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Abstract

In recent decades several theories on rural development have been expounded in an
attempt to explain some experiences of regional economic growth or to provide recom-
mendations on rural development policies. The objective of this article is to revise this
open debate and attempt to introduce more concerns about the delimitation of theories
and the mosaic of rural areas in Europe. In this context the present article analyses the
paradigmatic development of Almería (south-east Spain) based primarily on agriculture
in a process categorised as an economic miracle. Some authors have attempted to explain
this success by mechanisms associated with the endogenous development approach.
Nevertheless, this study reveals that Almería’s development experience can be categor-
ised as a miscellaneous one, and a mixture of development approaches should therefore
be considered as opposed to unidirectional models. This also shows the importance of
keeping open the debate on the impact of agrarian activity on rural development.soru_524 54..78

Introduction

The number of theories on regional development is constantly increasing. Indi-
vidual theories differ in terms of the characterisation of the principal actors and

the mechanisms of regional development. In most cases, nothing like a commonly
accepted paradigm on regional development exists (Ward and Hite 1998; Suchacek
and Malinovsky 2007).

In the course of the last two decades the field of regional development has wit-
nessed a distinct move from exogenous approaches (driven from outside) to endog-
enous ones (driven from within). Most recently, however, rather than reverting to the
old endogenous doctrine, the exogenous Keynesian paradigm was replaced by a
neo-endogenous doctrine, which accentuates the creation of general conditions for
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simulating inner endogenous developmental possibilities in individual regions (for
example, Ray 2001). In most cases this differentiation is accentuated in the context of
recommendations for the formation of regional policies, as is the case of rural
development policy in Europe. Nevertheless, the nature of rural areas and the chal-
lenges they face vary considerably across Europe, and as a result what is understood
to constitute rural development policy also varies (Baldock et al. 2001). These facts
also lead us to consider that certain eclectic stages of regional development are
path-dependent upon the history of regional development paradigms (Hassapoy-
annes et al. 1998; Suchacek and Malinovsky 2007).

However, there is general consensus that regional development can scarcely be
achieved without regional economic growth. The question is whether case-specific
regional economic development can be explained by different development
approaches or whether a given developmental approach can be conceptualised by
certain regional paradigms. An additional question focuses on the role of rural
development policies in specific cases. This study takes as a reference the paradig-
matic economic growth of Almería province in Spain, whose agricultural and eco-
nomic development lacks a regional policy to a great extent.1

The development of Almería’s economy is described by Mota et al. (1996) as the
Almería economic miracle. This province ranked 50th of a total of 51 Spanish prov-
inces as regards per capita gross domestic product (GDP) in 1969 but its position had
improved to 24th by 2002 and between 1994 and 2005 the growth in GDP in Almería
nearly quadrupled relative to the regional and national averages (Instituto Nacional de
Estadística 2008). This growth has been driven by intensive horticultural and the
marketing services and related auxiliary industry, which have all benefited growers of
all sizes and all sectors of the economy. Recently Downward and Taylor (2007, p. 281)
have cited the following description by Almería’s Director of Agriculture:

This is the most social [equitable] level of agriculture in the world, not even the best
communist system would have achieved what has been achieved in Almería ... and for
people who maybe 50 years ago would have only had a herd of goats.

This phenomenon (which is most likely unprecedented in other Spanish provinces)
may constitute an example of endogenous development (Vázquez-Barquero 2002)
based on the effective use of natural resources, considerable business initiative and
local productive organisation, and on the creation and diffusion of innovative produc-
tive systems (such as social capital and networking). All of these have led to the
accumulation of capital and know-how, together with a high degree of competitive-
ness in the national and international agrifood context. This process, however, has not
been exempt from relevant exogenous components. For example, apart from its
connection from the outset with agents and circuits of the European and international
agrifood system, the productive development began by being based on several gov-
ernmental policies and programmes for the development of irrigation infrastructure
in the 1950s and 1960s. In the framework of the so-called colonisation policy, these
programmes had the basic aim of improving the productivity of areas of scant
production (usually due to unfavourable natural conditions) and via small
family-owned farms. However, without a doubt, the subsequent development of an
intensive, competitive export-oriented agriculture is a far cry from the intentions or
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achievements of the above-mentioned rural policy, as can be seen from the overall
result this policy achieved in different Spanish regions (García-Latorre et al. 2001). We
should also bear in mind that from the 1970s onwards this area’s development had no
government planning or support whatsoever; not even the different European Union
(EU) programmes for rural development (PRODER, LEADER and so on).

On the other hand, although local institutional development has not followed a
parallel process, over the last few years there have been certain signs which could be
considered to belong to the perspective of neo-endogenous development. These
include in particular the increasing participation of several public organisations (such
as the university) and concerns about regional differentiation in institutional policies.

The objective of this article is to show how this case-specific economic develop-
ment can be explained by the elements of different individual theories on regional
development. Therefore, the study also attempts to provide considerations of comple-
mentarity among development theories that can be explained by this specific regional
development.

Agricultural development versus rural development in Europe

Although agriculture remains the predominant land use in rural Europe, it no longer
dominates socially or economically. In the EU the sector accounts for only 6 per cent
of employment and even plays a minor role in rural employment and the GDP of rural
regions, despite the slight increase due to the recent extension of the Union to include
27 member countries, for example, 4.9% of employment in the EU-25, as compared
to 3.7% in EU-15 (European Commission 2007).

Whereas agriculture remains a strategically significant policy sector and is the
major force determining the rural environment, most rural areas rely to a diminish-
ing extent on farming. As rural areas have come to fulfil other functions, so other
public policies (apart from agriculture) have impinged on rural areas and govern-
ments have been drawn in to resolve issues concerning social and economic devel-
opment in rural areas through rural development policy. However, the nature of rural
areas and the challenges they face vary considerably across Europe with the conse-
quence that what is understood to constitute rural development policy also varies (see,
for example, Baldock et al. 2001). Table 1 shows the two main perceptions. The
common feature is a perspective that cuts across sectoral concerns and has a territo-
rial orientation. As a deliberate focus of activity, rural development policy has emerged
as a counterpoint to, and in the intersection between, two other established fields:
agricultural policy and spatial policy (Ward et al. 2005).

Despite the existing heterogeneity, the most accepted trend over the last two or
three decades in European rural development policy, under the predominant concep-
tion of a model of endogenous development (for example, the LEADER programme),
has been to promote increasing diversification in order to accommodate various
economic activities and new lifestyles. This is based on the argument that every region
or locality should develop by taking advantage of whatever existing or potential local
comparative advantage may lie within the spectrum of economic activities, noting that
activities such as organic farming, maintenance of landscape, tourism, energy har-
vesting and employment creation through labour-intensive services should be
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promoted (Pausewang 1995). In many cases the focus on agriculture as the main
activity has been considered misleading (for example, Terluin 2003). The inexorable
decline in primary sector employment and the depopulation of rural areas, particu-
larly in many parts of southern Europe and the more remote mountainous regions of
central and northern Europe, probably constitute the main reason for the political
orientation described (Ward et al. 2005).

Flynn and Lowe (1994) emphasise that the decline in importance of agriculture as
a sector in rural areas alongside the restructuring process (in advanced countries) has
triggered, in various combinations, a complex new set of economic, social, political
and cultural relationships. In the authors’ view, these relationships are not necessarily
dominated by economic parameters (for example, the structure of local economy and
employment) but are also influenced by political and social factors. In contrast, Cuddy
(2005) notes that the creation of value added in a sustainable and competitive market
framework is the foundation of (economic) wellbeing in rural areas. From this point
of view the problem faced by agricultural-based regions resides in the thinness or
non-existence of markets and the imperfect performance of markets and information
flows.

Nevertheless, some agricultural-based regions continue to show a self-sustained
process of growth. For example, authors such as Hassapoyannes et al. (1998) state
that this is the case of agricultural development models in regions of Greece, Italy,
Holland and Spain, which are based on a series of comparative advantages
that sustain endogenous development. Among these elements are the following
advantages:

• production of high-quality products (high value added per unit of end product)
• low use of external inputs in agriculture
• specific production patterns allowing for alternatives to modernisation schemes
• combination of non-agricultural activities
• recognition of the contribution of local factors and knowledge of local styles of

farming.

Together with these common elements, in each region certain specific factors have
allowed the comparative advantages to be utilised (Hassapoyannes et al. 1998). In

Table 1: Agrarian versus rural development perceptions

Agrarian Rural development

Farmer’s interests are the same as the rural
interest

Local actors represent a broad range of
interests according to their social
affiliation and economic status

Multifunctionality of rural areas is a
historical outcome of traditional farming

Rural areas’ multifunctionality is due to
internal diversity and external
expectations or pressures

Viable rural areas depend upon farming
activity, both economically and culturally

A competitive farming sector is not always
a prerequisite for viable rural areas

Source: Baldock et al. (2001).
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Italy, food chains have been the point of departure in examining meat, wine and
tobacco production. In the case of Spain it has been the co-operative basis (small
farmers) and marketing strategies. In Greece, the agricultural sector is characterised
by the persistence of traditional relations in production, such as family farming and
diversification. In Holland, the focus was on the social organisation of the production
process and marketing strategies. However, these authors describe these examples of
competitive agriculture as a component to bear in mind rather than the basis on
which rural development can be generalised.

Additionally, in recent decades, European rural policy has played a positive role
(to varying degrees) in securing these competitive advantages. For example, Tarditi
(2000) stresses that after joining the European Community, Italy implemented
probably the worst structural policy in Europe, with inadequate results for agricul-
tural restructuring and rural development. He attributes this poor performance to
both the agricultural policy measures implemented by the regional and national
authorities and the local implementation of structural policy and rural
development.

Nonetheless, there is much debate amongst academic researchers in rural studies
regarding the theories or models of economic development in rural regions, and the
role of the agricultural sector and rural development policy in stimulating economic
growth in rural regions (Lowe et al. 1993; Cloke 1997; Ray 2001; Terluin 2003). The
literature suggests three major approaches to rural development: an exogenous, an
endogenous and a neo-endogenous development approach.

Trends in regional development theories

From exogenous to endogenous perspectives

In recent decades, there has been a shift in rural development policy from an exog-
enous model to approaches informed by an endogenous model. The shift (depicted in
Table 2) has been far from complete. The classic formulation of rural development
dominant in post-war Europe, was a model that put industrialisation at the centre of
development. The key principles of this model centred on economies of scale and
concentration, considering that the function of rural areas was primarily to provide
food for the expanding cities.

By the late 1970s this model was falling into disrepute. It was criticised as depen-
dent development, reliant on continued subsidies and the policy decisions of distant
agencies or boardrooms. It was seen as distorted development, which boosted single
sectors, and selected settlements and certain types of business (for example, progres-
sive farmers) but left others behind and neglected the non-economic aspects of rural
life. It was cast as a destructive form of development that erased the cultural and
environmental differences of rural areas and was considered to be dictated develop-
ment devised by external experts and planners outside the local rural areas (Ward
2002; Ward et al. 2005).

Endogenous approaches are based on the assumption that the specific resources of
an area (natural, human and cultural) hold the key to its sustainable development.
Whereas exogenous rural development saw its key challenge as overcoming rural
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differences and distinctiveness through the promotion of universal technical skills
and the modernisation of physical infrastructure, endogenous development sees the
key challenge as valorising difference through the nurturing of locally distinctive
human and environmental capacities (van der Ploeg and Long 1994; van der Ploeg
and van Dijk 1995; Shucksmith 2000). In this model local resource endowments
(climate, land fertility and environmental quality) and the specific characteristics of
human and cultural capital provide the fundamental conditions for long-term rural
development. The main purpose of this perspective is to improve local economic and
social circumstances through mobilising internal resources.

Towards a broad vision of endogenous development and the new concepts of
neo-endogenous development and the knowledge economy

Given the great diversity of cases, and particularly in Europe, the recent literature on
development has broadened the concept of endogenous development. Authors such
as Vázquez-Barquero (2002) identify four roots of European endogenous develop-
ment theories (Table 3). The first is the high theory of development, which looks at
externalities in local economies that bring increasing returns to scale. The second is
a dualistic growth theory, which involves capital accumulation during the growth
process. The third theoretical root is dependency theory, which explains the domina-
tion of peripheral economies. Endogenous development theory and dependence
theory share the view that technological dependence restricts growth and that a
connection with the centre would promote growth in the peripheral economies. The
fourth root is a territorial development theory that focuses on local initiatives and local
development processes.

Table 2: Exogenous and endogenous rural development models

Exogenous development Endogenous development

Key principle Economies of scale and
concentration

Harnessing local (natural, human
and cultural) resources for
sustainable development

Dynamic force Urban growth poles (drivers
exogenous to rural areas)

Local initiative and enterprise

Functions of
rural areas

Food and primary products for
expanding urban economies

Diverse service economies

Major rural
development
problems

Low productivity and
peripherality

Limited capacity of areas and
groups to participate in
economic activity

Focus of rural
development

Agricultural modernisation:
encourage labour and capital
mobility

Capacity-building (skills,
institutions, infrastructure):
overcoming exclusion

Criticism Dependent, distorted, destructive
and dictated development

Not practical in contemporary
Europe

Source: Ward et al. (2005); Buchenrieder et al. (2007).
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However, despite the broad nature of these conceptions, they do not suffice to
explain the diversity and the different mechanisms in economic development across
regions in Europe. For instance, the Agricultural and Employment in the Rural
Regions project (Terluin and Post 2000) focused on employment performance and
sought to identify the major factors that influenced job creation in leading and lagging
EU rural areas (18 case studies between 1980 and 1990). The distinction between the
leading and lagging rural regions was established by the number of non-agricultural
jobs created in these regions. The study was based on the interaction between local
and external forces (between endogenous and exogenous development theories). The
findings show that there is no unique development pattern towards the creation of
jobs, but rather multiple development trajectories.

Another project, Dynamics of Rural Areas, investigated the factors of differential
economic performance between rural areas which apparently possess similar eco-
nomic, social and political conditions (16 areas from Scotland, Germany, Greece and
Sweden). The research was based on the hypothesis that the differential development
of rural areas might be explained by the interaction of a combination of tangible and
intangible factors and variables in specific local, regional and national contexts
(Bryden and Hart 2004). The findings show that the importance of different tangible
and intangible factors varied between successful and less successful regions. Intan-
gible factors, such as community and culture, networks, institutions and governance,
linked to human resources (for example, entrepreneurial qualities) and the
ease of adaptation to the new political emphasis on market economy and devolved

Table 3: Theoretical roots of endogenous development

Endogenous development
characteristics

High
development

theory

Dualistic
growth theory

Dependence
theory

Territorial
development

theory

Development potential
Resources X X X X
Indivisibilities X – – –

Capital accumulation
Application of surplus X X X –
Innovation X X X –
Flexible labour market – X X X

External economies of scale
Organisation of production X – – –
Networking – – – –
Urban relations – – X –

Institutional context
Institutional flexibility – X X –
Organisation of society – X X –

Local action
Local initiatives – – – X
Local control of development – – – X

Source: Vázquez-Barquero (2002), Yamamoto (2007).
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government were crucial for the differential economic performance (Bryden and Hart
2004). Although there is no unique development pattern for successful rural areas,
some potential lessons and interrelated factors that explain the differential economic
performance were outlined (Buchenrieder et al. 2007).

In addition, Dwyer et al. (2007) provide a study of the implementation of rural
development policy instruments to achieve different objectives in different parts of
Europe (across 13 EU countries, including three candidate countries). The findings
stressed the considerable potential of rural development regulation in the evolution of
EU rural development. However, the focus remained on agriculture and the resources
fell far short of needs, particularly with regard to rural environment and the sustain-
able development of marginal areas. Authors such as Suchacek and Malinovsky
(2007) and Buchenrieder et al. (2007) state certain concerns about the application of
rural development policy in recently incorporated countries to the EU. There are
differences between countries that see the rural development regulation as a tool to
promote environmental land management and those who focus on agriculture mod-
ernisation (Buchenrieder et al. 2007). Terluin (2003) provides a critical analysis of
some of the relevant theories that conceptualise the triggers behind economic devel-
opment in rural regions in the EU. She shows that the mixed exogenous and endog-
enous development approach, the community-led development theory and the first
hypothesis of Bryden’s (2003) theory on the use of social and cultural capital are
widely supported by empirical evidence.

To a great extent, these analyses and findings tend to show components of the
recent theories on neo-endogenous development approach. The process of regional
development was formed to be an intersection of new concepts, such as learning
regions, flexible specialisation or industrial districts that underline the importance of
profound spatial differentiation in institutional characteristics.2

Some authors (Lowe et al. 1993; Ray 2001) have criticised endogenous develop-
ment ideas. They argue that the notion of local rural areas pursuing socioeconomic
development autonomous of outside influences (they are whether globalisation, exter-
nal trade or governmental or EU action) may be an ideal but is not a practical
proposition in contemporary Europe. Any locality will include a mix of exogenous and
endogenous forces, and the local level must interact with the extra-local (High and
Nemes 2007). The critical point is how to enhance the capacity of local areas to steer
these wider processes, resources and actions to their benefit. This is the notion of
neo-endogenous development. The focus then is on the dynamic interactions
between local areas and their wider political, institutional, trading and natural envi-
ronments, and how these interactions are mediated.

Taking as reference the EU’s LEADER programme experiences, Ray (2003) argues
that the key to conceptualising actions within neo-endogenous local initiatives is the
role of human capital and the dynamics by which it accumulates in individuals,
businesses and organisations. A knowledge economy approach to neo-endogenous
rural development seeks to develop the human and social capital in networks of
businesses, practitioners and agencies working in rural areas (Ward et al. 2005).

It is along these lines that the New Rural Economy project has been carried out,
focusing on the role of institutions such as universities in this knowledge economy.
Based on the experience of North-East England, this shows how capturing the
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knowledge of practitioners and researchers from both inside and outside the region,
the project activities have sought to help unlock the potential and build the capacity of
endogenous and neo-endogenous actors to plan and deliver rural development in that
region (Ward et al. 2005).

Despite this experience and the consistency of this development approach,
Buchenrieder et al. (2007) consider that more empirical evidence is required before it
can be accepted. In particular the implications of engaging several institutions in a
common development strategy may make the practical application of this approach
difficult (Table 4).

The case study: Almería’s development

Methodology of analysis

The case study method was selected (Yin 1989). This allows an understanding of the
evolution of this regional development at more than a superficial level. We used a
retrospective analysis based on studies that focused on some components of the
economic development and secondary statistical data. In the following subsection, a
general retrospective is provided, outlining the main features of Almería’s economic
development. In the final subsection, the main factors of its success and their con-
nection with the different development models are analysed. For these descriptions
we have taken into account additional methodological aspects and considerations.

More specifically, this study bears in mind that when considering the success of a
development model competitiveness is a common key factor (Terluin 2003). Com-
petitiveness is the ability of each region to produce with a comparative advantage the
goods and services that are demanded by the national and international system of
which they form a part (Camagni 1995; Esposti and Sotte 2002). Thus, in each stage
of the development under analysis, it is not difficult to explain the causes and
determining factors in transforming comparative advantages into competitive

Table 4: Neo-endogenous rural development model

(Following the structure of Table 2)

Key principle The interaction between local and global forces
Dynamic force Globalisation, rapid technological change in

communications and information
Functions of rural areas Knowledge economy, dynamic participation of

local actors in local and external networks and
development processes

Major rural development problems Resources allocation and competitiveness in a global
environment

Focus on rural development Enhancing local capacity and actors participation to
direct local and external forces to their benefit

Criticism Operates at a level of insufficient empirical evidence

Source: Buchenrieder et al. (2007); authors.
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variables (for example, Galdeano and De Pablo 1999). The difficulty in this case study
resides in identifying the development models that accommodate this process. An
additional issue is that this case study has not been analysed in the literature outlined
in the previous section, possibly due the difficulty of defining a single model or
because this development has been based on agriculture, rather than on recommen-
dations from rural development policy, as indicated above.

Due to these issues, the approach followed consists of outlining the factors of
competitiveness and identifying them as components of different development per-
spectives (Terluin and Post 1999). Three stages of the historical process in this
development are considered (for example, Martínez-Paz et al. 2001; Ferraro and
Aznar 2008): (1) a mixed exogenous/endogenous development model in the begin-
ning (1960s and 1970s); (2) a reinforcement of the endogenous development model
during the following decades (1980s and 1990s); (3) economies of scale and concen-
tration from the 1990s and the consideration of neo-endogenous components.

Data and features related to agriculture-based development

The province of Almería has experienced an unprecedented transformation in terms
of Spain’s recent economic history. Until the end of the 1960s all the social and
economic indicators characterised Almería as a province that was underdeveloped
and in a stage of decline. However, from that point on Almería’s economy began a
period of growth that produced development indicators higher than the regional and
national average. This strong growth rate has made the province one of the most
outstanding examples of convergence in the second half of the twentieth century.
Almería passed from being one of the worst ranked provinces in Spain in terms of
GDP to becoming the first province in Andalusia (southern Spain) and obtaining an
intermediate position nationally, after gaining thirty percentage points (Figure 1).

The production sector structure in this province possesses unique traits with
respect to those of Andalusia and Spain, namely, the importance of the primary sector
and lack of industry. In 2006 the agrarian sector in Almería contributed 23.5% of the
total gross value added, while in Andalusia it represented 7.8% and in Spain 4%
(Table 5). Therefore, in terms of production the sector is triple that of the regional
average in the province and is nearly six times greater than the national average.
Moreover, the substantial importance of agriculture in the province has been main-
tained over the last three decades, while in the contexts of Andalusia and Spain it has
progressively lost its strength against the rest of the production sectors. As a result
this trend has allowed the provincial agrarian sector to grow continuously both
regionally (increasing from 17.1% in 1995 to 28.2% in 2006) and nationally (from
4.3% to 7.5%, respectively). From the point of view of employment, the importance of
the sector in terms of production is highlighted even more considering that it
accounts for 27.1% of provincial employment, as compared to 12.2% at regional level
(Andalusia) and only 7.4% at national level.

The credentials of intensive farming in Almería are outstanding. The land area
dedicated to horticultural farming in greenhouses (26,750 ha) represents over half of
the national total. More than 70% of this area is concentrated in the zone known as
El Poniente, the most important centre of intensive farming in the world (United
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Nations Environment Programme [UNEP] 2005). In 2008 agricultural production
increased to 2.95 million tons and turnover reached !1,463 million, making Almería
the top vegetable growing province in Spain. Over half the produce is destined for
foreign markets and the corresponding 1.66 million tonnes that are exported make
this province the largest Spanish exporter of fresh vegetable produce and create its
trade surplus every year.

Its social importance is also relevant, as the sector was founded on a system of
small-scale family farms and has been a key source of employment. The farmland is
divided among 13,500 small-scale farmers and the sector provides direct employment
to more than 40,000 workers annually. The family nature of the farms and their
reduced size were characteristics that appeared at the beginning of the sector’s
development but have endured until the present day, making them their most
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Figure 1: GDP per capita in Almería in relation to the GDP in Spain from 1955 to 2005
(%)
Source: Instituto Nacional de Estadística.

Table 5: Production structure for Almería, Andalusia and Spain in 2007 (%)

Almería Andalusia Spain

GVA Employment GVA Employment GVA Employment

Agriculture 23.5 27.1 7.8 12.2 4.0 7.4
Industry 8.0 5.6 13.7 9.7 20.2 17.5
Construction 10.4 10.5 12.2 11.5 10.0 11.3
Services 58.1 56.8 66.2 66.6 65.7 63.9

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

GVA, gross value added.
Source: Instituto Nacional de Estadística.

64 Galdeano-Gómez ET AL.

© 2010 The Authors. Sociologia Ruralis © 2010 European Society for Rural Sociology.
Sociologia Ruralis, Vol 51, Number 1, January 2011



characteristic and unique traits (García-Latorre et al. 2001; Downward and Taylor
2007). This further examined in the following section.

Identification of components of development theories

By means of this identification exercise, the study of this exceptional case allows us to
show certain limitations of the development models over different periods of time,
while assuming that this process is not totally linear. As Shucksmith (2010, p. 6)
points out, development is non-linear, complex and continually emergent, popping up
in unexpected ways from a variety of actors. In the history of this development we
should therefore consider the simultaneous existence of components that can be
ascribed to the three models described. However, considering the proposed stages,
which cover a lengthy period of time, we see that in the case of Almería certain
components stand out as main development drivers, and these may be linked more
closely to one of the development theories, making it appear more important than the
others.

A mixed exogenous and endogenous development model at the beginning. In
Almería intensive farming represents the largest agrarian transformation that Spain
has experienced in recent decades. When trying to explain the process that led to the
emergence of this sector it is difficult to find similarities with the development of
other farming regions (Mota et al. 1996). Consequently, this phenomenon has been
dubbed the Almería miracle. Nevertheless, beyond resorting to the notion of miracles
to explain past events a collection of social, institutional, economic and technological
factors exists which have combined to give rise to this process.

The natural conditions of this province were ideal for the growing of extra-early
horticultural crops under plastic, since the benign climatic conditions and the
elevated number of hours of sunlight permitted farming during times of the year
when it was not possible in other European farming areas. In addition, the low and
erratic rainfall was compensated by the abundance of subterranean water resources.
However, in order to take advantage of these natural assets the contribution of an
exogenous and institutional component was necessary. This came in the form of
federal intervention via the National Colonisation Institute (the INC, in Spanish). In
this way, access to underground aquifers was made possible thanks largely to insti-
tutional actions in the 1950s, which promoted the use of the technology necessary for
extracting this resource. This also contributed to breaking the technology blockade
that would have impeded the development of other future technological innovations.
Moreover, the intervention of the INC was not limited to providing water and elec-
trical infrastructures; it also encouraged new people to settle in the area and offered
them technical and financial advice. Its actions proved to be decisive as regards the
social composition of the new sector as the allocation of small-scale parcels of land
(3.5 ha) among settlers set the foundations for a family-farm model that has lasted
until today (García-Latorre et al. 2001).

In addition to this institutional component, the human factor played a fundamen-
tal role in the sector’s initial phase. The INC’s work to settle the area was accompanied
by a widespread response from families from nearby rural areas who were attracted in

65Rural development in the EU: a paradigmatic case study

© 2010 The Authors. Sociologia Ruralis © 2010 European Society for Rural Sociology.
Sociologia Ruralis, Vol 51, Number 1, January 2011



times of crisis by the proposition of easy access to land and the possibility of obtaining
their own property, not to mention the high profitability these farms offered in
comparison with traditional agriculture. With their strong work ethic and high levels
of initiative these families took on the risk of farming on completely unirrigated
terrain by means of a new growing technique that they put into practice and perfected
with great ease, allowing them to increase output and obtain significant profits.

The technological component also made a fundamental contribution during the
sector’s first phase. At that time local innovations were developed and subsequently
incorporated very rapidly by most of the farmers. The first step forward took place
with the introduction of a farming technique called enarenado (the creation of an
artificial soil), which completely transformed unproductive land into prosperous
farms with higher and earlier yields (Tout 1990). Later, people began to construct the
first plastic greenhouses intended to provide effective protection against winds and
low winter temperatures. This further contributed to increased yields, early harvests,
quality produce and water conservation (Galdeano and De Pablo 1999).

Finally, an exogenous component that helped to fuel the sector was the favourable
conditions of international markets. During a time of growing open trade in the
European market, the development of Almería’s agriculture benefited from an
expanding market for horticultural produce in general and, in particular, for out-of-
season produce (Pérez-Mesa 2007). This growing demand led to progressively larger
yields and was the main reason for continued investment and development.

Reinforcement of the endogenous development model in the following decades. It
was upon the above-mentioned foundations that Almería’s intensive farming model
developed over the course of the 1960s and 1970s. However, its consolidation took
place in the 1980s and 1990s, fundamentally based on endogenous components with
constant improvement in the fields of production and marketing.

In the field of production there has been a gradual substitution of employment
for capital while at the same time maintaining the basic farm structure. The average
farm size has also grown as a result of the accumulation of capital and technological
improvements to greenhouses that permit the management of even larger areas.
Despite this trend, the small dimensions which still characterise most farms allow
them to be predominantly family-run firms, although there has been a growing
movement towards contract labour. The need for labour from outside the family unit
has grown progressively basically due to two new factors. On the one hand, this is
because of economic reasons, as many of the agricultural workers, particularly
women and young adults, have moved into the auxiliary and service sectors that have
arisen around the agricultural sector. Secondly, since the mid-1980s farmers have
tended to increase production by extending the surface area of crops in order to
maintain their levels of profit; and they have also diversified the risk of fluctuations in
prices on the international markets by broadening the range of produce supplied
(Aznar and Sánchez 2000). As in other agricultural areas in Spain, the lack of labour,
especially for occasional work, has been solved since the mid-1990s by employing
foreign workers. Initially, the step from farming mainly with family workers to using
a high level of employees, many of whom are immigrants, has not been well managed
and the incorporation of this new workforce has given rise to difficulties that have
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become one of the main challenges facing this sector. This challenge is being met by
introducing stricter regulation and contracting foreign workers in their country of
origin. Nevertheless, the contribution of the immigrant workforce to Almería’s inten-
sive horticulture has become a relevant element. This workforce suits the particular
characteristics of the local work market perfectly, as they are a very adaptable workers,
and by occupying the lowest posts in the labour market they have permitted the
professional and economic mobility of Spanish workers in a clear hierarchy of the
labour market.

In this phase the technological component has maintained its contribution to
development, allowing farming techniques to continue evolving thanks to the con-
stant introduction of innovations geared towards growth that respond to the needs
and peculiarities of the local area. The incorporation of new technology into farms
during this period has been massive, substantially improving yields and allowing the
average production per hectare to more than double, increasing from a little over 30
tons per ha in 1990 to more than 64 in 2008. Furthermore, this increased yield has
produced an improvement in quality, an extension of the growing seasons and the
harvesting of two and up to three crops a year, which is known as crop forcing (Tout
1990; Ferraro and Aznar 2008).

The structure of local financing has constituted another of the factors that has
allowed the production structure based on family firms to be maintained. Its growth
was accompanied by the endogenous development of private financing structures and
mechanisms for family firms. The private credit facilities offered by marketing firms,
and particularly the rising importance of local credit entities, mainly the Caja Rural de
Almería (now Caja Rural Intermediterránea, Cajamar) in the 1960s as an agricultural
credit co-operative (with a high degree of participation in capital from local farmers),
were fundamental for continued investment, given the lack of foreign investment and
particularly the lack of CAP Common Agricultural Policy or Spanish government
support.3

The endogenous component of human capital has played a fundamental role in
the technological field. On the one hand, it is important to note that most of the first
settlers had prior experience in agricultural labour, particularly with horticultural or
vine crops. Together with the fact that they were young and energetic, this made them
more receptive to the incorporation of new farming techniques, which, in turn, drove
them to participate in the constant development of improvements and create a
favourable environment for technological innovation and its rapid and widespread
implementation (García-Latorre et al. 2001). In addition, the generational renewal
that is currently taking place with the incorporation of young farmers is helping to
intensify this rejuvenation process by means of technological innovations. On the
other hand, the constant incorporation of innovations, both in production processes
and inputs, cannot be understood without considering the role played by agricultural
engineers and technicians. Almería is an area in Spain which has the highest density
of workers dedicated to technical agronomic consulting. In most cases they are not
self-employed but rather belong to a business or institutional organisations carrying
out a fundamental role in the release and dissemination of information through a
series of channels designed around a network of both formal and informal contacts
(Ferraro and Aznar 2008).
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The endogenous component of development is also absolutely dominant in the
field of marketing. Over the years the structuring of distribution channels has been
achieved following a local marketing model comprised of two methods, which both
complement and compete against each other. Firstly, there were local sales by means
of an auction system (exchanges), then subsequently direct sales to consumer
markets developed through distribution companies organised by the growers them-
selves. Thanks to this model, practically all produce is currently marketed directly
from Almería for both national and international markets. Apart from retaining more
value added for the area and achieving better prices, the action of involving farmers in
direct distribution has also allowed them to maintain direct contact with the markets,
making them more inclined to favour innovation and adapt to the changing demand
(Galdeano and De Pablo 1999).

Finally, during this stage the sector underwent a significant reorientation towards
international markets. The continued improvement of local distribution channels has
permitted the rapid and constant incorporation of horticultural produce to the export
market (Martínez-Paz et al. 2001; Pérez-Mesa 2007). From the second half of the
1990s, sales in foreign markets continued to rise to the point where they had
absorbed more than half of Almería’s horticultural production (Figure 2). During this
time this province became the largest exporter of fresh vegetables in Spain, repre-
senting about 30% of the national total in recent years. Furthermore, exports of
horticultural produce have become the nucleus of Almería’s exports, representing
over 80% of provincial sales to foreign markets. This enormous exporting power
exceeds provincial limits and reaches significant relevance on a regional scale as it
represents almost 10% of all Andalusian exports.
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Figure 2: Evolution of horticulture exports from Almería
Source: Instituto Nacional de Estadística.
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From economies of scale and concentration to a consideration of neo-endogenous
components. Economies of scale and concentration began to rise during this period
as a result of a structure founded on the highest concentration of plastic greenhouses
in the world. The provincial land area dedicated to horticultural greenhouse farming
is currently situated at around 27,000 ha. Almería has the largest area of greenhouse
crops of all Spanish provinces, representing more than half of the total area of
greenhouses in Spain. This is even more significant considering Spain itself is a
country with the most hectares dedicated to greenhouses in the whole Mediterranean
basin, surpassing Italy, Turkey and Morocco. Furthermore, most of the greenhouse
area in this province is concentrated in the El Poniente zone. In this area, of about
27,000 ha, there is a concentration of over 16,000 ha of greenhouses. The result is
the emergence of a veritable sea of plastic visible from kilometres away that has taken
on outstanding worldwide significance as one of the greatest territorial transforma-
tions to have taken place in the last third of the twentieth century. In fact, the
concentration of greenhouses in El Poniente is one of the few man-made structures
visible from space along with the Great Wall of China (UNEP 2005).

Nevertheless, derived from this concentration, the sector has to overcome some
environmental issues. Until the 1990s intensive horticulture was developed without
any type of territorial planning and organisation, which produced negative environ-
mental externalities: the extraction of sand from the costal area for agricultural use,
the uncontrolled dumping of waste (both organic, plastic and packaging), the occu-
pation of areas of environmental interest and landscape degradation, deficiencies in
the road network, the invasion of the public hydraulic domain and the poor structure
and functioning of territorial planning (Gómez 2003). The lack of planning at the
start of the boom period, along with the continuous increase in the number of
hectares under greenhouses, also led to the over-exploitation of some of the aquifers
in the area. This pressure became manifest as unmistakable symptoms of degrada-
tion appeared in the aquifers, such as the progressive salinisation in the areas closest
to the shore (Tout 1990; Consejería de Agricultura y Medio Ambiente 1991). The
solution to this problem began to be introduced at the end of the 1980s in the form
of generalised systems of water saving (such as drip irrigation and hydroponics) and
the progress achieved in productivity per cubic metre (Colino and Martínez 2002;
Galdeano-Gómez et al. 2008). The advent of the Plan Hidrológico de la Cuenca del
Sur (Hydrological Plan for the Southern Basin) in the late 1990s allowed an increase
in the water supply (via desalinisation plants, reservoirs, reusage, and so on) and the
study of the capacity and evolution of the aquifers with the aim of establishing a
suitable framework to regulate demand (Ferraro 2000; Downward and Taylor 2007).

However, apart from the benefits derived simply from the enormous magnitude
achieved by the sector, the formation of an agro-industrial cluster has acquired
increasing relevance and can be considered an outstanding exponent of the endog-
enous development perspective (Ferraro and Aznar 2008). Since the beginning of the
1990s a complex system of industrial activities and services has been growing, all
revolving around the greenhouse farming that is the base of the current agro-
industrial cluster (Figure 3). This system is experiencing constant dynamism, as is
demonstrated by its evolution, performance, the number of companies in this area,
job creation and sales in international markets. All this has led the sector to achieve
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the following significant figures: 14,000 enterprises, with an income of !8,600 m per
annum, with over 50,000 jobs created and with exports of !1,700 m per annum
(Ferraro and Aznar 2008). Further, the endogenous and local nature of this agro-
industrial cluster is noteworthy. Local initiative has identified and set up most of the
service activities (such as handling, marketing, transport, financial systems, informa-
tion technology services and agronomic assessment). As regards industrial activities,
in some sectors the firms are mainly local ones (plastics, irrigation and fertilisation,
containers and greenhouses), and a growing number of local firms among them
supply the technological inputs (seeds, biological production, machinery and agro-
chemical products) (Aznar-Sánchez and Sánchez-Picón 2010).

Apart from the production links of secondary industries and services with primary
activities which justify their creation, these industries and services have been creating
a network of business and co-operative relationships which give the agro-industrial
system strength and unification (Pérez-Mesa et al. 2009).4
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In recent years, the connection of this productive system with the different public
institutions and research and development centres is also noteworthy. This leads us to
consider a neo-endogenous tendency in the sector development, especially derived
from the enormous qualitative leap in the sector based on widespread new knowl-
edge. The province of Almería boasts research and development centres that focus
their efforts on meeting the needs of this sector and favouring the development of
innovations (Pallarés-Barberá 2002).5 The results are important in the development of
technological processes that can be adapted to the special conditions of the sector in
Almería. Thus, although many of the innovations are of an incremental nature and
are not protected, the number of patents applied for by firms in the auxiliary indus-
tries of the productive system linked to intensive agriculture in Almería has increased
considerably, accounting for 31% of all Andalusian patents sought by the agrarian
industry (Fundación Tecnova 2009).

Another component of development, from the neo-endogenous perspective, is the
composition of an institutional framework that facilitates and stimulates relations
between sector members and greatly contributes to its own growth. Consequently,
companies in the sector are collaborating more and more closely with the university
and provincial research centres. Local companies linked to the supply sector and other
related sectors are also becoming actively involved in applied research works
(Figure 4). In addition, research centres maintain important information exchanges
with companies and also disseminate the results of their research (Galdeano-Gómez
et al. 2008). One example that highlights this capacity to generate a combined
response to changes in demand is the farmers’ swift adoption of environmentally
friendly production techniques with a view to meeting new market requirements and
complying with the new EU Directive relating to the sustainable use of phytosanitary
products. In only three years (2006–2009) integrated pest management has ceased to
be the exception, replacing the hitherto usual chemical methods and becoming the
norm. As a result, Almería has become the world’s leading area using this system,
ahead of countries such as Holland and Israel (Pérez-Mesa et al. 2009). The speed
and magnitude of this change has been possible thanks to the availability of technical,
human, corporate and institutional resources that are capable of carrying it out and
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also due to the perfect co-ordination between the private and public sectors. All the
agents involved have made a great effort to achieve this. Producers and technicians
have applied the new methods with great efficiency, supported by the ongoing train-
ing facilities that different institutions and organisms have made available. The
auxiliary industry has researched and produced in Almería most of the natural
predators necessary for plant treatment and pest control. The administration has
fomented the implantation of these crop techniques by means of financial support to
put them into practice and advertising campaigns (Aznar-Sánchez and Sánchez-
Picón, 2010).

Finally, a series of intangible assets have also grown up over the years (such as
social capital, local know-how and relational capital) that provide the sector with great
strength, competitive power and the flexibility with which to face new challenges,
particularly in international markets (Pallarés-Barberá 2002). In the international
context a series of modifications is taking place and creating an ever more global and
competitive market. On the one hand, the European market is actively opening up,
based on the multilateral commitments acquired (World Trade Organisation) and on
the many bilateral and multilateral agreements and initiatives, particularly in the
Mediterranean (García and Mastrostefano 2002). On the other hand, competitive
conditions are likely to become considerably harder due to the emergence of
vegetable-producing countries that have major advantages regarding costs which
allow them to compete price-wise (such as Morocco, Turkey and Egypt) (Aznar 2006).

Discussion and conclusions

In the literature there is no a single exclusive model behind the driving forces of rural
development. Instead there are multiple development trajectories resulting
from various combinations of local, regional, national and global forces in specific
circumstances.

Different research works have revealed the complexity of European rural regions,
and indicated how the strategies and development policies have shown a mixture
exogenous and endogenous development components (for example, Terluin 2003) as
well as a combination of tangible and intangible assets (for example, Bryden and Hart
2004).

The successful economic growth of Almería province represents a clear example of
this complexity. The process of changing comparative advantages into competitive
advantages could not explained without the confluence of different components of
development theories which have coincided in time, without specifying which
element has been the most decisive in this development. In other words, the analysis
has revealed that the development of each one of the periods described has been the
result of the action of various endogenous and exogenous factors. Moreover, each one
of the development theories analysed offers an explanation of the different contribu-
tions made by each one of the components. However, the progressive complexity of
this phenomenon, in conjunction with the combined and complementary perfor-
mance of each one of its components, makes it impossible to explain its development
based merely on one theory; rather it is necessary to gather explanatory elements from
all the components (High and Nemes 2007).
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Nevertheless, in this case study the complexity is greater. As previously shown, a
common trajectory in European development strategies in recent decades is that they
are based on rural multifunctionality and the consideration of agriculture as a mis-
leading strategy (Ward et al. 2005). Although farming can be a competitive sector, this
should be considered in most cases a complementary component of economic activity
(Hassapoyannes et al. 1998) due to its relative impact on rural development (Barkley
and Wilson 1992; Ward et al. 2005).

The singularity of this case is that intensive farming has allowed it to pass from
a model based on absolute advantages during its beginnings to one characterised by
its competitive advantages. At first, the sector was propelled by an initial advantage
founded on the availability of a series of privileged natural resources that allowed
production during times of the year when it was not possible in other European
countries. However, over time a new series of dynamic advantages were generated
as a result of the presence of certain advanced factors (including specialised per-
sonnel, local know-how, research and development centres and training centres),
the accumulation of experience as well as technology and production innovations all
functioning within a favourable institutional framework, accompanied by a flexible
local production system. At present, Almería’s horticultural sector constitutes a
system with great capacity for innovation and improvement of its competitiveness.
This is possible thanks to the generation from this sector of tangible and intangible
assets, such as intense internal competition, competitive local suppliers, an appro-
priate environment for the investment and creation of new companies, extreme
geographical concentration, highly motivated and dedicated members in the sector,
the swift improvement of factors of production as well as efficient formal and infor-
mal methods of communication among members in the sector. As a whole it pos-
sesses favourable conditions for continued improvement and also a great versatility
to adapt to market changes and other socio-economic issues. We should stress,
however, the series of current problems that have to be dealt with: management of
the immigrant workers, environmental impacts and the challenges from interna-
tional markets. Although these problems have been dealt with suitably on the whole
over recent years, this new context may require a process of re-adaptation. This
change in direction is complex and may imply joint action by different agents
related with this development, as has occurred in other cases in the European
context (Shucksmith 2010).

Overall, this study provides some additional concerns about the paradigm of rural
development. Therefore, the explanation of some specific agricultural and rural devel-
opment still needs a mixture of development models (Terluin 2003). Moreover, if this
re-mixture is possible, it is right to consider complementarity approaches as opposed
to unidirectional ones.

Notes

* Corresponding author.
1 These features are likely to be the reason behind the lack of regional case studies on this area,

as most studies are concerned with the requirements and recommendations for European
rural policy.
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2 Neo-endogenous thinking draws on institutionalist theories of development. Such theories
maintain that the key to local development lies in building a local institutional capacity
able both to mobilise internal resources and to cope with the external forces acting on a
region. This perspective emphasises not only that economic or business development
needs to be embedded in the region, but that the means of achieving this objective is
through the participation of local actors in internal and external development
processes.

3 As mentioned in the introduction, in the case of Almería, what stands out is the lack of
relevance of the governmental system of support and of a policy of development planning
in recent decades. Thus, after the colonisation policy in the 1960s and 1970s we have to
wait until a few years after Spain’s entrance into the EEC in 1986 for the applications of
structural funds to begin, from 1989 onwards, and the first programmes of regional devel-
opment. Later, especially in this sector, when the transition period was over in the mid-
1990s, the effective application of the sectorial policies of the CAP (such as the European
Commission Regulation 2200/96 of the Common Market Organization of Fruit and Veg-
etables). Nevertheless, for rural areas with competitive agriculture, whose CAP subsidies
only account for 1.6% of agricultural income (García and Mastrostefano 2002), and with
a relatively consolidated agro-industrial sector, rural development policies have been
largely irrelevant and seldom applied. Indeed, except in certain specific rural areas of
Almería, particularly mountainous ones that are less involved in greenhouse production,
we find that certain LEADER I and LEADER II projects are put into practice, but their
effect is barely relevant in the context of the province as a whole (Molina 2005) or in the
development models described.

4 These authors admit that the presence in Almería’s cluster of multinational firms in aux-
iliary industries (though only relevant in the seed sector), together with the pressure from
major retailers, may tend to generate generic technology that is easily transferable to the
competition, as has been observed in other sectors (see, for example, Almeida 1996, for
the semiconductors industry or Thompson 2002, for the textile industry). However, this
scenario in Almería’s agro-industry cluster, made up of small local firms, has allowed the
generation of specific technology adapted to the needs of the local sector, which has also
been the main testing area (Ferraro and Aznar 2008). On the other hand, Pérez-Mesa et al.
(2009) consider that the other main function of the horticultural cluster is diffusion of
technology, whether it be a newly implemented method or not, and primarily the speed
with which the change takes place. The existence of a cluster oriented towards diffusion,
which accelerates changes, entails positive complementary aspects as a result of being the
first to adopt innovations (order effect). This effect is the result of the links between all
the agents in the cluster, and is therefore in concordance with the existence of neo-
endogenous development.

5 Some centres are public institutions (such as the Andalusian Institute for Research and
Training in Agriculture, Fisheries, Food and Ecological Production and the University of
Almería), others private (such as Las Palmerillas Experimental Station founded by Cajamar
and the Foundation for Auxiliary Technology in Agriculture) and some are mixed (such as
the Innovation Centre of the Association of Horticultural Farmers and Exporters). Some
have even become known worldwide, as is the case of both the Las Palmerillas Experimental
Station and the University of Almería through the efforts of various research groups and its
experimental farm (Ferraro and Aznar 2008).
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