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Executive Summary  
 
Background  
 
The case study report discusses the Smart Country Side (SCS) project, which takes place in 
rural villages in the two administrative districts Höxter and Lippe in Ostwestfalen-Lippe in 
north-eastern North Rhine-Westphalia. The project is part of a regional action programme 
which fosters digital transformation processes in Ostwestfalen-Lippe. In contrast to the 
other sub-projects of the programme, SCS focuses on rural areas and is citizen-oriented. By 
ÏÆÆÅÒÉÎÇ ÎÅ× ÄÉÇÉÔÁÌ ×ÁÙÓ ÆÏÒ ÃÉÖÉÃ ÅÎÇÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÄÉÇÉÔÁÌ ÓÏÌÕÔÉÏÎÓ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÖÉÌÌÁÇÅÓȭ ÐÒÏb-
lems, the project tries to tackle issues of spatial injustice coming along with living in rural 
areas. In detail, 16 localities, of which four have been studied in depth for this case study, 
have been selected in both districts to create their own digital solutions. The different ap-
plications are merged in and provided by a digital village platform, which villagers are able 
to use after project implementation. Over the course of the project, participating villages 
have furthermore  been equipped with multimedia infrastructure and vol unteers could 
take part in digital training courses. 
 
Findings  
 
The SCS project has initiated, coordinated, and supported local villages in the process of 
identifying and implementing digital solutions to enhance social cohesion and quality of 
life. While SCS ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÄ ÃÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÅÓ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔȭÓ ÌÉÆÅÔÉÍÅ ɉÆÏÒ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅ ×ÉÔÈ Äe-
layed implementation of the village platform or lacking broadband capacities), we argue 
that the action has proven successful. Positive effects of the action are related to the pro-
cess-related characteristics of the project, such as flexibility of the project set-up, the clear 
orientation on local village needs and the deployment of local capital in form of civic en-
gagement. We see a direct link between the way how the project was set-up and organised 
(in terms of a place-based and community-oriented approach) and the local acceptance 
and willingness of villagers to invest time and resources in the project. The specific topic 
of digitalisation ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔȭÓ ÕÐÔÁËÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ Öillages, as due to the cross-sectional 
character of the topic it was compatible with all sorts of already existing local initiatives. 
Distributive spatial justice issues have been less to the fore in the SCS project. Neverthe-
less, training courses and IT media centres have contributed to capacity building and in-
frastructure in the villages. 
 
Outlook  
 
The biggest policy changes ahead are to move beyond the stage of a model project, learn 
from SCS experiences and use this knowledge to mainstream practices which have proven 
to be successful. Through its place-based and community-oriented development approach, 
Smart Country Side raised a considerable amount of local social capital which could not 
have been raised by conventional administrative development projects and procedures. 
This backs arguments for a general shift of responsibilities to the local level. Nevertheless, 
such local commitment has to be coordinated to some extent by an overhead structure 
beyond the lifetime of the SCS project. While the project aims at transferring its effects and 
outcomes to other non-participating localities in both administrative districts, this objec-
tive cannot be achieved to full extent. Apart from every village having its own unique char-
acter, it is obvious that there are villages which would not be able to reach a similar level 
of voluntary commitment. A complementary strategy is thus needed for digital inclusion of 
these villages in order to prevent intra-regional competition and create new or widen ex-
isting inequalities, hence leading to less distributive justice in the region. 
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1. Introduction   

The case study focuses on the state- and EU-funded participative action Smart Country 
Side, taking place in rural villages in the two administrative districts Höxter and Lippe. 
Aim of the project is to use the potential of digital innovations and solutions for improving 
living conditions in rural areas through a participative bottom-up approach. 
 
Living in rural areas comes along with specific accessibility disadvantages compared to 
urban areas, for example lacking or insufficient broadband supply, public transport , and 
child care. However, the project under research does not intend to tackle issues of hard 
infrastructure  in terms of the aforementioned examples. SCS concentrates on communica-
tion processes and social challenges which potentially could be solved digitally, in form of 
digital platforms like a church app. Thereby, the action recognises the importance of soft 
factors for the attractiveness of a region. 
 
While approaching these issues through participative methods (e.g. village conferences 
were conducted and local volunteers have been qualified to become Ȭdigital village ex-
pertsȭ), particularly procedural spatial justice is a key factor of the action. Distributive spa-
tial justice issues have been less to the fore. Nevertheless, training courses and IT media 
centres have contributed to capacity building and infrastructure in the villages. 
 
SCS is one of ten projects of an integrated regional action programme called OWL 4.0, cre-
ated by the development agency (OWL GmbH) of Ostwestfalen-Lippe, which is the region 
the districts  of Höxter and Lippe are located in. Interestingly, the project coordinators are 
employed by the communal business development agencies. It  is quite unusual for such 
corporations to foster participative citizen-oriented projects. Typically, other administra-
tive institutions are responsible for such tasks. The other projects of the regional pro-
gramme promote rather business-oriented ventures or urban renewal actions. 
 
The administrative districts  of Höxter and Lippe are located in an economically rather 
prosperous region. Medium-sized (often family-run) companies in the manufacturing sec-
tor offer good job and employment opportunities. Nevertheless, the region is affected by 
demographic change and outmigration of mainly younger people. The most disadvantaged 
population groups are the elderly and the immobile. Still, challenges differ in intensity 
among the villages. The project tries to tackle these issues with a participative approach in 
which local specificities are taken into account and volunteers are trained to impart their 
knowledge to others. Moreover, the project aims to get in touch with younger people to 
attract this group to come respectively to stay in the region. This group is usually familiar 
with digitali sation, but their demands are often not mirrored in  the voluntary engagement 
structures of the villages yet. 
 
SCS can be seen as part of national and federal state strategies to ensure equal living con-
ditions in urban and rural areas (cf. Die Bundesregierung, 2018). Strong re-urbanization 
processes and a continuously high attractiveness of German metropolitan regions as plac-
es to study and work, specifically for a younger population, tend to widen the rural-urban 
gap in Germany (Henger & Oberst, 2019). Therefore, improving the attractiveness of and 
living conditions in rural areas facing outmigration is high on the political agenda (Ibid.) 
and the project could acquire additional funding by national and federal state pro-
grammes. It needs to be stated that at the time of writing this report (March 2019), SCS is 
in its final phase of implementation. The report thus provides insights without being able 
to evaluate the final outcomes of the project. 
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2. Methodological Reflection  

Smart Country Side project coordinators were very interested in the research, wherefrom 
a close collaboration resulted. Access was granted to formal interviews, public talks, and 
non-public meetings. For instance, researchers participated in a meeting of the political 
advisory board and two village conferences. Altogether, 24 formal interviews were con-
ducted with a total of 36 interview partners. Additionally, a focus group was organised to 
reflect and discuss questions that emerged from research results. Focus groups partici-
pants were the project coordinators of the two administrative districts and a member of 
another research institute, contracted by SCS to evaluate the projectȭÓ ÏÕÔÃÏÍÅÓ. Empirical 
findings are based on interviews, focus groups, informal talks, and observations of local 
village conferences. 
 
Access to stakeholders  of the action proceeded through the project coordinators in both 
districts. Furthermore, the choice of the villages studied in-depth was discussed with SCS 
coordinators. In almost all cases the project coordinators contacted the interview partners 
and helped scheduling interview appointments. The close connection to the project team 
and their support in setting up interviews helped us to get access to both village and high-
er-level stakeholders, who might otherwise have been reluctant or too busy to participate 
in interviews. Howeverȟ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅÓ ÍÉÇÈÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÐÅÒÃÅÉÖÅÄ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈÅÒÓ ÁÓ ÂÅÉÎÇ ȬÁÔÔÁÃÈÅÄȭ 
to the project instead of acting independently. For example, some interviewees thought 
that researchers were in charge of the project-internal evaluation process. Although re-
searchers paid attention to clarifying their roleȟ ÔÈÉÓ ȬÁÔÔÁÃÈÍÅÎÔȭ ÍÉÇÈÔ ÓÔÉÌÌ ÈÁÖÅ ÈÁÄ ÁÎ 
impact on the interviewees. Researchers are aware of the advantages and disadvantages of 
the approach and aimed to reflect on them throughout the research process. Eventually, it 
is important to keep these issues and their methodological implications in mind when 
reading the case study.  
 
An additional and interesting perspective on the project would have been to talk to stake-
holders of villages which dropped out during the selection process or have not been se-
lected at all (see Chapter 4.1). Yet, due to restrictions in time there has not been any con-
tact to non -participating villages . 
 
Lastly, as it often happens in research in small communities, we came upon the same in-
terview partners in different contexts. Thus, one person amongst the interviewees fulfils  a 
double role  as both public expert and civil volunteer and was interviewed twice. We 
scheduled separate interviews in different locations to grasp the different perspectives the 
person has on the action. However, it was of course still the same person, expressing the 
same opinions in both interviews regarding certain interview topics. Consequently, over 
the course of analysis, we paid attention ÎÏÔ ÔÏ ÏÖÅÒÓÔÁÔÅ ÔÈÅ ÐÅÒÓÏÎȭÓ ÖÉew on specific 
issues in relation to other respondents. 
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3. The Localit ies Höxter and Lippe ɀ Economic Prosperity in an 
Ageing Region 

3.1 Territorial Context and Characteristics of the districts Höxter and Lippe   

The action Smart Country Side takes place in the administrative districts Höxter and Lippe 
in the state North Rhine-Westphalia. The districts are located in the Eastern part of the 
state, bordering the states of Lower Saxony and Hesse. Together they form part of the re-
gion Ostwestfalen-Lippe, which is congruent with the governmental district Detmold (see 
Map 1). 
 

 

Map 1: The districts of Höxter and Lippe in Ostwestfalen-Lippe respectively the governmental district Det-
mold (Source: ILS) 
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The region features a strong regional branding not common to governmental districts in 
Germany. According to a nation-wide survey in 2017, 82% of the respondents1 have heard 
ÁÔ ÌÅÁÓÔ ÏÎÃÅ ÏÆ ȬOstWestfalenLippeȭ (OWL GmbH, 2018, p. 5). In particular, a diversity of 
industrial sectors and a pleasant landscape are associated with the region (Ibid.). 
 
Economically, the region is shaped by furniture production, electrical engineering, and the 
machine construction sector (NRW.BANK, 2018, p. 3). Moreover, there is a widespread net 
of SMEȟ ÍÁÎÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÍ Ȭhidden championsȭ in the supply of specialised products (OWL2 
PubLI, OWL3 PubLE). A majority of them are traditional family businesses (NRW.BANK, 
2018, p. 3). They feel as ȰÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÇÉÏÎȱ (OWL7 PubRE) and thus show high engage-
ment for regional networks and the maintenance of jobs and services in the locality. All in 
all, the orientation of regional businesses towards modern economic trends in the engi-
neering industry has fostered strong economic growth and prosperity over the past dec-
ades (Henrich, 2015; cf. NRW.BANK, 2018). 
 
The foundation of a regional marketing company in 1993 (which also commissioned the 
abovementioned survey) can be seen as an essential promoter of this cooperation of busi-
nesses and communities (Henrich, 2015). In 2012, the company advanced into a regional 
development agency and since then carries the name OstWestfalenLippe GmbH (hereafter 
OWL GmbH). The activities of the OWL GmbH mainly involve the integration of the region 
in the fields of industry, labour market, innovation and research, culture, and tourism. 
Amongst others it has founded the cluster of excellence ȬÉÔȭÓ /7,ȭ, a network of businesses 
aimed at developing intelligent technological systems. 
 
Reasons for choosing the districts Lippe and Höxter over others for the SCS project are 
based on the one hand on their rural characteristics. Both districts have a relatively low 
population density (see Table 1) compared to the average of the region (315 inhabit-
ants/km²; IT.NRW, 2016, p. 2). Additionally , the active lobbying and engagement of the 
responsible persons in the local district administration s was of importance for the spatial 
selection of the action (OWL1 PubLI, OWL2 PubLI). 
 
Prosperity of the region does have a knock-on effect for the rural areas in Lippe and Höx-
ter in terms of image and labour market. Many inhabitants of small villages work in larger 
towns and cities, leading to high numbers of commuters. Next to the district Herford, Höx-
ter (35 %) and Lippe (38 %) have the highest numbers of employees commuting outside 
the district borders in Ostwestfalen-Lippe (Arbeitsagentur, 2018). Particularly Lippe is 
located in short distance to Bielefeld, the largest city of the region, where most employees 
are commuting to (Ibid.), and the highway A2, an important regional development axis 
(OWL8 PubLE). The district Höxter, in contrast, is much more remote from urban agglom-
erations and its largest town, the district capital Höxter, has around 30,000 inhabitants. 
 
In terms of unemployment, the districts perform much better than the German (5.3 %) 
and North Rhine-Westphalian average (6.6 %). Höxters unemployment rate of 4.0% is the 
fourth lowest on state level (Arbeitsagentur, 2019; NRW.BANK, 2018, p. 28). Nevertheless, 
as measured by GDP, both Höxter (26,719 ΌȾÉÎÈÁÂÉÔÁÎÔɊ ÁÎÄ ,ÉÐÐÅ ɉςωȟρσω ΌȾÉÎÈÁÂÉÔÁÎÔɊ 
are economically less prosperous than their surrounding districts: the GDP of Ostwestfa-
len-Lippe lies ÁÔ σφȟυςτΌ ÐÅÒ ÉÎÈÁÂÉÔÁÎÔ, the North Rhine-Westphalian average is about 
σχȟτρφ ΌȾÉÎÈÁÂÉÔÁÎÔ (Statistische Ämter des Bundes und der Länder, 2016). 
 

                                                      
1 Respondents have been 502 decision-makers from economics, science, politics, administrations 
and other sectors of public life (OWL GmbH, 2018). 
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Regarding their population, both districts expect an above-average decrease in population 
over the next years (NRW.BANK, 2018, p. 14; see Annex 8.3). Especially small villages in 
rural areas are suffering from outmigration. Interviewees explained that this is mainly due 
to a lack of infrastructure, rendering the region less attractive for young people and fami-
lies (OWL16 CivLE, OWL18 CivVI). Thus, the villages selected for SCS are all ɀ although to 
varying degrees ɀ experiencing demographic change, ageing, and difficulties concerning 
service provision. 
 

 
In the district Lippe, 10 villages have been selected to participate in the project, while in 
Höxter, 6 villages have been chosen as result of a tendering procedure (see Map 2). The 
villages are located in different areas of the two districts, some closer to regional centres, 
some at the borders to neighbouring states, others in mountainous areas. Their population 
sizes range from 315 (Merlsheim) to 6,294 (Lemgo-Süd) inhabitants. 
 

Name of Case Study Area Districts of Lippe and Höxter within the re-
gion Ostwestfalen-Lippe and the state of 
North Rhine-Westphalia 

Size 
 

Lippe: 1,246 km² 
Höxter: 1,201 km² 

Total population (2016) Lippe: 350,750  
Höxter: 144,010  

Population density (2016) 
 

Lippe: 281.2 inhabitants per km² 
Höxter: 119.1 inhabitants per km² 

Level of development in relation to wid-
er socioeconomic context  
 

Disadvantaged region in the national context 
regarding demographic factors (economic 
disadvantage not applicable) 

Type of the region (NUTS3-Eurostat) 
 

Predominantly Rural 

Name and Identification Code of the 
NUTS-3 area, in which the locality is sit-
uated (NUTS 3 Code as of 2013) 
 

DEA45 Lippe  
DEA44 Höxter 
 

Name and Identification Code of the 
NUTS-2 area, in which the locality is sit-
uated (NUTS 2 Code(s) as of 2013) 

DEA4 Detmold 

Table 1: Basic spatial and socio-economic characteristics of the districts Höxter and Lippe (Source: Eurostat) 
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Map 2: Participating villages of Smart Country Side (Source: ILS) 

In order to understand the various characteristics and challenges the different villages 
face, four villages have been chosen for closer evaluation in this case study. Our choice was 
based on the interest to have a diverse set of examples and followed a thorough discussion 
with the project team of SCS. Naturally, the study of four out of 16 villages does not pro-
vide the full range of experiences with the project, yet we are confident to have grasped a 
detailed and balaÎÃÅÄ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓȭ ÐÅÒÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅȢ 
 
In Höxter, the chosen villages are Rösebeck and Ovenhausen. The former has 475 inhabit-
ants and is located few kilometres from the border to Hesse. The inhabitants are engaged 
in 12 associations, from voluntary firefighters to religious community groups. The central 
meeting point of the town is the ȬBördeblickhalleȭ, which has been taken over by a volun-
tary association from the municipality as a consequence of the desolate financial situation 
of the latter (Betreiberverein Bördeblickhalle Rösebeck e.V., n.d.; see Fig. 2). Already be-
fore SCS started, the hall had been renovated by volunteers with the aim to create a meet-
ing place and Ȭsmart village hallȭ, encompassing a wide range of modern technologies. 
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With 1,131 inhabitants, Ovenhausen is larger than Rösebeck. It is located in close distance 
to and since 1970 is part of the district capital Höxter. In Ovenhausen, the church plays an 
important role, engaging many community members in activities beyond church service. 
In the formerly vacant parish house, the Caritas2 established a ȬKlönstubeȭ (eng., natter 
parlour) as a meeting point, library, and cultural community centre (see Fig. 2).  The Cari-
tas has likewise been the main driver behind the realisation of SCS in the village (Ortschaft 
Ovenhausen, n.d.). All in all, there exists a vibrant community, apparent in diverse clubs 
and associations. 
 
The two villages studied in Lippe are Bremke/Rott and Lipperreihe. Bremke and Rott are 
actually two villages of the municipality Extertal, located at the border to Lower Saxony in 
a mountainous region characterised by strong settlement sprawl. Together, they have 661 
inhabitants. For the SCS project, they united forces to increase the scope and effectiveness 
of their activities. Before, they have already been engaged in LEADER Northern Lippe, 
whose funds they used to renovate the engine house of the fire brigade, which is a listed 
building, and turned it into a community centre (see Fig. 2). The house now serves as a 
meeting point, event place, and location of the voluntary firefighters (LAG Nordlippe e.V., 
n.d.). 
 
Lipperreihe, on the other hand, is located in the West of the district and has 3,353 inhabit-
ants. Due to its proximity to Bielefeld, it has a reputation as ȰÄÏÒÍÉÔÏÒÙ ÔÏ×Îȱ (OWL20 
PubLE). Nevertheless, a range of ÓÐÏÒÔÓȟ ÆÒÉÅÎÄÓȭȟ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙ associations contribute 
to an active civil society in the village. In 2013, the association Leben in Lipperreihe e.V. 
(LiLi e.V.) was founded by a group of citizens to establish a local food supply compensating 
the lack of larger supermarket chains (Leben in Lipperreihe e.V., n.d.; see Fig. 2). The vol-
unteers are furthermore interested in increasing quality of life in the village and maintain-
ing an infrastructure of cultural, social, and public services such as the local school. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                      
2 The German Caritas Association e.V. is a welfare organisation of the Catholic Church. It fulfils a 
variety of tasks, from the provision of social and health services to international humanitarian 
work. 
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3.2  Spatial (in -)justice and territorial governance withi n Höxter and Lippe  

Analytical Dimensi on 1: Perception of spatial (in -)justice within the locality  
 
Based on the interviews, three layers of spatial boundaries  in relation to the action lo-
cality could be identified: firstly, the relation between urban and rural areas, secondly, 
differences between the districts Höxter and Lippe, and thirdly, spatial differentiation of 
areas within the two districts. 
 
&ÉÒÓÔÌÙȟ ÉÎ ÍÁÎÙ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅÓȭ ÖÉÅ×ȟ spatial justice implies  having the same chances pro-
vided and basic needs covered in urban as well as in rural areas (OWL6 PubLE, OWL33 
CivVI): Ȱ3ÏÃÉÁÌ ÊÕÓÔÉÃÅȟ ÓÏ ÔÏ ÓÁÙȟ ÍÕÓÔ ÎÏÔ ÂÅ ÄÅÐÅÎÄÅÎÔ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÌÁÃÅ ÏÆ ÒÅÓÉÄÅÎÃÅȢȱ (OWL11 
PubRE) This discourse is present on a national level and high on the agenda of the German 
government, which aims to foster the ȰÅÑÕÁÌÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÌÉÖÉÎÇ ÃÏÎÄÉÔÉÏÎÓȱ between urban and 
rural areas through a special commission founded in 2018 (Die Bundesregierung, 2018). 
 
Both experts acting on a district and regional level and village representatives complained 
that in the districts Höxter and Lippe, such equality is not achieved, as the provision of 
infrastructure is most times insufficient. This concerns particularly the road and public 

Figure 2: Clockwise from top left: The Ȭ+ÌĘÎÓÔÕÂÅȭ in Ovenhausen, the Ȭ"ĘÒÄÅÂÌÉÃËÈÁÌÌÅȭ in Rösebeck, supermar-
ket run by Lili e.V. in Lipperreihe (Source: ILS), and the engine house of the voluntary fire brigade in Bremke 
(Source: Wikimedia Commons, Grugerio) 
































































