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The development of the rural areas of Serbia  

In the past decades rural development, along with different segments of regional development, have 

been heading to a more complex approach. Serbia is a home for diverse rural areas due to its peculi ar 

inheritance of phylogeny. The country is behind with regional – and social development with respect 

to western patterns, therefore it has to elaborate on and apply a new paradigm, an approach of rural 

development deriving from a realistic situation. 

Serbia is expecting determining social and political changes as a candidate country for the European 

Union. One element of regional development is the treatment of rural areas. If we measure the social 

and economic peculiarities of the Serbian rural areas and if based on these data we can determine 

what kind of important groups can they be divided, then we will have the opportunity to mention the 

possibilities of future developments. After introducing rural types I am going to introduce such en-

dogenous development practices which adapt to the criteria of innovative and maintainable rural 

development. 

Introduction 

In the past decades rural development, along with different segments of regional develop-

ment, have been heading to a more complex approach. Serbia is a home for diverse rural 

areas due to its peculiar inheritance of phylogeny. The country is behind with regional – 

and social development with respect to western patterns, therefore it has to elaborate on 

and apply a new paradigm, approach of rural development deriving from a realistic situa-

tion. The western development pattern is unsustainable, and it is the rightful expectation 

of the population of the breakaway areas to reach a better life quality (Szigeti et al. 2013a; 

Szigeti et a al. 2013b). 

After the grouping of Serbian rural areas and introducing the economic structure of the 

country, I am going to elaborate on the possible future directions that may be determining. 

Let’s not forget about the fact that due to the growth of scientific knowledge and experiences, 

new approaches of regional development appeared worldwide. (Ardichvili et al. 2003; Ne-

meskéri-Zádori 2015a; Nemeskéri-Zádori 2015b). The country has a perspective of the Eu-

ropean Union, and they are going to begin the negotiations about the join with the Council 

of European Union, this this affects the nation-identity as well (Pintér 2013). It seriously 

affects the political ideas, since the pre-joining base(s) orientate our southern neighbour. 

The already existing and planned documents of rural development partially include the 

changes of scientific knowledge, but obviously it has many deficiencies. The development 

of regional entities can only be successful if the local participants play an important role 

in the elaboration of the ideas. In the last part of this study we are introducing some fa-

vourable examples, which can appear as a successful development practice in specialized 

literature. 

1. Types of rural areas in Serbia 

The rural areas of Serbia show a mosaic picture due to its geographical situation, its diverse 

cultural heritage and its political change of direction. Researchers who rely on historical 

knowledge have standardized the rural areas of the Balkan peninsula and Serbia. Besides 

these, quantitative examinations based on economic and social indexes have also tried to 

group these areas. 

Before introducing the types of rural areas, let me have a look at the structure of the rural 

areas of the country. Based on the rurality criterium of the popularity-based OECD, 129 
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townships1 count as rural out of the 165 townships. 85% of the country is rural (excluding 

Kosovo)2, and 55% of the population lives here. 70% of the income of rural houses derives 

from agriculture3, the size of rural areas in Serbia is 5.1 million hectares, from which 3.6 

hectares – 70% of all the rural areas - are plough lands. The size of plough land per capita 

is 0.48 hectare, 87% of all the lands are private ownership, and 778000 farms are sharing 

the 5.1 hectares (Bogunovic 2009). 

From those works that depend on verbal expression, the writings of Mazower, Cvijic and 

Prévélakis can be highlighted. That social institution (villages has more self -determination 

than in feudal societies) which gave an important role to big families in economic structure, 

derives from the era of Turkish subjection and this is still a determining feature of little 

township of Balkan. (Mazower 2004). 

Georges Prévélakis uses the expression of “mood” of Balkan countryside to differentiate 

between types of rural areas. He writes about 4 of these moods: about the mountainous, 

shepherd mood; about the modernized large farms of the plains; about breaking the villages 

and country towns of the hill-country; and about the areas of archipelago and seaside living 

by fishery and tourism (Prévélakis 2007). 

The proper grouping of the demands of the development of countryside and regional 

areas in today’s sense can be possible if by using the statistical data we have and by build-

ing them to quantitative models we determine rural types. Statistical data service works 

properly in Serbia (as compared to the other Balkan counties), but we should not forget 

about the fact that in the past decade – with the exit of Montenegro and Kosovo – the ad-

ministrative boundaries of the country has gone through a significant change, and the statis-

tical provider can hardly catch up with it. Based on the economic activities 4 rural types were 

determined by applying cluster analysis (Bogdanov – Meredith – Efstratoglou 2008). 

The first group is characterized by high productivity agricultural sector and integrated 

economy. We can find the most productive soils in this region therefore the intensive and 

well-financed agricultural production is prevailing here. Comparing to other parts of Ser-

bia, the most favourable demographical processed are typical here, and the tendency for 

enterprises is bigger here. Besides, the composition of industrial sector is variable, and the 

physical and economic infrastructure is rich. This region is the most developed economi-

cally, and it integrates well to the international economic competition. By looking at the 

map of Serbia we can say that almost the whole Province and the northern areas of Mid-

Serbia can be listed here. 

In small town farmlands the intensive agricultural role of workforce is dominant, and 

these regions form the second group of the rural types of the country. In this category we 

can find the agricultural regions that are in the nearby of bigger city centres. The economic 

structure is dominated by intensive farming (fruit, vegetables and livestock) and by the 

feed production. Huge amounts of consumers are living in neighbourhood cities, so this 

means a serious outlet for local farms, therefore the unemployment rate is the lowest here. 

Comparing with other zones of Mid-Serbia, the expansion of infrastructure, the economic 

development (especially regarding productivity rates) and the access to qualitative com-

munity and public services provides a favourable picture of these areas. This form of coun-

tryside fits more or less to the hill-country category of Prévélakis, which small towns were 

                                                      
1 Under the concept of township, in practice we mean a regional unity of more villages, which is similar in 

size and functionality to the ones we have in Hungary  
2 This means that 15% is an urban area for sure 
3 This does not mean that 70% of those who live there make their livings from agriculture – it is only 30% of 

them, as we can read it in Chart 1.  
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outstanding in the era of Turkish subjection with their free and self -controlling system of 

institution, with their developed culture of work and commerce (Hardi 2010).  

Rural farms based on natural resources can be found mostly at mountainous areas. The 

basis of economy is the exploitation of natural resources, the mining and agriculture. In 

these areas the demographic processes are extremely unfavourable. In this isolated cluster 

rural poverty and unemployment are the most typical. These areas are lack of institutions 

that are processing raw materials, although future investments will provide an opportunity 

to improve the situation of local labour market. Despite that these areas can be found mo-

saic and scattered at their southern neighbours, we can find an example for this profile in 

East-Serbia, mostly nearby at Bulgarian, Serbian and Romanian boundaries, and southern 

from them. Because of the relative isolation of the country it does not help the situation of 

the labour market that considering the economic indicators of the neighbouring Bulgaria, 

its most developed area – around Sofia – is located in the neighbourhood of the region. 

Big tourism capacities are pairing with underdeveloped agriculture  in the fourth area 

type of the 3 authors. Those parts of the country where the tourism potential is the biggest 

belong to this group, and the contribution of service sector to economical accomplishment 

is the highest here. Agricultural production is not characterized by mechanization and the 

use of fodder is not complete in livestock breeding. The bathing-resorts of the southern 

parts of the country, the sacred architectural and cultural monuments and the nature con-

versation zones belong here, so no wonder that not the mechanical production, the process 

of raw materials, but services have an outstanding role in these areas.  

In my opinion, from the mentioned 4 types of areas the latter two are those in which 

interventions of rural development will have an important role in the future. The agricul-

tural southern and province areas that are integrated in international market and that are 

competitive are in need of external intervention because their economic processes result in 

a bigger rate of environmental pressure, but hopefully we can cease it by environmental 

actions and besides there are region – we will see – where we can find examples of suc-

cessful countryside in an old-new sense. Small town farms operate as a kind of server, so 

their most important task is the purveyance of the nearby urban areas, and they can also 

operate as recreational areas. The eastern and southern Serbian areas have prevailed their 

peculiar and traditional features. If they find appropriate answers to the unfavourable de-

mographical processed – today’s social (not financial or structural) crisis gives a chance 

for it – then we can name them innovative and maintainable areas. 

2. Rural development policy in Serbia 

The politics of Serbian rural development has been facing challenges for years. The internal 

migration processes that can be observed today has started in the 1960s: from the southern, 

south-eastern rural areas people migrated to the northern big cities and to the capital. Ac-

cording to the Jugoslav census data, between 1971 and 1981 77,6% of the Serbian villages 

has gone through a decline of population, and this rate has grown to 83% between 1981 

and 1991. Since 1953 three milion people has left the primer sector. The most drastic period 

from this point of view was between 1971 and 1981 when – only within 10 years – 1.4 

million people stopped agricultural activities at the area of Serbia today (Drobnjakovic – 

Todorovic 2010). 

This was significantly influenced by the strong industrialisation of the sector, the ap-

pearance of services, and the expansion of the infrastructural networks. The target of the 

development policy was not to preserve the value of rural areas, but to support the activities 

of services that are beneficial in a short-term, and wages were not competitive in the agri-

culture. There have been processes that fit perfectly to the causative principle of cumulative 
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circulation: with the decline of the number of rural unemployment and – along with this – 

with the growing desire of people to material goods the depopulation of rural areas has 

started, the age structure of rural regions became unbalanced, and elderly people were in 

majority. All of these resulted in the decline of natural reproduction, which caused a decay 

in economic accomplishment and the growth of unemployment. 

Unfavourable demographic situation describes the whole country, and the application of 

natural resources is not so effective. The developed centrums are overcrowded, and the 

villages become empty (Nagy – Miletic – Todorovic 2009). 

A peculiar wartime lifestyle has been formed in society, which can be described by the 

following way (Nebojsa Popov quotes the opinion of one of the rural warriors in the period 

of southern-slavic war between 1991 and 1995): “If this war would not going on – accord-

ing to one of the Urakalo – perhaps we would have no clothes. We are dressed by the army, 

my friend, and we have always liked uniforms the most… 

Before the war – says the Urakalo – alarm clock was the mostly hated subject in the 

houses because it was ringing so loudly at dawn, making people to go to wagework or 

servant work and people hated it” (Popov 2002, p. 28.). This attitude almost makes it im-

possible to implement the maintainable and integrated rural development, because it ques-

tions its basic elements, the social trust and the faith in improving. 

The territorial and rural development policy of the Serbian areas made several mistakes 

in the past, from which the following are the most typical (Drobnjakovic – Todorovic 

2010): it concentrated on short term while intervening, and these did not take into consid-

eration the fact that social ratio is the basis of economic accomplishment, and all these 

cannot be changed within 5-10 years. The political system is too centralised, as it does not 

allow local communities to have a role and external assistance is typical. The ideas of rural 

development could not become a part of social knowledge, the frequent political changes 

of power brought significantly new ideas, but they did not reach a social minimum consen-

sus. This kind of consensus is typical in Northern-European models, e.g. the successful 

conception of the Finnish “Centre of Expertise” program. A powerful population-concen-

tration engendered in the capital and big cities, and in Province as well  due to strong mi-

gration within the country. The issuing areas were the isolating rural areas. 

From the point of rural development, we can name three really problematic areas 

(Vujicic – Ristic 2012): 

− the borderland of Kosovo and Serbia 

− the mountainous region of Sztara Planina 

− the communities of Vlasina and Krajista 

All three problematic areas within the groups stated by cluster analysis can be listed to 

the latter two area types. In the borderlands of Kosovo and Serbia we can find natural 

resources and touristic spectacles, although the economy-social state is bad. The Sztara 

Planina highland (Old Mountain) goes through nearby Nis from Bulgaria. It’s an area of 

aging population, but it has nature parks and exciting folk art. Vlasina és Krajista lays on 

the border of Macedonia and Serbia, and its most important memorability is Lake Vlasina, 

which is a traditional holiday resort, and which is rich in archaeological findings.  

Let me mention the chances our southern neighbour has regarding rural development. It 

is important to note that we must implement and phrase the strategies according to the 

peculiarities of the determined rural types, and the plans also have to take into considera-

tion the new paradigm of rural development that is forming in our age. Before introducing 

the conceptions of central government and the best practices, I would like to clarify the 

requirements rural activities has to fit. 
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Rural development has to match the needs of integrated maintainability, therefore in 

these days the integrated rural development paradigm based on community is prevailing. 

The most important features of this system is that the needs of society, economy and envi-

ronment matter simultaneously and equally. The development is lead by the building of 

upside down. Local people support local programs with their own resources and determi-

nations. Also controlling structures over centre and nation also have a role – this is top-

down element – since these institutions phrase the long-term conceptions, and they ensure 

money that can be won through applications in favourable cases. The integrated rural de-

velopment based on community can be successful if the small and mid-sized enterprises 

and local civil organisations get a role – this way activities bringing high income can be 

present in rural areas, and the limited application of newly developed values and functions 

can be strengthened: recreation role. protection of heritage, improving life quality 

(Szörényiné Kukorelli 2005). According to these, the strengthening of regional centres 

would also contribute to the development of rural regions and areas (Szabó 2014). 

In the prior member states of the European Union the new ideas of rural development 

are taken into consideration, and they implement changes in more fields.  As compared to 

this, Serbia tries to catch up the separating rural areas with others by obsolete methods. In 

Serbia a significant amount of the population of rural regions – only 30% – works only in 

agriculture. The structure of land is rather shattered, than in EU, and the productivity rates 

are lower. Although we should note that soil pollution is less than in EU and this can give 

a chance in the future to produce products with better quality. It’s not a coincidence that 

before the beginning of the negotiations about joining EU, manufacturers  of the Union 

want to state that our southern neighbour cannot protect its arable lands with protectionist 

methods. 

The chances of rural development are strongly limited by the fact that the qualification 

of experts working in agriculture is quite low, and educational system does not concentrate 

on modern recognitions. In the phrasing and implementing of development programs only 

EU has participants in larger numbers and in wider spectrum. Ensured financial resources 

are occurrent is Serbia, they have branch approach, and the institutional system that imple-

ments politics are too centralised and has a top-down attitude. The priorities of the policy 

of rural development are not so widespread due to lack of human resources. The develop-

ment of tourism, the improvement of productivity and the improvement of infrastructure 

have priority while the support of KKV, the strengthening of local stakeholders and the 

basic factors of social capital are distant targets. These are illustrated in the following chart.  

Chart 1: Main characteristics of the rural areas and their development 

of the European Union and Serbia  

  Member states of the European Union Serbia 

Most important characteristics 

Social-economic 

structure 

90% of all the areas, and 50% of the population 

lives in rural areas. 9.9% of rural population works 

in the primer sector. 

85% of the area is countryside and 

55% of the population lives here. 

30% of the rural population works 

in primer sector. 

Agricultural situation 
Lands are high in productivity and their average 

ground-place is 20 hectares. 

Lands are low in productivity and 

their average ground-place is 3 

hectares. 

Rural infrastructure 

As compared to urban areas it is not so modern, 

but the human and physical infrastructures are 

developed enough 

Underdeveloped, incomplete 

physical infrastructure, and human 

infrastructure is without 

perspectives 
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Economic structure 
Diversified economic structure, many new busi-

ness branch and services 

 Monocultural rural areas, 

immature services and lack of 

volunteering 

Improvement potential 

Human capital 
High quality resources based on knowledge of 

quality and quantity 

Low-level local potential, weak 

tendency to initiate 

Education 
 Trainings and high-quality 

counselling since 1970s 

Education concentrating on 

technical skills and 

underdeveloped counselling 

system 

Availability and 

division of products 

Formed partnership and networks working on 

common projects 

Immature partner relationships, 

slowly growing networks 

Programs, financial support 

Bases and financial 

sources 

Community funds, LEADER generations and 

national programs 

Charities and pilot projects, low 

community budget, national 

branch programs 

Stakeholders 
State, local participants, research institutions, non-

profit sphere 

Competent ministry, local busi-

ness men 

Rural development priorities 

Most important 

targets 

Economic multi-functionality, agricultural 

competitiveness, environmental protection 

Improvement of productivity, 

rural tourism, conquer of export 

markets 

Mid-targets 
Diversification of economic activities, ecological 

consciousness 

 Development of infrastructure, 

institutional and organisational 

improvements 

Strategies and 

relevant factors 

Mobilization of local resources, implementing of 

local services 

 Support of KKV, improvement of 

tourism, involving local 

stakeholders in development 

Source: Bogdanov 2007, p. 65. 

There are big differences in the implementation and ideas of rural development of Serbia 

and the member states of European Union. It is worth introducing those Serbian rural de-

velopment documents and institutions that determine the development of rural areas, since 

we can experience improvement in the field of plans and targets in the countries located in 

the northern half of Balkan peninsula. 

The first complex program that was aiming to develop rural areas was the Rural Devel-

opment Support Plan in 2004, which aim was to make Serbia and Montenegro (called in  

those days) apply the sources of SAPARD program. The Rural Development department 

was added to the Ministry of Agriculture-, Forestry – and Water in 2005, which foremost 

aim was to measure the social needs of rural areas and to develop human resources. The 

new law of agriculture was accepted in 2006, and its foremost aim was to form a structure 

of land that helps to boost productivity, although after this by the exit of Montenegro and 

Kosovo a new situation was created (Bogunovic 2009). 

The Strategy of Rural Development made in 2008 and valid btw. 2009-2013 is the first 

document that sets targets for longer term, by applying a complex frame system and by 

considering stabile country lands. It is outstanding that it sets its targets to the 4 types of 

rural areas mentioned earlier. The aims of The Strategy of Rural Development are the fol-

lowing for the next 5 years: at first, the would like to improve competitiveness in the 

branches of agriculture, forestry and food. The second aim is to protect and preserve envi-

ronment, and improve its state, and to create the basis of the maintainable policy of rural 

development. The third aim is to support the local initiations of rural development and 

strategies by a central government. The fourth target was to improve the life quality of the 

population by economic possibilities, by diversification of the economic structure in the 
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field of agricultural production and processing and in the field of non-agricultural activities 

too (Drobnjakovic – Todorovic 2010, p. 216.). 

Serbia would like to become a member of the European Union and it has done the initial 

steps towards it since according to the terminology of the Union Serbia counts as the 1. 

candidate country since 2012 March – before it our southern neighbour was regarded as 

potential candidate country. This is significant because the pre-accession fund valid btw. 

2007-2013, the IPA (Instrument for Pre-Accession), ensures sources in 5 fields for the 

countries who would like to join: 

1.) Temporary support and institutional development 

2.) Cooperation beyond boundaries 

3.) Regional development 

4.) Human resource development 

5.) Rural development 

Potential candidate countries can get money from the first two priority area while can-

didate countries can get money from all the priority areas. Therefore, the first two compo-

nents could be approached by Serbia in most of the period. Within the fifth component – 

which name IPARD derives from IPA Regional Development – the supports for LEADER 

initiations and projects can be approached through the second priority. The naming of this 

priority is the following: preparatory actions for implementation of the agri -environmental 

measures and local rural development strategies.4 The Serbian LEADER-initiation 

(LEADER Initiative Serbia – LIS) is a special case, and this counts as an initiation of the 

first component of the IPA that builds capacity.5 

3. Serbian examples for the innovative and maintainable rural development 

The solutions of autodynamic institutions can be listed to the success of rural areas. A role 

model for this in Hungary is the system of village trustee, which basic aim is to provide 

social care, medical care and minimal infrastructural development in small villages and 

aging areas (Szörényiné Kukorelli 2011). Within the application of Cooperation P rogram 

Through the Borders of Hungary – Serbia IPA, the participants are the Association of Vil-

lage Trustees from Hungary, the Women’s Kishegyes Forum (Forum žena) from 

Kishegyes, Serbia, and the Association of Regional Development of Northern-Bacska 

Homokhat Area from Horgos (Peščarska visoravna.6 The aim of the project is to introduce 

the services of village trustees in the Province as one of the good practices of the European 

Union. We would like to spread this practice in Serbia, as a good example of ne twork 

development. During the cooperation conferences, meetings, presentations, workshops, 

professional days are organised for civil organisations, partner governments and local com-

munities in order to introduce village trustees. Programs are expected in the Provice, an in 

the counties of Bács-Kiskun and Csongrád. The partner organisations altogether gained 

65756 Euro non-refundable support. Their program started in 2013 may and lasted until 

the end of 2014 April. 

Another way to develop rural areas is if we make these areas attractive for tourism. The 

study of Medojevic, Milosavljevic and Punisic introduces three – operating in practice – 

forms of revitalizing rural areas. The so called ‘etnoparks’ are that kind of villages located 

                                                      
4 In English preparatory actions for implementation of the agri-environmental measures and local rural 

development strategies 
5 For more information about initiations: http://www.li-serbia.rs/site/content/1/64.html 
6 For more information about the project: http://www.falugondnoksag.hu/index.php?oldal=ppraktualis& 

nyelv=hu&rovid=0&cikkszam=43&tipus=egyenicikk 

http://www.li-serbia.rs/site/content/1/64.html
http://www.falugondnoksag.hu/index.php?oldal=ppraktualis&%20nyelv=hu&rovid=0&cikkszam=43&tipus=egyenicikk
http://www.falugondnoksag.hu/index.php?oldal=ppraktualis&%20nyelv=hu&rovid=0&cikkszam=43&tipus=egyenicikk
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in untouched natural environment, which are built for this aim. The disillusioning fact is 

that these parks have no “real” residents. Etnoparks found in the southern, south -eastern 

parts of the country are built from houses that fit to the architectural style of that area – 

most likely they are built from stone and wood, and roads around them have outstanding 

quality. Staff who takes care of traditional food are also provided, and visitors can also try 

out the old craftmanship. The second group of innovative solutions are ‘eco-etnovillages’, 

which benefit is that here the life is continuous due to local residency. The idyll of the 

village means this, since they are free of the harms and blessings of civilization, the tempo 

of life is slow, and the thought of development is distant from visitors. In the Province 

there are renewed ranches, and they are the third group. These are plainsman farms in 

which tourist can meet the hardships and benefits of agriculture life, and besides the yards 

of houses are equipped with modern items – e.g. swimming pools in many cases. 

In the implementation of rural development plans local initiations and networks have a 

big role. The main scope of activity of the Serbian National Rural Development Network 

is to preserve the natural values outside national parks, and the folk art treasures of the 

economically separating areas. In the hillside of Sztara Planina and in the area of Northern-

Kosovo old buildings, forests were protected, and handicraftsman exhibition rooms were 

organised. 

One of the basic conditions of the integrated rural development implemented in rural 

areas and based on community is that the region should be described by strong trust and 

social capital. Regarding this, the central-mid-European countries are not the best, but most 

of the part of the rural areas of Serbia there are strong trust relationships.7 One of the doc-

uments of UNDP, based on the number and activity of non-profit enterprises in Serbia, 

tried to quantify the supply by social capital, and this is shown in the next chart. 

Chart 2: The division of non-profit organisations in Serbia according to activities 

Scope of activity Rate in percentage 

Civil activities 14,20 

Helping to underprivileged groups 9,30 

Ecological and local development 3,10 

Agricultural cooperative 45,40 

Youth cooperative 15,30 

Craftsman cooperative 2,40 

Other cooperative 3,10 

Helping to disabled people 3,30 

supporting KKV  1,10 

Other activities 2,80 

Total 100,00 

Source: Durdevic-Lukic 2010, p. 28. 

It is obvious that scope of activities from the point of rural development represent them-

selves in high number in implied organisations. Ecological and local development, and 

cooperatives dealing with agricultural activities and craftsman activities – the peculiar mix-

ture of the cooperative of the pristine socialist and western world – obviously belong to 

rural areas, although the support of underprivileged groups can happen at these areas.  

                                                      
7 The exceptions are the villages with mixed popularity and border villages, where the nation alist Urakalo 

behaviour is typical 



Tibor Pintér 

7 6  T A N UL M Á NY  

Summary 

Rural areas of Serbia are facing similar challenges than the rural areas of the European 

Union from many aspects. The causative principle of cumulated cycle is valid at our south-

ern neighbour, and the big politics has to answer to this from above, while the local resi-

dency should react to this from below. The appropriate reductions, initiations of the rural 

development paradigms based on community are in an initial status, but hope is not lost. A 

significant part of the central government and population still find more important prob-

lems: in these days they solved the question of the status of Kosovo by hoping the joining 

to the European Union and boosting economy. A social-economic system of point of view 

is being in progress in developed countries, which can bring automatically the rebirth of 

the countryside by accepting old-new values – I think we can witness this in the future. If 

we can find the requested solution, then the Serbian countryside can be populated and can 

become colourful again. 
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