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Abstract

Participatory planning processes are commonly implemented in cities, while they are quite uncommon in
rural areas. The H2020 RURITAGE project aims to turn rural areas in sustainable development
demonstration laboratories, through the enhancement of their unique Cultural and Natural Heritage
potential, by establishing a new heritage-led rural regeneration paradigm. The ambition is to provide all
potentially interested rural areas with tailored co-design approaches and methods to develop their rural
regeneration strategies. A new methodology, the so-called RURITAGE methodology for Communitybased Heritage Management and Planning (CHMP) has been designed with a theoretical background and
an operative programme to co-develop and co-implement heritage-led regeneration strategies in rural
areas.
This paper presents the first step of the CHMP methodology consisting in the establishment of the Rural
Heritage Hub as a central innovation space at the intersection of social, cultural and technological
innovation of rural areas. The Rural Heritage Hubs are contributing to develop a deep sense of ownership
and responsibility among the inhabitants of rural areas, mainly through local engagement. Results are
presented for the 6 rural areas across Europe identified as Replicators within the RURITAGE project.
Keywords: rural areas, heritage, community

Atti della XXIII Conferenza Nazionale SIU DOWNSCALING, RIGHTSIZING.
Contrazione demografica e riorganizzazione spaziale, Torino, 17-18 giugno 2021 | Vol. 03

179

1 | Introduction
Rural areas around Europe and beyond face great issue of depopulation, disengagement, and ageing
population (EPSON 2017, Delgado Vinas 2019) resulting in chronic social and economic crisis. At the
same time, they are cradle of natural and tangible and intangible cultural heritage, containing a huge
potential for local sustainable and inclusive regeneration process. The H2020 RURITAGE project aims to
sustainably enhance local heritage for regional and community development, working closely with 19 rural
communities in Europe and Latin America. The RURITAGE paradigm aspires to regenerate rural areas
building on six identified drivers for development, the so-called Systemic Innovation Areas (SIAs), which
recognize Cultural and Natural Heritage (CNH) as a powerful driver of sustainable and inclusive local
development. Within RURITAGE, local cultural and natural heritage is enhanced at local level working
with local communities on the six SIAs, namely: Pilgrimage, Resilience, Sustainable Local Food
Production, Integrated Landscape Management, Migration and Art and Festivals. Through the analysis of
13 Role Models in Europe and Latin America, RURITAGE supports the co-creation and implementation
of heritage-led regeneration strategies in 6 Replicators.
While participatory planning process are commonly implemented in urban areas, and despite the highquality work performed in some areas within the LEADER approach, inclusive and community-based
planning and management process are still quite uncommon in rural areas. Likewise, the ambition of
RURITAGE is to foster participatory management, responsibility and ownership of CNH in the involved
communities through the establishment of Rural Heritage Hubs (RHH).
Each rural territory involved in RURITAGE – both Role Models and Replicators, 19 in total – has
established its own Rural Heritage Hub, which is constituted by a community of local stakeholders as well
as a physical meeting place where co-creation activities take place. Similar to the urban living labs, the
RHH are social spaces embedded in physical and multifunctional spaces where stakeholders and local
communities are engaged together in a new form of collaboration, focused on the local heritage
management and planning. RURITAGE sets the basis for the creation of such spaces, which will allow
building a sense of ownership from the local community’s perspective. Setting up an RHH means to
identify the community of local stakeholders that need to be engaged at the very first stage and the
identification of the most suitable space where to host the living lab. This paper presents the main steps
needed to set up a Rural Heritage Hub, based on the RURITAGE paradigm – Section 2 – and the existing
and alive RHH established in the 6 RURITAGE Replicators around Europe – Section 3.
2 | RURITAGE approach to rural community engagement: the RURITAGE Methodology for
Community-based Heritage Management and Planning and the role of the Rural Heritage Hub
Within RURITAGE a crucial task has been the identification of a proper methodology for engaging the
local communities in the definition and implementation of shared heritage-based strategies for
regenerating their local territory, while fostering a sense of ownership of the CNH.
The result of this task is the RURITAGE Methodology for Community-based Heritage Management and
Planning (CHMP) (Perello et al., 2019) that provides an operative programme to co-develop heritage-led
regeneration strategies in rural areas, based on a sound theoretical background. More in detail the CHMP
methodology foresees a series of key phases and participatory activities for effectively co-creating rural
regeneration strategies based on the valorisation and promotion of the local CNH. Local communities
potentially interested in undertaking a rural regeneration process are the main target groups.
The establishment of the RHH is the first stage of the co-creation process identified by the CHMP
methodology which defines the approach for activating the Rural Heritage Hubs and managing and
monitoring the activities that take place there. In this process, two main steps can be identified: the
stakeholders identification and engagement, and the RHH identification and development as a
multifunctional space where to investigate and further boost the social innovation potential related with
heritage through a participatory and co-creation process.
2.1 | Set up of the RURITAGE Rural Heritage Hub – phase one: stakeholder identification
The identification and engagement of relevant stakeholders has been led through a multi-stakeholder,
inclusive approach with aims at involving a rich variety of key interest groups in the project activities that
ensure a wide range of visions and opinions in the discussions, paying special attention to rural vulnerable
groups such as migrants or disabled people. Thus, the RURITAGE methodology for stakeholder
identification and engagement was developed based on experiences from past EU-funded projects and “ICEE” methodology (Calabro et al, 2018; Durham et al, 2014). This methodology involves four stages:
Identifying, Connecting, Engaging, and Enabling.
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The Identifying stage first implied building a stakeholder typology to better understand which
stakeholders need to be engaged and how to do so in an effective manner. Figure 1 represents the four
functional areas from which the key interest groups were identified.

To change policy
frameworks and goals

To help inform
research

Policy

Research

Industry,
Services,
Investors

Public, User

To support the creation
of new business models

To inform and
empower communities

Figure 1 | Core areas for dissemination and stakeholder engagement. Source: RURITAGE.

The “Policy” group concerns, for instance, regional and local governing bodies and institutions with
responsibility in territorial development or planning, urbanism, management of cultural and natural
heritage sites, tourism, education, or culture. The “Public/User” group involves the local community, civil
society organizations, schools and other education and training centres, local action groups, etc. The
“Research” group entails universities and/or research institutes engaged in research related to cultural and
natural heritage management, among other fields. Lastly, the “Industry/Services/Investors” group
involves public and private investors, key service providers and representatives of key value chains
according to the local specificities and interests, such as tourism, cultural and creative industries, food, arts
and crafts etc.
The Connecting stage aimed at ensuring optimal connection with stakeholders by recruiting stakeholders
for the Rural Heritage Hubs of each Replicator and Role Model and increasing awareness of the project’s
scope, objectives, methods and timescales. Practical recommendations for connecting with stakeholders
involved the preparation of an initial information set in the local language, identification, and engagement
of “local heroes” that act as multipliers, reach out through existing actors and channels, and organization
of informative events.
In relation to the Engaging stage, its core objective was maintaining stakeholder awareness and interest
within the hubs to support the co-development, co-implementation, and co-monitoring of the heritageled regeneration strategies. Despite the limitations in community participation in rural contexts
(Kilpatrick, 2009) RURITAGE proposed to optimize the recruitment process through a set of several
steps: identification of potential participants, setting the invitation criteria, inviting participants, and
enrolment and confirmation. To ensure a successful process, individual motivation and feedbacks were
considered critical principles to embrace. In addition, informing stakeholders about the benefits from
participating in the RHHs was crucial to achieve this.
The last stage, Enabling, entailed creative communication and dissemination designed to maximize the
potential for take-up and adoption of the co-developed heritage-led regeneration strategies.
Furthermore, the RURITAGE methodology also involved the development of a stakeholder “living”
database, at both organizational and individual level, that allows to further analyse stakeholder engagement
characteristics and needs in the project’s rural areas prior to and during Rural Heritage Hubs’ activities.
2.2 | Set up of the RURITAGE Rural Heritage Hub – phase two: the role of the local coordinator
and the physical space
Once rural territories identified their local stakeholders, another critical step is to identify a proper physical
place where to establish the Hub. Ideally, it should be located in a building characterized by historical and
cultural value, with spaces and facilities that allow to perform different kind of activities, depending on the
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number of participants and the activities themselves. Indeed, the Hub should be felt as a new place of
identity for the local community, where to build a sense of belonging and ownership of the local territory
and CNH, with maximum space capacity and distribution suitable for running the participatory activities.
In the longer run, efforts must be put into sustaining the community. In this sense, making the physical
space vibrant and alive with other activities not directly related to RURITAGE is a crucial part of the
sustainability of the Hubs and of the innovative participatory process that has been considered.
Therefore the methodology suggests to give multiple functionalities to the Hub space to ensure that the
local community can uses the Hub continuously and with diverse purposes, further strengthening the
sense of ownership, and leading to building a stronger and closer community, which is one of the main
objectives of the project itself.
Some examples of different uses that could be given to these spaces to keep them vibrant and useful in
the long run are: co-working space, newspaper library with “internet point”, literature club activities, book
exchange point, repair café, second hand market, handcrafts workshops, sewing class, wellness spot (e.g.
yoga, pilates or fitness lessons), language courses, dance lessons, movie nights, theatre lessons, chess club,
business meeting center, photography workshops. Setting up a Community calendar of the different
activities run in the hub and opening times is an important element to consider keeping the hub a living
space all along the year. The calendar must be shared to all the target groups, online and offline for those
without access to internet and communication and dissemination materials should be put in place in a
permanent manner in the Hub, to both promote the Hub activities and attract more potential interested
actors.
Another critical stage in the Hub establishment is the identification of the RHH coordinator who is
crucial for the success of the co-creation process and for ensuring the vitality of the Hub in the long run.
The main issue in the Hub set up is to build and develop relationships and sufficient trust among the
stakeholders to discuss problems and share ideas and visions for their territory. During this stage
communities are often particularly fragile, as the effort of starting new stable structures and cooperation
patterns is high. The role of the coordinator is particularly important in this stage. The coordinator
should actively engage community members since the very beginning, sharing the vision and goals of the
RHH. A typical work plan in this phase would be to initiate community events and spaces, build
connections between core group members, find the ideas, insights, and practices that are worth sharing;
and identify opportunities to provide value. This allows the coordinator to pave the way for successfully
planning, organizing and facilitating the key community events and activities foreseen in the CHMP
methodology for supporting the definition of the heritage-led regeneration plans within RURITAGE.
3 | Rural Heritage Hubs: some examples from RURITAGE communities
The Rural Heritage Hubs in Replicators vary from a range of heritage protected buildings as the Negova
castle in Slovenia and the former town dairy in Norway, to the regeneration of unused former schools as
the case of the Replicators from Austria/Slovenia, Italy and Turkey. They also vary when it comes to main
building use. Some have chosen to establish the RHH in their own headquarters, as in Germany and
Norway, while some others preferred to identify ad hoc public or private spaces. Nevertheless, all the RHH
are characterised by multi-functional spaces that can host a wide range of events within and beyond the
RURITAGE project framework, and they provide internet connection and WiFi spots for the rural
communities. The following description aims at presenting the main characteristics in terms of location,
population gravitating around the RHH, main building use and other functions, as well as at highlighting
the preliminary results of the involvement of the rural community in the activity run. While the main
activities undertaken by the Replicators during the co-development phase of regenerations plans – Launch
event, Serious Game workshop, Participatory workshop, Business Model workshop, Round-table and
Final event to launch implementation phase – have been led by the CHMP methodology (Perello et al.,
2019) the type of stakeholders involved varied greatly among the Replicators depending on their SIA of
interest (Perello and Lopez-Murcia, 2020).
The Karavanke/Karawanken UNESCO Global Geopark is a cross-border geopark which includes 14
municipalities altogether. The RHH of the Karavanke/Karawanken UNESCO Global Geopark is in the
village of Tichoja/Tihoja part of the municipality of Sittersdorf, Austria, which counts a population of
around 2,000 inhabitants. The RHH itself is a former primary school, built in 1880, and called St.
Philippen ob Sonnegg/Šentlipš. A renovation of the school took place in 1996, however in 2001 the
school formally closed its doors, to open again in 2019 as RHH. The infrastructures available count two
offices and additional space in the meeting room, sports hall and the lobby for various events, such as
stakeholders’ meetings, roundtables, workshops, exhibitions. Mayors and other municipalities’
representatives, tourism and cultural associations, citizens, researchers, teachers and students, graphic
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designers, farmers and restaurants are the main stakeholders involved, while the number of participants
varies depending on the aim of the workshops, counting for more than 180 participants in total.
Since Magma UNESCO Global Geopark was established as a geopark in 2008, it has been actively
working in the field of community engagement and valorisation of cultural and natural heritage through
tourism activities and educational programmes. The RHH is located in the city centre of Eigersund
municipality in South West Norway. There are about 15,000 people living in Egersund, and about 32,000
people living in the geopark area, which consists of 5 municipalities. The RHH is the Magma UNESCO
Global Geopark headquarter, situated in an old historical building dates back to 1850, which used to be
the town dairy. With its 26 meters high chimney, the protected building is a well-known and important
landmark in the townscape of Egersund. The participants to the RHH events have been more than 70
among mayors, politicians, local food producers, teachers and students, partners in food development
project, adventure and activity partners of the Magma Geopark, farmers, hospitality representatives,
tourism offices and museum representatives.
The Geo-Naturpark Bergstraße-Odenwald UNESCO Global Geopark is located in southwest Germany,
covering the states of Hesse, Bavaria and Baden-Württemberg which includes 102 municipalities. The
RHH is located in the headquarters of the geopark in Lorsch. Equipped with 12 offices and one large
meeting room, it is situated in the city centre of Lorsch, close to UNESCO World heritage Site Abbey
Lorsch. The RHH is suitable for meetings up to 20 individuals. About 50 meters close by, there is a big
conference hall, suitable for 170 participants. Representatives of the International Forest Art Association,
members of clubs, representatives of municipalities and local government, regional development
institutions, UNESCO World Heritage Messel Pit, tourism and information centre representatives and
citizens are the main stakeholders involved with more than 130 participants overall.
The village of Negova is situated in the municipality of Gornia Radgona in northeast Slovenia, where
approximately a total population of 8,500 people live. The RHH is located at the Negova Castle. Inside
the Castle and its buildings, as well as outside in its courtyard, several events are taking place throughout
whole year, e.g. festivals, exhibitions, concerts, performances, workshops, literature readings, projections
presentations and other meetings. There is also an herbs and spices garden and many gardens are set
around the castle walls, where ecological farming brings local community together in offering organic
domestic food and genuine traditional products. Since 2014, the Negova Castle has been the residence of
the Photographic Federation of Slovenia which organises photo exhibitions. Mayors and other
municipalities’ representatives, local development agencies, farmers, citizens, craftsmen and artists, cultural
association, representatives agro-tourism sector, local food companies, representatives from schools and
universities, student organizations, tourism organisations, and museum representatives have been involved
in the RHH activities, counting for more than 2,000 participants in total.
Appignano del Tronto is a village with 1,728 inhabitants located in the hilly territory of the south of
Marche Region, in the Tronto River basin. The RHH is located in a former nursery school. Before the
RURITAGE project started, a part of the building was renovated and used as an auditorium. In 2019, the
remaining part was restored in the framework of the RURITAGE project, and the RHH has been
established. The RHH consists of an open space of about 50 square meters, without architectural barriers
that make it accessible to all, and with modular furniture, to support a wide range of events and to be
flexible to stakeholders’ needs and to make it accessible to all. The RHH is equipped with video projector
and sound system. Representatives of local institutions, public bodies, municipalities, local companies,
universities, scientific community, church, cultural associations, local hero, farms, citizens and food
providers have been the main active stakeholders, while the participants involved in the RHH have been
more than 200 overall.
The area of the Izmir Replicator includes Bergama, Dikili and Kinik district municipalities. The RHH is
located in Yukaribey Village with around 1,000 inhabitants, which is part of the Bergama municipality.
The RHH has been established in an old primary school building owned by the village cooperative. It was
extensively repaired during the first phase of the RURITAGE project. Since the official launch of RHH
on July 2019, the former school building has been used for meetings and courses within the scope of the
RURITAGE project and beyond. The hub consists of a meeting room, a training room, a computer
room, an office room, and a kitchen, counting a total area of 145 square meters. It is used for organizing
courses, film screenings, meetings, and trainings. The participants to the RHH events have been more
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than 450, mainly representatives of cooperatives and associations in the field of culture, art, tourism and
food, tourism companies, public service provider companies, local governments, central government,
universities, chambers of engineers, citizens and media,
4 | Conclusions
This paper explains the first step of the RURITAGE Methodology for Community-based Heritage
Management and Planning consisting in the identification and the establishment of the Rural Heritage
Hub (RHH) as a central innovation space at the intersection of social, cultural and technological
innovation of rural areas. This study presents 6 out of the 19 RHHs that have been set in the
RURITAGE territories since 2018, focusing on the crucial steps needed to activate a successful
participatory process in rural areas.
The process of setting up the Rural Heritage Hub resulted in a very diverse ecosystem of stakeholders
involved into the project activities including representatives of local institutions, public bodies,
municipalities, local companies, universities, scientific community, church, cultural associations, farms,
travel agencies, museum, citizens and food providers. This wide participation of actors, with around 5000
people participating into the activities of the different RHHs, with their expertise, theirs stakes, and their
ideas generated a powerful added value in the definition of the strategies for the regeneration of their
territories. Also, the diverse composition of the stakeholders in terms of age, gender, education and role
in the communities provided useful input to develop truly inclusive strategies and objectives.
This process resulted from the implementation of several steps in the establishment of the RHH. Firstly,
a careful identification, selection, direct contact and engagement with local stakeholders according to the
main characteristics and resources of the territory; secondly, the identification and restoration, whenever
needed, of the physical space identified to gather the stakeholders and the whole civil society; thirdly, the
activation of the physical space of the RHH as a multifunctional space. Spaces with diverse functions
have been re-adapted and re-used assigning them a new and innovative multifunctional value. This value
was in most cases recognized by the community; fourthly, a proper communication and dissemination of
the new space functions, involving the community from the very beginning in this process – participated
launch event; lastly, the well-defined role and responsibilities of the local Rural Heritage Hub coordinator
that acted as a great facilitator between the managing organization (municipalities, geoparks, metropolitan
areas, etc.) and the local community.
Within the 6 presented cases, the Rural Heritage Hubs are contributing to develop a deep sense of
ownership and responsibility among the inhabitants of rural areas, through local engagement and
participation. The RURITAGE ambition is to provide all potentially interested rural areas with tailored
co-design approaches and methods to develop their rural regeneration strategies, following the developed
guidelines and methodology. In this direction the project is already working with 47 additional rural
communities that have been selected by a call for interested parties at the beginning of 2019. 12 out of
these 47 communities signed an agreement with the project and are already working on the establishment
of their own Rural Heritage Hub.
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