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Abstract

:

The purpose of the paper is to characterize the outcomes of the COVID-19 pandemic for farms and resilience activities performed by farmers in response to the economic crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic in the context of building rural area resilience. Research was carried out in all 87 urban–rural communes in Poland and focused on special determinants of rural resilience such as connections between small cities and rural areas, as well as the location of the territorial unit (peripheral versus non-peripheral). The purpose of the survey was to poll local government representatives on the outcomes of the COVID-19 pandemic for farms and identify resilience activities performed by farmers in response to the economic crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. Empirical research was performed from September to October 2021. The results emphasize the significance of the diversification of farms and networks for strategies for coping with the COVID-19 crisis. The research revealed processes wherein farms adapted, even if to a small extent, to crisis conditions. The COVID-19 pandemic brought new challenges, at the same time stimulating innovative responses in communities and businesses in rural areas. This study also confirms the role of ITC solutions in the process of adaptation to the crisis and implies a need to strengthen local links between the rural area and the city, especially those relevant to peripheral areas. Local government authorities play a crucial role in this process.
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1. Introduction


The concept of resilience has its origins in natural sciences such as physics, mathematics and ecology [1]. Nonetheless, it has attracted increasing attention from researchers dealing with social sciences, who noticed its possibilities and the need to develop it further, taking into account the connections between the natural and social dimensions [2]. Today, the idea of resilience is widely discussed, both in the context of a targeted social development process and as a field of research [3,4].



From the perspective of economic sciences, the concept of resilience has many interpretations. Approaches to its measurement are also diverse [5,6]. Martin and Sunley indicate three ways of interpreting the concept of resilience: resilience as a “bounce back” from shocks, resilience as the “ability to absorb” shocks and resilience as a “positive adaptability” in anticipation of, or in response to, shocks ([7], pp. 5–6). According to those authors, resilience means the ability of a given economy to withstand or overcome market, competitive or environmental shocks along its development path by making adaptive changes in its economic structures and social and institutional solutions, as required, so as to maintain or reinstate the previous development path or to transition to a new, sustainable path with a more productive and fair use of physical, human and environmental resources ([8] by Martin, Sunley 2020, p. 75).



The concept of resilience as the capacity to adapt in response to shocks is related to complex adaptive system (CAS) theory and evolutionary theory [7]. In an analysis of the notion of resilience based on evolutionary principles, one must take into consideration that resilience is a dynamic process and that history matters in shaping development paths. This has important implications for both industrial policy and developmental strategies. They should take into account that dynamic, complex systems need to be projected from a multi-layer and multi-actor perspective ([9], p. 8, and [10]). Institutions and actors as subjects of socio-economic systems must support adaptation. This is also essential not only to support adaptation but also for the long-term ability to develop new growth paths [11].



Taking into account the role of multiple actors in development processes and the links and relationships between them leads to the recognition of the vital role of social capital in development processes, including its role in building the resilience of systems representing different levels, including local and regional.



Different spatial dimensions of resilience can be identified. Local communities and individual decision-making pathways are embedded in nested hierarchies of scales. There exist close scalar interconnections between the community and the regional, national and global levels. The implementation of pathways of resilience can only find its most direct expression at the level of the individual/household/farm and the community, as it is only at the most local level that outcomes of policies and decisions are experienced ([12], p. 1219).



Economic sciences analyze i.a. notions of local or regional resilience in the area of regional and local development, relating this area to the appropriate spatial scale of development processes [6]. In such a view, it must be recognized that development processes at the regional and micro-regional level are characterized by cause-and-effect relationships, where the development of a region is the result of interrelated processes and transformations taking place within it, and the local system functions and develops as an integral part of the region [13]. At the same time, it should be noted that regional resilience is a generic term frequently pitched at the overall level of a regional economy, yet resilience will necessarily vary between, and even within, sectors within any given region. An evolutionary perspective is especially helpful in focusing attention on the adaptability and adaptive capacity of sectors and clusters as key components of resilient spatial units ([9], p. 12).



Local and regional resilience is related to the communities living in a given territory. The term ‘community resilience’ can therefore be defined. Community resilience describes the collective ability of a neighborhood or geographically defined area to deal with stressors and efficiently resume the rhythms of daily life through cooperation following shocks ([14], by Aldrich 2012). Community resilience identifies a community’s ability to utilize its current resources in order to adapt to an adversity or sudden disturbance, and eventually to be able to absorb the disturbance, return to routine and even perform better in comparison with the pre-disturbance situation [15].



Community resilience indicates the capability of people and communities to retain optimal performance in the event of various natural and anthropogenic crises [16] in such a way that businesses, infrastructures, and citizens suffer the least damage and casualties and maintain the capacity to recover from damages, adapt and redevelop [17]. Community resilience includes five dimensions interacting with each other: environmental, infrastructural, institutional, public health and well-being, social and economic dimensions [18].



Key criteria of economic resilience to pandemics are economic sustainability and available resources, such as allocated budget, agriculture and food security. Agriculture, food security and financial resources are the most frequently used factors related to economic resilience in the reviewed literature [19].



Key resilience factors discussed in the economic context include the stability of economic growth, the distribution of income in the population and the stability of social systems in terms of inducing innovation and technological development [2]. A key component of community resilience is its resources. Among these, social capital is of particular importance as it strongly influences resilience at the community level [14,20]. In the case of rural resilience, the category of ‘rural amenities’ should be also indicated.



Currently, resilience is considered one of the key determinants of economic growth and its constantly increasing relevance is attributed to its integration with the targets of the “2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development” [3,21]. In this context, resilience, both in its social and ecological aspects, is an important sustainable development and resource use criterion, considering the dependence of human and social welfare on the biosphere and its properties [2].



Recently, the debate on resilience has shifted perspective from the national, “top-down” institutional level to a “bottom-up”, local, commune-level approach [15,22]. This is largely due to the evolution of the “think globally, act locally” principle towards increased pressure on response to environmental and economic threats in individual cities, towns and villages (cf. [23,24]). According to this trend, resilience is an issue more and more often discussed in reference to community development in rural areas, as well as regional growth [4,25,26,27,28,29,30].



The subject of resilience, including rural area resilience, came to the fore in the face of the crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic (COVID-19 crisis). Despite a wealth of literature, there are still numerous research gaps concerning the situation of farmers and farms in the pandemic, as well as the demand for relevant conclusions in the context of politics and planning in the event of future pandemics [31]. As stressed by Suleimany et. al. [19], existing research has mainly focused on resilience to threats such as natural disasters, climate change impacts and socio-economic difficulties. However, resilience to pandemics, specifically before the COVID-19 outbreaks, has been relatively understudied. Due to the specific nature of pandemic-type crises (non-economic in nature, but with socio-economic consequences), the search for resiliency approaches suitable for this type of event is particularly important, as there are limited transferable resiliency solutions to typical crises of an economic nature, such as the Great Recession of 2008.



This article is an attempt to take a stance in the debate. Its purpose is to characterize the outcomes of the COVID-19 pandemic for farms and resilience activities performed by farmers in response to the economic crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic in the context of building rural area resilience. Research was carried out in territorial units on the rural commune level and focused on special determinants of rural resilience such as connections between small cities and rural areas, as well as the location of the territorial unit (peripheral versus non-peripheral).




2. Nature of Rural Resilience


Rural resilience can be defined as a rural area’s ability to adapt to changing external circumstances so as to maintain a satisfactory living standard, as well as its ability to recover, if necessary. Rural resilience indicates how well the rural area can balance its ecosystemic, economic and cultural functions, i.e., its capability to address economic, ecological and cultural vulnerabilities [15]. Thus, studies on resilience require a multidimensional and holistic approach, one that takes into account environmental protection (including agricultural production) and social and economic life [32,33,34]. They should also acknowledge that ecological, economic and cultural systems are becoming increasingly complex and that interactions between them are growing in terms of scale and intensity [32]. In the context of global climate challenges, community resilience must allow for complex interactions of multiple climate change dimensions. On the other hand, it is noteworthy that sustainable management contributes to more sustainable and resilient communities through processes such as relationship-building, participation, inclusion, resource mobilization and creating space for knowledge-sharing [33,35].



Jerzy Banski, considering the specificity of rural areas, sees their features as including open landscape, low population density, predominance of people connected with farming and forestry, traditional life style (close to nature) and customs, extensive connection with farming and forestry, traditional lifestyle (close to nature) and customs, extensive land use (mainly agricultural and forestry), sparse buildings and dispersed settlements and the inhabitants’ sense of living in the countryside ([36], p. 41). The above conditions imply both possibilities and limitations for the resilience of rural areas. On the one hand, it should be taken into account that typical problems of rural areas, especially peripheral ones, such as insufficient level of infrastructure development and difficulties in its development (including ICT infrastructure, which is crucial for resilience), demographic problems (including depopulation, low population density), difficulty in accessing public and market services, long distances and communication difficulties, reduce the attractiveness of rural areas as places for developing entrepreneurship (including non-agricultural) and places of life. These conditions make it necessary to provide support to vulnerable social groups, e.g., older people, who, given the specific nature of these areas, may be subject to particular exclusion. Attention should also be paid to the low openness of traditional communities to external innovations.



On the other hand, we must remember the natural and cultural richness of rural areas creates opportunities for implementing new development paths based on the innovative use of rural amenities. It is also worth emphasizing the strong social bonds existing in rural communities compared to urban communities and the developed social capital, which in the historical development process formed the basis for overcoming various types of shocks.



Resilience can be defined from the perspective of rural communities. In this context, it is interpreted as the community’s ability to use its current resources in order to adapt to adversity or unexpected disruptions and, eventually, absorb these disruptions, return to routine or even perform better than in the circumstances before the disruption [15]. Resilience may also be perceived as a balance between economic, environmental and social needs of rural communities. Accordingly, sustainable and economically, socially and environmentally resilient rural communities must develop strong multifunctional characteristics [37].



Multifunctionality is both the foundation and the prerequisite of resilience. In light of the above, it must be noted that rural communities with a sufficient development level of economic, social and environmental capital may be perceived as “resilient” and well-equipped to face the challenges of the world which is quickly becoming globalized. Rural systems with a diverse economy where non-agricultural functions are being developed and which have managed to maintain a high quality of the natural environment, cooperation and involvement of democratic stakeholders, as well as the development of knowledge of rural residents, will generally be considered highly multifunctional [37,38,39].



Rural resilience consists of the capacity for resistance, adaptation and transformation. Promoting multifunctional transformation, exercising bottom-up planning and enhancing social capital are proposed to improve rural resilience [40]. It should be also noted that a key component of rural community resilience is co-existence as it provides a range of important resources that is not solely reliant on a single organization. The rural anchor network encompasses groups from within and beyond the rural development sphere (e.g., employers, local press, agricultural support organizations, housing providers, social enterprises and local agricultural markets). By working closely together, these groups are able to create strong community links and allow that community to positively respond to ongoing social change [20].




3. Determinants of Rural Area Resilience


Resilience is determined by a number of both endogenous and exogenous factors in relation to the local system. In the literature, rural community resilience is held to depend on the interaction and relationships between entities and resources on many scales, on the development of digital competences; researchers also argue that the bottom-down approach to growth policy, inspired by local communities, may bring the expected results in increased resilience [4]. Of significance among endogenous factors is social capital [28,41,42,43,44].



Resilience studies require a systematic approach that takes into account the fact that communities are not uniform entities. Instead, they comprise households, individuals and stakeholder groups, each of them having their own resilience paths. Local communities and individual decision-making paths are set in embedded hierarchies of scales, with close scalar connections between the community and the regional, national and global levels [12].



An important place in the discussion on resilience determinants is occupied by economic structure, with diverse structures playing a vital role in building resilience, although some researchers claim that this concept is beset by limitations (e.g., [3]) or argue that region-specific or competition-related factors are at least equally significant [45]. The diversity argument is related to the demand for developing entrepreneurship and ensuring a varied structure of economic activity of an export-oriented economy [39,46,47,48].



Entrepreneurial ecosystems and their role in explaining local systems’ resistance to economic shocks offer a promising direction for resilience studies concerning local systems. D. Iacobucci and F. Perugini found that entrepreneurial ecosystems play a relevant role in explaining the resilience of local systems to economic shocks and that this role is more salient than entrepreneurial rates [49]. Other findings indicate that the community entrepreneurship model allows peripheral communities to activate mechanisms required to boost socio-economic resilience [44]. Tourism is an industry with a potentially multi-dimensional impact on local community resilience (e.g., [18,33]). The results of ongoing research indicate further potential to develop tourism after COVID-19 in Poland. They indicate the change in tourism demand is already being observed and will continue to deepen. This will consist in shifting the demand from mass tourism to more individualized tourism (e.g., with the use of small guesthouses, agrotouristic farms, small holiday villages and campsites), and at the same time more local and regional. At the same time, Polish small towns and their local surroundings have, although usually underused so far, many tourist advantages (cultural, natural, historical, social, infrastructural, etc.), including those matching the new form of tourism demand (e.g., short distance, easy access, low prices, individualization of own activities) ([50], p. 130).



An important determinant of rural area resilience is the availability of ICT (information and communications technology) [4]. Results show that regions which possess technologically consistent (not only varied) knowledge bases display adaptive resilience. Local economies tend to demonstrate greater adaptive resilience if they implement innovation in sectors with the highest growth capabilities [51].



Increased use and access to ICT may prove beneficial to small farmers and agricultural communities thanks to easily available information about food and agriculture, better access to financial services, other risk management tools and the creation of new business opportunities in rural areas [52]. Findings indicate that intelligent technology can prove a valuable resource, increasing the resilience of agricultural systems and supporting social inclusion, and that it may improve the effectiveness of social marketing systems [52]. As for small farmers, providing access to information and ensuring communication capabilities in crisis is also crucial [31].



An important determinant for the local economy is the unique character of a given territorial unit. Parameters such as the territorial unit’s status, size, spatial structure and location are recognized as factors determining its resilience capabilities [28].



The subject of small cities’ potential role in the development of their surrounding areas has been discussed in the literature. Interactions between farmers and urban communities are seen as vital for maintaining rural population and services, strengthening the local economy and the natural environment and thus contributing to building local resilience potential [43]. At the same time, selected findings reveal a complex pattern of production-related linkages in the region [53].



The results reported in studies on the significance of cities for rural area development are varied, and their evaluation often proves challenging. The following functions of small cities are discussed: (1) they are demand/sales markets for farm produce from rural areas; (2) they constitute goods and services manufacturing and distribution centers for rural areas; (3) they become centers for growth and consolidation of non-agricultural economic activity and employment in rural areas through the development of small and medium-sized enterprises or relocation of small and medium enterprises or large enterprise branches; (4) they attract rural migration from surrounding areas by demand for non-agricultural labor, thus decreasing pressure on larger urban centers; (5) they perform natural resource management functions to address the needs of growing rural and urban population [54].



The literature emphasizes an overall low level of local connections [55]. Higher small and medium-sized city potential is relevant only in areas where employment in agriculture is above the national average and, generally, bigger cities, which generate the greatest multiplier effects in all areas [56]. Moreover, it has been noticed that tourist cities or cities located in close proximity to metropolitan areas are less integrated [57].



The role of small and medium-sized cities as providers of goods and services to their rural areas is shaped by two main factors. These include rural population income level and purchase power and local business development capability to satisfy this demand and the demand from the downtown urban population. Considering the above, an effective rural development strategy is to strengthen the links between the urban center and its surroundings, which stimulates both the growth of agriculture and non-agricultural activity [58].



Another determinant of local resilience is the “central versus peripheral” location of the territorial unit. Research conducted by the authors of this study shows that urban–rural communes located peripherally in Eastern Poland were affected by the COVID-19 crisis to a greater extent than communes in other parts of Poland. Overall, a lower level of pro-resilience activity in peripheral communities can be determined by a more severe crisis in peripherally located communes due to their lower development potential and generally lower social capital [28].




4. Agriculture during the COVID-19 Crisis


The shock of the COVID-19 pandemic caused by the SARS-CoV-2 virus had its source outside the economy [28]. The socio-economic life in many countries was subjected to various limitations and restrictions, leading to negative economic and social outcomes with signs of an impending economic crisis. In Poland, the state of epidemic was introduced on 20th March 2020, lifted on 15 May 2022 and replaced by the state of epidemic emergency on 16 May 2022. At that time, borders were closed in response to the threat, international travel restrictions were imposed, business bankruptcies peaked, production and commerce indicators plummeted and tourism was nearly brought to a standstill [59].



The pandemic affected farmers in many ways. In the economic aspect, it manifested itself by, e.g., the drop in raw material prices, new competition in markets, the rise in the cost of hired labor and farming input shortages, lower income security and a production surplus. In the social dimension, insufficient availability of seasonal labor and lack of face-to-face interaction between farmers were noticeable. Finally, in terms of institutional reality, farmers had to face transport restrictions, sudden changes in access to markets, new labor regulations or international instability [60]. The impact of the pandemic also depended on its phase. It was different at the beginning due to the abrupt lockdown and varied in the long-term perspective [61].



Key direct consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic for agricultural production included a decline in farmers’ income in the face of changing food supply and demand, a shortage of basic farming inputs (including labor) and challenges pertaining to distribution strategies and channels [52,62].



Findings concerning the impact of the pandemic on farms are inconclusive, and determining the type of farms which demonstrated resilience in the context of the pandemic has proved elusive. Consequently, some authors claim it is more reasonable to take a relational, rather than structural, approach to resilience studies and shift focus to relations—material, social or mental. The relational approach requires attention to factors such as creativity, mental agility, skill improvement or flexible resource management [63].



In particular, results of studies on farm resilience have shown that the pandemic had a moderate impact on the majority of those farms that were not affected, e.g., by worker availability issues [64,65]. This limited impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the farms’ production activities was caused by low exposure or the agile activation of agricultural systems’ capacities in combination with a favorable institutional environment [66]. Moreover, farms with greater involvement in value-added activities proved more resilient than other farms [64].



Meanwhile, more specialized and intensive farms that used other market channels than direct ones were more likely to experience the negative impacts of the pandemic and more vulnerable to the shocks that disrupted regional and global supply chains [67,68].



Generally, the results of the research on farm resilience stress the significance of a broadly defined farm diversification (products, market, income stream) in coping with the COVID-19 crisis [31,69,70,71]. Findings included the importance of long-term diversification strategies (the implementation of which started ca. 15 years ago) for farms’ improved economic performance [72]. Farmers who increased the use of online sales and marketing in the first year of the pandemic had larger farms and greater on-farm crop and livestock diversity, which boosted their resilience to pandemic-related shocks [67].



It was also reported that pre-pandemic (both internal and external) conditions of farming operations played a significant role in farmers’ resilience [73]. Resilience capacity was based on existing connections between farmers and within the value chain, with already existing connectedness and diversity contributing significantly to the ability to cope better with the effects of the COVID-19 crisis [66]. Resilience capacity was also attributed to relationships between farms and their local agroecosystems [63].



According to a comprehensive approach, key resilience capabilities in the face of the challenges of the COVID-19 crisis included reconnecting with local food production, networking, door-to-door deliveries, providing support for small producers (short supply chains), on-farm multifunctionality, support measures for producer associations and direct cooperation with salesmen [73], as well as adaptive strategies including sales and marketing reorganization [62], where seeking direct-to-customer sales opportunities was an important direction [74].



The COVID-19 crisis brought onerous conditions for both the food and farming sector and business while creating new opportunities for business owners in terms of specialization and consolidations of already diversified strategies [72]. Many farms were forced to implement innovation quickly and take action in order to survive constant disruptions. These included changes in farming procedures, on-farm work organization, adaptation to the requirements of climate policy and cooperation with local and regional partners in the supply chain and community members in order to ensure the survival of local businesses [75]. Challenges presented by the COVID-19 crisis opened opportunities for agritourism and revealed its share in building community resilience [69].




5. Materials and Methods


The theoretical foundation of this study employed analytical and synthetic methods, as well as the results of empirical research. The latter was carried out with regard to all 87 urban–rural commune units in Poland which have (or had, during the research) their seat in a small city (with up to 20,000 inhabitants, according to the Polish Central Statistical Office, as of 31 December 2020) with district rights. The selection of urban–rural communes for the study was conditioned by the intention to capture the role of small towns in the processes of local development taking into account their links with the surrounding rural areas. Of a total of 87 interviews, one was incomplete; however, as its filled-in portion was substantially correct, it was decided that it would be included in the study.



The survey used in this study was based on a structured questionnaire, which contained 10 extensive semi-open questions. In the semi-open questions, respondents were able to provide, for example, examples or to elaborate on the answer indicated in the survey questionnaire. The respondents were surveyed in a computer-assisted telephone interview (CATI)/a computer-assisted web interview (CAWI) or a mixed-mode (CATI + CAWI) interview. They included individuals in managerial positions: mayor/deputy mayor/secretary (in some cases). The purpose of the survey was to poll local government representatives on the outcomes of the COVID-19 pandemic for farms and identify resilience activities performed by farmers in response to the economic crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic.



The results of the survey were presented by means of basic descriptive statistical tools, including comparative analysis of communes situated in peripheral regions (20 units in Eastern Poland Macroregion: Lubelskie, Podlaskie, Podkarpackie, Warmińsko-Mazurskie and Świętokrzyskie province) and the remaining communes—67 units (Figure 1).



The peripherality of Eastern Poland’s regions reveals itself both in the spatial dimension defined by its location in the eastern part of the country and the European Union and in other dimensions, including economic and social ones. These provinces belong at the same time among the least developed regions of the European Union, fulfilling the criterion of low-income regions, so-called lagging regions [76,77]. In this study, peripheral municipalities are defined as those located in the Eastern Poland Macroregion.



Because the empirical part was a study/description of the entire population, the analyses did not employ statistical inference methods, instead relying on descriptive statistics. Calculations were performed in the Statistica 13.3 software (TIBCO Software Inc. (2017). Statistica (data analysis software system), version 13, https://www.tibco.com/contact-us (accessed on 30 April 2024)).



Empirical research was performed from September to October 2021 by the company ASM Centrum Badań i Analiz Rynku Sp. z o.o as part of research project PB4/2020: “Rezyliencja gmin miejsko-wiejskich w Polsce. Operacjonalizacja, pomiar, diagnoza mechanizmów adaptacyjnych” [“Resilience of urban-rural communes in Poland. Operationalization, measurement, diagnosis of adaptive mechanisms”] financed by the University Staff Development Fund (at John Paul II University of Applied Sciences in Biała Podlaska).




6. Results


6.1. Agriculture Sector in Poland


Agriculture in Poland is an important sector from the point of view of ensuring food security and jobs for the rural population. Taking into account the sector’s contribution to gross value added (current prices) it should be noted that the value is steadily increasing. In 2024, the added value generated in Polish agriculture accounted for 3.7% of the added value of agriculture in the EU as a whole. In this respect, Poland ranked eighth among the member states [78]. The share in gross value added (current prices) of agriculture, forestry, hunting and fishing in Poland was 3.2% in 2022. At the same time, the share of the population working in the sector was 8.4%. The average area of private farms exceeding1 ha of agricultural land is 10.6 ha [79].



Poland is an important producer of many agricultural products in the EU. In terms of the scale of production of selected agricultural products, Poland ranks as follows: oats, apples—first; rye—second; wheat, potatoes, sugar beet, rape and turnip rape, tobacco, cows’ milk—third; livestock: cattle—fifth; pigs—sixth [79].



After Poland joined the European Union in 2004 and was covered by Common Agriculture Policy (CAP) tools, modernization and restructuring processes followed, and export successes and support under the CAP had a positive impact on income levels in agriculture. The value added in agriculture in 2023 was EUR 22.1 billion [78].



The CAP 2023-27 entered into force on 1 January 2023. Support for farmers and rural stakeholders across the 27 EU countries is based on the CAP 2023-27 legal framework and the choices detailed in the CAP Strategic Plans. The approved Plans are designed to make a significant contribution to the ambitions of the European Green Deal, Farm to Fork Strategy and Biodiversity Strategy [80].




6.2. Characteristics of the Agriculture Sector in Selected Urban–Rural Communes


Urban–rural communes (an urban–rural commune is a unit with one city/town and the rural area which makes up the remaining part of the commune, Territorial Unit Identifier and Name System (TERC) https://eteryt.stat.gov.pl/eTeryt/rejestr_teryt/ogolna_charakterystyka_systemow_rejestru/ogolna_charakterystyka_systemow_rejestru.aspx?contrast=default (accessed on 15 October 2023)), which are the focus of the present study, should be perceived as unique entities: on the one hand, they may face limited growth opportunities due to their lower institutional efficiency in comparison to cities; on the other hand, they display greater growth potential than rural communes. For some urban–rural communes, the peripheral location in Eastern Poland provides a problematic background for growth determinants [28,81,82].



In the first part of the present study, we characterized local (commune-level) food and agricultural sectors and their relevant phenomena and processes as seen from the perspective of local government representatives. The condition and types of connections between cities (seats of the local government) and the rural areas in urban–rural communes were also taken into account.



The position of the municipality as the basic unit of the territorial self-government in Poland is regulated by the Act on Municipal Self-Government. It stipulates that the municipality is to be understood as a self-governing community and the relevant territory. A gmina’s sphere of action includes all public matters of local importance not reserved by law for other entities. The municipality performs public tasks in its own name and on its own responsibility and has legal personality, and its independence is subject to judicial protection.



The mayor (mayor, town mayor) is the executive body of the municipality. The mayor manages the current affairs of the municipality and represents it externally. The tasks of the mayor include in particular the preparation of development programs in accordance with the provisions of the principles of development policy. To this end, the municipality may develop a municipal development strategy [83]. The responsibilities of the mayor, which are formulated in this way, require him/her to be familiar with local development policy issues and to diagnose and monitor local spatial, economic and social conditions, which are the starting point for local development policy.



Only in a third of all surveyed communes did the respondents confirm that agriculture, because of its good condition, constitutes a stable source of income for commune inhabitants. Far more respondents (43.0%) saw the potential of local farming as the basis for the development of food and agricultural processing and a well-developed food and agricultural processing sector (38.4%). In a fifth of the surveyed communes, farmland merging processes were visible, together with a rising number of farms with an area exceeding 100 ha. It should also be emphasized that representatives of the local government perceived local producers as demonstrating a high level of eco-awareness (Table 1).



At least half of the respondents perceived selected bilateral relationships between the rural area and the city. The most important ones pertained to the city’s role as the main labor market for rural population (nearly 60% of responses). In addition, cities were also mentioned as markets for agricultural producers and rural areas as leisure and recreation areas for urban residents (according to half of the respondents, respectively).



A comparison between the characteristics of peripheral and non-peripheral communes allows us to notice that communes located in peripheral areas were more likely to have well-developed agricultural capabilities enabling the growth of processing operations and an already developed processing sector. This was accompanied by a more frequent arable land merging process and a less rapid increase in the number of farms with an area of more than 100 ha.



According to local government representatives, peripherally located communes displayed more intensive relations with cities which functioned as local labor markets (84%) as well as markets for farm produce (63%). In peripheral communes, urban dwellers were more likely to pursue leisure activities than those in other communes (57.9%).




6.3. Outcomes of the COVID-19 Crisis


Generally, as reported by representatives of local authorities, the inhabitants of the communes analyzed in this study did not experience unequivocally adverse or severe impacts of the economic crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. The majority of economies proved their resilience, defined as their ability to survive and overcome the shocks ([8], by Martin, Sunley, p. 75); moreover, most communities successfully adapted to sudden disruptions and came back to normal or even performed better than before the disruptor [15].



The COVID-19 crisis caused 87.21% of analyzed territorial units to stagnate, at worst, or positively influenced the socio-economic development process. In particular, in more than half (53.49%) of the surveyed units, the outcome of the socio-economic development process was positive; in 33.72% cases, it led to stagnation, and in 12.79%, it was negative.



As for the location of territorial units, it should be noted that the representatives of communes located in peripheral regions reported more severe effects of the COVID-19 crisis on the socio-economic development process than in other communes. More than half of the units categorized as peripherally located communes (57.89%) reported stagnation (36.84%) or negative characteristics of the local socio-economic development process (21.05%). In other communes, stagnation was reported in 32.84% of cases, and a negative outcome in 10.45%.



In the group of communes whose representatives perceived negative outcomes of the COVID-19 crisis, the majority (81.8%) included units that reported a good condition of the agricultural sector, which was a stable source of income for the inhabitants of the commune. In addition, over half of those territorial units were described as having a well-developed food and farming sector (54.6%). In this group of communes, with regard to peripherally situated units, the city served particularly significant functions of sales market and labor market for the rural area, whereas the rural area offered leisure and recreation for urban dwellers (Table 2).



In communes that reported stagnation or a positive impact of the crisis, the agricultural sector was less frequently—in one-fourth of the communes—described as being in good condition and generating a proper income for the residents. A well-developed farming sector was also less frequently accompanied by well-developed farming and food processing. Peripherally located communes stood out with regard to extensive food and farming processing infrastructure. Moreover, similarly to the group of territorial units that described the local developmental processes as negative, the scale and scope of connections between rural and urban areas were greater in peripherally located communes.



In comparison with communes that reported a positive impact of the COVID-19 crisis or stagnation, territorial units in which the outcomes were seen as negative were more often characterized by strong connections to the city, which was an important sales or labor market (for 63.4% of communes). At the same time, it should be emphasized that those communes were less likely to serve as an attractive leisure and recreation area for city dwellers.



In addition to the aforementioned characteristics, communes that exhibited resilience in crisis conditions, which meant, at worst, a stagnation in the development process, were marked by a higher percentage of territorial units with an increasing number of large farms (21.3%) and higher reported eco-awareness among local producers (56.8%). Almost half of them displayed some properties which made them attractive places of leisure and recreation.



The results of our study on urban–rural communes and their response to the COVID-19 crisis indicate that the agricultural sector did not provide a stable source of income, particularly in peripheral communes, which were more strongly affected due to their location.



The opinions expressed by local government representatives imply that the communes whose economies are to a greater extent based on agriculture, with a developed agribusiness sector, were hit more severely by the crisis. They had not developed a sufficient number of jobs, exhibiting stronger local ties with cities, which served as important sales and labor markets. They had fewer resources, amenities or facilities which would determine their leisure appeal. The agricultural sector in those units was subject to less intensive agricultural farm area structure transformation processes; there was also a lower level of eco-awareness among agricultural producers.



At the same time, specialization in agricultural production and tourism related to the use of local amenities was associated with a less severe impact of the crisis. This observation is in line with references found in the literature concerning the role of local amenities in the development of business in more poorly developed and/or rural areas. According to this line of reasoning, rural development strategies should focus on amenities as a basis of local economic diversification and, at the same time, as fostering “smart specialization” [84,85]. The presence and growth of the network of interconnected rural area resources of various types, including natural amenities such as land or water, as well as man-made amenities including recreational or social ones brings positive results for their development [86].



The highest percentage of communes that reported stagnation or positive impact of the socio-economic development process during the COVID-19 crisis was found for territorial units specializing in farm production (crop production and animal husbandry, 100% each, respectively) and tourism/recreation (reported for 89.5% of units surveyed). Other surveys of mayors in Polish small towns show the long-term development of touristic services provided in their town for the benefit of the inhabitants of mainly the regional surroundings, especially from nearby large cities, but also from other parts of the country and neighboring countries [50]. Negative impacts on development processes were reported most often for communes that relied on services, including commercial services, and less often for communes with well-developed industry and construction (Table 3).



The results suggest that agricultural production, by supporting resilience, functions as a buffer in the socio-economic fabric of rural areas. One should also note the need for diversification aimed at the improvement of the sector’s income performance.



The COVID-19 pandemic had a profoundly negative influence on agriculture and vulnerable population groups [87]. One also needs to consider the context in which rural areas develop, which is inextricably linked to the subject of common welfare and depends on the security of farmers’ living environment, and farmers are a vulnerable group in many communities (cf. [17]). At the same time, in the non-agricultural sector rural economies with a higher self-employment level, a well-developed network of small and micro-businesses of limited solvency and cash reserves were also worse suited to survive economic disruptions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic [88].




6.4. Adaptive Measures Taken by Farmers in Response to the COVID-19 Crisis


Although its effects were less severely felt in territorial units in which agricultural production played a major role, the economic crisis caused by COVID-19 became an impulse to implement adaptive measures in the agricultural sector. This was clearly visible in the more extensive use of available ITC solutions in the day-to-day running of the farm and searching for new growth possibilities, as well as taking steps enabling the technological development of the farm to improve communication with the environment. Local government representatives only in 11.6% of territorial units noticed that the farmers accepted the crisis situation and were willing to adjust to it by taking appropriate steps (Table 4).



First of all, local government representatives noticed various forms of remote interactions between farmers and the administration. The growth of remote forms of interaction was mentioned by one-third of the territorial units surveyed. Activities such as finding new leads and developing remote interactions with goods and service suppliers and recipients were less intensive since they were noticed for 15.2% and 14.0% of respondents, respectively. Farmers’ investment in communication technology was reported only in 13.0% of territorial units. No development of remote provision of non-agricultural services, e.g., advisory services, was identified.



To a lesser extent, the crisis impacted the growth of farming operations in terms of, e.g., diversification through the growth of remote or on-site non-agricultural activity or economic activity conducted independently of farming. Examples of more intense cooperation between local agricultural producers in terms of sharing agricultural equipment or organizing joint sales were also manifested to a small extent.



Analyzing adaptive measures while taking into account the location of the farm in a peripheral or non-peripheral commune, we may notice that farmers in peripheral communes displayed relatively greater activity in adjustment to the economic crisis. In peripheral communes, the need to find more leads by means of IT tools, conduct non-agricultural operations outside the farm or rent agricultural equipment was more often articulated. Respondents also claimed that farmers in peripheral communes were more likely to accept the need to adapt to the new situation. In non-peripheral communes, the growth of remote interactions between farmers and local government was reported slightly more often.



Therefore, our findings corroborate the economic diversification postulate commonly expressed in literature on rural development concepts and recommendations for local government to look for new, non-agricultural directions for development in the context of the necessity to build resilience in those areas.



Supporting farmers in the diversification of their production systems while simultaneously reducing the dependence on the providers and entities in the supply chain may boost their resistance to future disruptions [68]. It would be necessary to implement a policy supporting family-run farms during the period of crisis to continue to derive benefits that they offer to society and promote sustainable livelihood [69].





7. Conclusions


The present research revealed processes wherein farms adapted, even if to a small extent, to crisis conditions. The COVID-19 pandemic brought new challenges, at the same time stimulating innovative responses in communities and businesses in rural areas [88,89,90]. The analyses show the resilience and adaptive responses of rural businesses, supported by embedded rural capital and unique characteristics of rural businesses [91]. The results emphasize the significance of the diversification of farms and networks for strategies for coping with the COVID-19 crisis [92]. The results are in line with the conclusions of other studies indicating that entrepreneurial orientation (as a farmer psychological characteristic), membership in farmer organizations and the nature of farmer–buyer relationships are determinants that affect farm resilience [93]. Innovation capabilities in the agricultural sector were supported by solidarity purchasing groups, advisory services, local media and Internet resources enabling both local and external connectedness [71].



Our study also confirms the role of ITC solutions in the process of adaptation to the crisis. Therefore, limited digital connectivity in rural areas affects their resilience [89,94]). Consequently, it is important to develop information technologies not only for communication purposes but also with a view to using them in crisis management, while taking steps to strengthen social capital [28]. Information technologies can be effectively applied by local governments to establish bilateral relations in the face of the crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic [95]).



Another conclusion drawn from our study implies a need to strengthen local links between the rural area and the city, especially those relevant to peripheral areas. We emphasize the necessity of taking steps to integrate urban and rural populations in urban–rural communes so as to create a shared space with which they could identify, reinforcing both and thus enhancing social capital [28]. Rural area inhabitants are often disproportionately affected by crises, and this is caused by communication and socio-economic gaps in comparison to city inhabitants and justifies the need to strengthen connections between urban and rural areas in development policies [96]. At the same time, we propose that supralocal connections should be forged to improve rural resilience, in particular with regard to peripheral areas. Building community assets has potential limitations where deeply rooted challenges, structural hindrances or multi-level restrictions exist. Without economic restructuring or larger investments, including external ones, there is a risk that the areas left behind will become marginalized [20] or, according to the growth path dependence concept, “locked in” [27].



Similar research results, implying a strengthening of rural–urban linkages connected with benefits for the agricultural sector, were obtained in [43]. This study suggests that robust levels of ongoing engagement between farmers and town communities are important in maintaining rural populations and services along with both a strong local economy and environment. Research results provide a rationale for designing local development policies, which should take into account the mutual benefits of strengthening the relationship between the town and the surrounding rural area. This is particularly true in peripheral areas with relatively low levels of urbanization.



Resilience and growth are interdependent characteristics of a community. Growth opens up opportunities, but it is resilience that guarantees that they remain open in extreme circumstances [97]. In line with the endogenous growth concept, i.e., the pursuit of self-reliant growth in urban and rural areas, the key function in the process is performed by institutions facilitating innovations aimed at diversifying production operations and access to markets. The effectiveness of local initiatives relies on the agreement between local actors as to the strategy and goals, as well as on the local communities’ participation in growth initiative management and control [98]. For local policies, it is important to support the diversification and growth of a vibrant, locally managed business network and the local potential in terms of growth which strengthens the community [99].



It is important to initiate and intensify collaboration between local communities, between government and public institutions cooperating closely with various rural business, economic and local entities to support business resilience [90]. Local government authorities play a crucial role in this process [100,101]. Those entities are currently faced with challenges that can be addressed by reinforcing the resilience potential of developing areas. Local government involvement, fostering and developing local leadership, which may cooperate with the local business community to overcome any tensions, is the key to building resilience in the local dimension [99,102].



The discussion on resilience should also take into account the need to approach this process in a holistic, comprehensive way by simultaneously developing economic, social and environmental capital. From a more detailed perspective, we may identify five integrated aspects of community resilience to the pandemic: institutional, social, economic, infrastructural and demographic. Also, it must be noted that issues pertaining to agriculture and food security are of greater significance in rural than urban communities [19]. Any diversification of the rural economic network by the development of entrepreneurship, in terms of both the diversification of farming operations and activities not directly related to farming, should take into account the role of various rural resilience dimensions, i.e., economic, social and environmental, in supporting rural area and business resilience [99].



According to our study, specialization in agricultural production and tourism related to the use of local amenities was associated with a less severe impact of the crisis. These results are consistent with others which indicate that in terms of economic structure, reliance on agriculture was beneficial [103]. So, the agricultural sector is an important part of the economy of rural areas from an economic perspective, and local rural development policies must take into account the specific problems of its development in relation to local and supralocal conditions.



The agriculture sector acts as a buffer against shocks to the local economy but is an insufficient resilience factor in units where it is the dominant function of the economy. It should also be noted that as a result of the crisis, communes with a developed agricultural production function were not severely affected by it, but also in the case of non-agricultural specializations, the negative effects of the crisis were not widespread. The results of this research therefore lead to a confirmation of the postulate formulated in the literature on the need to strengthen of multifunctionality of rural economies. The conditions of peripherality additionally require the provision of external support realized through neo-endogenous development policies.



These research results are in line with those of a European farming system study [66] in terms of the failure to see signs of adaptation associated with the development of new pathways. Actors in the farming systems and the enabling environment generally focused on the immediate issues and gave little real consideration to long-term implications and challenges. Hence, adaptive or transformative capacities were much less on display than coping capacities [66]. In line with Martin and Sunley’s [8] definition, they mainly concern adaptation to crisis conditions, while also involving the introduction of various types of new solutions (innovations) in the current way of doing business.



The present study had some limitations. First of all, the article presents a narrow focus on local resilience and the role of the agricultural sector in resilience, in the context of the location of a territorial unit in a peripheral region and the impact of small towns. It is therefore difficult to carry out an in-depth discussion of the results of the study. Another problem is that access to the literature on this subject in languages other than English was problematic. Numerous reports and studies presenting research outcomes from different countries were prepared in local languages.



Another limitation of the study was a shortage of sources on community resilience in post-pandemic conditions and actual research results on the interdependencies between rural towns and the agriculture sector. Future research must provide a broader wealth of knowledge on this subject.



In the face of the shortage of comprehensive research on the issue of resilience, as well as the inconsistency of the results obtained so far, this nationwide full study conducted on a sample of small towns is an important voice in the discussion on the determinants of local resilience. The results of this research can be generalized for Poland. The need for similar studies abroad in other peripheral regions to enrich the theory and practice of regional development can be postulated.
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Figure 1. Location of the examined communes in Poland. Source: own elaboration based on State Border Register: https://www.geoportal.gov.pl/pl/dane/panstwowy-rejestr-granic-prg/ (accessed on 30 April 2024). 
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Table 1. Selected characteristics of the food and agriculture sector in communes by peripheral and non-peripheral location *.






Table 1. Selected characteristics of the food and agriculture sector in communes by peripheral and non-peripheral location *.





	
Economic Status

	
Unit

	
N

	
Total

	
Peripheral

	
Non-Peripheral






	
due to its good condition, agriculture is a stable source of income for commune residents

	
Quantity

	
86

	
29

	
6

	
23




	
%

	
100

	
33.72

	
31.58

	
34.33




	
the commune has well-developed resources of raw materials for food and agricultural processing

	
Quantity

	
86

	
37

	
13

	
24




	
%

	
100

	
43.02

	
68.42

	
35.82




	
an increase in the number of large farms of area in excess of 100ha is noticeable in the commune

	
Quantity

	
85

	
17

	
2

	
15




	
%

	
100

	
20.00

	
11.11

	
22.39




	
the farmland merging process in noticeable in the commune

	
Quantity

	
86

	
18

	
5

	
13




	
%

	
100

	
20.93

	
26.32

	
19.40




	
high ecological awareness of the local producers prevails

	
Quantity

	
85

	
47

	
10

	
37




	
%

	
100

	
55.29

	
52.63

	
56.06




	
the commune has a well-developed food and agricultural processing sector

	
Quantity

	
86

	
33

	
11

	
22




	
%

	
100

	
38.37

	
57.89

	
32.84




	
the city, the seat of the local government, is an important market for agricultural producers from the rural area

	
Quantity

	
86

	
44

	
12

	
32




	
%

	
100

	
51.16

	
63.16

	
47.76




	
the city, the seat of the local government, is the main/dominant labor market for residents from the rural area

	
Quantity

	
86

	
51

	
16

	
35




	
%

	
100

	
59.30

	
84.21

	
52.24




	
the rural area is frequently the preferred leisure and recreation area for the residents of the city—the seat of the local government

	
Quantity

	
86

	
43

	
11

	
32




	
%

	
100

	
50.00

	
57.89

	
47.76








* The number of indications in the table refers to the respondents who confirmed that the phenomenon or process is observed in the commune; the others replied that the phenomenon or process is not observed in the commune. Source: based on the authors’ own research.













 





Table 2. Selected characteristics of the food and agriculture sector in the analyzed communes by the outcome of the COVID-19 crisis and peripheral vs. non-peripheral location *.






Table 2. Selected characteristics of the food and agriculture sector in the analyzed communes by the outcome of the COVID-19 crisis and peripheral vs. non-peripheral location *.





	
Economic Status

	
Unit

	
N

	
V. Positive and Mostly Positive, Stagnation

	
Mostly Negative and V. Negative




	

	
Total

	
Peripheral

	
Non-Peripheral

	
Total

	
Peripheral

	
Non-Peripheral






	
due to its good condition, agriculture is a stable source of income for commune residents

	
Quantity

	
86

	
20

	
3

	
17

	
9

	
3

	
6




	
%

	
100

	
26.67

	
20.00

	
28.33

	
81.82

	
75.00

	
85.71




	
the commune has well-developed resources of raw materials for food and agricultural processing

	
Quantity

	
86

	
32

	
11

	
21

	
5

	
2

	
3




	
%

	
100

	
42.67

	
73.33

	
35.00

	
45.45

	
50.00

	
42.86




	
an increase in the number of large farms of area in excess of 100ha is noticeable in the commune

	
Quantity

	
85

	
16

	
2

	
14

	
1

	
0

	
1




	
%

	
100

	
21.33

	
13.33

	
23.33

	
10.00

	
0

	
14.29




	
the farmland merging process in noticeable in the commune

	
Quantity

	
86

	
16

	
4

	
12

	
2

	
1

	
1




	
%

	
100

	
21.33

	
26.67

	
20.00

	
18.18

	
25.00

	
14.29




	
high ecological awareness of the local producers prevails

	
Quantity

	
85

	
42

	
8

	
34

	
5

	
2

	
3




	
%

	
100

	
56.76

	
53.33

	
57.63

	
45.45

	
50.00

	
42.86




	
the commune has a well-developed food and agricultural processing sector

	
Quantity

	
86

	
27

	
9

	
18

	
6

	
2

	
4




	
%

	
100

	
36.00

	
60.00

	
30.00

	
54.55

	
50.00

	
57.14




	
the city, the seat of the local government, is an important market for agricultural producers from the rural area

	
Quantity

	
86

	
37

	
7

	
28

	
7

	
3

	
4




	
%

	
100

	
49.33

	
63.64

	
46.67

	
63.64

	
75.00

	
57.14




	
the city, the seat of the local government, is the main/dominant labor market for residents from the rural area

	
Quantity

	
86

	
44

	
13

	
31

	
7

	
3

	
4




	
%

	
100

	
17.58

	
86.67

	
51.67

	
63.64

	
75.00

	
57.14




	
the rural area is frequently the preferred leisure and recreation area for the residents of the city—the seat of the local government

	
Quantity

	
86

	
39

	
9

	
30

	
4

	
2

	
2




	
%

	
100

	
52.00

	
60.00

	
50.00

	
36.36

	
50.00

	
28.57








* The number of indications in the table refers to the respondents who confirmed that the phenomenon or process is observed in the commune; the others replied that the phenomenon or process is not observed in the commune. Source: based on the authors’ own research.













 





Table 3. Production specialization * in analyzed communes by COVID-19 crisis outcome (N = 86).
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Commune’s Specialization

	
Unit

	
V. Positive and Mostly Positive, Stagnation

	
Mostly Negative and V. Negative






	
leisure and tourism

	
Quantity

	
17

	
2




	
%

	
89.47

	
10.53




	
commerce

	
Quantity

	
17

	
4




	
%

	
80.95

	
19.05




	
other services

	
Quantity

	
4

	
2




	
%

	
66.67

	
33.33




	
industry

	
Quantity

	
9

	
2




	
%

	
81.82

	
18.18




	
construction

	
Quantity

	
5

	
1




	
%

	
83.33

	
16.67




	
animal husbandry

	
Quantity

	
2

	
0




	
%

	
100.00

	
0.00




	
crop production

	
Quantity

	
21

	
0




	
%

	
100.00

	
0.00




	
Total

	
Quantity

	
75

	
11








* Respondents indicated one answer from the seven available choices based on their own assessment/knowledge of the development of local economic sectors. Source: based on the authors’ own research.













 





Table 4. Adaptive measures taken by farmers in the face of the COVID-19 crisis as perceived by the local government in communes selected in this study by commune location in peripheral and other regions *.
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Adaptive Measures

	
Unit

	
N

	
Total

	
Peripheral

	
Non-Peripheral






	

	
growth of remote interactions with administration

	
Quantity

	
86

	
27

	
5

	
22




	

	
%

	
100

	
31.40

	
26.32

	
32.84




	

	
finding more leads by means of IT tools more often

	
Quantity

	
86

	
13

	
4

	
9




	

	
%

	
100

	
15.12

	
21.05

	
13.43




	

	
development of remote interactions with goods and service suppliers and recipients

	
Quantity

	
86

	
12

	
3

	
9




	

	
%

	
100

	
13.95

	
15.79

	
13.43




	

	
implementation of remote communication technologies

	
Quantity

	
85

	
11

	
2

	
9




	

	
%

	
100

	
12.94

	
11.11

	
13.43




	

	
acknowledgment of the necessity to adapt to the situation and take appropriate action

	
Quantity

	
86

	
10

	
4

	
6




	

	
%

	
100

	
11.63

	
21.05

	
8.96




	

	
development of non-agricultural operations outside the farm

	
Quantity

	
86

	
7

	
5

	
2




	

	
%

	
100

	
8.14

	
26.32

	
2.99




	

	
using selected agriculture-related services remotely

	
Quantity

	
86

	
6

	
0

	
6




	

	
%

	
100

	
6.98

	
0.00

	
8.96




	

	
farming equipment rental

	
Quantity

	
86

	
5

	
3

	
2




	

	
%

	
100

	
5.81

	
15.79

	
2.99




	

	
common sales

	
Quantity

	
86

	
5

	
1

	
4




	

	
%

	
100

	
5.81

	
5.26

	
5.97




	
developme