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Executive Summary 

Rural areas in Belgium, Romania, and Ireland are facing challenges in transitioning 

towards sustainability. This literature review explores existing research on sustainable 

communities in these regions, focusing on key initiatives, social dynamics, challenges, 

and strategies for implementing sustainable practices. 

The EU has allocated funds to help rural areas in Central and Eastern European (CEE) 

countries catch up and become more sustainable. Sustainable rural development aims 

at the long-term survival of society, social well-being, and the improvement of living 

standards without damaging the environment. 

This review explores community-driven initiatives, social dynamics, challenges, and 

strategies in rural settings to analyse sustainable practices and their impacts on local 

development. It aims to inform policy, foster best practices, and promote collective 

action towards a more sustainable future. 

The review is structured around three key thematic areas: 

1) Community-driven initiatives and sustainable practices 

2) The influence of social dynamics on sustainability initiatives 

3) Challenges faced by rural communities and strategies to address them  

Desk research across participating countries highlighted prevalent community-driven 

initiatives and sustainable practices in rural areas. In Belgium and Ireland, the 

prominent existing initiatives are the local food networks and community energy 

projects. Belgium's initiatives include organic farming, farmers' markets, and 

community-supported agriculture schemes like 'Réseau de Consommateurs 

Responsables.' Similarly, Ireland emphasises organic farming and community-

supported agriculture, alongside popular community energy projects such as 

Sustainable Energy Communities (SEC). Biodiversity conservation is a focus in 

Ireland, with community efforts towards habitat restoration and environmental 

education. Romania showcases several national projects promoting sustainable 

communities, including the New Horizons Foundation for community development, 

Sustainability Ambassadors in Romania, Habitat for Humanity Romania for low-
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income housing, "Rural Romania" Association for rural development and innovation, 

the Rural Community Development Alliance for rural entrepreneurship and training, 

and Local Action Groups (GAL) funded by the European Agricultural Fund for Rural 

Development (EAFRD) for rural development strategies. 

The review of sustainable practices in rural areas across Romania, Belgium, and 

Ireland reveals common themes and challenges. In Belgium, emphasis is placed on 

local food networks and community energy projects, mirroring similar initiatives in 

Ireland such as Kilbrack Organic Farm and Cloughjordan Eco-Village. Romania 

highlights local food production and a sustainable transportation initiative. Challenges 

include a lack of regulations, funding, expertise, and resistance to change. To address 

these, collaborative governance, learning from successes and failures, community 

involvement, and investment in infrastructure are recommended. Additionally, 

promoting sustainable tourism, implementing emergency response plans, and 

fostering agroecological farming and biodiversity conservation are crucial for long-term 

sustainability. 

To ensure that information about sustainable practices is accessible and easily 

understood by all community members it is crucial to utilise multiple channels like 

community meetings, social media, and workshops to ensure diverse access points. 

Tailoring information to be easily understood, perhaps through visual aids and 

simplified language, is essential for inclusivity. Utilising community centres and local 

libraries as hubs for information dissemination can reach a wide audience. 

Sustainable development in rural areas is driven by local initiatives and shaped by 

social dynamics. Despite challenges like resource limitations and socio-economic 

inequalities, strategies involving community collaboration, policy support, and capacity 

building are essential. By leveraging community strengths and inclusive partnerships, 

rural areas can achieve sustainable development, balancing environmental and socio-

economic goals. 

The national report on sustainability in rural Ireland highlights ongoing efforts by the 

government and local communities to promote sustainable practices. Initiatives like 

Tidy Towns in Ireland demonstrate positive impacts, but there's a call for a more 

cohesive approach to maximise benefits across all rural areas. Educating communities 
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about sustainability is crucial for fostering widespread participation and overcoming 

challenges like infrastructure development and environmental degradation. 

Collaboration among stakeholders, including local government, businesses, and non-

profits, is essential for promoting sustainable practices. In Belgium and Romania, 

similar challenges exist, such as sustainable transport, waste management, and 

energy transition. Strategies to address challenges include community engagement, 

professional interventions, and legislative support. Enhancing accessibility and 

understanding of sustainable practices among all community members is essential. 

Aligning sustainability initiatives with local cultural values can enhance community 

engagement. Key adaptation strategies for long-term sustainability include waste 

minimisation, water management, and promoting green energy use. Overall, fostering 

a culture of sustainability and sharing good examples are critical for ensuring long-

term resilience in rural communities. 
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