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The European Commission (2012) indicates that wise 
specialization is essential not only for sustainable develop-
ment of individual states, but it is also fundamental in the de-
velopment of individual regions. Particular emphasis is placed 
on the importance of using scientific approaches in the devel-
opment of the concept of regional development. At the same 
time, it is necessary to re-assess the traditional methods of 
reforming regional policies; nowadays the transition to inter-
disciplinarity is obvious, for example, bio-economics, when 
regions seeking new ways of strategic development can strive 
for sustainable production of added value, supplementing 
and improving their activities in traditional spheres (for ex-
ample, forestry and agriculture, fisheries, etc.). Scientists and 
politicians particularly emphasize that the analysis of regional 
potential for sustainable development should begin with the 
assessment of environmental, economic, social and manage-
rial aspects (EK, 2012, e.g., Kirk et al., 2010).

The shift of modern regional development paradigm has 
facilitated the awareness of the importance of potential and 
endogenous factors of every region (e.g., Vanthillo, Verhetsel, 
2012). However, the question about the pronouncedly differ-
ent possibilities of various territories to safeguard sustainable 
development has become acute. Solving the above-mentioned 
problem is possible only by using the approach of compara-
tive regional advantages, and probably, it is the right approach. 
Such an approach requires implementing the concept of smart 
specialization (e.g., Naldi et al., 2015; Koumparou, 2013). In 
fact, this means the development and implementation of wise 
development strategies that are based on assessing the po-
tential of the region(s) and determining the priorities for their 
development. It is a particular challenge for rural areas that 
are often characterized by small numbers of inhabitants, low 
incomes, low level of education and a considerable distance 
from “knowledge” centres (e.g., Steiner, Mossbock, 2014). 

The present study offers an example of a methodologi-
cal solution for the assessment of sustainable socio-economic 
development in rural areas based on the concept of smart 
specialization that has been developed within the framework 
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of the Latvian National Research Programme EKOSOC-LV (see 
http://www.lza.lv/index.php?option=com_content&task=vie
w&id=2312&Itemid=443).

The notion of sustainable development has been asso-
ciated with a theoretical attempt of balanced research into 
environmental, humanitarian, social and economic needs of 
regional development in the conditions of dynamic world. At 
the same time, it is noteworthy that this concept is still be-
ing developed, and, for example, the Scopus database con-
tains only a limited number of publications that are directly 
focused on issues of sustainable socio-economic regional de-
velopment. Besides, research results mainly reflect wise ap-
proaches to specialization by means of the implementation of 
balanced regional development policies, thus creating a kind 
of bridge for the transition from the traditional economy to 
the knowledge economy. In this respect, it is important to un-
derstand that the creation, dissemination and application of 
the accumulated theoretical concepts require the existence 
of the so-called innovative ecosystem, in which knowledge 
will contribute to flourishing of innovative entrepreneurship 
(e.g., Romano et al., 2013).

Notwithstanding its popularity in various theories, the 
term smart development has not been precisely defined and 
its interpretations may differ within different scientific disci-
plines (Sinkiene et al., 2014). In economic literature, smart 
development is related to the fundamentals of sustainable 
development (Naldi et al., 2015); and in the USA, smart de-
velopment is understood as sustainable development (e.g., 
Krueger, 2010).

On the other hand, there is also a critical point of view 
regarding the development of strategies for smart growth 
and regional development, which emphasizes that the pro-
cess of development itself does not oblige the strategy execu-
tion (for example, Reimeris, 2016). However, Reimeris (2016) 
also recognizes that smart development strategies (e.g., RIS3) 
provide a mechanism for advancing change and developing 
multi-vector concepts for regional development. In addition, 
well-elaborated regional development policy helps to clearly 
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identify priorities, evaluate available resources and possible 
obstacles for realizing regional potential during the imple-
mentation of the aims set (e.g., Šipilova, 2014).

There is no single method that would be appropriate in 
all the cases because each area has its own unique cultural, 
historical, socio-economic, political and logistic peculiarities 
and, which is no less important, needs. However, when devel-
oping the strategy, there are a number of common aspects, 
which gives the possibility for a universal interpolation of the-
oretical approaches and practical calculations.

The methodological solution. The goal of the nation-
al research programme EKOSOC-LV is to develop an instru-
ment that would enable specialists to work out scientifically 
grounded propositions for the assurance of balanced and 
sustainable development of rural areas in Latvia (Latvijas 
Zinātņu Akadēmija, 2014). One of the greatest challenges is 
the methodological solution that would enable an objective 
assessment of both the current situation and the develop-
ment potential and priority directions taking into account the 
concept of smart specialization in ensuring sustainable devel-
opment (e.g., Zvirbule A. Et al., 2016).

Methodological challenges related to the implementation 
of smart regional specialization are topical also in Lithuania 
(e.g., Poliakaite et al., 2015). Lithuanian colleagues agree that a 
holistic approach and the promotion of innovation in any field 
of activity form the path to successful implementation of smart 
specialization strategy (Poliakaite et al., 2015). Similar conclu-
sions have been made by the authors of the present article 
(Ostrovska et al., 2016), when analysing the peculiarities of the 
contemporary regional development paradigms as described 
in research literature. The authors (Ostrovska et al., 2016) have 
concluded that the cooperation among the parties involved in 
the process of regional development is an essential prerequi-
site for smart development, while the holistic approach, which 
combines environment, society, economy and management 
for meeting the unique regional needs, is the basis for ensuring 
sustainable development.

In the framework of the present study, the authors have 
carried out three successive steps in order to assess sustain-
able development by using the concept of smart specialization: 

1)	 characterization of the development of rural areas; 
2)	 the quantitative description of the peculiarities of 

regional development; 
3)	 the qualitative characterization of the development 

by involving experts representing national, municipal and 
business structures. 

Such an approach allows for understanding of the pecu-
liarities of the current development from the point of view of 
sustainability by answering two questions – What is the situ-
ation? and What should it be?; and comparing the answers.

The quantitative assessment. Before carrying out the 
assessment of sustainable development, it is essential to 
understand the typology of rural areas and their features. In 
the development of the typology of rural areas, the EDORA 
Cube principles were partially used according to Copus and 
Noguera (2010). Rural areas were divided according to their 
level of socio-economic development, as well as the number 

of population, which allowed for revising the stereotypes 
concerning rural areas. The typology development was based 
on the data concerning the dynamics of economically active 
statistical units of the market sector and sole proprietorships 
(the rate of development) (RDIM, 2015) and the index of ter-
ritorial development (level of development) (SRDA, 2010, 
2011, 2012). Such a division of territories provided the infor-
mation about the current capacity of rural areas. The answer 
to the question To what extent is this developmental capacity 
echoed in smart rural development? was sought for by devel-
oping Smart Development Index.

Smart Development Index as a quantitative indicator 
of regional development is an integrated index that includes 
four dimensions – Resources, Population, Economy and Man-
agement. Scholars emphasize that in order to carry out an 
effective assessment of the current situation it is necessary 
to consider the integrated index that allows for the assess-
ment of common achievements in a particular field (e.g., 
Marsal-Llacuna et al., 2015) or evaluate the uniqueness of 
the area (e.g., Gedminaite-Raudone, 2014).

It should be noted that during the development of the in-
dex, the importance of each dimension in the index was also 
considered – Resources 0.19, Population 0.26, Economy 0.44, 
and Management 0.11. The calculated values testify to the fact 
that Economy and Population have the largest weight in the 
process of research on smart development, while the weight 
of Resources and Management is considerably smaller. Smart 
Development Index adopts both positive and negative values, 
which are respectively indicative of the level and the quality of 
smart development of an area (e.g., Zvirbule A. et al., 2016).

The qualitative assessment. Finally, in the course of the 
study, the triple-helix model was actualized. This model is es-
sential for the assurance of awareness of challenges related 
to sustainable development and shows the preferred model 
of cooperation among experts involved in the development 
of the programme. The method used to carry out the experts’ 
survey was the Analytic Hierarchy Process (AHP). The experts’ 
answers provided the information that allows for the compar-
ison of the current situation with the desired one, thus reveal-
ing both strengths and weaknesses of smart development.

Research results. The greatest challenge in Latgale region 
is related to the loss of human capital and the sluggish devel-
opment trends in entrepreneurship (e.g., Latgales plānošanas 
reģions, 2010a, 2010b). The programme and the strategy of 
the region’s development (e.g., Latgales plānošanas reģions, 
2010a, 2010b) envisage a set of measures aimed at mitigat-
ing the negative trends. These measures are based on rais-
ing efficiency of the use of local resources, on activating the 
cooperation between the parties involved in the process of 
development, and in strengthening the business sector (e.g., 
Latgales plānošanas reģions, 2010a, 2010b).

In an economic perspective, a significant contribution to 
the development of Latgale region is ensured by the relatively 
successful operation of the high technology sector of manu-
facturing, and the use of rich natural resources (e.g., Latgales 
plānošanas reģions, 2010a, 2010b). However, it should be 
noted that the potential of rich natural resources of Latgale 
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region, due to the low economic activity, is mostly used with 
low added value (e.g., Latgales plānošanas reģions, 2010a, 
2010b). The low growth of labour productivity is obvious 
not only in Latgale region and it is one of the main reasons 
for overall worsening of external competitiveness of Latvian 
economy (e.g., Baldi, Šipilova, 2014).

The analysis performed allows identifying the following 
trends: 

1) the areas with a relatively high level of development 
show stagnation; 

2) some of the less developed areas are able to increase 
their pace of development. 

On the one hand, the identified trends may be indicative 
of certain “confusion” of the districts about further realiza-
tion of their potential due to the lack of sufficiently strong 
impulses. On the other hand, it is positive that the relatively 
less developed regions are accelerating their development.

All in all, the rural areas of Latgale region demonstrate 
a striking dominance of slow development. According to the 
paradigm of contemporary regional development, one of the 
most essential driving forces of development is a human be-
ing, therefore it is essential to understand the “stagnating” 
and “fast growing” rural population.

Peculiarities of the development of Latgale region: eval-
uation of sustainability by using the concept of smart special-
ization. The improvement of a region’s welfare in the frame-
work of a new paradigm of regional development should be 
linked to strengthening the competitiveness of territories by 
making use of their potential (e.g., ESPON, University Rovira 
i Virgil, 2012), i.e. resources, social capital, technologies of ef-
ficient management and institutional capacity. Paying special 
attention to the respective aspects of regional development 
is a major challenge for every region. The development of an 
integrated indicator (Smart Development Index), which in-
cludes all the dimensions necessary for regional development 
(Resources, Population, Economy and Management) allows for 
identifying the developmental trends in Latgale anew.

The median values of the Smart Development Index 
demonstrate that the level of smart development in Latgale 
region is comparable to the performance of other regions. 
For instance, both Kurzeme and Zemgale regions demon-
strate the median values of the Smart Development Index 
that are close to those observed in Latgale region. In addi-
tion, the lowest index value (-10.008) has been encountered 
in Skrunda district (Kurzeme), rather than in Latgale region, 
where the lowest index value is -5.113.

The maximum values of the Smart Development Index 
also manifest that strikingly unfavourable development in 
Latgale region is not being observed. The maximum value of 
the index 7.386 attained in Ilūkste district is not far from the 
maximum value of the index reached in Kurzeme, which is 
10.554. In addition, it may be concluded that smart develop-
ment in Latgale region proceeds smoother than in other re-
gions because the difference between the maximum and the 
minimum values of the index is smaller than in other regions.

However, in general, the values of the Smart Develop-
ment Index in areas of Latgale region are relatively low. The 
calculations of the median values manifest that in half of the 

districts of Latgale region the Smart Development Index is 
less than 0.43, and this value is about 2.5 times lower than 
the index mean value of 1.074. The median value in Latgale 
region testifies to the fact that in most of the region’s rural 
areas, smart development is markedly delayed in comparison 
with other regions of Latvia. For example, the highest median 
value of 4.03 is observed in Vidzeme region and this indicator 
is nine times higher than in the region of Latgale. Further-
more, in Vidzeme region the difference between the median 
and the average values of the index is very small.

The qualitative assessment of smart development: tri-
ple-helix model. In April 2016, within the framework of the 
National Research Programme EKOSOC-LV, a scientific and 
practical seminar “Possibilities of smart development in Lat-
vian rural areas and regions” was organized, in which partic-
ular attention was paid to the region of Latgale. During the 
seminar, a survey of experts representing the public sector, 
entrepreneurship and research was organized. The survey 
was carried out by means of the AHP method. The main re-
sults of the survey are presented in this part of the paper and 
help to understand the analysis of the quantitative results. 
The experts were asked about four dimensions of smart de-
velopment and their importance in the development of Lat-
gale region, as well as about the influence of the population, 
the municipalities, the state and the EU, thus determining the 
prevailing impact factors, i.e. the population’s initiative and 
activity or the institutional environment.

According to the experts, the major role in ensuring 
smart development belongs to the dimensions Population 
(0.37) and Economy (0.29). The dimensions Management 
(0.17) and Resources (0.16), according to the experts, are less 
important in the process of ensuring smart regional devel-
opment. The combination of the quantitatively determined 
trends of smart development in Latgale region and the ex-
perts’ evaluation (the qualitative assessment) of the signifi-
cance of the dimensions allows for the description of a com-
plex assessment of trends in the regional development.

Conclusions. The National Research Programme 
EKOSOC-LV being in the 3rd stage of its implementation, the 
researchers have conducted the quantitative and qualitative 
assessment of scenarios for smart development in rural areas 
of Latgale region. The results obtained have both scientific 
and practical significance in promoting sustainable develop-
ment in rural areas. First, the results of the study propose a 
possible methodological solution for the assessment of sus-
tainable development by using the concept smart specializa-
tion. Second, the acquired research experience can be used 
for solving practical tasks at the level of districts of the region 
of Latgale.

To be continued

The study has been supported by the National Research 
Programme 5.2. “Economic transformation, smart growth, 
governance and legal framework for sustainable develop-
ment of the state and society – a new approach to the cre-
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Summary
Nowadays, much interest is devoted to the use of inno-

vative (or wise) methods in assessing regional development. 
Rural areas have particular importance in ensuring sustain-
able development of any state; moreover, smart approaches 
to the assessment of regional development potential help 
determining common trends in the socio-economic develop-
ment of the state as a whole. The present study shows the 
possibility of an integrated use of quantitative and qualitative 
methods in the assessment of the sustainable development 
of Latgale region (Eastern Latvia). The assessment was carried 
out within the framework of the project 5.2. of the national 
research program EKOSOC-LV. The quantitative assessment 
was based on scientific and practical experience taking into 
consideration the peculiarities of the development of Latvian 
regions and districts and resulted in the establishment of an 
integrated index (Smart Development Index), which compris-
es four dimensions – Resources, Population, Economy, and 
Management. The qualitative assessment was based on the 

viewpoints concerning the cornerstones of smart specializa-
tion and the factors influencing it expressed by experts rep-
resenting the state administration, business and scientific en-
vironment. Expert opinions were collected by using the AHP 
method. The results of the research can contribute to the 
development of a scientifically grounded state and regional 
policy that reveals the full potential of smart development 
of rural areas, taking into account the rate of the regional so-
cio-economic development. The case and the methodology 
of the present study can also be interpolated to other regions 
experiencing the need for creating an integrated, scientifi-
cally grounded, balanced and sustainable policy of regional 
development.
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