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Tackling rural challenges
with social innovation
Social innovation is driven by people; from the bottom
up. It can introduce new solutions to challenges faced
by rural areas, especially those considered marginalised
Often taking place where mainstream
approaches have not worked, or not
been tried because the place is too
remote, social innovation responds
to demands that markets or existing
institutions do not traditionally address
or fail to address properly. But what is it
exactly and how does it come about?

pushing through change to improve their
own life and that of their community.
This is not driven by policies or market
forces, but by people from the bottom
up. Social innovation (SI) can introduce
new solutions to challenges that rural
areas face, especially those considered
marginal.” Maria explains.

Hutton Professor Maria Nijnik is aiming
to answer just that through the Social
Innovation in Marginalised Rural Areas
(SIMRA) Horizon 2020 project whose
goal is to build understanding of social
innovation and innovative governance
in agriculture, forestry and rural
development. The project’s 26 partners
span 15 countries across the EU and the
wider Mediterranean area and its focus
is around how best to support people
living in disadvantaged rural areas of
Europe as they find alternative ways of
overcoming challenges and try to solve
issues affecting their everyday lives.

“SIMRA will monitor these initiatives
and try to discover either what led them
to be successful or the barriers that
prevented success. We are also exploring
how these types of project can be made
sustainable, expanded and make an
impact on the ground.”

“When people experience challenges
they often respond by making and
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SIMRA aims to build capacity for social
innovation by bringing scientists,
businesses, governments and civil
society together to create sustainable
solutions to the most pressing challenges
it uncovers. It will also develop
integrated evaluation tools to assess
SI and its impact in rural communities.
“It’s very easy to place a statistic
against an area, for example regarding
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unemployment, but that doesn’t give
a clear, complex and multifaceted
picture of what is really going on. For
instance, how SI is helping to revitalise
rural communities and making people
wealthier.”
A good example of this and SI is a
Community-Trust led renewable energy
project in Huntly, West Aberdeenshire:
a small town historically dominated by
woollen mills and agricultural activity.
The mills have closed and retail activity
in the town centre declined, with many
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businesses shutting down and Huntly
has the highest scores in Aberdeenshire
for Multiple Deprivation.
A local initiative led to the establishment
of a Community Development Trust
(CDT) for which the best way to achieve
financial self-sufficiency was to develop
its own renewable energy project. This
was achieved on land acquired through a
community asset transfer in 2017.
Many place-based projects have a
short lifespan, receiving funding for
a few years, with an initial burst of
activity which then recedes. The
social innovation of securing financial
viability by means of renewable energy
investments has been a decisive step in
the development of the Trust. Huntly’s
CDT created a secure financial platform
on which to build a portfolio of projects.
Instead of the benefits of renewable
energy developments passing to distant
shareholders of multinational energy
companies, almost all of it will be
retained in the community providing
core funding for the group.

SI in a much simpler form can be seen in
a Lebanese village, where a communityled recycling scheme was set up in
the mid-1990s after local authorities
neglected waste collection. Leader
Zeinab Mokalled called on the women of
the village to form a rubbish collection
team. Volunteers paid for the service
themselves, but the pollution that once
covered the village was greatly reduced.
Although the end goal of both projects
was very different and they took place
at opposite ends of Europe, the impact
of SI was clear. Indeed, geography is
not a factor in triggering SI. That said,
“Managing communication across
different cultures can be very difficult.
Attitudes to social innovation are very
broad and differ greatly from Scotland to
North Africa”, Maria admits.

“Collaboration is also key in bringing
together a good mix of skills, for
example those who have very specific
rural skills blending with people from
more academic backgrounds.”
In the remaining two years of the
project, SIMRA aims to expand its
understanding of SI and how to promote
and enhance it by researching further
case studies and building knowledge,
including the SIMRA Social Innovation
Think Tank. The goal is to explore a
diverse range of examples and make an
impact in marginalised rural areas.
More information on SIMRA can be
found at: http://www.simra-h2020.
eu/ and examples of social innovation
can be submitted here: https://uhi.
onlinesurveys.ac.uk/simra_en.

There are some 400 example of SI in
the SIMRA database. “We’ve discovered
many factors and variables that effect SI.
Trust is very important; a project is often
successful when the leader driving it is
very knowledgeable and has the support
of everyone involved.
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