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Speech by Mr José Manuel Sousa Uva 

Director, "Horizontal aspects of rural development" 
DG Agriculture and Rural Development  

 
Madam Chairman, 
 
Dear Colleagues, 
Ladies and Gentlemen, 
 

It's a great pleasure for me to take part in this debate on EU funding 

possibilities for broadband - and of course, in that context, to present 

some priorities of the EU's rural development policy.  

Let me start by observing something that you already know: To a large 

extent, information technology is what's making our world go round. 

Sometimes, investors may have placed a little too much trust in the 

possible benefits of certain technologies. But the fact remains that, even 

over the last 10 to 15 years, we've seen developments in ICT – and the 

use of ICT – that we would scarcely have thought possible. 

 

 

1. The use of ICT in rural areas 
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That has been clear in our towns and cities. Has it also been true in our 

rural areas? 

Well, to some extent, yes: the technological wave which has lifted our 

society as a whole has lifted the countryside as well. ICT has clearly 

helped businesses in our rural areas to sharpen their competitiveness.  

However, the story isn't completely satisfactory. In many rural areas, the 

demand for e-services is still rather low – or else it's quite narrow. This 

tendency is not attractive to global investors and it puts rural areas' 

development on a different social and economic path from that of urban 

areas. 

That's why we need a policy "push" from the EU.   

We want rural areas to have what our towns and cities have. We want 

them to enjoy the benefits of technological and socio-economic 

development based partly on fast and ultra-fast internet - combined with 

successful and modern e-government solutions. And more generally, we 

want the right IT conditions in place so that rural businesses can fulfil 

their potential.  
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As you know, in many of our rural areas, the major economic drivers are 

agriculture, the food industry and rural tourism. These sectors would 

certainly benefit from further progress in terms of ICT in general and 

broadband access in particular.   

For the benefit of these sectors and others, the EU's rural development 

policy should certainly take into account ICT-related needs – while also 

addressing broader needs related to knowledge transfer and education, 

innovation, resource efficiency and the development of new skills, in 

line with the objectives of the Europe 2020 agenda and in particular with 

its smart growth as well as inclusive orientation. It should also be 

mentioned the importance of ICT investments in environmental aspects 

such as water and forest management, climate change mitigation, etc. In 

all these areas, the provision of training on ICT for farmers, rural 

businesses, and rural population represents a key need.  

In the recent past, the LEADER approach proved to be the "nest" of 

well-developed broadband solutions for rural areas. Nowadays, the 

scope for broadband development has become broader, thanks to wider 

multi-level public support. Outside LEADER, we've seen a good 
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number of local public-private initiatives and strategic development 

schemes. Many of these have been extremely successful and they 

deserve our continued support in the future. 

In general, there are many (EU) funding possibilities for broadband and 

ICT in rural areas. But we should remember that ICT infrastructure 

needs in these areas are best addressed in connection with other 

infrastructural support. Therefore, it is important that Member States 

take a solidly strategic approach and co-ordinate their use of all relevant 

policies, in particular the cohesion policy and rural development policy.  

2. How to move forwards? 

Further progress could be laid down in the national broadband plans. 

And it's also important that we make the best possible use of innovative 

financial tools – especially various types of financial engineering.  

Of course, we're not starting from "the year zero" in policy terms: ICT 

and broadband have already been high on the EU's agenda in recent 

years.  
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Let's go back to 2007: that was the year when we carried out a study on 

the availability of access to computer networks in rural areas. 

In 2009, that led to a Communication on better access to internet for 

rural areas – and that was also when we introduced legislative changes 

highlighting rural development support to broadband in the context of 

the European Economic Recovery Plan. 

Following on from the Communication - which was a joint exercise with 

our colleagues from DG INFSO – in February this year we organised a 

European event on ICT with the help of the European Network for Rural 

Development. All ICT-related aspects of our policy were widely 

discussed and analysed at this event. And the discussion continues: we 

continue to collect and disseminate good practices on various issues 

related to ICT and broadband.  

But now I would like to step back again - to 2008. The European 

Economic Recovery Plan, adopted that year, gave us important fresh 

momentum in the current programming period of rural development 

policy. It demonstrated once again that broadband funding in rural areas 

will be more efficient under a strategic and well-co-ordinated approach. 
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Out of the 360 million € for broadband in rural areas that were 

committed by 17 Member States in 2009-2010, about 53 million € has 

been already contracted, supporting some 240 projects. In many 

countries tender procedures are still ongoing, and in a few, preparatory 

work is not yet finalised.  

The European Economic Recovery Plan also demonstrated that the 

commitment to a competitive, digitalised rural Europe is there. And the 

Recovery Plan was a very good example of the need for co-ordination 

throughout the whole EU - between the Commission and Member 

States, and between various ministries and agencies within Member 

States. 

It has to be said that, in a few cases, reaching a common vision and 

achieving efficient coordination at national level was not an easy task. 

That's why we need to keep up the good work. That's why we need to 

further improve strategy, co-operation and implementation at national 

and regional level. 



  7/7 

That's how we're going to reach our objectives under the Digital Agenda 

and the Europe 2020 strategy on time - for the benefit and the welfare of 

the EU citizen.  

Thank you for your attention.  


