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Rural Tech Network 

 

Vision 

To create a technology learning centre and network throughout rural Portugal, which brings together 

producers and farmers to promote permaculture and sustainable agri-environmental methods, 

integrate technology and upskill the rural workforce, network with related organisations, build 

resilience in food systems, and ensure nature is both protected and enhanced.  

 

Mission 

To focus on the intersection of permaculture and regenerative farming techniques whilst enabling the 

use of technology to diversify and integrate potential new income revenues. 

 

Background and context 

Portugal is a country of diverse landscapes with great heritage and cultural value found throughout its 

villages, towns and cities. Rural land is designated across 80% of the country, and a third of its 10 

million population live and work in rural areas1. The last few decades, as in many rural communities, 

have shown a consistent trend of the population moving from rural to urban areas2. This loss now 

means there are significant areas of land throughout the country which lay dormant and unmanaged, 

exacerbating the risk of major fires in future3. This land, if managed sustainably, has the potential to 

create a wide range of agricultural and nature-based employment opportunities, security and quality 

of food and timber production and resilience to climate shocks.  

Permaculture and regenerative farming techniques are increasingly seen as solutions to the impact of 

farming on climate change and biodiversity loss4. Portugal, in contrast to many countries, already 

benefits from a significant number of smaller scale producers5. Furthermore, there are a growing 

number of successful permaculture projects, which are leading the way in creating legal frameworks 

to develop regional impacts6. Observers within the permaculture field note challenges with scaling 

 
1 European Commission - https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/food-farming-
fisheries/key_policies/documents/rdp-factsheet-portugal-continente_en.pdf  
2 Macrotrends.net - https://www.macrotrends.net/countries/PRT/portugal/rural-population  
3 Beighley and Hyde (2018) Portugal Wildfire Management in a New Era Assessing Fire Risks, Resources and 
Reforms [accessed online 12/02/2022] https://www.isa.ulisboa.pt/files/cef/pub/articles/2018-
04/2018_Portugal_Wildfire_Management_in_a_New_Era_Engish.pdf  
4 World Economic Forum - https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2021/03/regenerative-agriculture-
revolutionize-farming-climate-cahnge/  
5 European Commission - https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/food-farming-
fisheries/key_policies/documents/rdp-factsheet-portugal-continente_en.pdf  
6 Permaculturing in Portugal - http://www.permaculturinginportugal.net/participate/contribute/  

https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/food-farming-fisheries/key_policies/documents/rdp-factsheet-portugal-continente_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/food-farming-fisheries/key_policies/documents/rdp-factsheet-portugal-continente_en.pdf
https://www.macrotrends.net/countries/PRT/portugal/rural-population
https://www.isa.ulisboa.pt/files/cef/pub/articles/2018-04/2018_Portugal_Wildfire_Management_in_a_New_Era_Engish.pdf
https://www.isa.ulisboa.pt/files/cef/pub/articles/2018-04/2018_Portugal_Wildfire_Management_in_a_New_Era_Engish.pdf
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2021/03/regenerative-agriculture-revolutionize-farming-climate-cahnge/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2021/03/regenerative-agriculture-revolutionize-farming-climate-cahnge/
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/food-farming-fisheries/key_policies/documents/rdp-factsheet-portugal-continente_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/food-farming-fisheries/key_policies/documents/rdp-factsheet-portugal-continente_en.pdf
http://www.permaculturinginportugal.net/participate/contribute/
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this thinking to a wider audience and supporting young people to have careers in rural Portugal7. This 

is also a key focus for the European Commission and the Portuguese Government8.  

Another focus is the use of technology to diversify rural economies and build resilient food networks9. 

Real world applications of blockchain technology, hi-tech production and management exist and 

putting these into practice can diversify income streams. In addition, the Covid pandemic provided an 

unprecedented pause globally. This tragedy affected everyone, and its ongoing effects include 

significant numbers of people re-evaluating their lives10. This presents new drivers for rural 

development11.  

It is within this space and context that our project will explore solutions to some of the key challenges 

and opportunities. 

 

Project Plan 

There are two major elements for delivery of this project – the network and the base. Both will be 

developed in parallel. One can exist without the other, but the combination provides many more 

opportunities for engagement and activity.  

 

The Network 

Networks are strong, with the best ones bringing together a diverse range of stakeholders and 

viewpoints, supporting wide impacts whilst understanding local contexts. The aim of the Rural Tech 

Network will be to bring together rural communities (organisations and individuals) to share 

knowledge and learning around the twin themes of regenerative agriculture and technology.  

There are already multiple organisations who support rural economies across Portugal, key ones 

include those related to the EU grants funding LEADER strand and the local authorities. Additionally, 

several independent cooperative organisations and farmers associations work across the country, 

primarily concentrating on their local communities. The experience of an established and successful 

cooperative, Minga12, has led them to become a contact point for new cooperatives wishing to start 

up. Currently they do not have the capacity to coordinate a network and it would be here that we can 

start to scope and contact already interested organisations.  

Since settling in Portugal, we have been in contact with multiple individuals who are pursuing the 

dreams of sustainable living. Some are already based in Portugal, and some are moving here soon. 

There are real opportunities for these individuals to collaborate and scale innovations to support the 

diversification of rural economies.  

 
7 Sam Nabi - https://samnabi.com/blog/exploring-permaculture-in-portugal 
8 European Commission - https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/food-farming-
fisheries/key_policies/documents/rdp-factsheet-portugal-continente_en.pdf 
9 European Commission - https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_21_3162  
10 Al Jazeera - https://www.aljazeera.com/program/inside-story/2022/1/1/will-covid-19-permanently-change-
the-way-we-work  
11 European Commission - https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_21_3162  
12 Minga/Local Futures - https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7ocqN6UVSwA&t=2s  

https://samnabi.com/blog/exploring-permaculture-in-portugal
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/food-farming-fisheries/key_policies/documents/rdp-factsheet-portugal-continente_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/food-farming-fisheries/key_policies/documents/rdp-factsheet-portugal-continente_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_21_3162
https://www.aljazeera.com/program/inside-story/2022/1/1/will-covid-19-permanently-change-the-way-we-work
https://www.aljazeera.com/program/inside-story/2022/1/1/will-covid-19-permanently-change-the-way-we-work
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_21_3162
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7ocqN6UVSwA&t=2s
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Additionally, significant areas of land across Portugal have effectively been abandoned. This would 

seem to present an increase in biodiversity opportunities and the growth of native woodlands. 

However, the large amount of timber production in Portugal is based around Eucalyptus forestry, 

primarily for paper products. Eucalyptus is widely accepted to exacerbate fire risk, self-seeds rapidly 

throughout the landscape and does not support native fauna. Again, opportunities exist to engage 

local authorities in the management of abandoned landscapes, removing unwanted Eucalyptus and 

replacing these with native and food production species.  

We believe that by harnessing technology opportunities for young people in rural communities can be 

made more attractive. Isolation and a lack of technological access and literacy means that existing 

communities work very locally and are losing their young people to the pull of urban centres. Engaging 

and upskilling existing communities and creating jobs around the use of technology in regenerative 

agriculture, has the potential to bring in the knowledge and enthusiasm of youth to these challenges.  

 

The Base 

Our base will provide a working Food Forest and Learning Centre from which the network can be 

supported. The first two years of network development will require ambassadors to learn what 

opportunities exist currently and take these back to their local communities. We anticipate this 

learning to be delivered both online and face-to-face at the new Learning Centre.  

The land will be developed as a Food Forest, which provides another facet for strengthening food 

production at small scale. By utilising space effectively, mimicking natural systems, the diversity of 

crop production has the potential to be more resilient in the face of climate breakdown. Portugal itself 

has a diversity of landscapes, microclimates and heritage food production.  

Both the Learning Centre and Food Forest will be used to deliver research and public engagement. By 

actively engaging universities, we aim to encourage researchers and students to learn and collaborate 

with the wider network. Ideally, students will participate through action research and collaborations 

with small-scale producers across the network, both helping their individual studies, generating 

successful case-studies and engaging producers with new knowledge.  

 

Ambitions and Ideas 

Permaculture/Regenerative agriculture/agroforestry 

- Develop learning materials suitable for small-holding and small farm producers detailing 

benefits of permaculture/regenerative agricultural management systems – promote these 

widely throughout network and into other organisations, for example existing cooperatives, 

farming groups and local authorities.  

- Create opportunities for research and academic input, by linking students with projects and 

building links with EU Leader organisations and universities.  

- Develop case studies framework within network, share and expand learning potential. Share 

existing resources, get information, evidence and research translated for maximum reach.  

- Ensuring climate resilient farming by diversification of crops within the ‘food forest’ typology. 

Monitor and evaluate schemes across the network, sharing both successes and failures.  
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- Linking more small-scale producers into local cooperatives or farmers associations. 

- Link cooperatives and farmers associations together across regions and nationally, 

strengthening food systems by supporting the transfer of regional products across the 

country. 

- Retaining local area wealth potentially using local currencies, supporting new economic 

models and a reassessment of value to include society and the environment more strongly.  

- Support the improved management of abandoned lands, for example through grazing by 

cattle using GPS parameters. Helping to restore native flora and fauna, whilst reducing fire 

risks.  

 

Technology 

- Mesh networks – improve internet infrastructure and coverage for rural areas (eg. HNT). 

- Carbon credits – explore options for carbon credit payments to farmers (eg. DOVU for soil, 

MOSS for forestry). 

- GPS No Fence – fence free cattle grazing using GPS enabled cow tags and tracking. Options for 

wide ranging cattle grazing, not limited to owned land, eg. potentially covering neighbouring 

farms and unmanaged/abandoned areas.  

- Drone technology – supporting the management of farms with the use of this technology, 

enabling survey access to unmanaged areas. Potential for use as delivery mechanism between 

villages within a locale, in particular around mountainous regions.  

- Hi-tech farming – opportunities for mushroom and salad crop farming using converted 

existing infrastructure. This might also include opportunities to diversify into manufacturing 

of compostable packaging or other sustainable products.  

- Digital traceability – to improve standardisation and access to wider markets for small-scale 

producers, supporting quality management and traceability from farm to plate (eg. through 

use of NFTs).   

 

We believe there are a huge number of applicable technologies not currently available to small-

scale producers due to cost and knowledge limitations. Our intention is to find and engage 

organisations and individuals to bring a wider knowledge base to the network.  

Rural communities and small-scale producers are abundant across Europe and the world. Our food 

systems are still dominated by a handful of large mega-corporations. By empowering small-scale 

farmers, enabling better direct connections with customers, improved food resilience can be 

created. There are opportunities to scale and create similar networks throughout Europe and 

beyond.  

 

Risks and Challenges 

All ideas start somewhere, and this is the beginning of this one. Some of the key risk and challenges 

are laid out below. Other project risks will be monitored throughout the development and 

delivery.  
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Team – the project is currently being developed by one person, Michelle Furtado, under the 

consultancy name of FuturEcoLogic. My professional experience has been managing networks of 

similar typologies for several years, so I understand the format, needs and potential. Strong 

networks are built through the widest number of interested and enthusiastic participants and will 

be the focus.  

Immediate funding will ensure that the Network can employ an effective team, including a 

Network Administrator, potentially additional posts, and Ambassadors. The Ambassadors role will 

be to promote and engage participants across Portugal.  

Without immediate funding the major risk is that the reach of an individual, company or 

otherwise, is limited and the network does not achieve its potential. However, in this case the 

Minga example has already shown that capacity for national level coordination is needed. We 

would therefore use this need as our starting point, but the timelines and ambitions would be 

significantly constrained.  

Reaching rural communities – rural communities are by nature often isolated and diverse. As 

described in the context section, rural communities are also older and perhaps less interested in 

understanding new technology and developing incomes.  

Our intention is therefore to target the multiple cooperatives, farmers associations and EU Leader 

organisations or similar, which act as umbrella organisations across the country in the beginning. 

By focussing on these umbrella organisations, we can maximise our reach and engagement in the 

early stages. Capacity challenges exist for cooperatives and joining these together at national level 

has been highlighted as a need.  

From this organisational beginning, the Ambassadors will then play a key role in extending the 

reach of the Network and bringing in wider participants. They will have the local knowledge and 

capacity to actively search out and meet organisations and individuals, creating local networks 

within the national Network. This will be important to facilitate collaborations, which are likely to 

start locally before extending further afield.  

Capacity of existing organisations – the experiences of network management in the UK, shows 

that often organisations that will benefit most from engagement are those with the least capacity 

to engage. Our role will be to make access to information and knowledge sharing as easy as 

possible, providing case studies and examples that highlight success and helping organisations 

share their challenges. Peer-to-peer learning is invaluable, with conversations and collaborations 

helping to share resources and quickly resolve issues.  
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Project Scaling and timelines 

The below table gives an indication of timelines and scaling for the first five years. The project timelines rely on external interest and our ability to engage 

and enthuse ambassadors and external organisations to get onboard and may be subject to change.  

We believe that if we can use the project effectively, bringing in research avenues and EU partnership, it could be scalable across Europe and beyond, 

supporting small-scale farmers globally to work better together, enhancing and improving crop types and yields, diversifying incomes and creating resilient 

food networks.  

Time Network Base 

1-6 months - [Potential recruitment of additional network managers] 
- Establish contact with organisations currently working in 

rural economies – onboard to network 
- Build database of contacts and maintain regular contact 
- Develop website as the project progresses 

 

- Find suitable property to support the development of the 
project – location north of Lisbon to Coimbra corridor 
near good public transport links 
 
 

6 months – 1 year - Survey member organisations to assess where they see 
key challenges for the implementation of regenerative 
agriculture and technology 

- Initiate ambassadors across network, aim to find 
individuals in each county area initially – ideally consider 
paid positions depending on grant income 

- Hold first development meeting with key organisations 
and individuals 
 

- Complete purchase of property* and seek planning 
permission for regeneration project and development of 
learning centre 

- Develop landscape plan for Food Forest 
- Start to source crop species and initiate nursery 
- Build local network of agricultural contacts and 

supporting organisation 
- Promote and map the progression of the project online  
 
*The completion of purchase will determine the initiation of 
the Base timeline; this is optimistic but achievable and 
deliberately separated from the Network to minimise 
associated risks.  

 

1 – 1.5 years 
 

- Manage Ambassadors and progress on outreach and 
network development 

- Undertake immediate renovations and temporary 
learning space 
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- Hold development meeting with key organisations and 
individuals, including ambassadors 

- Review and evaluate progress to date – make 
adjustments to project where significant risks exist, or 
adjust to deliver improvements overall 
 

- Begin landscaping of Food Forest 
- Scope options for income generation of nursery site 
- Explore options to recruit for nursery manager 

 

1-2 years - Undertake needs audit for technology requirements – 
training and equipment 

- Develop training programme and organise equipment 
based on audit results 

- Continue management of ambassadors, hold network 
meetings and provide ongoing email updates on progress 

 

- Open learning resource centre – initial face-to-face 
training workshop for ambassadors 

- Complete majority of Food Forest landscaping and key 
planting 

2-3 years - Explore options for EU funding from and with partner 
organisations – strengthen the learning opportunities by 
functioning as a research project 

- Explore options for income generation for and from the 
network, for example organisational membership fees, 
consulting opportunities, hire of training facilities 

- Annual review of network with members  
 

- Maximise opportunities for local employment, for 
example in the nursery, via the development of 
cooperative and shop (if supported for local area), 
training facilitators etc.  

- Monitor and evaluate the production rates for the Food 
Forest – build learning resources and share experiences 

3-5 years  - Respond to network development as the needs change 
over time 

- Continue to grow the network, develop resources, survey 
network and promote successes widely 

 

- Seek opportunities to broaden the Food Forest concept 
into public spaces – open opportunities for community 
ownership and volunteering in green spaces 
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Budget 

The below table gives an indication of the budget for key costs. This is an indicative budget based on experience and current research, aiming to provide a 

maximum ceiling for each budgetary ambition. Any underspend would be transferred to another area of the project as needed. All costs are in Euros.  

 Minimum Mainline Maximum 

Network     

Network Manager position to cover the following (but not limited to): 
- Outreach and onboarding to partner organisations, including 

researchers/universities, cooperatives, farmers associations, local 
authorities etc. 

- Recruitment of ambassadors in key organisations across Portugal 
- Survey, audit and development of training programmes – online service 

subscriptions and other office costs 
- Research existing and future technology applications, build case studies and 

share information 
- Create learning resources, promotional materials and case studies 
- Maintain regular contact with network, answer queries and build good 

working relationships 
- MAX Budget – Additional posts: Network Managers across three main 

regions (north, south and central) – this will provide better coverage for the 
country and improve local alliance building.  

 

1 person, 2 days per 
week (FTE €33k + on 
costs @ 20%) 
13,2000 – salary 
2,640 – on costs 
2,000 – office costs  
 

1 person, 5 days per 
week 
 
33,000 – salary 
6,600 – on costs 
3,000 – office costs 

3 people, 5 days per 
week 
 
99,000 – salaries 
19,800 – on costs 
5,000 – office costs 

Network Administrator position to cover the following (but not limited to): 
- Maintain the network database 
- Answer network queries and promote shared learning  
- Manage social networks 
- Organise promotional materials, case studies and other learning resources 
- Support the Network Manager and Ambassadors, for example by helping to 

organise events and training, setting up surveys and research 

1 person, 2 days per 
week (FTE €25k + on 
costs @ 20%) 
5,000 – salary 
1000 – on costs 
2,000 – office costs  
 

1 person, 5 days per 
week 
 
25,000 – salary 
5,000 – on costs 
3,000 – office costs 

3 people, 5 days per 
week 
 
75,000 – salaries 
15,000 – on costs 
5,000 – office costs 
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- MAX Budget – Additional posts: PR/Social Media/Events coordinator and 
Network Development (Research and Funding) 
 

Development of promotional literature and learning materials to support the 
initial ambitions of development – includes design and printing work. 
 

1,000  5,000  10,000  

Translation services to ensure the network is inclusive and relevant to the widest 
number of participants 
 

5,000 10,000 20,000 

Website with options to include greater functionality, such as:  
- Member login area to include case studies, member profile, directory, forum 
- Freely available resources, training and support materials 

 

Use of existing 
website  
1,000 – development 
1,000 – hosting 5yrs 

New website (limited 
functionality) 
5,000 – development 
2,000 – hosting 5yrs 

New website (full 
functionality) 
8,000 – development 
3,000 – hosting 5yrs 
 

Training and events 
- Budget to bring in outside expertise to deliver training and learning 

experiences, for example around permaculture principles or technology 
practical demonstrations 
 

5,000 – five events 
per year 

10,000 – ten events 
per year 

20,000 – 20 events 
per year 

Ambassadors 
- Network of individuals who can coordinate regional contacts, build 

relationships with new organisations, answer network queries and support 
the organisations with resources 

0 – volunteer roles or 
title afforded to 
individuals already 
employed in partner 
organisations 

3 people (south, 
central and north), 2 
days per week (FTE 
€30k + on costs @ 
20%) 
36,000 – salaries 
7,200 – on costs 
9,000 – office costs 
 

18 people (one per 
county), 3 days per 
week (FTE €30k + on 
costs @ 20%) 
 
324,000 – salaries 
64,000 – on costs 
54,000 – office costs 

Technology resources 
- Computer and server equipment, mining technology (eg. HNT), printers and 

3D printers, drones, GPS devices etc  

 
80,000 

 
240,000 

 
1,440,000 
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- Other technology as highlighted by Network members  
- budget could be used as match-funding if partner organisations are able to 

contribute 
 

TOTAL (Network – year 1) 113,840 394,800 2,161,800 

Base     

Property, including land with ability to renovate or build dedicated learning 
centre 

100,000 – purchase 
15,000 – legal etc 
10,000 – planning 
permission/architects 
 

200,000 – purchase 
30,000 – legal etc 
20,000 – planning 
permission/architects 

300,000 – purchase 
45,000 – legal etc 
30,000 – planning 
permission/architects 

Build of learning centre 
- Renovation of existing building or new build where applicable 
- Kit centre with computers and classroom learning facilities for onsite training 
- Potential to develop income stream and provide local employment 

 

50,000  80,000 100,000 

Development of nursery site 
- Installation of polytunnels and greenhouses 
- Main purpose to grow the food forest species on site  
- Potential to develop income stream and provide local employment 

 

10,000 15,000 25,000 

Food Forest 
- Landscaping of site – minimal intervention overall but will include pathways 

and water retention (ponds) 
- Purchase of key species and crops  
- Equipment to be retained as shared community assets as local cooperative 

develops (if required)  
 

10,000 15,000 20,000 

TOTAL (Base) 195,000 360,000 520,000 

GRAND TOTAL (NETWORK + BASE) 208,840 754,800 2,681,800 

Ongoing annual costs (Network – staff, training and technology) 110,840 377,800 2,120,800 
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