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Abstract
In several parts of Europe, but particularly in Greece and in Portugal, the economic crisis has reinforced the positive and idyllic political and media narratives about the rural as a place of refuge, full of employment opportunities in agriculture and tourism-related businesses, especially for younger generations. Through these narratives rural areas apparently regained a productive status, reinforced by the ‘successful stories’ advertised by the media. Although it is not possible, both in Portugal and Greece, to know the exact number of people that moved to the countryside since 2008, and therefore to access their motivations and strategies in a representative manner, this paper aims to explore – based on selected cases – the narratives of former urban dwellers that have moved to (or started a business in) the countryside, highlighting the diversity of situations, motivations and adaptation strategies. Based on the diversity of narratives and situations, we also intend to contribute to debate the so-called ‘crisis-counterurbanization’ in Southern European contexts. 
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1. Introduction – the rural as a refuge in times of crisis
The main purpose of this paper is to explore the narratives of former urban dwellers that have returned or moved to (or started a business in) the countryside, following the financial crisis, both in Greece and in Portugal. In both countries the consequences of the crisis were devastating at several levels and to diverse sets of actors, leading to the adoption of stability programmes and austerity measures in collaboration with international lenders (Ragkos, Koutsou & Manousidis, 2016). The GDP in both countries dramatically decreased, while unemployment rates enormously increased. The degradation of the living conditions and the deterioration of the economic situation for many individuals and families, especially the ones affected by unemployment, fostered emigration processes and the search for alternative strategies to cope with the consequences of the crisis. For others, although not so much affected by its effects, the crisis triggered the desire to search for better quality of life and to experiment alternative lifestyles (Anthoupolou, Kaberis & Petrou, 2017; Remoundou, Gkartzios and Garrod, 2016).
[bookmark: _GoBack]Recent studies demonstrated the will of many Portuguese and Greek urban residents to relocate in the countryside. As Remoundou et al (2016) refer, a study commissioned by the Greek Ministry of Rural Development and Food, in 2012, demonstrated that 68,2% of the residents of Athens and Thessaloniki had thought of moving to a rural area, mainly to work in agriculture. However only 19,3% had already organized the process of relocation. 57,1% of these were between 25 and 39 years old. Likewise, in Portugal, results from a research project (Rural Matters[footnoteRef:1]) revealed that 51,5% of the urban residents surveyed expressed the desire to move to a rural context. Their motivations were related to the search of a better quality of life and to the lower costs of living (Soares da Silva & Figueiredo, 2014). Also in Portugal is the population aged between 25 and 49 years old that express the wish to move to the countryside. Although addressing the topic differently, the mentioned studies suggest a counterurbanisation trend in which younger populations seem to be the main protagonists. Hilmi and Burbi (2016) although based on just a few examples from Greece, Spain, Portugal and Iceland, refer to the increasing involvement of young people in agriculture, mainly in organic farming, highlighting the role of policy support in the relocation processes.  [1:  Rural Matters – meanings of the rural in Portugal: between social representations, consumptions and development strategies, was a project funded by the Portuguese Foundation for Science and Technology (FCT) and co-funded by the European Union through QREN and COMPETE (2012-2015) and leaded by Elisabete Figueiredo. ] 

few examples are chosen here to inspire policymakers and
provide insights into how to revive national economies,
particularly in times of ﬁnancial and economic hardship.
These examples also lead us to reconsider our perspectives
on the gap between the rural and the urban, and invite us to
see what we may consider as a continuum of mutually
reinforcing synergies
In both countries, political and media narratives have emerged, along with the economic crisis, increasingly and mutually reinforcing the social construction of the rural as a ‘space of refuge’ (Anthoupolou et al, 2017; Hilmi & Burbi, 2016; Remoundou et al, 2016) and presenting it as an easy solution to an urban-centred crisis (e.g. Alvarenga, 2012; Donadio, 2012) and as a territory of opportunities mainly in agriculture and tourism-related businesses (Anthoupolou et al, 2017) particularly for younger generations. However, in both countries, besides the fact that it is not possibly to quantify the number of persons that have moved to the countryside, it is also not possible to establish a linear relationship between this relocation and the effects of the financial crisis (Kasimis & Zografakis, 2012). In fact, within the counterurbanisation movements, there is a wide set of mobility types expressing a variety of motivations (from necessity to individual/ family choice), as well as of factors underlying it (Gkartzios, 2013; Halfacree, 2008; Kasimis & Zografakis, 2012; Remoundou et al, 2016).
2. Methodology
As mentioned, it is not possible to know, both in Portugal and in Greece, the number of people that have moved to rural areas in recent years, particularly as a direct consequence of the economic crisis. This is due to the lack of official data and of studies dealing with this subject (especially in Portugal). For this reason, it is not possible to know their motivations and adaptation strategies in a quantitative and representative manner. In any case, being the process of relocation generally marked by emotions and (very often) by difficult decisions, a qualitative approach seemed to be the most adequate to unveil people’s motivations and strategies. Additionally, it was not our intention to be able to generalise results, but rather to deeply understand people’s choices. The research presented here draws on qualitative, semi-structured interviews with 28 persons that decide to relocate in the countryside following the financial crisis, even if their initial motivations were not directly related with it. 14 interviews were conducted in several rural areas of the Macedonian Region, in Northern Greece, to persons aged between 18 and 59 years old that moved mainly from Athens and Thessaloniki. 14 interviews were applied to persons (between 30 and 49 years old, relocated from diverse urban areas) currently living in different villages of Portugal. The interview script was divided in five parts: i) the life before moving; ii) the decision of moving; iii) the life after moving; iv) regarding the future and v) sociodemographic data. 
3. Results and discussion – ‘back to the countryside’ motivations and adaptation strategies 
The narratives collected reveal a diversity of motivations regarding the relocation in the countryside, in line with the conclusions of Gkartzios (2013), Kasimis and Zografakis (2012) and Remoundou et al (2016). However, they can be grouped into two main sets of motivations: one directly related to the effects of the economic crisis, and the other associated with the search of an alternative lifestyle. Greek interviewees are predominant in the first set, while in the second one we find interviewees of both countries. In the first case, unemployment was often the main motivation for relocation (as also pointed by Anthoupolou et al, 2017; Gkartzios, 2013 and Remoundou et al, 2016) particularly related to a narrative of ‘no choice’ or ‘no alternative’ apart from seeking refuge and support in the villages and in family farms:
 “The company closed, and we decided to move here, because the company I was working and the company my wife was working... they both closed. So, we had no job. All the part-time jobs I had after that... they didn’t give me enough money... there was not enough to live. So, it was not a choice we made, we were forced by the situation” (G9, 40y, male, farmer, on the young farmers’ programme, used to live in Thessaloniki and returned to the family farm in 2014).
“I had no permanent job there, just some work in the summer and it was very difficult to pay the rent. It was a difficult decision, but I had no choice. It was a difficult decision because I knew there were no jobs here as well, but my family was here, and I don’t have to pay rent” (G7, 49y, male, organic farmer, used to live in Nicosia, Cyprus and returned to the family property in 2015).
Besides the unemployment situations, the precarious urban employment conditions were also mentioned as main motivations to move or to relocate in the countryside: 
“The life in town is more difficult... the jobs... and then we had the children and it was difficult... more difficult. The job was not going well, and I imagined that if I continued there it will be worst” (G8, 38y, male, farmer, on theyoung farmers’ programme, lived in Thessaloniki until 2013, and after that returned to the family farm).
“The job was not so good, the money... it was little money and I had not a lot of work... so I had to decide what to do with my job, my family, everything. So, my father asked me if I wanted to become a young farmer, that there was a programme to start. So, I decided to try” (G11, 31y, female, farmer, on the young farmers’ programme, used to live in Thessaloniki, returning to the family farm in 2013).
“I had a situation on the place I was working... that propelled my wish to quit. And I did it. I saw a job advertising on the internet to work in a rural hotel, I applied and within one week I moved here” (P3, 35y, female, currently working as a temporary tutor, used to live in Pombal and decided to move to a village in the beginning of 2017). 
For some interviewees, unemployment, precarious work conditions and the general economic situation in the city were combined with the perception of better opportunities in rural locations, either in family properties and with specific European Union/ national programmes support or with the prospect to start a new business or career, which is also in line with the findings of Gkartzios (2013) and Remoundou et al (2016):
“I was keeping the store alone, but it started falling anyway and with the big hit of the crisis nobody had money to spend on comic books. Of course, the first thing that you stop with in a crisis are the hobbies (...). So, we started with the tomatoes, we had 150 varieties, it was amazing because we had a variety of…. Orange, yellow… some red, bicolour… so we went to the farmers’ market and it was… so many colours!” (G1, 46y, female, organic farmer, used to live in Thessaloniki and started a business with micro-plants in 2011, after moving).
“It was my father that advised me… nevertheless I was less enthusiastic about what I was studying [construction engineering] as with the crisis the construction stopped… then I start to think about the idea… and I saw that I could not… and then we seated at the table and we came to the conclusion that the best was to embrace this activity [beekeeping] and try to expand it” (P6, 30y, male, beekeeper, on the young farmers’ programme, used to live and study in Coimbra before returning and take the business in 2012).
As suggested before, not all the interviewees relocate in the countryside for direct crisis-related motivations. For some of them the relocation was mainly motivated by personal or family choices (in line with Gkartzios, 2013) related to the search of a new lifestyle:
“It was a deep need of mine… It was a thought that crossed my mind that day and I decided immediately without further thinking… maybe it was something… I felt that I lost some of my roots (…). I felt everything was uncertain and maybe I was looking for some certainties, something more stable… I don’t know (…)” (G3, 59y, female, organic producer of aromatic plants, used to live in Athens, returned in 2005, starting the business in 2010). 
“One day my husband made the proposal to move to the countryside and I accepted this proposal (…). I wanted to change my quality of life. I wanted to become in connection with nature, with the simple things, with my babies, have a different life (…). I believe that… I realised it later, but I believe that I was born to live here, to have guests, to do this” (G2, 37y, female, rural tourism owner, used to live in Athens, started the business in 2008, although have moved in 2005). 
“We wanted to buy a farm and have our vegetable garden and do something for nature. And we wanted to do it to leave something different to our daughter, that was not an apartment in the city” (P7, 37y, female, organic farmer and future rural tourism owner, moved from Lisbon in 2015).
Concerning the adaptation strategies, data reveals three diverse types of situations. The first type relates to the ones that have succeed in relocating in and, therefore, want to stay in the countryside. They are part of the ‘successful’ cases mostly reported by the media (Hilmi & Burbi, 2016): 
“I like it here, I make money… so, I still think this was the right decision. I had improved the fields and the crops, I made a lot of investments, I have planted a lot of trees, so I want to produce more and continue to be a farmer” (G4, 47y, male, farmer, benefited from one farmers’ programme, returned in 2008 from Edessa).
“It is totally different… the life has changed so much! It is a different kind of happy… of happiness (…). I see ourselves here for a long time” (G1, 46y, female, organic farmer, used to live in Thessaloniki and started a business with micro-plants in 2011, after moving).
The second type of adaptation strategies includes those that, although wishing to stay in the village, are still struggling to adjust to the countryside and (perhaps mainly) to start or to maintain a business and/ or a new professional occupation: 
“I have a goal to achieve in organic production, experimenting new seeds and new ways of producing, so I want to stay here and improve my activity even if I did not succeed until now” (G7, 49y, male, organic farmer without support from EU or national programmes, used to live in Nicosia, Cyprus and had return to the family property in 2015).
“We do not want to come back to the city. For visiting for a while is enough. Here I valued time, I feel that time is different here. We have time for everything, we use time in a completely different way. (…) So, in the future I see myself here, doing what we are trying to do now, with the vegetable garden, with the animals, having more activities to get some profit… but we are doing it little by little”. (P7, 37y, female, organic farmer and future rural tourism owner, moved from Lisbon in 2015).
The third type of situations concerns the regretful, i.e., the interviewees that are not able to succeed in their new activities or to cope with the rural way of living, therefore aiming at returning to the city when the opportunity presents:
“I have to stay. But with all the difficulties I had encountered I have to admit that I would like to return to the city… and perhaps I will end up doing it. It would be an extreme decision but here I cannot find anything” (G12, 33y, male, farmer, tried to apply to young farmers’ programme but have failed and currently is having difficulties to maintain the farm, returned from Thessaloniki in 2015). 
“This was a wrong decision. Because I had a great time in the city. Both the quality of life and the job I had… were better in the city. If I still could have the job I had in the city, I would return. I was forced to come here because I lost my job (…). I think about going back lots of times…” (G9, 40y, male, farmer on the young farmers’ programme, use to live in Thessaloniki and returned to the village in 2014). 
“We adapted the house during almost three years and during those three years we were like ‘punch bags, we come out of that without debts, ok? But we had too much work and we didn’t earn much (…). We have learned a lot about ourselves, so, as an experience… it was something extremely rich (…). In the future I see myself living in Lisbon, but maintaining the project in the village” (P1, 37y, male, rural tourism owner, moved to the village in 2014 from Lisbon and returned to the city by the end of 2017). 
4. Conclusion
The exploratory analysis presented here clearly demonstrates that current counterurbanization movements are imbued of diversity not always connected with the economic factors or with the financial crisis. This is in line with the conclusions of Kasimis and Zografakis (2012) and Gkartzios (2013). In fact, our results reveal diverse and contrasting narratives that clearly suggest that current ‘back to the countryside’ movements are not just a crisis-counterurbanization as very often portrayed by the media and the political discourse but are also relate to opportunities created by family connections, and motivated to personal and family lifestyle choices. 
The narratives of both Greek and Portuguese interviewees reveal a wide set of relocation types, based on a variety of motivations and reflecting a diversity of adaptation strategies, as previous studies have also demonstrated (e.g. Gkartzios, 2013; Remoundou et al, 2016). Interviewees pointed out different motivations from individual/familiar choice to ‘no choice’ situations in which they were forced to abandon the city and seek refuge in the countryside and in the family farms. As Gkartzios (2013) also found out, the role of family in these counterurbanisation narratives is relevant, either by the fact that in some cases people returned to their village of origin, for working at the family farm, or, in other cases, by the importance family members directly had in the decision to move. The multiple forms of family support unveiled by the narratives seem to be strongly related to the general solid family ties present in southern European countries (e.g. Portugal, 2014).
Unemployment was a central determinant among those (mainly Greek) that clearly identified the economic crisis as the propeller of the relocation. The search for an alternative lifestyle was the most relevant factor for the interviewees (especially the Portuguese) that do not refer the economic crisis as underlying their decision but rather personal or family choices. 
It is also interesting to note the relative lack of coincidence between the political and media narratives about successful relocation situations and the interviewees’ stories. Although some succeed and adapt to the new circumstances and ways of living, others report failures and struggles that, in some cases, motivate the wish to return to the city. These findings suggest that rural areas, both in Portugal and in Greece act(ed), even if temporarily, as places of refuge (in line with Anthoupolou et al, 2017; Hilmi & Burbi, 2016), as places – also considering the situation of socioeconomic decline of many Portuguese and Greek rural areas – open to all sorts of transformations and opportunities. Despite the interest and relevance of the analysis of the role returnees may play in those transformations, further examination of the narratives is still needed, also given the diversity of rural refuge communities. 
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