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RURAL TOURISM IN GREECE
The concept of agrotourism in Greece refers to tourist activities, which are carried out in non-urban regions by individuals mainly employed in the primary or secondary sector of the economy.  Such activities involve small tourist units of family or cooperative type, which offer goods and/or services and furnish complementary revenue.  Also they stimulate the local and regional economy and make the rural population remain at place.  It is useful to mention that the terms agrotourism, farm tourism or agritourism and rural tourism are used interchangeably in Greece. 
 In comparison with other European countries, a considerable delay is observed in the 

development of agro tourism in Greece.

The first stage of its development, a purely empirical stage, can be traced back to the 60’s and is associated with its development in coastal areas. It consists of the farmers’ effort to offer hospitality, primarily, and secondarily, to promote local produce. This effort did not bear fruit and was soon abandoned due to the lack of organized tourist policy on a national and local scale, as well as to the dramatic increase of mass tourism in these areas (Tsartas and  Thanopoulou: 1994).

The second stage in the development of agro tourism, characterized by an effort to implement agrotouristic programs, dates back to the 80’s, but was intensified in the 90’s. The early 1990s saw the beginning of the third and most intensive growth phase of rural tourism in Greece. During this period rural tourism became widely known in Greece as the tourism of the three “phi”s  (“physi-philia-philoxenia”=nature, friendship, hospitality) and many of the country’s rural areas that had hither to be unknown to the tourist market were put on the alternative tourism map as rural tourism destinations (Iakovidou 2003). 
 During this stage in accordance to European guidelines, and with the impetus of initiatives and programs for the development of mountainous and disadvantageous regions of the countryside (LEADER, Regulations for the modernization of Farm Exploitations etc) the creation of a multitude of units of agrotouristic accommodation was financially assisted. These facilities were either concentrated in coastal zones or scattered, usually bearing no connection to the agricultural production and the local farm element (Anthopoulou et al: 1999), and not in response to the results of any market research (Tsartas and  Thanopoulou: 1994).

Rural tourism today is entering a new phase of concentrating on organization of agrotourist destinations and shaping a specific image and profile vis-à-vis agrotourists so as to be competitive both against the established coastal tourist destinations and against other agrotourist destinations in neighboring regions.
The focal aim of agrotourism, as it developed in other European countries, which is to link the tourists’ stay in the countryside with agricultural activities of the host family, does not seem to materialize in Greece. This is due to the fact that the rural exodus took place recently in Greece (after the 2nd World War) and the city-dwellers to date have not cut the painter with their hometowns and always go back to their villages on holidays.  Therefore, they have never felt a strong need “to go back to their roots” or seek “the authenticity of the rural world”. Despites in Greece  we do not encounter the model of the “isolated farm” that encompasses the work place (farm land, stable and other facilities) and the place of residence of the rural family. The rural residence lies in the community settlement (nuclear village), while the land exploitation, as production unit is independent from the place of residence. 

It thus seems difficult to unite theses two different activities of “rural” farm– production

and services- to a dynamic agrotourism product, which will incorporate tourism and 

farming. Thus, the model of agrotourism prevalent in Greece concerns tourist services

–lodging and board, entertainment activities, production and distribution of small-scale, local products by family or co-operative units functioning within the framework of the village and not necessarily that of the farm. In this form the resulting agrotourism product incorporates the whole “image” of the area as it is recorded in the natural and agricultural landscape, the way of life and the local civilization.

Agrotouristic activities developing in the framework of the farm are supplementary to the occupation as well as the income of the farmer, are financially assisted by the European Union via the Hellenic Ministry of Agriculture and are essentially focused on offering guests bed and breakfast or simply lodging. Two thirds of these facilities are located on islands, while 9% is found in coastal communities that could hardly qualify as rural in terms of architectural planning, local forms of occupation and income and consumer models (Anthopoulou et al: 1999). 

Agrotouristic activities developing within the framework of the village are being funded by the LEADER Community initiative as regards, not only the construction of accommodation and boarding facilities, but also other entertainment and cultural, activities, that enrich and diversify the agrotourism product, incorporating in it the image of the area. Such agrotourism activities are dispersed within Greece, focused in the areas that have agrotouristic resources, such as landscape quality, or cultural heritage, or bear some relation to the existing forms of tourist development.

The most successful examples of agrotouristic development, which are in accordance with the principal aims of agrotourism, lie in mountainous regions, rural areas in crisis, or disadvantageous regions that offer the necessary agrotouristic resources and basic infrastructure. However, a more organized effort for the implementation of agrotourism in Greece is represented by the Women’s Agrotouristic Cooperatives.

WOMEN’S AGROTOUTISM CO-OPERATIVES IN GREECE

The history of women’s co-operatives in Greece dates back from the 50s and began with an initiative of the Ministry of Agriculture (the first women’s co-operative was founded in 1957 in the region of Grevena). Women’s co-operatives aimed at increasing their family income and upgrading their social status. Nevertheless, they did not succeed in making their presence felt because the priorities of the agricultural policy, at the time, were the increase of productivity and the modernization of the traditional agriculture. From the 50s until the 80s some co-operatives suspended business and new ones were set-ups. By the mid-80s, there were only about 10 left (Gidarakou, 1999). 

In the mid-80s, thanks to the awareness of the European Union on matters of equality between the two sexes in the rural areas, farmwomen were mobilised through vocational training. The saturation of the existing tourist model, the increased raise of awareness of the population on environmental issues and the natural beauties of the countryside created very favourable prospects for extra-agricultural activities on rural tourism. The first women’s co-operatives of the country were established thanks to an initiative of Public sectors. 

The first co-operative was set-up in a small seaside village, in the island of Lesvos and started operating some time later. Up until the end of 80’s a total of 10 cooperatives were established in different regions of Greece which presented special characteristics such as natural resources, cultural inheritance e.t.c.  Most of the co-operatives, 61 of them, were founded during the 90s, due to the European Union and national programs which were implemented after the 90s. In 2000 and 2001, there has been an “outbreak” of new co-operatives, which amount to 28. The total number of the women’s agrotourism co-operatives reached 99 in the end of 2001 and more than 110 today.

The ideology of the new co-operatives does not differ significantly from that of the first ones.  It consists of the fact that these co-operatives are not considered as co-operative businesses in a country with a long tradition in mass, organized tourism but as tools for change of the farmwomen’s status or as collective action centres for women (Tsartas and Thanopoulou, 1994).    

Besides, their aim was to ensure the economic self-reliance of Greek farmwomen as a first step towards their social liberalization. Emphasis was therefore laid on women’s economic self-reliance rather than to the creation of a second source of income for rural families and the promotion of local characteristics, which are the main aims of agro-tourism.

The initiative of the Equality Council consisting of promoting purely women’s co-operatives was based on the following conclusions (Iakovidou, 1992):

1.. The participation rate of farmwomen in social - economical institutions (co-operatives, associations etc) was low.
2. It was easier for women to participate in women’s co-operatives than in mixed ones,

3. In spite of their active participation in agricultural activities, women did not have a personal income,


Initially, women’s co-operatives in Greece were, both in theory and practice, modern and strong elements in the creation of new structures in the rural areas. Then, the local development institutions went through a period of economic and social stagnation, which was mostly due to the lack of support from the competent agents and especially those launching the agro-tourist programs in our country. The State agents considered this type of co-operatives, within the framework of short-term programs, more as an opportunity to receive European Union funds rather than an element of local development. In addition, while, initially, some of them fully supported the co-operatives, then they withdrew their support completely, unexpectedly and at an inopportune time while the structures required for ensuring the self-reliance had not yet been established. (Giagou and Apostolopoulos, 1996).   


The co-operatives that survived and were developed owed their success to one of more of the following factors:

· They had a nucleus of women, who were particularly active and had leading skills, 
· There was a local agent that encouraged and supported their efforts actively,

· They used the bottom-up approach for their establishment. 

 Most of the women’ s agrotourism  cooperatives were established as agricultural co-operatives with special end. The agricultural co-operative form was chosen by most women because of the tax incentives it offered and the support provided by the Ministry of Agriculture, the Panellenic Federation of Agricultural Co-operatives (PASEGES) and, from 1999 by the Union of Agro-tourist, Handicraft and Home handicraft Co-operatives. The counter-incentive for the small communities was the number of members required for the creation of a co-operative (20 members and exceptionally 15).  The new Law on Agricultural Co-operatives put an end to these problems because the agro-tourist and agro-industrial co-operatives were classed as agricultural activities and the minimum number of members was set to 7.

As far as their geographical distribution is concerned, the Prefecture of Magnesia and Lesvos, had the highest concentration of women’s co-operatives (10 in each Prefecture) followed by the Prefecture of Evros (8), Heraklion (7), Euboea (6), Florina (5) and Chania (5).  It is worth noting that in 16 Prefectures of the country there are not any women’s co-operatives.

According to Koutsou et ali (2006) women who participate in cooperatives are not very young, with low level of education, they are insecure and hesitant and they do not spend enough time and “money” on them. They participate in the cooperatives doing what they know better, that is production of food and/or handicraft products, which does not require big investments and they  are satisfied with low incomes. 
 According to a research that was carried out in 2000 in 71 cooperatives (Koutsou et ali, 2003) the average number of members per co-operative was 30, with a maximum number of 120 members and a minimum number of 15 members.  Most of the co-operatives had 15-30 members. Only three of them exceeded by far the average number of members.  Given that recently the number of the members of the co-operatives has decreased while the number of the co-operatives has increased, we presume that neither does this form of enterprises go through a crisis nor has it lost its prestige. With regard to the labour force of the co-operatives, the research revealed that most co-operatives covered their needs with their members. None of them employed qualified employees that would be in charge of their organization, management and marketing even though they recognized the need for a better organization and a more effective promotion of their products. The main reason for the lack of qualified personnel was the limited financial resources of the co-operatives.    
The problems facing the women are related to the production, organization, management and marketing of their co-operatives, promotion and advertising of their products and services and capital raising. The most serious organizational and management problems of the co-operatives are due to the misallocation of duties among the members and the lack of a secretary and a qualified accountant - tax consultant. It is a common belief that the allocation of duties among the members may lead to clashes and conflicts among them. 

A serious problem for most co-operatives is the lack of capital for investments or for guaranteeing the floating capitals. Given the low co-operative parts and the small number of members, the total capital available can only cover few activities. Even though many co-operatives have received financial aid from various local, national and EU agents, very few of them made good use of them Women’s negative attitude towards loans shows either that they lack business spirit or that they are uncertain about this business activity. It is obvious that the low capital resources of most co-operatives and the cautious attitude of their members towards loans make it difficult for them to plan future activities and/or improve their operation.

Very often, the aforementioned problems cause clashes and conflicts among the members of the co-operatives, which, in turn, result in malfunctions. 

CONCLUSIONS
More likely, women’s co-operatives in Greece are a business model that inspires farmwomen, Prefectural and Local Self-government and other bodies involved in the development of the countryside. These bodies consider women’s co-operatives as a tool for promoting local development and presenting to the female rural population new employment challenges that exist mainly in the agro-tourist and agro-industrial sector.

The collective business initiatives undertaken by farmwomen and the evolution of women’s co-operatives, in the last few years, are indicative of high dynamism.  However, the problems that have arisen during the operation of these co-operatives lead to the conclusion that great efforts are necessary in order that women consider these co-operatives as businesses that can operate, survive and grow in a competitive environment.  In an economic background with highly competitive conditions, the co-operatives must operate as businesses. This implies a business spirit, which, in practice, means search for new development potential. The lack of business spirit that characterizes the members of the co-operatives may be due to their lack of experience and knowledge or to the fact that, very often, co-operatives are their second occupation. Therefore, women do not spend enough time and “money” on them. Besides, the fact that many co-operatives were established thanks to the funds of national or European Union programs shows that it is very difficult for them to overcome the state subsidy “syndrome” and undertake dynamically the promotion of their activities, that would enable them to finance them. 

Consequently, co-operatives must, on the one hand, offer products or services that meet the high standards set by the particularly demanding consumers and, on the other, promote these products or services to a highly competitive market. Still, most women are not ready for this.  Most of the numerous training seminars that were hold by public or private institutions took place before the establishment of the co-operatives and confined themselves to informing women, local societies and agents about agro-tourism and the co-operatives movement. As a result, they did not provide women the necessary knowledge on the management of the co-operatives and other technical issues related to the production and distribution of their products.    Moreover, in very few cases, training programs for women were organized after the establishment of co-operatives. As a result, women now face serious problems and are in no position to satisfy the needs of the market.

Apart from the financial problems and lack of know-how, women’s co-operatives face another problem related to the distribution of their products. That is why, women must focus on finding favourable measures that will facilitate the entrance of their co-operatives to the domestic and foreign market. Nevertheless, women alone cannot satisfy the requirements implying special knowledge as well as planning and technical skills. On the other hand, co-operatives alone cannot hire qualified personnel in order to achieve their goals. Therefore, it is necessary to establish an institutional or an assistance service. In this context, it is suggested to create the “Connection Network”. It will provide assistance and support body, which will launch a common advertising campaign, create a distribution and sales system, offer to women an on-going training on specific technical, organisational and management issues, promote and standardise “best practice models”, establish exhibition centres in the large urban centres etc. 
Of course, the fact that women work in the production of local products or in the hospitality field does not create new work positions. However, to run an agro-tourist unit (whether it is a co-operative or not), apart from the knowledge of the production methods, women need other knowledge and skills in such fields as management, marketing etc. This combination of skills creates in the rural space a new profession which to date was totally unknown to women. Yet turning this occupation into a profession does not only require good knowledge of the production methods, good will and high-quality products but also a high capital and other skills that most women in the countryside do not have. That is where, most likely, lies their incapacity to overcome the problems they face already at the beginning of operation of their co-operatives.
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