, rural areas are critical for the ecology and envi-
ronment of a country, so that that the importance of
rural development cannot be gauged only by the share
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Rural population as a percentage of total population across countries, 2020
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of population living in rural areas. From this viewpoint,
strategies of rural development assume much great-
er significance for upper-middle-income and high-
income countries than it may appear if focusing just
on the shares of rural population in total population in
these countries.

While table 1.1 and figures I1,1.2 and 1.3 show the
location of the rural population across the world, they
do not provide the information regarding the depth of
the rural development challenge. One reflection of this
challenge is the rural-urban disparity. Although this
disparity is multidimensional, rural-urban differences
in per capita income can be an important indicator.
Unfortunately, per capita income data, disaggregat-
ed by rural and urban areas, are not readily available.
Therefore, table 1.2 and figure 1.4 use the per capita (of
the agricultural population) agriculture value added as
a proxy for per capita rural income. Needless to say,
this approach has a number of weaknesses, because
many people in rural areas are engaged either entirely
or partly in non-farm activities, so that per capita rural
income may differ from the per capita agricultural val-
ue added. Be that as it may, even this imperfect proxy
can help to throw some light on the rural-urban dispar-
ity across the world.

The numbers in table 1.2 show that for most coun-
try categories, the per capita agricultural gross domes-
tic product (GDP) is much lower than the per capita GDP
of the country as a whole. This is true for all countries
with up to $5,000 per capita agricultural GDP. This is
also true for countries belonging to such upper rang-
es as $20,000-$30,000 and also $30,000-$40,000 of
per capita agricultural GDP. For many groups, the ratios
of per capita agricultural GDP to per capita total GDP
were exceedingly low, ranging from 55 to 65 per cent.
Clearly, these ratios would have been even lower if the
per capita agricultural GDP was compared with per cap-
ita non-agricultural GDP and not with per capita total
GDP. Table 1.2 also reveals the other side of the picture,
namely that for some categories of countries, per cap-
ita agricultural GDP was higher than per capita total
GDP. This shows that agriculture does not necessarily
have to be the sector with lower productivity. With the
upgradation of technology to the industrial level, agri-
culture can achieve higher labour productivity than in
other sectors of the economy, including manufacturing.

Figure 1.2
Share of world’s rural population by
country income group, 2020
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Figure 1.3
Share of rural population in total
population by country income group, 2020
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Despite the contrary examples, table 1.2 shows
that 71.3 per cent of the world’s rural population lives
in countries where the agricultural per capita income
is lower than the per capita income of the country as a
whole. This shows that the rural-urban income dispari-
ty is real, pervasive and, for many countries, quite high.
Table 1.2 also shows that the problem of rural-urban
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Figure 1.4

Per capita value added from agriculture, forestry and fishing, 2019
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disparity is not confined to developing countries, but
applies to many developed countries too.

As already noted, income cannot be the sole
indicator of the performance of the rural development
strategy. Even using a broader set of socioeconom-
ic indicators may not be sufficient for that purpose.
The environmental dimension, or the impact of rural
economic activities on the natural environment, also
needs to be taken into consideration. Indeed, the lives
and livelihoods of the rural population depend on the
complex interaction between their economic activities,
the quality of their social condition, and the manage-
ment of their environment. It does them little good if
ruralincome is high (economic) but concentrated in the
hands of a few (social). It also hurts everyone if eco-
nomic growth depends on the depletion and degrada-
tion of natural resources.

The motivation behind rural transformation often
begins with economic growth and employment expan-
sion; but the impacts on social and environmental out-
comes may vary depending on the specific strategies

adopted for improving agricultural productivity and
expansion of the rural non-farm economy. Growth of
the non-farm economy without equitable access to
productive resources, including education, financing,
business services and infrastructures, may widen rural
inequality, even asit raises income and reduces poverty
in rural areas. Improvement in agricultural productivity
could also come at great environmental cost, unless
there is more effective use and management of water
and land resources. Without concerted policy efforts
dedicated to protecting nature, adding industrial and
service sectors in rural areas would simply replicate
the environmental challenges that these sectors pose
in cities.

Many countries have already experienced con-
siderable deforestation and loss of wilderness in pav-
ing the way for expansion of agriculture, and now must
attempt to redress some of the damage that has been
done to the ecology and environment. Other countries
are currently in the early stages of the same process-
es and can still take the necessary measures to pre-



vent or minimize potential damage. Finally, there are
countries where these processes are yet to unfold on
a large scale who can avoid these issues altogether.
While the socioeconomic imperatives for a re-exami-
nation of the current rural development strategies may
be more urgent for many low-income countries, the
environmental imperative may be even higher for many
developed and rapidly developing countries.

From either perspective, this question remains:
how can rural development be achieved in a way that
is oriented towards sustainable development in gener-
al and conducive to achieving the SDGs in particular?
To address this question, it is useful to take note of
the various perspectives that have emerged and influ-
enced rural development strategies—perspectives that
reflect the actual experiences of countries over time.

Different perspectives on
rural development

Experiences of rural development have differed over
time and across regions and countries. The theories
of rural development evolving from these experiences
have, by necessity, also differed. It is thus not always
clear which theoretical perspective is more useful for a
country or region at a particular period of time. More-
over, the situations keep changing with each passing
year. In particular, the pace of technological innova-
tion has accelerated, and technological changes and
globalization are reinforcing each other in ways that
change ground conditions rapidly. Strategies of rural
development have to be thought of, and adjusted, in
the light of these changes.

The history of the early industrializing countries
shows that improvements in agricultural productivity
had a preceding role in the causation of the first indus-
trial revolution. However, following World War II, many
countries became independent after long periods of
colonial rule, during which there was rural regress rath-
er than progress, resulting in large rural populations
engaged in low productivity activities. This post-colo-
nial reality gave rise to theories of development in the
early 1950s that assumed lower labour productivity
in rural areas compared with that in urban areas, and
viewed transfer of (surplus) labour from the former to
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the latter as the main engine of economic growth and
development. This view was captured well in the Lewis
model of development, put forward in 1954.2 The Lewis
model supported the structural change view of devel-
opment, according to which development meant the
rapid decline of the share of agriculture in the economy
and the rise of the shares of industry and services. The
model also supported the “urbanization view,” accord-
ing to which development entails large-scale migration
from rural to urban areas. This view of development
assigned rural areas a residual role—namely that of
supplying (surplus) labour to urban areas. Under this
scenario, rural labour productivity too increased over
time, as less labour was available to produce the same
previous or greater levels of agricultural output. How-
ever, this productivity increase was a subsequent and
not a preceding outcome, and the role of rural areas in
development was passive, not active.

About the same time as the above theories of
development gained ground, robust agricultural growth
took place in several East Asian countries, providing a
strong foundation for subsequent broad-based indus-
trial growth. This was possible mainly because of the
radical land redistribution carried out in these coun-
tries, following World War Il and the 1949 Chinese Rev-
olution. The experience of these newly industrialized
countries again lent support to the possibility of the
preceding role of rural development in a country’s over-
all economic transformation process.

Meanwhile, agricultural productivity received a
big boost with the Green Revolution in the 1960s, when
high-yielding varieties of many crops were introduced,
accompanied by controlled irrigation and increased
use of chemical fertilizers and pesticides. The experi-
ence of the Green Revolution showed that the produc-
tivity increase of rural labour did not always have to be
aresidual process; instead, it could be an independent,
if not preceding, process as well.

Theories of rural development are therefore as
diverse as actual experiences, making it essential to
take note of these experiences in order to develop a
proper understanding of how to approach rural devel-

2 This view was most famously articulated by the Nobel Laureate
economist Arthur Lewis through his celebrated article,
“Economic Development with Unlimited Supplies of Labour”
(Lewis, 1954).
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opment as a force for sustainable development. While
the classical type of structural change—with rapidly
declining share of agriculture in the GDP—has indeed
taken place, technological changes and the new stage
of globalization have opened up the possibilities for
non-classical types of structural change and other
ways of orienting rural development.® Also, in view of
agriculture’s high dependence on local conditions, it is
clear that rural development cannot be the same every-
where. The differences in circumstance and need pose
tremendous challenge in creating successful strate-
gies for sustainable rural development.

Different models of rural-
urban spatial combination

Problematic nature of
rural-urban distinction

The challenge begins with the very issue of demarca-
tion between rural and urban areas. The criteria for dis-
tinguishing between the two are problematic. As noted
earlier, the most widely used criteria are the size and
density of population. However, what is considered to
be small or dense for one country may be viewed as
large and sparse in another.* Another possible criteri-
on is the nature of the predominant economic activity,
with areas dominated by agriculture regarded as rural
and areas dominated by commerce and industry as
urban. A closer observation reveals that the economic
criterion actually underpins the population density cri-
terion. Areas dominated by agriculture are, by necessi-
ty, sparsely populated, as agricultural activity requires
a great deal of open land. By contrast, commerce and
industry require many people working in close proximi-

3 Seelslam and Iversen (2018) for a recent discussion.

4 It may be noted in this context that the United Nations
Statistical Commission in 2020 adopted “Degree of
Urbanization” as a new method to define rural/urban. It
identifies three types of settlements: cities, towns and semi-
dense areas, and rural areas, based on population size and
density.

ty, so that areas dominated by them are also areas with
high density of population, thus qualifying as urban.

There was a time when cities were intention-
ally separated from surrounding rural areas through
the erection of walls, which had the dual purpose of
defence (against outside predators) and regulation of
flows of people, goods and services between cities and
the outside areas. Subsequent developments of tech-
nology made walls redundant as a means of defence.
The accompanying socioeconomic development also
made walls unacceptable as a barrier between rural
and urban areas. However, the spatial distinction
between rural and urban areas still persists.

Three models of rural-urban
spatial combination

Determination of the appropriate rural-urban spatial
combination is a nexus issue, because it influences the
role of rural development in achieving both the narrow
and broader sets of SDGs.

In reviewing the world experience, itis possible to
distinguish broadly two models of urbanization, name-
ly the (i) classical and the (ii) greenfield. The classical
model refers to urbanization through migration, so
that pre-existing towns grow in size to become much
larger urban centres, as has actually happened in his-
tory and is supported theoretically by the Lewis model,
discussed earlier. The greenfield model refers to the
growth of new cities through conversion of previously
rural areas.® Meanwhile, in situ urbanization is a new
concept that refers to improvement of the standard of
living of the rural population, such that it approximates
or equals the one experienced by residents of cities,
without migration or conversion into urban areas. While
the classical and greenfield models clearly represent
urbanization in its proper sense, in situ urbanization is
more a model of rural development, in which the stand-
ard of living of rural people is raised to similar levels as
5  Sometimes this conversion takes place in areas that are close

to pre-existing cities, so that the processes of classical and

greenfield urbanization may overlap. In other cases, however,
they may be distinct.
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Different agriculture models distinguished by technology, scale and ownership pattern

Institutional setting and farm unit
Transition

Size of land Industrial

technology-
based Pre-industrial

holding Corporate Family farm Cooperative Family farm Family farm Cooperative

Large-scale Land-rich, Land-rich,

countries; Land- | countries
rich developing
countries with
foreign-owned
plantations

Industrialized
countries with
limited land

Small- and
medium-scale

Source: UN DESA.

that experienced in urban areas, without changing the
rural character of the area where they live.

Two drivers of rural-urban
spatial combination

In terms of the driving forces that determine rural-
urban spatial combination, two different, nearly oppo-
site types may be distinguished, namely spontaneous
and guided. Under the former, spontaneous economic
forces are allowed to determine the rural-urban bound-
aries. Under the latter, administrative decisions are
used to guide the formation of these boundaries.

The spontaneous model is more prevalent in
land-rich countries, where easy availability of land
allows the authorities to be less concerned about
rural-urban boundaries. The philosophy of govern-
ments also plays a role, with those either committed to
the laissez-faire principle or less concerned about the

Former socialist
industrialized industrialized countries in
Eastern Europe

China, Viet
Nam, and
other socialist,
developing
countries when
they were at
their early
industrialization
stages

Developing Developing
countries, countries at

yet to be fully initial levels of
industrialized industrialization
and with limited | and that use
land mainly pre-
industrial
agriculture
technology

environmental impact of economic processes often
being more favourable to the spontaneous model. By
contrast, countries endowed with a limited amount
of land and more concerned about the environmental
impact of economic processes tend more towards
the guided model. Administrative cities present a spe-
cial situation. These cities are built mainly to perform
administrative functions and do not rely on the concen-
tration of commerce and industry. They represent a
special example of the guided model and may be seen
in land-rich countries too.

Both the classical and greenfield urbanization
models can be the outcome of either spontaneous or
guided processes. In most cases, these two driving
forces combine, although one may be more influential
than the other. Spontaneous processes may lead to
the conversion of rural land into an urban area through
agglomeration; they may also take the form of further
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growth of an existing urban area.® Similarly, the guiding
force of administrative decisions may promote urban-
ization of an area. In some cases, they may also dis-
courage or even prevent urbanization. Administrative
decisions may also take the form of restrictions on the
mobility and resettlement of people, directly and inten-
tionally altering the economic character of an area.”
The in situ urbanization model generally depends more
on guidance.

Rural development models are inextricably relat-
ed to the models of urbanization. How to draw the
boundaries and optimally combine the rural and urban
characteristics of land, and how to determine what
role the spontaneous and guided processes can play
in achieving this outcome, are important challenges in
formulating a rural development strategy conducive to
sustainable development. The choice of the model of
rural-urban spatial combination therefore has a direct
bearing on growth, industry and infrastructure; rural-ur-
ban inequality; poverty and hunger; health and educa-
tion; and water, land-use, energy and sanitation.

Models of agricultural
development

Another important question of rural development strat-
egy concerns determination of the agricultural model
to promote. Agriculture has been and remains the main
economic activity of rural areas, and the inherent rea-

6  However, the spontaneous model may lead to de-urbanization
too. Departure of concentrated economic activities can lead
to a decline in the population density of an area, undermining
its urban character. For example, globalization, accompanied
by off-shoring of labour-intensive production operations, led
to urban decay and hollowing out of towns and cities in many
advanced countries. A more benign process of decline in urban
density was seen in the form of suburbanization, which, in turn,
took two forms, namely (i) shift in residence only and (ii) shift in
both residence and workplace. Under the former, people moved
to places outside the cities in order to enjoy the more expansive
living conditions of rural areas while commuting to their
workplaces that remained within the cities. Under the latter,
even the workplaces moved to outside the city perimeters,
along with the workers. In both cases, the suburbanization
was facilitated by construction of highways, expansion of car
ownership, etc.

7 The hukou (household registration) system of China is an
example, under which rural people are not free to migrate and
take up residences in cities.

son for their rural characteristic. It is therefore impor-
tant to take note of the different models of agriculture
that have emerged over time.

Agriculture has three interrelated sides, namely
resources (e.g., land and labour availability); technolo-
gy; and institutions (e.g., ownership and management).
Based on variations along these three dimensions, dif-
ferent models of agriculture can be distinguished as
follows: (i) large-scale, industrial, corporate model; (i)
large-scale, industrial, family farm model; (i) small- or
medium-scale, industrial, family farm model; (iv) small-
scale, transition technology-based, family farm model;
(v) small-scale, pre-industrial, family farm model; (vi)
large-scale, industrial, cooperative model; and (vii)
large-scale, pre-industrial, cooperative model (table
.3).% The classification of agricultural models present-
ed in table 1.3 is illustrative, and the different models
listed often intersect to create hybrid models. Also, dif-
ferent models generally co-exist in a particular country.

Apart from its effect on the socioeconomic out-
comes of rural development, the choice of agricultur-
al model has direct bearing on life on land and under
water; climate change; and sustainability of commu-
nities. Different models of agriculture have different
strengths and weaknesses regarding these various
issues, and a country may decide to promote one or
the other depending on the specifics of its situation.
The issue of which agricultural model to promote is

8  Broadly speaking, models (i) and (ii) preponderate in land-rich,
industrialized countries, such as Australia, Canada and the
United States. Modified versions of these models are also
prevalent in some land-rich developing countries. Modified
versions of model (i) sometimes take the form of foreign-owned
plantations in developing countries. Model (iii) preponderates in
industrialized countries where land availability is limited, as is
the case in many European countries as well as Japan. Model
(iv) is prevalent in developing countries, which are yet to be fully
industrialized and where land availability is limited. Model (v) is
prevalent in countries that are at initial levels of industrialization
and where the technology of agriculture still remains largely
pre-industrial, depending heavily on the muscle power of
humans and animals. Model (vi) prevailed in the former Soviet
Union and other former socialist countries of Eastern Europe
(except Poland). With the fall of the socialist regimes in these
countries, this model is now in transition, retaining its original
characteristics in some cases, while transitioning to other
models in other places. Similarly, model (vii) was prevalent in
China, Viet Nam, and other socialist countries in the developing
world and is now undergoing transformation into mostly
model (iv).



another nexus issue of rural development, as it can
influence the role of this development in achieving a
host of SDGs.

Rural development in
the age of COVID-19

The experience of COVID-19 is, as noted earlier, one
of the reasons why a reconsideration of rural develop-
ment strategies is necessary. The COVID-19 pandem-
ic has brought significant changes to the economic,
social and environmental activities, complicating fur-
ther the linkages between rural development and the
achievement of the SDGs. In the immediate term, the
pandemic has imposed unprecedented restrictions on
people’s movements, with implications for rural mi-
grant workers and for remittances sent back to rural
areas. In the long run, COVID-19 could reverse some
of the rural-to-urban migration, as the lockdown meas-
ures worldwide have, in effect, introduced a large-scale
experiment that demonstrated the feasibility of remote
work. For many, it presents the possibility to live in
rural areas while still gaining access to employment
opportunities that are traditionally confined to cities.
COVID-19 also disrupts food production and the global
value chain, thereby posing downside risk to agricultur-
al productivity and injecting volatility into agricultural
prices. On the other hand, the pandemic has played a
role in accelerating digitalization and technology adop-
tion in many segments of the agricultural value chains,
which could have positive impact in the long run.

Also, the distributional consequences of COVID-
19 in the context of rural development and the rural-
urban divide cannot be ignored. While urban popula-
tions so far appear to suffer greater employment and
income loss, COVID-19 compounds the already vulner-
able position of the rural poor by affecting livelihoods,
limiting mohility and reducing food security. The shift
to remote learning amid lockdowns is also shown to
have more detrimental effects on rural students as
many of them have limited access to necessary digital
technologies.

Environmentally, there are concerns that the pan-
demic has led to greater depletion and degradation of
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forests and associated biodiversity loss. These losses
are due, in some cases, to an increase in illegal logging,
poaching, charcoal production and land-use changes—
an increase resulting from reduced monitoring by pub-
lic sector agencies and to farmers’ need to make up
for loss of income caused by COVID-19. Such develop-
ments have at least partially offset the temporary, pos-
itive environmental benefits of COVID-19 in the form of
lower greenhouse gas emissions, cleaner coastlines,
reduced crowds in ecotourism sites—all of which lead
to a regeneration of nature.

Clearly, COVID-19 has had multidimensional
impact on rural populations and on the rural-urban
divide. It has triggered many processes (such as the
possibility of remote work) that may unfold on a greater
scale in the future. As noted earlier, it has also been
observed that current rural and agricultural develop-
ment strategies that led to deforestation and loss of
wilderness contributed to the emergence of zoonotic
diseases, including COVID-19. Thus, from the perspec-
tive of both its impact and origin, COVID-19 has made
a reconsideration of rural development not only urgent
but also inescapable.

Road map

The World Social Report 2021 aims at examining a wide
range of connections between rural development and
the SDGs. Given the interrelated nature of the SDGs
themselves, organizing the discussion by Goal is not
efficient. The report therefore adopts the three dimen-
sions of sustainable development as its organizing
principle and divides the chapters accordingly: eco-
nomic, social and environmental aspects of rural devel-
opment. Although these three dimensions are also in-
terrelated, it is relatively more manageable to consider
interconnections in this three-dimensional framework,
which is also the generally accepted framework for the
discussion of sustainable development. The reader is
however encouraged to read and consider the chapters
as parts of a single, overarching story. A concluding
chapter synthesizes the conclusions and policy recom-
mendations that emerge from the three main chapters.
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The following provides a brief road map of the main
content of the chapters.

Rural development for inclusive
growth and a balanced
settlement of the population

Chapter Il focuses on the economic dimension of rural
development, paying particular attention to issues of
growth, investment, productivity, employment, expan-
sion of non-farm activities, and the optimal rural-urban
spatial combination. The primary focus of the chapter
ison SDG 8 and SDG 9, and it views rural development
through the prism of overall structural transformation.
It notes the classical pattern of structural change that
has dominated in the past and the possibilities of vari-
ous non-classical variants of the structural change par-
adigm created by the new stage of globalization, which
began in the 1980s. The chapter considers the role of
agricultural productivity growth as a precondition for
rural development and draws attention to the fact that,
under the current trajectory, it may not be possible to
achieve SDG target 2.3—to double agricultural produc-
tivity and incomes of small farmers—by 2030.

The chapter emphasizes the necessity for agri-
cultural productivity growth to be translated into expan-
sion of productive non-farm activities and employment
in order to contribute effectively to successful rural
transformation. It observes that the lack of success-
ful rural transformation in many countries, including
some in sub-Saharan Africa, may be due to a failure to
achieve such expansion. The chapter discusses sever-
al causes for slow agricultural productivity growth in
many countries, including the lack of investment and
access to financing.

In considering the issue of rural-urban spatial
combination, the chapter examines the option of in
situ urbanization. It presents three variants of in situ
urbanization based on the experiences of China, Japan
and Sri Lanka. The chapter explains the uniqueness of
these variants, each of which arises from the specific
history and local physical and institutional settings of
the three countries.

The chapter pays particular attention to the role
of new technologies in bringing about the desired rural
transformation. In particular, it examines their role in
boosting agricultural productivity; helping to match
rural producers with consumers in urban centres
and around the world through e-commerce; easing
of access to funds through fintech innovations; and
expanding non-farm opportunities and employment.
Overall, the chapter shows that the current speed of
rural development is not sufficient to meet the eco-
nomic growth and employment-related SDGs by 2030,
and that a major change in the direction of rural devel-
opment strategy is needed. It also charts out this new
direction.

Poverty, inequality and
rural development

Chapter Il looks into the relationship between rural
development and the SDGs related to poverty (SDG
1) and inequality (SDG 5 and SDG 10). Over the last
decades, the developing world has witnessed a fast-
er reduction of income poverty in rural than in urban
areas. However, there has been little success in lifting
the living standards of the poorest. People living in the
most extreme forms of poverty—often in remote, mar-
ginal areas—have been left behind. Similarly, rural-ur-
ban disparities in opportunities are declining, although
within-rural inequality in opportunities remains high in
many countries.

The chapter notes that declining rural poverty
has not always led to reductions in rural inequalities or
in rural-urban income disparities. The same forces that
drive reductions in rural poverty can in fact exacerbate
inequality. It also warns that, left unaddressed, per-
sistent and growing rural inequalities can undermine
continued poverty declines. In other words, eradicat-
ing rural poverty will require addressing inequality—in
incomes, assets and opportunities—both within rural
areas and between rural and urban areas; it will also
entail reaching the poorest. The chapter further notes
that countries that have succeeded in reducing both
rural poverty and inequality have invested in infrastruc-
ture and public services. They have promoted inclu-



sive agricultural growth, access to land, and expanded
social protection in rural areas.

Rural development within
planetary boundaries

Chapter IV examines the environmental dimension
of rural development, with particular focus on SDG 6
(water and sanitation), SDG 7 (energy for all), SDG 13
(climate change), SDG 14 (life below water) and SDG
15 (life on land). The chapter has two main objectives:
first, to examine the impact of the current patterns of
rural development on land, water, air and biodiversity in
general, and how this is affecting the achievement of
the SDGs, and, second, to suggest ways in which rural
development can be made more conducive to the pro-
tection of the health of the planet. It highlights that the
rapid growth that has taken place in agriculture, indus-
try, infrastructure and settlement in rural areas in past
decades has resulted in major depletion, degradation
and pollution of the environment and natural resourc-
es. In particular, the chapter calls for more effective
use and management of water and land resources be-
cause of their impact on the achievement of almost all
of the SDGs. The chapter also presents a baseline and
an optimistic scenario in three areas—depletion of wa-
ter, pollution of water, and sustainable agriculture and
food security—to demonstrate that economic devel-
opment in rural areas can be made more sustainable,
and the SDGs can indeed be achieved by 2030, with the
adoption of the right policies, management practices
and technologies.

Policy recommendations

The concluding chapter synthesizes the conclusions
and policy recommendations offered by the three pre-
ceding chapters. It first notes broader issues such as
the necessity of (i) assigning an active and preceding
role to rural development; (ii) considering in situ urban-
ization as a preferable model of rural development; (i)
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adopting a guided approach towards determination of
the optimal rural-urban spatial combination, rather than
leaving it to a spontaneous process; and (iv) avoiding
a "one-size-fits-all" approach regarding rural develop-
ment, which is more dependent on local conditions.

Next, the chapter presents the policy recom-
mendations that are cross-cutting in nature, impacting
more than one of the three dimensions. These include
the necessity of a comprehensive programme of pub-
lic investment in (i) rural basic infrastructure, including
improved road connection and 100 per cent electrifica-
tion; (i) development of rural human capital, ensuring
adequate opportunities for education, health care and
cultural development; and (iii) ensuring Internet con-
nection, allowing rural populations equal opportunities
to make use of the new technologies that depend on
digital platforms. The chapter recommends that policy-
makers carefully choose the agricultural models most
suitable in terms of country-specific conditions, and
that they consider the potential role of the communal
management of natural resources in promoting equity
and protection of these resources. Finally, the chap-
ter summarizes the policy recommendations that are
particular for the economic, social, and environmental
dimensions of rural development.

The chapter notes that it is important to also
consider the political consequences of development
policies. A large number of people in rural communities
can be affected by policies that impact prices, subsi-
dies, taxes, investments and the environment, among
other issues. History is full of examples of policies
that, however well intentioned, are not well received by
a population that does not see itself as a willing mar-
tyr for larger national goals and feels threatened by
changes to its livelihood. The interests of the existing
population must be a high priority in any policy design.
In fact, rural development starts from the proposition
that the lives and livelihoods of rural populations must
be improved, not sacrificed, and requires their partici-
pation and support.
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