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Introduction

Lower crime rates in rural areas are often taken as a sign that
crime is not a major concern. Despite the fact that nearly half
(45%) of the world’s population live in small communities
and sparsely populated areas, issues of crime and safety are
often neglected in these areas because crime is less frequent
or considered less important when compared to safety issues
in large urban areas. This is problematic because less crime
in rural areas does not mean that crime is not a problem for
people living there (Yarwood, 2001, p. 206) or that crime
affects individuals and areas in the same way (Ceccato &
Dolmen, 2011). One of the reasons for this lack of attention
to the nature of rural crime may be the widespread belief
in a clear dichotomy between urban and rural, the former
being criminogenic and unsafe, and the latter problem-free,
idyllic, and healthier and friendlier (Barclay et al., 2004;
Donnermeyer & DeKeseredy, 2013). Another issue is the
misconception that rural areas are homogenous in nature—a
view that disregards their diversity not only geographically
but also in terms of challenges they face (Wells & Weisheit,
2004). This recognition is not particularly original but does
reflect the negligence of issues outside the urban realm by
different disciplines, including criminology.

Although rural criminology is a growing field of research
(Harkness, 2020; Mesko, 2020), the knowledge about ‘ordi-
nary’ rural crimes in international contexts still remains
incipient compared with other fields (but see Ceccato,
2015a, 2015b; Donnermeyer, 2016). If we extend the focus
to account for events that are not defined by law as crimes
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but still cause harm (Hillyard & Tombs, 2007) against wild-
life, environment or people, then a variety of issues in need
of further research emerges (e.g., Favarin, 2020; Stassen &
Ceccato, 2020; von Essen et al., 2014). The adoption of the
concept of ‘harm’ enables us to move beyond legal defini-
tions of ‘crime’ to include immoral, wrongful, and injurious
acts that are not necessarily illegal but may lead to injury
or damage to individuals or society, either intentionally or
because of negligence. Animal abuse, animal rights extrem-
ism and ecoterrorism—activities that often take place in
rural contexts—as well as traditional offenses, such as vio-
lence against women in rural contexts, constitute an emer-
gent area of scientific inquiry that deserves greater inter-
national attention. Equally important is the nature of fear
of crime in rural contexts. Fear is expected to be triggered
by situational features typical of particular environments of
the rural. Yet, individuals may declare feeling fearful for a
variety of reasons, some of which may relate to the likeli-
hood of being a victim of crime, while others are due to
the nature of rural communities (Chakraborti & Garland,
2011; DeKeseredy et al., 2007), or when negligence and
poor management of public services may lead to a sense of
“poor reassurance” (Wakefield & Fleming, 2009).

In drawing together these themes, this special issue aims
to address these gaps in knowledge by providing examples of
studies of crime, harm, and fear of crime in rural areas in dif-
ferent international contexts with particular focus on ‘new’
types of offenses or ‘new’ types of harm. This special issue
is composed of studies following rigorous analytical analysis
to produce sound knowledge that can inform research, prac-
tice, and advise policy makers. Contributions to the special
issue have relied on a wide range of theoretical traditions,
from situational perspectives to critical criminology. We
have welcomed contributions that adopt international and
gender informed perspectives to the significance of rural
crime. These studies reflect an interdisciplinary array of
fields from Sociology, Criminology and Law (Pedersen
and White; Eman and Mesko), Psychology (Liu, Beier &
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Vazsonyi; Strand, Selenius, Petersson & Storey), Geography
and Planning (Ceccato, Lundqvist, Abraham, Géransson &
Svennefelt) to Economy (Davanzo, Justus & Ferro), yet fully
engaged with existing criminology theories and state-of-the-
art literature. The special issue covers a variety of case stud-
ies, from Australia, Sweden, Slovenia, Brazil and United
States. In the next section, we provide a brief discussion of
these contributions to the field of rural criminology.

Framing the Contributions to the Special
Issue

The first two articles share a common thread, namely they
focus on animal rights but adopt complementary perspec-
tives. With the increasing awareness of the environmental
impact of consuming animal products, and growing recogni-
tion of animal rights and interest in veganism (Pendergrast,
2016), conflicts among animal rights activists and those who
defend ethical animal production have also become more
frequent. The first study by Pedersen & White analyses
the discourses featuring animal rights activism. Authors
explore public narratives surrounding animal activism in
Australia to suggest that the way that media, the public and
farmers respond to animal activism depends upon the form
or style of their actions, the focus of the activism, and the
main protagonists involved. The second article is devoted
to the nature of fear among farmers working with animal
production as victims, based on responses from a national
survey in Sweden. Ceccato, Lundqvist, Abraham, Gorans-
son & Svennefelt found that fear is greater among those
farmers (their properties, families or employees) who have
been previously victimized by animal activists, or experi-
enced lack of support from the police, an issue that is exac-
erbated by geographical isolation. The third article focuses
on the governance of water resources and crime written by
Eman & Mesko. The study presents the importance of water
governance and water-related issues in Slovenia from the
perspectives of rural and green criminology. An extensive
case study of the governance of water, water crimes, harm-
ful policies, constitutional, and legislative changes based
on referendums in Slovenia is presented in the article. The
Slovenian government intended to present the Water Act to
the Slovenian Parliament that included harmful provisions
to the natural water resources and privatization of access to
water in 2021. The reaction of civil and professional socie-
ties was strong and determined leading to a referendum. The
referendum against the Water Act was hugely supported by
86.58% of the participating voters. The article emphasizes
the importance of legislative changes that could cause harm
to the people’s quality of life and threaten sustainable devel-
opment based on the protection of natural resources, and the
power of a public referendum to prevent such impact. The
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next two studies are dedicated to gender violence in rural
areas. Although violence against women is a global problem,
international evidence shows that repeated and systematic
intimate partner violence (IPV) is a particular problem in
rural areas. In rural areas, women are less likely to report
this kind of violence, for numerous reasons. For instance,
long distances create isolation to a greater degree than in
urban areas (Ceccato, 2015a, 2015b) but also lack of soci-
etal support are common denominators in rural areas that
exacerbate the problem (DeKeseredy, 2015; DeKeseredy &
Joseph, 2006). The article by Strand, Selenius, Petersson
& Storey makes a contribution to the field of research by
investigating how repeated and systematic intimate partner
violence is handled by the criminal justice system in rural
areas and how risk and victim vulnerability factors were
related to recidivism using a sample of alleged perpetrators
of repeated and systematic IPV who had been either reported
or charged in Sweden. Interestingly, research has shown that
females in rural contexts are more likely to experience dating
violence victimization than peers in urban or suburban ones.
The other article on gender violence is written by Liu, Beier
& Vazsonyi to assess the phenomenon of dating violence
in a sample of adolescent girls located in the rural South of
the United States. Authors found links between dating vio-
lence victimization and health problems of the victims such
as depression, anxiety, and low self-esteem, and whether
maternal peer approval conditioned this relationship. The
final article is a case study from the Global South, more
specifically about safety perceptions in Brazil. The study
is written by Davanzo; Justus & Ferro to investigate the
nature of perceived safety experienced by individuals living
in urban and in rural areas. The study analyses the effects
of relative perceived safety (perception of neighbors) and
indirect victimization (victimization of neighbors). The
basic premise is that neighbors offer information to each
other as they interact, affecting how individuals perceive
safety. Results show that relative perceived safety affects an
individual’s perception of safety and that this effect varies
across space, decreasing in more rural areas.

The authors and their research presented in this the-
matic issue are not only from Western countries but come
from different continents and countries with different legal
systems, different understandings of deviance, crime and
traditions in criminological research. We believe that the
sample of articles in this thematic issue can serve as exam-
ples for future research ideas in other country-contexts as
they have potential to represent often missing or neglected
perspectives of criminological research. Moreover, the
articles are also in line with the United Nations Sustain-
able Development Goals SDGs), emphasizing the impor-
tance of care for living beings, natural resources, non-
violence and quality of life of people in general, especially
in relation to goals of gender equality, clean water and
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sanitation, reduced inequalities, sustainable communities,
responsible consumption and production, life on land, and
peace justice and strong institutions (UNDP, n.d.).

One of the remaining challenges for future research in
this area is to test the validity of traditional criminological
theories to rural settings or outside of their original con-
texts. These articles are excellent examples of this kind of
a research endeavor. Some of them are devoted to crime
and/or fear in rural areas taking for granted the existence
of a rural-urban divide but future research should embrace
the idea that there are no sharp breaking points between
rural and urban and explore nuances of a rural-urban con-
tinuum as part of object of study in its own right in rural
criminology. Studying crime, harm and victimization on
the rural-urban continuum demands further investigation
by means of rigorous methods to produce sound empiri-
cal knowledge that can support crime prevention, mitigate
harm and reduce fear of crime. The good news is that -as
evidenced by the articles in this special issue—we have an
increasing number of examples of a growing, exciting, inter-
national and interdisciplinary field of research, that makes
use of the best of knowledge from various disciplines to
tackle problems of global relevance.

For a selection of other articles on complementary topics
in rural criminology with an international perspective, see
the special issue in International Criminal Justice Review,
forthcoming in 2022 composed of original research devoted
to the processes of preparation of data, execution of research
and analysis of crime and safety in rural areas, as well as
those published outside the circle of criminological journals,
such as the special issue in the Journal of Rural Studies in
2015. In addition, there are recent edited volumes in rural
criminology, such as The Routledge International Handbook
of Rural Criminology by Donnermeyer (2016) which pro-
vides an overview of the field so far and the most recent
addition to the literature by Harkness (2020) on rural crime
prevention.
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