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Summary
The paper examines the strategies and rationale of rural revitalization as an element of the new paradigm of sustainable rural development in the USA. Born out of the need to counteract adverse effects of the industrial and sectoral agricultural policy, rural revitalization attempts to harmonize economic development of rural areas with the needs of rural communities and quality of the natural environment. Its central element is the preservation of rural America’s cultural heritage. In this context, culture has extended the pool of economic resources and become a part of the economic policy to bring life back to underdeveloped rural areas, which seems particularly important in the context of providing them with competitive advantage on the global market, and at the same time keep it in line with social development.
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Introduction
Globalization, one of the main forces driving the world today, is generally understood as integration of economic, political, cultural and social systems across the whole world. Two competing theses claim to describe its consequences for the above walks  of life. The first is that of convergence, i.e. homogenization of patterns of social and economic development as well as culture; the other is divergence, i.e. increasing separation and disparity of patterns of civilizational development. Which view is more accurate and better reflects the direction and extent of changes that have and still are taking place in the world? To get a full picture of the processes ongoing in the world of today, frequently referred to as the global village to denote the direction of changes, we should rather go on to form a comprehensive thesis of complementariness of convergence and divergence of development patterns. An alternative notion of selective convergence stresses the fact that globalism does not limit but encourages various institutional approaches, which in turn induce various paths of development: [d]iversity is not an optional byproduct of high culture; it is at the very heart of a world that has abandoned the need for closed, encompassing systems.1 In this respect, we shall observe the critical role of culture in the ongoing development processes, particularly in the context of globalization. The logic of the market relies on gaining comparative advantage which inevitably necessitates use of all available resources: economic but also cultural, social or political. Hence, the culture-induced coexistence of convergence and divergence creates a window of opportunity for all countries and their regions, particularly underdeveloped ones, to take advantage of their unique resources to win their share of economic development pie and encourage diversity of development patterns nation- and worldwide. Quite representative of that trend is the situation of the American rural areas after the introduction of the new federal comprehensive agricultural and rural policy in the 1990s.

1. The roots of the decline of American rural areas 

The industrial model of development which dominated the American agriculture for most of the 20th century left a deep mark on the face of the rural communities and rural areas. The overwhelming trend towards increased production efficiency of food at farm level had many adverse consequences not only for the quality of food itself but for the quality of life in rural areas as well. As farms grew in size and intensified their production, fewer and fewer people were needed to produce food and the workforce declined. Under these circumstances, as more and more farmers decided to leave rural areas in search of a better life, rural areas witnessed a dramatic depopulation: in 1940-1985 the farm population dropped from 30 million down to 5.4 million.2 The trend affected both farmers, who were forced out of business by the more efficient industrial-type farm operations, and rural communities in villages and small towns around farms. The development of industrial farms as well as the profit generated by them did not stimulate the growth of the local rural communities and economies since their main objective was purely economic, i.e. maximization of the farming profit. At the same time the big industrial farms increasingly relied on hired workforce not necessarily coming from the local rural community. On the other hand, members of small and medium farms—frequently family operated—more and more often had to supplement their income from off-farm income sources for survival and in search of this extra yet indispensable part of income they either commuted to or moved to cities. The combination of the above trends accounted for the situation when many small town family-operated local rural shops and businesses were forced to close. The closure of rural family businesses brought further degradation of physical and social infrastructure: hospitals, health care centers, schools, administrative offices were shut down as their existence was questioned by the decreasing rural population depopulation they were supposed to serve. Finally, the economic and social degradation of rural areas and communities was clearly seen in the rising poverty rate among rural population which grew continuously until 1983 reaching the high 18.3% rate. Although the poverty rate among the American rural population declined down to 13.4% in 2000, the trend of high poverty rate among the rural south remained and was coupled with a more general one which maintained a high gap in poverty rates, i.e. 5-3%, between rural and metropolitan populations. All these facts proved the inverse relationship between the size and scale of agricultural operations and the quality of life in neighboring rural communities.3
The negative impact of industrial agriculture on the rural areas was not demonstrated by statistical measures of high depopulation or poverty rates exclusively. Not only did rural areas become depopulated and poor but also in these areas where rural communities survived the traditional link between people, their work and place of residence was severely undermined. In this sense, the economic decline of rural areas was followed by the cultural one. It was manifested by erosion of rural values and traditions so openly so eagerly praised by the American public, deterioration of relationships between members of rural communities, i.e. the sense of community, neighborly bonds, self-sufficiency, and entrepreneurship. This interpersonal aspect of decline of rural culture also had a more tangible visual manifestation: decline of historic heritage, landmarks and building related to the culture and tradition of a given local rural community. In the face of rural economic downturn, rural outmigration and high poverty rates these physical assets of local culture were foregone as frequently there was hardly anyone in the forlorn rural towns and villages to take care of them. 

2. At the crossroads of the economy, the man and the environment 

The critical role of culture for development of underdeveloped rural areas in the USA was acknowledged and taken advantage of by the idea of sustainable development. The new paradigm of development was forged in response to the growing dissatisfaction with the enormous yet unequal distribution of development patterns between the developed and undeveloped areas of the USA, similar to those on the global scale. Efforts to counteract the negative impacts of the industrial model of agriculture, as a part of the sustainable development agenda, have come to be referred to as revitalization of rural areas or village renewal. They denote primarily policies aiming at the economic growth or stabilization of small towns and villages in the vicinity of farms, yet revitalization also … connotes recognition of the richness of rural culture and the need to preserve it.4 Hence, both are indispensable elements of the revitalization policy which stands in stark contrast to the former industrial model of agricultural policy. Preservation of rural heritage and culture—both the physical (e.g. historic and traditional buildings and sites) and the behavioral (traditions, customs, and specific rural lifestyle)—cannot do without economic revitalization through e.g. improving employment and income opportunities in the first place followed by those to improve social and physical infrastructure in rural areas. No policies could ever effectively persuade people to make the effort to preserve the nonmaterial values of their life like culture, tradition and lifestyle at the cost of their standard of living. Cultural revitalization policy can succeed only if in this case rural communities can see an economic benefit behind it. In this sense, the fate of such policy is related to the fact how well the rural areas will develop economically. On the other hand, the danger of this approach is that unlike typical economic policies, maximization of efficiency—and the resulting dependence on external inputs—is not and cannot be the focal point of rural revitalization and economic development. Rural areas would then again share the grim fate of economic underdevelopment as an abandoned workshop of industrial agriculture which drained the economic and social potential of the rural areas to its own advantage. Hence effective rural revitalization policy is a multipronged approach resting on the legs of both economic and cultural development and renewal in accord with the local environmental conditions. In this sense, rural revitalization emphasizes the harmony between economic, social and environmental values in civilizational progress demonstrated by the notion of sustainable development. Through changes in managing the farm and rural community, through using local and renewable inputs rather than external ones and making use of them to them for housing, energy and waste water management schemes on farms and small rural towns rural revitalization appears to be an intrinsic element of the rural and agricultural comprehensive policy model built on the foundations of sustainable development.5
3. Cultural heritage as a viable economic resource

The preservation of rural America's cultural heritage derives from a more general trend to protect the distinctive character of the multitude of local, also rural, places viewed as products of the intricate cultural context involving the place's history, traditions, land-use patterns, material heritage, and economic development. The trend has been referred to as cultural landscape preservation. In an attempt to define cultural landscape, Hayden wrote: The cultural landscape is by definition unique—that combination of natural landforms and buildings that defines a particular place or region. It is the creation of the women, men, and children who lived their lives within that landscape.6 The notion of cultural landscape recognizes a close connection between nature and culture. The relationship is of primary importance not only for cultural studies on general American identity and its heritage. The concept of cultural landscape and its preservation seems viable for the village renewal/rural revival policy, as an element of the new comprehensive rural and agricultural paradigm: it offers a chance to restore the original value of traditional rural lifestyle, heritage of the specific human attitudes towards the surrounding environment and events as well as the material one, and in general the original character of American rural areas and communities so deeply venerated by the American founding fathers and incorporated into the so called American creed. Decline of rural areas—and the small scale family farming as their traditional element—as brought by the industrial model of agriculture, has not only the economic dimension but also the cultural and social ones. It is also indicative of a more general moral and spiritual decline of values in the United States of America where the search for the lowest price, greatest short-term financial rewards, high efficiency, the drive to get bigger have proved destructive for rural communities and eventually their economies. In this sense, sustainability and self-reliance offer a viable means of achieving rural revitalization.7 Sustainability of the rural revitalization policy stems from the fact that the economic criterion has stopped to be the sole measure of the rural policy success in favor of the social and environmental ones. For that, preservation of rural cultural heritage and landscape have gained significance and entered the mainstream of agricultural policy in the USA.

The rural cultural heritage approach to rural revitalization was first incorporated into the 2002 American farm bill, FSRIA. Its best example is the presence, as one of the act provisions, the Historic Barn Preservation Program. The main rationale behind the program was equivalent to the one in the cultural landscape preservation: to preserve and restore the unique and rapidly vanishing character of traditional rural landscapes created by historic agricultural buildings, of which barns are best examples. As observed by Auer, [being]… the main structures of farms, barns evoke a sense of tradition and security, of closeness to the land and community with the people who built them.8 Historic barns have exceptional cultural significance for rural areas. On the one hand, they are genuine symbols of rural community spirit as their raising was an effort that usually united the whole local neighborhood. They are often regarded as the landmarks of their local rural community and help distinguish them from others. Yet above all, the structures represent ethnic local rural traditions, customs, and the rural way of life in the face of changing farming practices and building technology. In this sense historic barns have performed an important role in strengthening the cultural identity of local rural community.

Historic barns, like any other traditional farm structures, have been severely affected by the agricultural and economic policies and more general social trends. Mechanization and introduction of sizable, or outsized, farm machines, implementation of new technologies requiring building new production facilities—all pursuant to the economies-of-scale based trend towards increase is size of agricultural production, decline in the number of rural populations and viability of rural economy, urban sprawl and taking over agricultural land for industrial and residential purposes, or simply converting barn buildings to housing apartments, and in most dramatic cases making use of the barn elements to build other farm structures for economic reasons make a list of principal causes that have threatened the presence of barns as one of the most traditional elements of farm structures. 

In order to counteract the rising deterioration of barns as landmarks and indispensable elements of the America's historic rural heritage, the Historic Barn Preservation Program was launched. It provided grants to stimulate preservation of historic barns, i.e. those which have entered the National Register of Historic Places administered by the National Park Service. The following strategies served the barn preservation goal: rehabilitation or repair of a crumbling historic barn; preservation of a historic barn through installation of fire protection or anti-vandalism systems; identification, documentation, and conducting research for the purpose of development and evaluation of a set of best practices for protection of historic barns.9 As one of the American historic preservation grassroots lobbies, Preservation Action, notes provisions of the program employ two principal strategies. On the one hand, rehabilitation and preservation are to either secure a continued use of barn structures for agricultural purposes or for another economic activity. On the other hand, making documentation and research on the local historic barns serves enhancement of the regional heritage tourism plans. Yet, the principal reason behind the various barn preservation tactics is to stimulate the economic development of rural areas.10 That brings us back to the considerations on the role economic factors in the policy of rural revitalization. 

Preservation of historic barns is a part of the general trend to protect cultural and historic resources. The trend is an important part of the rural revitalization policy even if in many cases these resources are not directly related to farming. Moreover, the significance of this approach goes beyond that related to cultural and historic resource preservation solely. This policy trend can be also perceived in the context of its effect on rural areas, as most of them are located there – it rejuvenates the American countryside through taking advantage of their inherent, original attributes like the presence of landscape, cultural (mainly folk) and historic resources. The fact is that numerous American government programs administered by various federal departments and agencies promote historic and cultural projects (for instance, their preservation alone), whose impact affect primarily the American countryside. Seemingly devoid of any market or economic implications, these programs often have a strong economic incentive behind them. Walker et al. in the more general report on the role of traditional arts in economic development identify the following arguments in that respect: active cultural participation is capable of building strong communities and fosters community spirit; strengthening cultural communities creates economic value; the value created by cultural production can be channeled for regional growth through exporting unique traditional products—making locally and distributing globally.11 These factors show how culture oriented activity can provide notable economic benefits for rural communities. The role of external demand for cultural products, let it be a piece of handmade craftwork, scenic or historic view, or a rehabilitated historic rural building like a barn, is of vital importance for local development and revitalization plans. It has the potential to generate new employment and expand business opportunities which have always been identified as viable economic development strategies. In combination with tax incentives and funding opportunities provided, for example, by the variety of historic preservation programs, cultural production becomes the key element of the local revitalization strategy. Hence, the role of cultural production (traditional arts) proves a real window of opportunity for development for the most economically disadvantaged parts of the country, i.e. rural areas and towns, in particular. This happens due to expansion of markets for traditional arts and travel which attract special value to cultural uniqueness, counteracting the globalization trend which often translates into cultural unification, in the process. Under these conditions, values attributed to family traditions and the community's cultural heritage can render a direct market value and let the so far geographically underprivileged regions capture their share of national economic growth.
Conclusions

Preservation of historic heritage or cultural landscape, or any other more general cultural production,  is a viable sustainability strategy for rural areas for revitalization of their communities. Its sustainability derives from that fact that it primarily relies on the use of indigenous inputs (material, ideas, people, and technology which do not shake the environmental balance of the region) for creation of the local economic advantage. Hence, preservation of the cultural heritage in American rural areas becomes a part of the economic policy which is necessary to bring life back to rural areas and at the same time keep it in line with social development. Entrepreneurship is the key—and increasingly important—factor of rural economic and social revitalization. In this regard, preservation of cultural/historic heritage stimulates local entrepreneurship, yields economic benefits, and as such proves an important element of economic development policy for revitalization of rural areas. In combination with government programs in favor of entrepreneurship in the American rural areas it may become another engine of their economic development which at the same time fosters values and traditions embedded in the rural culture. That verifies the thesis that cultural and economic programs should work together to generate best policy results. This multipronged approach incorporated into the revitalization policy is particularly valuable not only in the context of the multidimensional problems of American rural areas and communities that for decades prior to the rise of the comprehensive rural and agricultural policy paradigm had not been addressed by the sectoral policy programs but also in the context of giving rural communities a chance to open up for opportunities created by the rise of the global market.   
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