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Abstract. Modern patterns of rural development propose a rational and 
respectful exploitation of agricultural resources together with the rediscovery of 
historical and naturalistic heritage as means to reach sustainable development. 
In this sense, Agritourism represents the contact point between the tourists’ 
request of wellbeing, genuineness and rediscovery of nature, and the offer of 
typical agricultural products and touristic services of a network of rural 
organizations. The aim of this study is to improve our understanding of how 
agritourism activities can contribute to revitalize rural communities; the study 
assumes particular importance in a period of economic crisis characterized by 
the failure of the traditional patterns of rural development. We present key 
findings of an explorative survey carried out in the Calabria region, Italy, 
during 2012 on a sample of 52 farms offering agritourism activities. The study 
deploys an original methodology aimed to highlight the extent of the 
agritourism phenomena in the selected region and to evaluate how agritourism 
can support sustainable development of a rural community becoming the hub of 
an “agritourism rural network”.  
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1 Introduction 

The question of rural development has been long addressed by the scientific 
community [1][2]. Rural development can be defined in general terms as "an overall 
increase in the welfare of the residents of rural areas and, more generally, as the 
contribution that rural resources offer to the welfare of the entire rural population" [3]. 
The concept of rural development is becoming increasingly complex, going beyond 
the boundaries of the economic sphere and leading to a growing emphasis on the not 
overexploitation of natural resources and landscape, as well as on the rediscovery and 
valorization of existing tangible (infrastructure, monuments, typical foods, etc…) and 
intangible assets (culture heritage, traditions, history). Scholars group such patterns 
into the concept of “sustainable development”, asserting the importance to involve 
local actors in common development pathways [4] [5]. 

In the effort to gain sustainable development, farmers and other organizations have 
started organizing themselves spontaneously in rural networks in order to solve their 
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problems and those of rural communities. New and alternative business models have 
developed with the aim to guarantee competitive advantages, to improve farm 
revenue streams, to return in taking an active role in the agrifood system, and to 
develop new consumer market niches [6]. Such models are known as Alternative 
AgriFood Networks, AAFNs [7], which are collaborative networks in the agrifood 
sector characterized by a re-connection among producers and consumers with these 
explicit ethical and political goals: “re-vitalisation of territory identity and rural 
community relations to local food and agriculture, linking with sustainable 
agriculture, economically viable and socially responsible practices” [8].  

In this work we aim to deepen the understanding of the Agritourism phenomenon 
and evaluate its potential as a model for the sustainable development of rural 
communities. In details, the paper is organized as follows. In section 2 the theoretical 
background of the study is summarized in order to have a fully understanding of the 
survey whose methodology is reported in section 3.  Survey results and discussion are 
present in section 4 followed by conclusion in section 5.  

2 Theoretical Background 

In the last decades, rural communities have been invested from deep changes 
consisting mainly in the shift of economic activities and population to urban areas and 
in the loss of significance of the agricultural sector as the most important sector in 
terms of production, wealth and number of employees. These phenomena brought a 
crisis in traditional structure and organization of rural areas, exposing them to the risk 
of a economic, social and environmental decline, that involved agricultural sector as 
well as the entire local economy and rural communities as a whole [9] [10]. From the 
producers side, farmers are continuously looking for “new ways” of doing business, 
exploring the viability of alternative economic strategies [11]. According to [12], the 
main questions for farmers still remains “How, why, to what extent and under what 
conditions can the combination of activities within a rural enterprise positively affect 
costs, benefits, risks and prospects?”.  

From the consumers side, the increasing demands for quality safe, healthy and 
ethically correct food, led to a widening consensus that conventional agriculture is no 
more sustainable and radical changes are needed [13]. New organizational networks, 
based on processes of synergic collaboration, between farmers, consumers and other 
rural actors emerged in recent years in order to propose solutions for the rural 
community question [5][8][14][15]. Problems are better understood when analysed 
from different perspectives, thus a collection of differently skilled actors can, in 
principle, go beyond individual knowledge and reach new solutions for the whole 
community’s questions [16][17][18][19]. Various studies [20][21], state that farmers 
might be able to realize their expectations by shortening long and complex agrifood 
supply chains and by embedding high “typical and quality” features, strictly linked to 
local agrifood products, within their production processes. AAFNs give farmers a 
direct means to increase their revenues by reducing intermediaries along the supply 
chain as well as the opportunity to strengthen relationship with consumers, by 
offering “personal” quality guarantees on products [11] [20]. AAFN paradigm is 
strictly interconnected with relocalization principles which are seen as a way to 
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reinvigorate rural communities, reducing producers’ dependence on subsidies and 
increase agricultural competitiveness [22]. Relocalization is characterized by the 
rediscovery of local traditions and environmental and cultural heritage as means of 
improving well-being, authenticity, and, in a more general sense, quality of life. Rural 
communities development concept goes beyond the boundaries of the economic 
sphere and leads to a growing emphasis on the exploitation of natural resources and 
landscape, as well as a rediscovery of tangible and intangible resources. In this sense, 
rural communities can look at “tourism” as an opportunity to diversify the economy 
and revitalize rural areas [23] [24].  

2.1 Agritourism and Rural Networks 

From an organizational point of view, a rural community is characterized by different 
autonomous entities (people and organization) that live and operate in a rural area, i.e. 
areas with poor infrastructure, far from major urban areas, and characterized by 
economic and cultural backwardness [10]. These entities aim to achieve the common 
goal of sustainable local development in order to increase their general 
competitiveness in a larger area. A rural community can be viewed as a Breeding 
Environment, BE [25], characterized by shared principles, infrastructures and culture, 
where networking and cooperation is practiced among their members. Within a rural 
community it is possible to identify particular kinds of  Collaborative Networks [26], 
the Rural Networks, which are particular AAFNs whose members are not only 
agrifood producers, but also suppliers of touristic service, craftsmen, artists, local 
public administrations, etc. who want exploit advantages of AAFNs and relocalization 
offering tourists to experience rural tourism while tasting/buying local agrifood 
products. Members of a rural network are a subset of the rural community actors that 
establish long term and structured collaboration relationships and align their actions, 
interests, resources and goals, in order exploit business opportunities arising from 
direct and not-mediated connections with customers. In this paper we introduce the 
concept of Agritourism Rural Network considering  agritourism as a farm activity able 
to give sustainable development to rural communities. Agritourism farm represents 
the hub of a rural network, the place where agrifood products and tourism services 
meet consumers demand for relocalization, the trigger to motivate further direct 
business opportunities between tourists and other rural community actors. 

Agritourism is a widely debated topic in the scientific literature. According to the 
Italian legislative system, which acknowledges the European Union directives, the 
agritourism is exclusively defined as "tourism activities exercised by farmers through 
the exploitation of their own farm according to a logic of "connection", 
"complementarity" and “non-prevalence”[27]. In the scientific literature  the term 
"agritourism" is often understood in a wide sense as a synonym for "farm tourism", 
"farm-based tourism", and "rural tourism. All these definitions present a common 
point in the rural/agricultural context in which services are provided [28] [29]. Many 
authors utilize the term "working farm" where tourism services are provided besides 
traditional agricultural activities. In our intent, rural tourism refers simply to tourism 
services provided in a rural context, while agritourism refers to “tourism services 
provided by agricultural entrepreneurs within their own farm, allowing also visitors to 
take part, directly or indirectly, in agricultural activities” [30]. In particular, 
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agritourism farm may offer services as hospitality, meal provision, farm tour, on-site 
processing of agricultural goods, pick-your-own activities and so on. In [31] authors 
emphasize the dual role of agritourism for both individual "actors" (rural tourism 
operators, intermediaries in the tourism sector and visitors) and rural community as a 
whole. In fact, agritourism farms serve as a stimulus for other local activities 
(agrifood producers, crafts, restaurants, shops), as well as contributing to the 
preservation of customs and the local culture [32]. In those rural communities where 
members actively collaborate with farmers in their arrangement of agritourism 
services provision, we can observe the rise of an agritourism rural network. 

3 The Survey 

In this section we propose some results of an exploratory survey conducted among 
farms of a rural region with the aim to understand if and how farmers and rural actors, 
exploit agritourism potentials as a means to revitalize the rural community. Moreover, 
we aim to highlight the presence of agritourism rural networks in the surveyed region 
where rural actors operate together with agritourism farms for the sustainable 
development of the rural community. 

3.1 Research Questions 

The research questions can be defined as follow: 

RQ1: Do farmers understand the importance of setting agritourism activities within 
their farm?  

RQ2: Can the agritourism farm be a direct contact point between the rural community 
offer of products/services and the tourist request for relocalization? 

• Do farmers offer tourists possibilities to enjoy the cultural and/or 
naturalistic heritage of the region? When such possibilities are offered, do 
tourists enjoy them? 

• Do farmers offer tourists possibilities to taste and buy typical local 
agrifood products of the region? When such possibilities are offered, do 
tourists enjoy them? 

RQ3: Is it possible to highlight the presence of an agritourism rural network in 
supporting the activities of the agritourism farm? 

• In their products and services offer, do farmers act in formal cooperation 
with other suppliers of the rural networks?  

• Which is the percentage of products or services sold through the 
agritourism farm that is supplied by local firms/associations?  

• Are there any long-term supply contracts with such firms/associations? 
• How many local workers are engaged by the farm exclusively to carry 

out the agritourism activities?  

3.2 Methodology 

The methodology is designed to address the research questions and can be applied to 
all regions being studied. The methodology is made up of the following steps:  
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step 1: determine the overall number of agribusiness in the region, and how many of 
them are officially authorized to offer an agritourism experience and are currently 
active. The set of such agritourism farms constitutes the population of interest for our 
analysis. 

step 2: Definition of a questionnaire to be delivered to the managers of the 
agritourism farms within the population of interest. Responses to the questionnaire 
will be analyzed to answer the research questions.  

step 3: Delivery of the questionnaire to the farms’ managers and gathering of their 
filled forms. The set of agritourism farms whose managers filled the questionnaire 
constitutes the sample of the analysis. 

step 4: Analysis of the managers’ responses of the sample in order to answer the 
research questions and discussion. 

4 Survey Results and Discussion 

The proposed methodology has been applied to the agritourism farms located in the 
Calabria region (Italy) and has been carried out from 01 October 2012 to 31 
December 2012. Calabria is a “lagging behind region” (i.e., a European Union region 
with per capita GDP, measured in purchasing power parties, less than 75% of the 
Community average [10]) with a population density of less than 150 inhabitants per 
square kilometers and whose endemic problems are broadly characterized by 
geographical remoteness, low population density, low income levels, limited 
employment opportunities, dependency on agriculture, poor service provision, and 
poor development capacities [33].  

In line with step 1 of the methodology, the population of interest, P, of our analysis 
was selected using an official agritourism database directly purchased from the Italian 
Chambers of Commerce. The “Regional agritourism farms registry” at the office of 
the Regional Department of Agriculture was used as a cross reference to validate the 
selections. We surveyed that the number of Calabrian farms offering some forms of 
agritourism experience is rapidly increasing in few years; the number of new 
authorized agritourism activities in the period 2005–2010 presented a grow rate of 
56% (from 313 to 488) while the Italian national rate was 26% in the same period 
(from 15.327 to 19.304) [31]. In particular, at the end of 2010, on 137.790 
agribusinesses present in Calabria, only 488 (0.35%) (0.26 % in 2005) were 
authorized and active in agritourism; so P is made up of 488 agritourism farms [31].  

According to step 2, a questionnaire was set up containing 10 questions, all 
designed to answer the research questions. For each farms belonging to P, we tried to 
have a phone meeting with the managers in order to deliver the questionnaire. On 488 
agritourism farms in P, 52 of them , the 10.6%, agreed to answer the questionnaire. 
After a telephonic interview with the farm managers, we gathered their responses; at 
the end of step 3 the final sample was made up of 52 farms. According to step 4, for 
each of the farms in the sample, we analyzed the gathered responses and statistical 
results of the analysis are reported in the next section. 

To answer RQ1, we can put in contrast quantitative results from official statistical 
data and qualitative results from our survey. First data point out that few are the 
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Agritourism farms in Calabria (488), especially in relative terms on the overall 
number of agribusiness activities in the region (0.35%) and to analogous rates in other 
Italian regions (4.2% of Tuscany’s farms and 11.27% of Trentino Alto Adige’s farms) 
[31]. Looking at the statistical analysis of questionnaires in the sample, 38% of 
respondents affirmed that over half of the overall farm’s yearly turnover come from 
the agritourism activities, while 29% declared that the rate of turnover coming from 
agritourism activities is between 20% and 50%. Overall, 67% of respondents declared 
that more than 20% of the farm’s yearly turnover come from agritourism activities. 
Looking at the costs side, 21% of respondents declared that more than 50% of the 
farm’s costs come from the agritourism activities, while 23% declared that the rate of 
costs ascribed to the agritourism activities is between 20% and 50%. Overall, 44% of 
respondents stated that the rate of total agribusiness costs ascribed to the agritourism 
activities is more than 20%. Moreover, 51% of respondents affirm the will to increase 
the investments in the agritourism activities in the following year, with respect to the 
previous year, while only 8% of them want to reduce the investments.  

The small number of agritourism farms present in Calabria, suggests that we 
cannot positively answer to RQ1. Anyway, the rapid increase of the new authorized 
agritourism activities in the last few years (+56% in the period 2005-2010) point out 
that the awareness about the importance of setting an agritourism activity within the 
farm is spreading among farmers of the regions. Such awareness is strengthened by 
statistical data from the survey which highlight the economical positive results 
reported by agribusiness where agritourism activities are present and the generalized 
will of sampled agribusiness to continue invest and, in many cases, to increase the 
investments. Positive feedback stated from the surveyed farms can be an important 
reason to motivate other farmers in doing the same and it can help to explain the rapid 
growth rate of new authorized activities in Calabria. 

To answer RQ2, we identify some activities that let tourists enjoy the  cultural 
and/or naturalistic heritage of the region as well as taste and/or buy typical agrifood 
products of the region. For each activity, we asked respondents to state if such activity 
was present in their agritourism offer and, in case of positive answer, to indicate the 
percentage of their customers who purchased /enjoyed it in the previous year. Results 
from the statistical analysis point out that surveyed farms intend agritourism mainly 
as a means to: 

• let tourists enjoy services within the property of the farm (overnight 
accommodation offered by 84,62% of respondents and purchased by 34,58% of 
their customers, and educational farm, offered by 44,23% of respondents and 
purchased by 19% of their customers) or, at the most, visits to touristic places at 
free entrance (offered by 51,92% of respondents and enjoyed by 45,28% of their 
customers); 

• taste/buy/cook self-produced food (offered by 65,38% / 71,15% / 94,23% of 
respondents, enjoyed by, respectively, 55% / 17% / 84,63% of their customers). 

So we cannot give positive answer to RQ2, highlighting that agritourism is still 
intended by farmers only as a means to sell products/services self-produced. At the 
same time, the rural community is not able to exploit the presence of agritourism 
farms as direct contacts point with the tourists intended as potential customers. 
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To answer RQ3, is important to note that statistical analysis of responses in the 
sample point out that: 

• 40% of respondents declared they have some kinds of formal cooperation with 
other actors of the rural network 

• 12% of respondents declared that more than 20% of the agrifood products 
utilized in their agritourism activities come from other actors of the rural 
network; 61% stated that less than 20% of the agrifood products they utilized in 
their agritourism farms come from other local actors. Only 27% stated they 
utilized only agrifood products self-produced. Overall, 71% of respondents 
utilize  products supplied from the rural network.  

• 67% of respondents who utilize products supplied from the rural network, 
affirmed to have long-term and stable supply contracts with the other actors of 
the rural networks;   

• on average, almost 5 local workers are engaged by the farm exclusively to carry 
out the agritourism activities. 

Data show the emergence of real agritourism rural networks in Calabria. Rural 
community benefits from the agritourism presence mainly for agrifood producers, 
which receive direct benefits from long-term contract, and local workers, who are 
directly engaged for the agritourism services offered to tourists. Less diffused are 
connections with non-food producers local partners. 

5 Conclusions 

Agritourism activities, even if not so diffused among Calabrian farms, give farmers 
important revenues being an alternative way for selling farms’ products and services. 
The reason because rural community does not fully exploit benefits from direct 
connections with agritourism customers remains unclear: is the community that 
cannot understand potentials of this connection or is it a lack of entrepreneurial 
farsightedness among agritourism farmers? Yet, direct contacts between agritourists 
and rural community actors can benefit both the agritourism farm and the rural 
community.  

Anyway, stable rural networks exist within the orbit of the Calabrian agritourism 
farms. Data analysis picture the most diffused agritourism rural network model in 
Calabria as so characterized:  

• the agritourism farm represents the rural network hub, the contact point 
between rural network offer and tourists/customers demand.  

• Local suppliers, through their long-term contracts with the farm, offer 
agritourists their goods and services having an indirect contact with them 
(mediated by the farm). Such provisions contributes to enrich and complete the 
basket of rural offer to the tourists.  

• Local workers benefit from employment opportunities at the farm site. 

Even if this survey is the first of its kind, results are encouraging in supporting our 
hunches about the importance of setting agritourism activities, both for farms and for 
the rural community, as a means to revitalize the rural communities.  
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