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RURAL EMPLOYMENT AND RURAL REGENERATION
IN CENTRAL EUROPE

The research project �Rural Employment and Rural Regeneration in Central Europe� was carried
out in four Central European countries: Poland, the Czech Republic, Hungary, and Slovakia. The chief
coordinating institution was the University of Liverpool, the national coordination centre was the Re-
search Institute for Agricultural Economics and Food in Bratislava under the direction of G. Blaas. The
research was financed by the European Commission within the COST/Copernicus programme.

The research took as its point of departure the expectation that in all transforming countries after
1989 a process of problematic change would be set in motion which must be analysed and understood,
and the findings used to propose recommendations for the regeneration of rural areas in Central Eu-
rope. The research work undertook to cover a broad spectrum of problems associated with rural devel-
opment. It focused on the problems of employment and unemployment, and changes that were taking
place within the framework of agriculture and outside it, which reflect new socio-economic phenom-
ena associated with the post 1990 transformation.

The research took as its goal to document and analyse the current state of rural areas, to understand the
processes taking place in rural areas of Central Europe after the introduction of the market economy, and to
identify the socio-professional groups which are the motor for socio-economic change.

Within the framework of the research, background papers were written in which were analysed the
socio-economic situation of each country, the economics of agriculture, market characteristics, the
vertical integration of the food economy, support for agriculture, unemployment, social care, social
policy, local policy, and the transformation of agriculture. The next phase of the research was data col-
lection in the form of case studies.

The qualitative research took the form of in-depth interviews with respondents, continuing over two
phases in 36 selected communities in Central Europe, nine of them in Slovakia. In-depth interviews were
carried out for the first time in 1993, and they were repeated at the end of 1995 and the beginning of 1996.
The selection of villages, where the research was conducted, was by means of typology prepared in advance.
The typology identified three types of region:

Core regions � regions with a developed infrastructure and good job opportunities.
Industrial periphery � regions where industrial production went into recession after 1989.
Peripheral regions � regions where agricultural production predominated and where the economic

and social infrastructure was weakly developed.
The research team selected 9 Slovak villages according to the afore-mentioned typology, in which

semi-structured interviews were carried out on the basis of an �aide memoire� of research questions.
On the basis of the data collected studies were written which also included information from various
documents (village chronicles, monographs, company documents, etc.)

The qualitative research took as its subject three cross-sections in the historical development of
the village:

1. the period before 1948, examining employment, farming, economic, ethnic, and religious char-
acteristics typical of the village to 1948;

2. the period of socialism from 1948 to 1989, where the primary concern was on farming, employ-
ment in the village, commuting to work, community life, and the creation of large-scale production in
agriculture;

3. the period after 1989, with a particular focus on the collection of information about changes after
1989 in the area of employment, community life, transformational changes in agriculture, the creation of a
private sector, small and medium-sized enterprises at the local level, local policy, and development policies
at the communal level.
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Within the framework of the problematic of agriculture, the research followed the transformation
process, the transformation of cooperatives and state farms, relations between primary producers and
suppliers and purchasers, a decline in employment in agriculture, and the direction of this labour to
other spheres of the economy. Part of questions concerned the investigation of new legal forms in agri-
culture, the existence of pluriactivity, and relationships between producers and banks. The subject of
interest was not only the possibility of getting loans, but also whether or not producers are becoming
subordinated within a vertically integrated food industry.

The questions concerning non-agricultural employment in the village and entrepreneurship out-
side agriculture were directed towards the creation of new entrepreneurial activities. One of the impor-
tant questions was the basis for starting in business: whether the stimulus for new entrepreneurial ac-
tivities was the loss of a job or whether they were created on some other basis. In the area of commu-
nity life, interest was directed towards the mapping of the current situation in the area of infrastructure
and services. This part involved questions concerned with the problem of succession in the region of
social care (many socially-oriented activities carried out in the past by agricultural cooperatives could
not be preserved). We were interested in whether these activities had been taken over by the commune
or any other body. The last section included questions directed towards local policy, the composition of
local government, the influence of political parties on the work of local councils, existence of local
policies and strategies in the village, and the priorities of development programmes.

Case studies of nine villages were elaborated on the basis of the interviews with key figures in the
local community and an analysis of the documents relating to each village. The research was repeated
in 1995-1996 in the same villages. The data from the qualitative research were processed to create a
database in each participating country.

A wide-ranging survey was carried out in 1994 and was repeated in 1996. The sample consisted of
1,040 respondents in the first phase and was reduced to 500 respondents in the second phase. Slovakia
prepared partial analyses from the data obtained, and comprehensive processing for all the Central Eu-
ropean countries is in its final stages.

1.1. Changes in employment after 1989

Both the quantitative and the qualitative research corroborated significant changes brought about
by the transformation process. The research concentrated primarily on rural areas, where changes were
observed in employment and in the situation of the rural population. The introduction of the market
economy, price liberalization, the reduction of subsidies directly affected the rural population. The in-
habitants suffered a direct impact from two quarters: the simultaneous decrease in employment in agri-
culture and in non-agricultural sectors.

The original hypothesis that the exodus of labour from agriculture would be swallowed up by a
new group of private farmers was not confirmed. No significant interest in private farming was re-
corded in Slovakia. The findings from the repeated questionnaire in Slovakia showed that, as in Hun-
gary, the best opportunities for new private farmers were offered in 1992. In the following years, con-
ditions were worse for the establishment of new farms. The questionnaire research confirmed a mini-
mum increase in private farmers in 1995-1996. In Slovakia, as in the Czech Republic, the transformed
agricultural cooperatives were preserved. The occurrence of large-scale private farms was rather infre-
quent. Medium-sized farms were operated predominantly by owners who gained the property through
restitution.

Non-agricultural activities within cooperatives were eliminated, in many cases, ancillary enterprises
were transformed into limited liability companies. Production either continued in the original sphere of ac-
tivities, or, in some cases, the sphere of activities was extended or changed entirely. One important finding
was that employment in such units, in many of the cases examined, was maintained and even extended.

The changes in the rural economy were accompanied by an increase in unemployment; on the
other hand, positive trends were recorded in small and medium-sized enterprises. The insufficient cov-
erage of rural services gradually disappeared. Many small business and crafts were established. It was
common to and characteristic of all countries that entrepreneurs could be found mostly among quali-
fied workers who entered the sphere of business mainly for existential reasons because of the loss of a
job. This was more significant particularly in the less developed regions.

It was shown that in countries in which small and medium-sized enterprise was possible even in
pre-transformation period, the most successful entrepreneurs of today are those who had entrepreneur-
ial experience from the past. Contacts from the period of socialism were also shown to be important.
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1.2. Agriculture

In Slovakia, transformed cooperatives remain dominant in agricultural primary production. Private
farmers constitute a minority group. The research examines the relations of agricultural primary pro-
ducers with supplier and purchaser organizations. The results from the questionnaire research imply
that the former state-owned monopolies are the chief actors in the area of services and purchasing.
New private firms providing services for cooperatives and other farmers represented a sign of some
competition. Both phases of the research recorded signs of endeavours to overcome dependence on
purchasing organizations. Activities such as the construction of storage facilities etc., were recorded.
Such measures suggest an attempt to eliminate dependence on the large purchasing firms, where pur-
chase prices for production for farmers were considered discriminatory.

1.3. Unemployment in rural areas

Unemployment became a serious problem in rural areas after 1990. Unemployment in villages was
influenced by:

- employment opportunities offered by centres for commuting, particularly job in industry
- employment opportunities in non-agricultural sectors within the village
- employment opportunities in agriculture (in agricultural cooperatives or state farms).
The first phase of research showed that job opportunities in commuting centres were considerably

restricted. In the second phase a new trend was recorded, commuting has increased again and has sta-
bilized. The position of rural areas has changed somewhat in the sense that the former isolation of
villages has been removed. The current population has access to telecommunication media of all types.
The larger part of households owns a TV set, and satellite dishes are not rare in villages. It was also
recorded that some villages have cable TV. Possibilities of access to information were thus extended.

1.4. Rural regeneration and new job opportunities

The level of services and infrastructure in rural localities was a neglected area in the past. These
shortages began gradually to be eliminated in the period of transformation. Small businesses were re-
newed focusing on the services (joiners, upholsterers, hairdressers, brick-layers, carpenters, painters,
and general shops). The businesses identified by the research were mostly of the family type. Clearly
profit-oriented businesses with their characteristic accumulation of property were very rare. Success-
ful enterprises, as in agricultural activities, were in the hands of owners who continued in their tradi-
tion in these activities. The social contacts of the new entrepreneurs were confirmed to be of extraordi-
nary importance in both the qualitative and quantitative research. The obstacles to business develop-
ment cited most frequently were shown to be insufficient services in the field of banking, difficult
access to loans and high rate interests, especially for entrepreneurs just starting their businesses.

1.5. Local self-government and rural policy

After market principles were introduced, the attitudes of agricultural cooperatives to their villages
changed. Cooperatives had been �sponsors� of the village in the past � supporting the development of the
village financially and in other ways. The current possibilities of cooperatives to support the local develop-
ment of the village are very limited. Most villages did not have sufficient financial resources to support
village development.

The strategies of local administrations focused mainly on existing development plans for village
development. The main priority of such plans was mostly the completion of the basic infrastructure
(water-supply, sewerage, gas, telephones, etc.). In addition, the plans also contained projects for the
construction of houses of culture (community centres), new churches, chapels of rest, etc.).

Most of the case studies revealed that the village mayors had no possibility of influencing the local
economy from the resources at their disposition.

One  important finding was that development in the villages was remarkably influenced by the
personality of the mayor, while institutional measures appeared to be a less important factor. Similarly
the role of political parties in villages was not dominant at the local level.

Interest groups, entrepreneurial and other, influence local policy to only a minimal extent.
The research collected a rich body of empirical materials from the period before the transforma-

tion and  also  chronicled developments after 1989.
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Conclusion

Rural areas today are inhabited by people who are not exclusively linked to agriculture, farmers in
the classical sense are a minority component of the countryside. The inhabitants of rural areas are con-
nected with work in industry which they combine with their �household plot� farming and in their gar-
dens. Self-supply of food products constitutes a significant part of the incomes of the village popula-
tion. The number of private farmers registered in Slovakia was low, with minimal interest in commer-
cial farming in remote regions.

Agricultural cooperatives have been preserved, on the other hand they are not the only and main
employer. Transformation has not brought any significant specialization in enterprises. The transition
period of the transformation was characterized by an increase in unemployment and at the same time
an increase in the number of small and medium-sized businesses.

The research showed that as far as the support of new entrepreneneurs is concerned, it is necessary
to support their social and cultural capital, factors which were revealed to be the basis for the building
of a new business. The key to the success of new entrepreneurs both in agriculture and outside it was
their social and cultural capital.

Local authorities do not have sufficient financial resources to be able to develop to the full the
fields in which they are competent to act.

In the domain of local policy, the research confirmed the importance of accepting a reform based
on an assertion of regional policy. Local authorities today feel responsible for the development of their
villages but do not have the necessary finance to solve their problems. European Union policy in west-
ern Europe is based on regional policy which supports integrated rural development. In Central Eu-
rope it is necessary to take advantage of these experiences and start to help the all-round development
of rural areas. From the perspective of future developments in Central Europe, including Slovakia, it is
important to see that a radical reform of the Common Agricultural Policy focused on the integrated
development of rural areas, is more appropriate for Central European countries than the former policy
which was based on price support for farmers who constitute a minority social group in the country-
side.

Iveta Námerová Nigel Swain
Research Institute of Agricultural Centre for Central and Eastern European Studies,
and Food Economics, University of Liverpool,
Trenèianska 55, 824 80 Bratislava, 11 Abercromby Square, P.O. Box 147, Liverpool,
Slovakia L69 3BX, England

A NEW PROJECT OF SLOVAK ETHNOLOGY

The results from a large work of Slovak ethnology, the Ethnographic Atlas of Slovakia, indicated
the necessity of making comparisons within the broader European cultural space. The analyses of the
obtained research materials brought unequivocal evidence that the impulses of the formation, stability
and decay of traditions were conditioned by various factors which mostly went beyond the framework
of folk culture and had wider geographical, ethnic, cultural, confessional, socio-economic, geopoliti-
cal, and other connections.

In certain aspects of folk culture, Slovakia is divided into larger zones, particularly into mountains
and lowlands and smaller regions or subregions which, however, often cross its territorial and linguis-
tic borders. Cultural traditions which have been created through centuries and were, as throughout Eu-
rope, always determined by pluralism. In contrast to other parts of Europe where pluralism was not so
evident, the cultural memory was created here by multiple ethnic, linguistic, and cultural realities, the
linguistic and ethnic pluralism having been obvious particularly in urban regions. The pluralism of cul-
ture was also reflected in an unusual variety of forms, types, and variants of different manifestations of
the traditional folk culture. The location of Slovakia in the centre of Europe was significant for civili-
zation currents from the outside. Throughout the early Middle Ages there was a significant influence
of the east European, Byzantine culture and civilization which laid the foundations of the linguistic
and cultural links between the inhabitants of Slovakia and the other Slavs. These relationships were
strengthened by the Slavic population from eastern and south-eastern Europe which came to Slovakia
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during the Walachian colonization and the migration of people owing to the advancement of the Otto-
man realm in the Balkans. The nineteenth century was of particular importance because national con-
sciousness was shaped in Slovakia as in other European countries. A new intelligentsia was formed
leaning on the idea of Slavic community and consciously reviving traditions oriented towards the
original Slavic culture. These activities were strongly transferred, as in other nations without own state,
through cultural activities and literature and left remarkable traces in Slovak oral tradition. As part of
the Hungarian state and through Christianization Slovakia came under strong Latin cultural influence.

The spiritual and material cultural influence of the Gothic, Renaissance, and Baroque periods
flowed from western and south-eastern Europe gradually and continuously through Latin learning. The
cultural influence from western Europe was multiplied by the colonists coming to Slovakia particu-
larly from the German lands from the early Middle Ages to the 19th century in several waves of mi-
gration. The Baroque period was particularly important for the day-to-day culture of the general public
which meant a massive modernization of contemporary society through the governmental, centrally
regulated economic, educational, and administrative reforms of the Habsburgs. It was during that pe-
riod that the folk culture of Slovakia entered the sphere of influence of western Europe.

The aim of the project carried out within the scientific grant at the Institute of Ethnology of the
Slovak Academy of Sciences in Bratislava in 1994-1996 to monitor all these aspects of the develop-
ment of the folk culture of Slovakia and to place it into the wider European context. The individual
chapters present the folk culture, from traditional occupations, through artifacts, and phenomena of
material and social culture up to the phenomena of artistic culture. The erudite professionals in indi-
vidual thematic areas, who prepared them, guarantee the scientific quality.

The primary goal of the project was the elaboration of a conceptually new synthesizing work
about the folk culture of Slovakia interpreted within a wider European cultural and historical context.
It was also the ambition of the project to contribute to better presentation of the Slovak traditional cul-
ture as an inseparable part of national cultural heritage and to introduce Slovakia as an important and
interesting European cultural region which, through its location, ethnic, linguistic and cultural plural-
ism contributes in an active way to the creation of the unusually rich cultural history of our continent.
We are sure that it is also a topical contribution at the time when the �new� Europe is looking for
common roots and for its past and future identity.

With this aim a work was created, containing 15 chapters about all fundamental phenomena of the
traditional folk culture on 525 manuscript pages. The work was submitted to the editorial board of the
Slovak Academy of Sciences, and gaining a financial support, it should be published by the Publishing
House Veda in 1997. The project investigators struggled to make the work accessible to a wide profes-
sional public and therefore they attempted to publish it also in the English language. In 1996 the com-
pleted chapters were translated and a sponsor was sought for. The search was successful and the En-
glish version with a representative standard of illustrations will also appear in 1997 under the title:
Slovakia � European Contexts of her Folk Culture. In view of the interpretation of scientific results,
there is no other comprehensive work of this kind in Slovak ethnology. The project completes the ef-
forts of Slovak ethnologists to prepare and publish conceptually modern works such as the Ethno-
graphic Atlas of Slovakia (1990) and Encyclopedia of the Folk Culture of Slovakia (1995). The En-
glish version of the project to be published will get over the long period that elapsed from the appear-
ance of the collective work Die slowakische Volkskultur (1972) in a foreign language.

Rastislava Stolièná
Institute of Ethnology,
Slovak Academy of Sciences,
Jakubovo nám. 12,
813 64 Bratislava, Slovakia

Atlas ¾udovej kultúry Slovákov v Maïarsku (Stav súèasnej existencie a poznania). A magyaror-
szági szlovákok népi kultúrájának atlasza (A mai ismeretek és gyakorlat alapján). Atlas of the
Folk Culture of the Slovaks in Hungary (The state of current existence and knowledge).
Békéscsaba, Research Institute of the Union of Slovaks 1996. 125 pp., 430 maps.

From the beginning of the shaping of Slovak ethnology (ethnography and folklorism) as a modern sci-
entific discipline the cartographic method has important place in its methodology. The very first contempla-
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tions on the direction of comprehensive studies of the traditional culture of Slovakia formulated the creation
of an �atlas with ethnographic maps� (Vilém Pra�ák 1947) as one of the first long-term tasks. The use of
maps to picture particular data helped uncover the character of the structure and the principles of the devel-
opment of culture of the particular territory and study its material and spiritual culture. According to the
concept of the 1960s the cartographic method should have become the starting point on the way to comple-
tion of the museum collections. The beginnings of the largest ethnographic work about the traditional cul-
ture of Slovakia date back to the end of that period � the Ethnographic Atlas of Slovakia (henceforth Ethno-
graphic Atlas) which was published in 1990. This comprehensive thematic atlas based on the territorial prin-
ciple contains maps of selected phenomena of folk culture on the territory of Slovakia over the last 100-150
years. The subject of scientific interest in its original non-realized concept covered not only the culture of
the Slovaks and other ethnic groups living in Slovakia but also of the Slovaks living abroad. The publication
of the Ethnographic Atlas led researchers from the Slovak Research Institute in Békéscsaba, Hungary and
from the Institute of Ethnology in Bratislava to create a team with the aim to systematizing the phenomena
of the folk culture of the Slovaks in Hungary in time and space based on maps. The work on the Atlas of the
Folk Culture of the Slovaks in Hungary (henceforth Atlas) implied the continuity of the application of the
cartographic method based on the ethnic principle. The methodological and methodical continuity was en-
sured by the use of the same questionnaire as during the work on the Ethnographic Atlas. The localities were
selected so as to represent all regions of Hungary inhabited by the Slovak minority also paying attention to
the number of researches who were at disposal. The first part of the Atlas in the bound form is the textual
part containing the necessary introductory information on the part with maps. The introductory study en-
titled Transformations in the development of the traditional culture of the Slovaks in Hungary was written by
Anna Divièanová, who is also the editor-in-chief of the work. The study describes the origin of the Slovaks
in Hungary and the development of their traditional culture from the turn of the 17th and 18th centuries to
the present. It clarifies the process of their stratification and regional division, describes the models of the
coexistence of the Slovaks and Hungarians, the confessional division of the Slovak minority, folklorism and
current forms of the existence of traditional culture, particularly in the sphere of rituals and spiritual culture.
Mojmír Ben�a (one of the associate editors) presents the aims and concepts of the Atlas, monitoring the
stages of its creation. The following part contains concise but integrated characteristics of 23 investigated
localities. Its author Ondrej Krupa (the second associate editor) concentrated there information about the
coming of the Slovaks to the villages, about their occupations, confessional, linguistic, and demographic
development. The textual part also comprises the selective bibliography and a list of researchers (23 amateur
collectors and trained ethnographers). All texts together with the captions and legends to the maps are in
both Slovak and Hungarian. The part containing maps is based on information obtained in the field research
in the years 1991-1992 with supplements of the literature data, data from archives and museums. 170
themes were examined, 169 of them were statistically evaluated and 163 cartographically elaborated by a
group of the eight authors of the maps. The result was 430 published maps mostly of an analytical character
(there are only several comprehensive maps); they bring knowledge on the traditional folk culture of the
Slovaks in Hungary as preserved in the real life and the collective memory of its bearers at the end of the
20th century. The order of the maps respects the classification system of the knowledge about traditional
culture used in Slovak ethnology (plant cultivation, animal breeding, transport, food, clothes, flax and hemp
processing, building and housing, trade, community of the family, village, religious life, common law, pro-
saic folklore, theatre, dance, musical instruments, habits of calendar, biodromal and labour cycle, knowl-
edge and visions). The Atlas of the folk culture of the Slovaks in Hungary was formed as an organic supple-
ment to the Ethnographic Atlas of Slovakia and the Hungarian Ethnographic Atlas. It describes cultural phe-
nomena which today exist mostly in their latent form and they will soon disappear together with their bear-
ers. The Atlas widens the outlook on the folk culture of the Slovaks and the inhabitants of Hungary and
represents an important contribution to the future synthetic picture of the Slovaks in Hungary. It is the aim
of its creators not to make of the Atlas a solitary contribution to knowledge of the traditional culture of the
Slovaks living abroad.

Juraj Zajonc
Institute of Ethnology,
Slovak Academy of Sciences,
Jakubovo nám. 12,
813 64 Bratislava, Slovakia


