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Introduction

Ondercan Muti, Population Europe, Max Planck Institute for Demographic Research

The composition of the population in Europe will
change significantly over the next 20 years. During
this period, the last baby boomers will reach retire-
ment age. Life expectancy will continue to rise, and
more people than ever before will live to a ripe old
age. However, the birth rate remains at a low level.
Even immigration will not be able to fully compen-
sate for the ageing of society for the time being. Con-
sequently, by the middle of this century, there will
probably already be more than 50 people over the
age of 65 for every 100 people of working age in Eu-
rope. At the same time, mobility within the European
Union and immigration from non-European countries
are expected to increase; indeed, they will have to
increase, as many European economies and social
systems are already suffering from labour shortages.
However, the social and economic consequences of
demographic change are unevenly distributed across
Europe, not only in spatial terms - from the Euro-
pean and regional levels to the local level of cities
and municipalities - but also with regard to differ-
ent groups in society. The population is becoming in-
creasingly diverse, for example, in terms of migration
background, educational level, forms of living, family
types, mental and physical health, or age structure.
Nevertheless, not all communities and social groups
can harness changing conditions to their benefit. The
long-term effects of national and European policies as
well as demographic transitions result in territorial in-
equalities where entire regions can feel “left behind”.

The COVID-19 pandemic is not quite behind us, yet
Europe is facing its next challenge: the Russian inva-
sion of Ukraine and its aftermath on the global eco-
nomic system. Globally, we are seeing the largest
number of refugees and asylum seekers since World
War II, not only from Ukraine, but also from other
areas of conflict and emergency. A discernibly chang-
ing global climate and an economy still reeling from the
effects of the pandemic are creating further burdens
for many people in Europe and around the world. In
the face of long-term economic decline and recent
crises, the discontent - and sometimes rage fuelled
by demagogic ruthlessness - can easily be targeted
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towards asylum seekers and refugees as scapegoats.
How do decision makers from the municipal to the
European level perceive these changes and how can
we build an inclusive environment and social cohe-
sion in the face of growing population diversity? In
several meetings with experts from science, politics
and society, the project Regional Population Diver-
sity and Social Cohesion in the Local Context focused
on reviewing recent population trends, the potential
for policy changes, as well as possible best prac-
tices. The involvement of stakeholders throughout
the project and a European comparative perspective
led to substantial policy recommendations, particu-
larly at the local level. We disseminated the results in
the form of video recordings, event reviews summa-
rising the results of these meetings, a policy brief in
German and English, and finally in a discussion paper.
The goal of this discussion paper is to address related
measures in a more target group-specific way.

Our stakeholder discussions with municipalities, re-
gional associations, and representatives of state and
federal politics have repeatedly shown that politics,
society and business must take greater account of
the growing diversity of the population when plan-
ning infrastructure facilities, community-strengthen-
ing or integration measures. For example, an activity
that requires a financial contribution or a time com-
mitment from citizens will hardly have a sustainable
impact if it does not consider the local age structure,
the socio-economic situation of households, the time
budget of families, especially those with children or
commuters, the changing interests of younger peo-
ple, or the health situation of older people - and
how these factors will change in the coming decades
(Lines, 2020; Edel and Thomas, 2022).

In the face of changes in the composition of local
populations, “social spaces” become crucial for social
cohesion, acting as meeting places that can be used
by local residents of all generations to exchange ideas
about local issues and the future of their community
(Kersten et al., 2017; Neu, 2023). In rural areas, for
instance, local residents of different generations want



to feel like they belong to their community. For one

thing, events designed to create solidarity, such as
seasonal and cultural festivals, as well as sporting
events, would greatly contribute to building a sense
of identity with one’s community. For another, to
establish a greater sense of local belonging, people
from all generations should play an active role in rural
communities and be included in the decision-making
process (Lines, 2020).

The socio-demographic diversity, and simultaneously
the spatial disparity, of the population can be expe-
rienced by people in their immediate living envi-
ronment. Demographic diversity is part of the DNA
of the urban lifestyle in bigger cities. However, in
many regions where people feel marginalised as a
result of decades of economic decline (“left behind”),
we observe an overlap between anti-migration and
anti-European sentiment (Dijkstra, Poelman and
Rodriguez-Pose, 2020). In fact, anti-migration re-
sentment is often particularly strong in regions with
lower immigration rates where youth emigration to
urban or industrial centres is prominent.

However, in recent years, we have observed an in-
crease in labour migration to some rural European
areas. For instance, the agriculture, forestry, con-
struction and domestic care sectors attract more
workers from eastern and central Europe to western
and central Europe (Bock, Osti and Ventura, 2016).
In addition, pensioners and younger people who can
work remotely are leaving urban centres and moving
to rural areas to pursue a new, healthier lifestyle or
for lower living costs (Cipin, Klisener et al., 2020).
Newcomers can be a fresh source of economic growth
and tax revenues for local communities and admin-
istrations. However, they can also be seen by long-
term residents as pressuring the already dwindling
services and increasing the costs of living, particu-
larly in the housing market.

In addition to the people on the ground, decision
makers in municipal and regional bodies as well as
civil society institutions are most strongly confronted
with the resulting challenges. They have to provide
infrastructures for a population that is constantly
changing due to natural population development as
well as influx and outflow. This means creating at-
tractive living conditions, for example, for different
age groups, for families with and without children,

for commuters and the self-employed, or for people
from different areas of origin.

Especially in rural areas and structurally weak re-
gions, there is often a “vicious circle” between pop-
ulation and regional development: the closure of an
educational or leisure facility that is no longer suffi-
ciently utilised as a result of population decline makes
such an area even less attractive for families willing to
move in. This in turn reduces the available resources
of human capital and the financial scope of the local
actors. At a certain point, the downward spiral can
only be stopped with considerable investment.

Demographic diversity

The topic of immigration plays an important role in the
discussion on regional development. First, many cities
and municipalities are already unable to maintain their
infrastructural facilities without immigration in view of
the population decline. This is increasingly true for the
labour market, especially because the labour shortage
in many industries and service sectors is expected to
intensify in the coming years. Second, immigrants,
whether they move from a city to the countryside,
from one federal state or EU member state to another,
or migrate from abroad, also have different education-
al backgrounds, opportunities on the labour market,
life plans or health risks, and thus increase the popu-
lation diversity already prevailing on the spot.

In order to respond to these challenges, we should
therefore expand our understanding of diversity,
which is particularly sensitive to ethnic aspects for
good reason, in the sense of population diversity:
this means the diversity found individually, in social
groups and in regional contexts according to educa-
tional level, socio-economic status, origin, religion,
family, lifestyle, age, health or gender. The focus of
the project was on social and ethnic diversity, while
always keeping the other socio-demographic charac-
teristics mentioned in mind.

The link between population diversity and aspects of
social inequality and social cohesion is obvious. In-
dividuals may face different challenges at different
stages of the life course in order to succeed in life and
may be exposed to vulnerability in different ways.

population-europe.eu 5



Access to early childhood education can play a crucial

role in later educational success. For younger peo-
ple, the phase of career transition in particular plays
an important role in the later course of their lives -
they are affected by considerable restrictions due to
the current pandemic, especially in this crucial phase
of life. Working parents need care for their children
as close to home as possible, as well as an efficient
transport infrastructure if they pursue a commuting
activity. Support is also needed for older people who,
due to their life situation, can no longer participate in
activities or may live isolated and lonely lives, or for
those who participate less and less in society due to
longer periods of unemployment or low pay, or as a
result of a chronic illness. Migration experiences can
have a reinforcing effect here. Research shows that
many immigrants tend to settle in areas and neigh-
bourhoods with a high proportion of people with a
migration background, not least because there is less
fear of being subject to discrimination in such places.
The principle practised in many European countries
of organising primary education in school districts
linked to the place of residence can reinforce a ten-
dency towards segregation here. The likelihood that
this can be broken, on the other hand, increases with
the level of education acquired.

In light of increasing population diversity, socio-de-
mographic evidence should contribute to the devel-
opment of problem-solving strategies and support
politics, business and civil society with a view to so-
cial cohesion. In addition, science can draw impor-
tant impulses for new research questions from in-
depth dialogue with practitioners and policymakers.

What is at stake?

These aspects of population diversity and social
change concern many, as demographic changes and
social challenges related to depopulation affect many
European regions. Thus, a ministry has been estab-
lished in Spain to fight demographic challenges, while
in Germany, preserving regional equity (Gleichheit
der Lebensverhdltnisse) is a constitutional obligation.
The EU’s rural areas are home to 137 million people
and cover 80 % of the EU territory.! While some rural
areas have good population development prospects,
many areas are actually experiencing population
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decline. Therefore, the European Commission has
put forward a long-term vision for the EU’s rural
areas, in which the commitment to “leave no one
and no place behind” is underlined while highlighting
the multi-layered impacts of demographic change on
rural areas and communities.? Moreover, many cities,
peripheral districts of urban centres, and industrial
hubs in economic and structural transition face rapid
population changes and demographic challenges
(Aurambout, Schiavina et al., 2022). Accordingly, the
European Commission highlights the demographic
trends as a major trend impacting the EU greatly.3

In addition, the “8th Cohesion Report: Cohesion in
Europe towards 2050” reminds us that “demographic
transitions may create new disparities, increase
demands on national and local authorities, feed
popular discontent and put pressure on our democra-
cies” (European Commission, 2022). Therefore, adap-
tation to a shrinking labour force by targeting inactive
groups or groups with lower employment rates, such
as youth, women and non-EU migrants, becomes vital
for all member states. To ensure social cohesion and
quality of life for EU citizens, the report addresses
the necessary adjustment of school systems, public
services and healthcare in connection with a growing
number of older residents and depopulation.

Indeed, the appointment of Dubravka Suica as Vice-
President of the European Commission for Democracy
and Demography in 2019, shows the considerable
significance attached to the demographic issues to
be addressed at the pan-European policy level. The
European policy challenges were brought to the fore
by the European Commission, the European Parlia-
ment and the European Council to combat inequal-
ities and ensure that the European Union has a fair,
sustainable, innovative and competitive economy
that leaves no one behind. Correspondingly, the ple-
nary proposal for the demographic transition at the
Conference on the Future of Europe in 2022 features
demographic changes such as youth emigration, in-
creasing life expectancy and population shrinkage as
critical ingredients of Europe’s overall resilience.*

In its current report on German demographic policy
of 16 March 2021, the Federal Government of Ger-
many also emphasises the need for a common Euro-
pean perspective: “Together, member states can ex-
change and redevelop strategies that ensure a high



level of prosperity, good quality of life, and equitable

opportunities for participation as well as social cohe-
sion across Europe. Striving for equal living condi-
tions will be the key to this. A joint, successful man-
agement of demographic change will also contribute
significantly to the positive development of Europe’s
role in the world.”

Such an approach can help to delineate the struc-
tural preconditions and scope for action of political
measures and thus provide more realistic policy rec-
ommendations. European regions are heterogenous,
and demographic changes require place-based solu-
tions. However, local and regional decision makers
and communities can learn from each other without
simply replicating the same solutions: Under which
socio-demographic conditions and with which instru-
ments can we mitigate the consequences of demo-
graphic changes and challenges? How can we over-
come the vicious cycle of population decline, deficient
infrastructure and economic regression? How can we
strengthen social ties and the sense of local belong-
ing within a region? What kinds of spaces can there
be for people to meet, counteracting social isolation?

Common problems
and shared lessons: Designing a
transdisciplinary dialogue

In view of the great disciplinary breadth of the topics
of “population diversity” and “social cohesion”, which
include questions of demography, epidemiology,
political science, sociology or economics, Regional
Population Diversity and Social Cohesion in the Lo-
cal Context had a clear goal from the beginning:
targeting decision makers and experts in science,
politics, society and business who deal with ques-
tions of population diversity, social cohesion, inte-
gration and participation. The project aims to reach
a variety of professionals who are interested in the
corresponding practical knowledge or scientific ev-
idence. The experts and participants of our online
meetings reflected this variety: expert participants
from 17 member states and various disciplines, as
well as administrative professionals and civil society
representatives at the European, national and mu-
nicipal levels, met and exchanged experiences and
ideas with online participants from all over Europe.

The project started with an agenda-setting workshop
with representatives from science, politics and civil
society. They exchanged ideas about recent demo-
graphic issues and evaluated the topics to be dis-
cussed at the next five workshops. In the spirit of a
“co-creation” process, the experts at the agenda-set-
ting workshop set the tone of the project, and their
perspectives and practical experiences were incorpo-
rated into the selection of the thematic focus and
format of the project events. In addition to regions
experiencing population shrinkage, regions with
higher population diversity and in a process of eco-
nomic and structural transition were also considered
in the project. Practitioners, civil society represen-
tatives and policymakers from these regions were
invited to each thematic workshop as experts and
participants to share their local know-how and views.

The discussion paper presents the results of this
transdisciplinary and transnational dialogue. Each
chapter summarises the results of project meet-
ings where participants discussed different policy
approaches, in addition to their experiences with
best practices and problems in the implementation
of corresponding measures on the ground. Thanks
to the valuable contributions of the experts sharing
their perspectives during the project, we provide an
overview of the challenges, potentials and success-
ful examples for local decision makers and admin-
istrations, who can rely on the up-to-date scientific
data and practical knowledge of Population Europe’s
Europe-wide network.

t https://migration-demography-tools.jrc.ec.europa.eu/atlas-

demography

2 Communication from the Commission to the European Parlia-
ment, the Council, the European Economic and Social Commit-
tee and the Committee of the Regions, “A long-term vision for
the EU’s rural areas - Towards stronger, connected, resilient

and prosperous rural areas by 2040”, Brussels, 30/6/2021.
3 https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/stra-
tegic-planning/strategic-foresight/2021-strategic-foresight-

report_en

4 https://www.europarl.europa.eu/resources/library/media/
20220509RES29121/20220509RES29121.pdf
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Common challenges requiring place-based
solutions: Co-creation of the project!?

Key messages

e Population decline and ageing are two outstanding demographic issues affecting many

rural areas and smaller urban areas in Europe.

e Economic structure and provision of services are core issues in adapting to demographic

changes and challenges.

e In the face of common obstacles, the heterogeneity of European regions and their de-

mographic diversity require place-based solutions for rural and underserved areas.

Europe’s population composition has been subject
to and continues to experience many changes, and
decision makers from the municipal to the Euro-
pean level and community leaders need scientific
and practice-based knowledge in order to build an
inclusive environment and foster social cohesion in
the face of growing population diversity. In addi-
tion to long-term demographic trends, unexpected
events, such as pandemics, natural disasters and
wars, can cause sudden population changes and ac-
celerate or stall those long-term tendencies. In light
of COVID-19 and the Russian war of aggression
against Ukraine, there is a growing need to review
current demographic challenges and opportunities
in Europe, with a special focus on regions feeling
“left behind”. What are the current key demographic
and social issues for rural and underserved areas?
And do all European regions experience the same
challenges?

Key demographic issues
and social challenges

Experts highlight the changing age structure and in-
equalities of ageing in rural and underserved areas.
Due to youth emigration to urban and industrial
centres, the percentage of the working population
is decreasing in depopulating regions. This demo-
graphic trend heightens the inequalities between
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rural and urban areas, for example, in investment in
infrastructure or access to care and health services.
It also contributes to rural and smaller urban areas
getting caught in a vicious cycle in regard to the pro-
vision of services and maintenance of infrastructure
in general: as more working-age individuals leave
an area, less revenue becomes available for public
administrations to provide services and maintain in-
frastructure (schools, sport and care facilities, etc.),
as the distribution of resources from central govern-
ments depends on the size of populations. In addi-
tion, in many cases, the private sector does not step
into these depopulating underserved communities.
This leads to the fact that local administration and
the public sector are often the sole provider of trans-
port, healthcare and childcare, with limited resources
available. Due to the lesser number of customers,
private banks tend not to operate in depopulating
regions, and only local public banks are available in
many rural areas. As a result, local policymakers and
communities have to make difficult decisions, such
as reducing the number and quality of essential ser-
vices, which then makes the inequalities in access to
services more acute.

How can communities overcome problems with the
provision of services? Experts at the meeting em-
phasised three vital components: volunteering, dig-
italisation as well as cooperation and collaboration
between municipalities and local administrations. For
certain services, especially in care and in social and



cultural activities, volunteering can help communities

to ease some difficulties. However, for a communi-
ty to increase the rate of volunteering activities and
members, the basic infrastructure enabling mobility
is a necessity. Digitalisation can help to overcome
some deficiencies in responding to diverse needs
relating to administrative tasks, education and dai-
ly life. It is also seen as a means to meet the in-
creasing demand for care and healthcare needs, as it
can reduce the need for patients and health profes-
sionals to travel long distances and attend in-person
appointments in many cases. Moreover, it can help
senior citizens to live independently and continue
to be active members of society. Nonetheless, dig-
italisation in healthcare should consider the existing
digital divide between older and younger people as
well as between rural and urban areas. In addition
to the Internet and smartphone usage, adaptation
to technological advancements is determined by so-
cio-demographic factors like age and education. Fur-
thermore, even in more prosperous central European
regions, rural areas still face challenges in terms of
digital infrastructure, making these areas less attrac-
tive for young people to settle in or migrate to.

Digital and physical accessibility:
Keeping communities connected

In general, digitalisation is seen as a means to over-
come further challenges that rural and underserved
areas are facing: first, it can help in mitigating emi-
gration while also attracting newcomers to depopu-
lated areas. Second, it may help to intensify social
networks in remote and rural regions. Having started
as an emergency measure during the COVID-19 pan-
demic, remote working can be a potential enabler
for the development of rural areas and smaller cities
losing population mostly because of limited employ-
ment and business opportunities. Digital working and
learning opportunities can stop emigration, as they
can open the door to higher education, training and
quality jobs for younger residents without the need
to leave their region.

Remote working conditions can also attract newcom-
ers to these areas, which can play a positive role in
the regional development process. In the opinion of
participants, it is desirable for newcomers to truly

Statistics to consider

by Ruth Wilson

Postdoctoral Social Scientist in the Social,
Economic and Geographical Sciences,

The James Hutton Institute

e A recent survey by Highlands and Is-
lands Enterprise in Scotland, which asked
residents of the Highlands and Islands
about their views and experiences of life
in the area, found that almost half (47 %)
of those aged 16-29 said they plan to
move away from their local area in the
next five years, compared to 14 % of all re-
spondents.

e A similar percentage of respondents to
the 2020 National Islands Plan Survey dis-
agreed or strongly disagreed that younger
people (under 40) are supported or en-
couraged to remain in, move to or return
to the local area.

e An international survey by the Rural
Youth Project in 2018 found that 72% of
younger people felt optimistic about the
future, however only 13% felt that they
have a say in the future of their commu-
nities, suggesting that there is positivity
among younger rural residents that is not
being harnessed.

contribute to the development of these regions, for
example, by bringing fresh ideas and initiatives for
local economic development as well as for social co-
hesion. Besides the willingness of the newcomers to
actively join the local community, policies in the field
of social inclusion and openness by the local com-
munity are key factors in meeting the demographic
diversity and heterogeneity of lifestyles that new-
comers from urban areas can bring with them. How
the digital style of working will affect commuting pat-
terns is an open question, as many dwellers of rural
and suburban areas depend on working in urban

population-europe.eu 9



centres. In other words, how should the local ad-
ministrations and communities negotiate the social
benefits of the changing working conditions?

Another key factor for depopulating areas is the need
for cooperation and collaboration between munici-
palities and local administrations to secure services
and infrastructure. Despite the geographic and spa-
tial differences (level of centralisation, altitude, etc.),
local administrations can work together in terms of
service integration and service networks. To a great
extent, the readiness for collaboration depends on
a country’s level of decentralisation, their culture of
collaboration, and active policymaking. Moreover,
tackling demographic challenges and their effects re-
quires collaboration between multiple sectors of gov-
ernment at local, national and European levels, and it
is imperative to bring actors from different fields and
departments together to talk about the challenges
and to work together. For stronger ties between com-
munity members and an enduring sense of belong-
ing, local governments should be open to new ideas
and new actors willing to take part in decision-mak-
ing processes and designing solutions.

Economic structure:
Bread and butter issue

Along with the provision of services and infrastruc-
ture, economic development and structure are at the
top of the list in efforts to mitigate and adapt to de-
mographic trends. The economy and provision of ser-
vices are inseparable factors in peoples’ decisions to
settle down and live in rural areas and smaller urban
areas, as economic activity lies at the heart of sever-
al interlinks between services: if a region is econom-
ically active and employment opportunities are high,
there are childcare and health facilities, more invest-
ment in infrastructure, and social and cultural activi-
ties. To avoid territorial inequalities and socio-demo-
graphic divides within countries and regions, experts
in the meeting agreed on the importance of boosting
territorial capital and diversifying economic activity
in regions. What is clear is that rural areas are more
than just agriculture. In addition to new opportuni-
ties in tourism and green economies, targeting in-
dustries and companies to grow in rural areas can
make these places demographically more resilient.

Figure 1: Population over 80 years old by degree of urbanization. 2021
Source: Luis Camarero, Professor of Sociology, Universidad Nacional de Educacion a Distancia (UNED). Elaboration
from Eurostat data. Population on 1 January by five-year age group, sex and other typologies. [URT_PJANGRP3]
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While labour and skill shortages are common prob-
lems for most member states, there are two main
means to meet the labour demand and future skills
needs: immigration and mobilising non-working resi-
dents. Depopulating rural and underserved areas are
often hit hard by the emigration of the working-age
population. Likewise, these regions are less attrac-
tive for a new workforce to move to when inactivity
rates are higher. But for inactive groups to enter the
labour market, one must consider both the needs
of the labour market and social issues like gender
inequalities as well as access to education and skill
training. For instance, in regions where the economy
is based on male-dominated industries like mining or
agriculture, decision-making and the labour market
tend to be led by men, which results in a less gen-
der-inclusive decision-making process. In addition
to promoting employment among inactive groups,
industries should adopt measures to promote job
stability among their employees, while local govern-
ments should help and promote small businesses
and entrepreneurs from disadvantaged or vulnera-
ble groups through mentorship opportunities, career
guidance and diversity programmes. Also, public-pri-
vate partnerships should support the education and
school systems to develop further training opportuni-
ties in consideration of the specific needs of the local
labour markets.

Tailor-made solutions: Common
challenges and diverse approaches

When it comes to solutions to the previously men-
tioned challenges, the experts at our meeting agreed
that there is no “one-size-fits-all” approach. Instead,
they tended to agree on the need for tailor-made and
place-based solutions. Even when regions face the
same problems (population decline, ageing, deindus-
trialisation), similar challenges hit different com-
munities in different ways and at different levels. In
addition, within the same regions or areas, one can
discover hidden inequalities in accessing services,
differences in productivity rates, opposite demo-
graphic changes and ageing structures or youth
emigration percentages when comparing neighbour-
hoods. In the example of emigration, the nature of
population movements can have diverse effects on
the sending communities. In contrast with perma-

nent migration and emigration, circular migration

can contribute to local development in the form of in-
vestments in housing, the local economy and active
participation in local politics thanks to the circularity
of skills and economic, human and social capital. In
the case of circular migration, the initiatives of local
administrations and municipalities play a central role
if sending communities can benefit from the econom-
ic and social potential that migrants can bring.

As a practical conclusion, one can always learn from
success stories, but should always reflect on the
reproducibility of policies and initiatives in their
own context and include the local community in this
exercise.

! The chapter summarizes the results of the high-level ex-
pert meeting in April 2022. The list of the participating

experts can be found on page 38.
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More than target groups: The needs and
contributions of older and younger people?

Key messages

o Despite the structural constraints they face, older and younger persons make valuable

contributions to their local communities that remain, for the most part, informal and

unacknowledged.

e Promoting gender equality is of crucial importance for the well-being of older and

younger persons, and this needs to be properly addressed in local policies.

o It is vital to obtain data at a local level about the diverse needs and motivations of het-

erogeneous communities.

European rural and island communities experience
considerable youth outmigration, although many
younger people enjoy life in rural and island areas
and seek a future in those regions. However, as a
recent survey in Scotland shows, younger people
often experience structural constraints in access to
employment, services and affordable housing, as
well as in participation in local decision-making and
solution-designing processes.? Youth outmigration
from rural and island areas has a significant impact
on age structure, whereby the percentage of older
residents increases. This change also underlines the
inequalities in ageing in rural and island communi-
ties, as the local administrations have to maintain
the necessary health and care services with lower
tax revenue.

On the other side, older persons in rural and under-
served areas are a heterogenous group with diverse
characteristics and abilities. They contribute to the
local communities greatly in terms of social and eco-
nomic entrepreneurship, volunteer work, mentoring,
and care work for family and community members.
Yet, most of their contributions remain informal and
unacknowledged, for instance in childcare, the local
economy or daily life. To rectify and recognise their
contributions to local communities, a fundamental
narrative shift is needed: older persons are active
members of their communities, keep them vital and
ensure their continuation.
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Having older and younger persons as equal partners
in designing and implementing local policies as well
as including them through councils and appropriate
methods of engagement is key to maintaining social
cohesion and mitigating youth outmigration. Ongoing
civil society initiatives and the experiences of practi-
tioners show that older and younger persons are will-
ing to exchange ideas and work together.3 No doubt,
intergenerational and interregional cooperation can
create more resilient and coherent communities: en-
suring the meaningful participation of citizens of all
ages, strengthening local ties and the intergenera-
tional exchange of ideas and skills, reducing the iso-
lation and loneliness of older people, etc.

“Think global — act local”: Experts suggest that adopt-
ing a human rights-based approach at a national level
with a focus on autonomy, independence and parti-
cipation can encourage the inclusion and engage-
ment of older persons at a local level. It can assist and
guide decision makers to address age discrimination,
gender inequalities and social integration in policy-
making at the local level. To secure the rights of every-
one and foster opportunities for everyone, a national
human rights framework should include guarantees
against ageism and its discriminatory results.

Nevertheless, access to culture is essential for a
sense of belonging and for tackling the problems of
loneliness and social isolation. In addition to phys-



ical infrastructures such as housing, transport or

schools, cultural aspects of life are determining fac-
tors when people decide to stay in or return to ru-
ral or depopulating areas. It is equally important to
support and invest in less tangible aspects of rural
and island life, such as social and cultural activities,
local traditions, language and heritage. These can
contribute to a community’s vitality by strength-
ening its identity, widening and deepening social
bonds, and inspiring civic engagement. Initiatives
creating resilience should be supported through
long-term funding as part of national policies.

Mobility and social cohesion:
A question of social justice
and equality

Internal migration is a key driver of regional demo-
graphic change, and these movements tend to occur
in concert with other life events. For instance, young
adults often move away when starting higher educa-
tion, entering the labour market, forming a family or
dissolving a union. The internal migration of young
adults also has implications for regional population
changes and social cohesion. The COVID-19 pan-
demic had the greatest impact on this age group in
terms of migration behaviour, decreasing overall in-
ternal migration but increasing the movement to the
suburban or hinterland areas of larger cities.

Rural regions need more policymaking addressing
gender equality, as they are becoming less attractive
for women in terms of employment and opportunities
for social and political participation. Indeed, gender
roles, norms and policies influence where and how
people live, as well as social integration and cohe-
sion. Gender inequalities and the social norms and
practices producing them affect all aspects of peo-
ple’s lives, including the decision to move, relocate
or return to an area, for example, when they start a
family. Throughout the course of people’s lives, the
opportunities available depending on one’s gender
are an intrinsic part of their decisions and the choices
available to them.

Internal migration can increase existing territorial
inequalities, and the inequalities between rural and
urban areas must be understood in terms of citizen-

Enabling
meaningful participation

by Silvia Perel-Levin

Main representative to the UN, Geneva,
International Network for the Prevention
of Elder Abuse (INPEA)

e In Austria, the Senior Citizens’ Council
(as the federation of all senior citizens’ or-
ganisations) and Federal Youth Representa-
tion (the umbrella of youth organisations)
have the status of social partners and have
the right to make comments on every law
concerning young or older persons.3

e In Ireland, there is an Older People’s
Council in each of the 31 local authority
areas. This is a representative group of
older people, established by local authori-
ties as part of the development of the Irish
Age Friendly City/County programme. The
group of older people identify priority are-
as of need, raise issues of importance, and
inform and influence the decision-making
process of the city or county’s Age Friendly
initiative. Representatives of Older People’s
Councils participate, alongside representa-
tives of the relevant member agencies, on
the Age Friendly City/County Alliance.

e Countries in which youth and senior
councils are only mandated to comment
on policies that directly affect them should
consider involving them in all policymaking
processes, to invite their perspectives on
policies that may also have an indirect im-
pact on them, now or in the future.
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ship. One decisive aspect leading to disadvantages

for those living in rural areas is the accessibility to
services, opportunities and good welfare conditions.
Accessibility can be understood as the population’s
right to live wherever they choose with equal condi-
tions and opportunities to fulfil their life expectations
as the rest of society. However, cooperation between
local administrations, volunteers and mediators
might help people with poor digital skills and reduced
mobility, such as older persons and immigrants, to
access administrative services.

When it comes to emigration and immigration, more
data is needed to better understand who lives in rural
areas, and which characteristics of these places make
people leave or stay. Local communities can adopt
better strategies, for instance, if the social motiva-
tions behind return migration or more recent move-
ments to the urban centres are known. More data is
also needed to facilitate awareness of new dynam-
ics in social cohesion. For instance, newcomers from
urban areas might actually cause tension and friction
in rural areas if there is a lack of housing and services.

Means and structures of
social cohesion: More cooperation
instead of competition

Local ties and identity can be a key factor in ensuring
local communities enjoy a high quality of life in a re-
silient environment. First and foremost, members of a
local community need an inclusive place to meet that
can infuse public life with activities and action. Social
places can meet that need, as they are not short-term
projects, but processes designed to remain active on
a permanent basis. They provide a base where com-
mitted members can exchange ideas and work to-
gether. In such spaces, daily social gatherings can
be organised, where people get to know each other
and learn about each other’s needs and opinions.
Through contact with decision makers, they can also
start overcoming mistrust and build relationships
with them that may pay off in future cooperation.

Municipalities should promote volunteering and par-
ticipation opportunities to involve citizens in munici-
pal development. More cooperation and communica-
tion between local authorities and citizens of all ages
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can help rural and depopulating areas to generate a
change in the narrative as well: vibrant regions with
active citizens. For that reason, municipalities need
sufficient financial resources to be able to provide
services of general interest on site and to maintain
social places in order to ensure social participation.
If there is a lack of social infrastructure and public
services, then there will also be a lack of social places
for communication and participation in public space.

To strengthen the ties between residents and admin-
istrations, local authorities should not be afraid of
risks, new players and new methods for citizen par-
ticipation: open meetings, workshops, written con-
sultation, working group meetings, advisory boards,
foresight workshops and citizens’ panels/assemblies.
The testing of new local negotiation processes about
the future goals of a community creates cohesion and
identification. Similarly, neighbouring villages should
also work together to tackle population changes and
challenges, instead of competing for residents. Rural
offices and national agencies can act as moderators
between these municipalities to promote permanent
cooperation.

People with the necessary skills to mobilise, activate
and communicate with the community can also serve
as facilitators of participative processes for designing
and implementing solutions. Usually, social and cul-
tural workers carry the experience and knowledge to
undertake local and social actions and tend to be well
recognised by their communities.

Where is the hope?

Processes instead of solutionist thinking: Places and
communities need tailored strategies to create social
cohesion and engagement. There is no single poli-
cy that can tackle all the problems for every region.
Instead, prioritising the needs of each community
and enabling processes for intergenerational and
intercommunal exchange are fundamental steps to
increasing the quality of life for all members of local
communities.

Local dynamics on the ground don’t match the “one-
size-fits-all” approach. Collecting more data at the
local level can help empower local authorities to un-



derstand their communities and their needs better.
Informing local communities about their rights and
opportunities is equally important. Local authorities

play a crucial role in increasing trust in institutions,
democracy and democratic values. Similarly, con-
necting local, national and global frameworks can in-
crease trust in institutions and democracy.

! The chapter summarizes the results of the workshop in
October 2022. The list of the participating experts can be
found on page 38.

2 https://www.hie.co.uk/research-and-reports/our-reports/
2022/october/13/myliferesearch/

3 https://unece.org/sites/default/files/2021-09/UNECE%?20
meaningful%?20participation%20guidance%?20note.pdf

Further reading

Adam-Hernandez, A. and Harteisen, U. (2020). A Proposed
Framework for Rural Resilience — How can peripheral vil-
lage communities in Europe shape change? DOI: 10.4422/
ager.2019.05

Slavkova, L., Petrova D., Sichtermann, L., and Moshelova,
M. (2022). From "“civic deserts” to civic cohesion - How
exploring Europe’s peripheries can inspire ways of improv-
ing civic life, Sofia Platform Foundation, Sofia, https://sofi-
aplatform.org/new-report-from-civic-deserts-to-civic-cohe-
sion5484-2/

The UNECE Ageing policy 2017 brief on older persons in
rural and remote areas: https://unece.org/DAM/pau/age/
Policy_briefs/ECE-WG1-25-E.pdf
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No place like home?
Depopulation and local ties!?

Key messages

e Local administrations should be open to support local initiatives with long-term funding

and to work with new actors in economic, cultural and green transition processes.

e The more the merrier: Both the inclusion of newcomers and younger people, and the

gathering of additional perspectives are important in strengthening the sense of belong-

ing at the local level and maintaining strong local ties.

e Local communities are not alone: Regional and wider European networks can help local

communities to exchange ideas, experiences and funding opportunities.

Local identity and cultural heritage are fundamental
in keeping local communities vibrant and regions at-
tractive for newcomers as well as returnees. However,
top-down approaches to cultural policies that do not
pay attention to the particularities of a place may al-
ienate local inhabitants, as they usually aim to attract
tourists. Policies applying general formulas and disre-
garding the local culture and traditions might end up
promoting the commodification of local practices and
their performative display. For instance, festivals and
fabricated tourist attractions not initiated or support-
ed by locals might disenfranchise them. They might
feel not represented or else have no say in them.

Conversely, bottom-up initiatives to encourage cul-
tural activities and increase the attractiveness of a
place can be valuable in uniting communities around
shared development visions. More locals will feel rep-
resented and embrace the cultural activities and ini-
tiatives when more people are involved in designing
and implementing them. It is equally important that
local authorities support initiatives and participatory
processes to involve residents in cultural policies de-
cisions. Yet, even if a bottom-up initiative or an idea
was successful in one place, it doesn’t mean the
same initiative or idea will work for another. How-
ever, if a region comes up with successful examples,
their neighbours will be encouraged to initiate cultural
processes. Therefore, the success of cultural actions
and policies must be considered in the long term.
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Local authorities and communities should be open to
new ideas and collaborations: initiatives and activ-
ities should include and stimulate discussion about
the local identity and heritage, as well as how to
shape and portray them. Local administrations,
long-existing associations and local actors should not
be afraid of innovative initiatives and new players in
the cultural sphere to review the priorities and needs
of the community. Discussions and conflicts about
the local identity and heritage are signs of a vibrant
community including more perspectives and groups.

Similarly, local administrations and cultural pro-
grammes should consider and allow newcomers and
younger people to be part of local identity and cul-
tural heritage. This is crucial for strengthening the
ties between former residents and newcomers, and
supporting intergenerational cooperation and ex-
change to keep local life dynamic and attractive.

To this end, municipalities and regions should develop
or maintain social places and socio-cultural structures
where locals can meet and talk: old and abandoned
or new cultural centres, libraries, bars, cafes, schools,
etc. Long-term funding for projects aiming at social
cohesion and creating social places can nurture inter-
generational cooperation and exchange at the local
level (Neu, 2023). For this purpose, public authorities
and communities can take advantage of available na-
tional and European funds to maintain these spaces.



Good practices

by Camila Del Marmol
Associate Professor in Social Anthropology,
University of Barcelona

e The Accordion Festival of the Pyre-
nees: An annual celebration that brings to-
gether experts from around the world spe-
cialised in the diatonic accordion as well as
folk and traditional music. It was prompted
by a newcomer during the late 70s and was
initially met with some concerns by the local
population. Administrative authorities sup-
ported the project, both at a national lev-
el in recognising the work of the organiser
as a researcher of local musical traditions
through prizes, subsidies and grants, and at
a local level by supporting the project in dif-
ferent ways. Two main projects with booster
effects in terms of local identity and cultural
heritage arose from the original initiative:
the Folk School of the Pyrenees, spreading
and popularising folk and traditional music
within younger generations of Pyrenean
people (https://escolafolkdelpirineu.tradi-
cionarius.cat/inici/qui-som) and the Accordi-
on Museum in Arseguel, a small local muse-
um recovering all kinds of instruments and
local musical traditions (https://www.cata-
lunya.com/trobada-dacordionistes-dels-piri-
neus-1-6-508491?language=ca).

e LGBTQI+ Festival in A Ulloa, Galicia:
The Agrocuir Festival was born as a local
initiative in 2015. Starting as an almost a
private celebration on the occasion of Pride
Day, it has since become a showcase for
rural diversity. Staging folk music and the
avant-garde, the festival is attended by
residents and foreigners. The festival also
functions as a gathering point for alterna-
tive projects beyond sexual and gender
identities, ranging from the commons, food
sovereignty and protection, to local heri-
tage. https://festivalagrocuir.wordpress.com

Shaping transformation:
Green transition, de-industrialisation
and population change

Many European regions face population challenges
when undertaking socio-economic and structural
transitions such as green transition and de-industria-
lisation. Cooperation with scientific institutions, regio-
nal and international collaboration, strategic planning
and innovation are key factors for a successful tran-
sition process. New or existing structures to meet
and talk can attract new ideas, visitors and collabo-
ration. In the example of the Klimatorium building in
Lemvig, the architecture and a new physical location
draw people in.?

Collaboration among regional and local authorities as
well as civil society is an excellent means by which
communities can tackle the social, climate and pop-
ulation-related challenges they face while learning
from one another. Through interregional and interna-
tional networks, based on concrete projects, knowl-
edge can be shared and new projects formed. Like-
wise, the cooperation with research institutes can
strengthen the innovative capacity of a region. Local
authorities, research, technology centres and com-
munities can benefit from existing European plat-
forms and major transition programmes such as the
European Green Deal.

Supporting a more recent local identity by adapting
to the needs of those who don’t have a direct con-
nection to the regional past is a difficult but neces-
sary task. Professionals in policymaking, education
and economy can work together to promote open-
ness, innovation and inclusion, which are vital for en-
couraging more people to feel connected to a place
and its history. Involving schools and universities
and targeting younger and older students can help to
achieve these goals. In this way, younger people can
play an active role in (re)shaping the common values
and interpreting the history and image of the region
anew, even though they might not, for instance, be
able to identify with or feel represented in the indus-
trial heritage.

By all means, the transdisciplinary research and

exchange can be seen as a promising response for
advancing social innovation and overcoming sustain-
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ability challenges (Hirsch Hadorn et al., 2008; Lang
et al., 2012). With regard to population changes and
environmental challenges, the consequences and

Place-based innovation
through smart specialisation

by Daniela Kretz
Expert on Innovation, Competitiveness &
Sustainability, IDEA Consult

Place-based innovation strategies can ben-
efit local authorities, research, and tech-
nology centres, but also local communities
while at the same time addressing major
transitions such as those associated with
addressing the European Green Deal. Op-
portunities such as those presented in Eu-
ropean-scale projects, especially network-
ing opportunities, can help boost regions
in their efforts in contributing to the green
and digital transition. Notable opportunities
include the Smart Specialisation Commu-
nity of Practice (S3 CoP)3, Interregional
Innovation Investments (I3)* and the Re-
gional Innovation Valleys (RIV)>. In addi-
tion, a recent project brought together a
total of 18 European Entrepreneurial Re-
gions (EER)® to foster collaboration target-
ing peer learning on innovative practices in
particular to support start-ups and scale-
ups. Specifically, regions came together to
jointly address common challenges in the
area of agri-food, in particular in the green/
circular transition, which included regular
scoping interactions in the search for com-
mon needs among the regions to address
the transitions and challenges they are fac-
ing. With regions including North Brabant
(NL) and Flanders (BE) to Asturias (ES) and
Central Macedonia (GR), common challeng-
es include access to finance, as well as the
need to create the necessary ecosystem
and framework to retain companies and
thus employment in the respective regions.
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policymaking are not always convincing for every-
one. And the policymakers, scientists and affected
parties must find the best options for the solutions in
a cooperative framework, while considering oppos-
ing views in a balanced manner. A transdisciplinary
approach can ensure that new insights are gained
from the participation of practitioners or the involve-
ment of different agents or parties with varying
focuses and innovative ideas (Kluge, 2022).

Cooperation matters: Regions and
communities are not alone

European cities and towns are connected to each
other through a long tradition of “town twinning”.”
Towns and rural areas can also develop “cultural
twinning” programmes in order to promote closer
cultural and social ties, especially if they embrace
similar cultural characteristics, values and heritage.
Local administrations and communities can highlight
cultural characteristics and “unique selling points”.
The key is to increase the attractiveness for both
locals and visitors. The local profile can sometimes
be very specific, such as in the successful case of
Gabrovo in Bulgaria, which is known as a centre of
satire and humour.?

Local and regional administrations should see the
initiatives as long-term investments and develop
risk management strategies, including longer-term
funding instead of excessive short-term and unsus-
tainable projects. Most cultural actions as well as
innovative centres only have an impact in the long
run and increase their influence over time, even if at
the end of the project they might not have met the
clear-cut outputs and expectations defined from the
start. Most inspirational examples have been driven
by passionate people with ideas and the ambition to
make a difference, not to be overly restricted by a
business plan or strict short-term expectations. En-
couraging and including residents is key for successful
local initiatives. Connecting local ambitions to wider
regional and international networks will help commu-
nities to share and grow their potential and resources.

Local policymakers need improved access to recent
information about how younger people feel about
the cultural activities and public services available in



Social ties are key to
demographic transitions

by Blandine Camus

Communication & Policy Officer,
European Association of Mountain Areas
(Euromontana)

e The Innovangsjon cooperative in the Inn-
landet region (Norway) works to increase
the attractiveness of the village of Vang
I Valdres and encourage people to settle
there. Innovangsjon started as a music
festival in 2006 and its activities have now
expanded to include improving access to
housing and employment.

e Fjellnettverket, the Norwegian Mountain
Network, created an attractiveness indica-
tor based on the number of new residents
and new businesses in municipalities and
regions. According to this indicator, the
overall attractiveness of Vang I Valdres in-
creased from -2.18 in 2006 to 2.17 in 2021.
The attractiveness of the municipality has
improved in all respects, both in terms of
settlement of residents (from -2.12 in 2006
to 0.96 in 2021) and of businesses (from
-0.06 in 2006 to 1.22 in 2021). To make
Vang a vibrant place to live, the coopera-
tive also worked to strengthen social ties
between former residents, new inhabitants
and workers. To this end, social events
were organised, such as “Cosy Fridays”,
where all the local community can meet
and get to know each other over a drink, a
quiz or some live music.

e These meeting places, whether they are
ambitious initiatives such as the rural street
art festival in Villangémez, or simply a cafe
or bar, are essential for maintaining social
life in mountain villages: https://pollogo-
mez.com/ruta-de-murales/murales

their regions. Neither policymaking nor campaigns
and projects can be shaped based on restricted pic-
tures of younger people and insufficient conclusions

about their needs and wishes. Surveys and participa-
tory methods are always more effective than consid-
ering social media trends and posts.

! The chapter summarizes the results of the workshop in
November 2022. The list of the participating experts can be
found on page 39.

2 https://www.visitnordvestkysten.de/nordvestkysten/pla-
nen/klimatorium-daenemarks-internationales-klimazentrum-
gdk1122658

3 https://ec.europa.eu/smart-specialisation-community

4 https://eismea.ec.europa.eu/programmes/interregional-

innovation-investments-i3-instrument_en

5 https://eismea.ec.europa.eu/news/regional-innovation-

valleys-calls-proposals-are-now-open-2023-05-17_en

6 https://single-market-economy.ec.europa.eu/smes/sme-

strategy/european-sme-week/sme-regional-policies_en

7 http://www.twinning.org/en/page/a-quick-overview#.ZF-
4PunzZByUk

8 https://biennial.humorhouse.bg/en

Further reading

Boeselager, F. (2021). Was ist das Ruhrgebiet? Auf der Suche
nach Identitdt. Deutschlandfunk. www.deutschlandfunk.de/
75-jahre-nrw-was-ist-das-ruhrgebiet-auf-der-suche-nach-
identitaet-dIf-1cf3616f-100.html 23.08.2021

European Commission (DG REGIO) (2019). Regions in In-
dustrial Transition: No Region Left Behind: https://clus-
tercollaboration.eu/sites/default/files/news_attachment/

regions_in_industrial_transition.pdf

Euromontana (2022). The XII European Mountain Conven-
tion, Brochure of Initiatives, https://www.euromontana.
org/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/2022_EMC_SmartMoun-

tains_Brochure-initiatives_FinalOnline_EN_compressed.pdf
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Breaking the vicious cycle? Depopulation
and provision of public services?

Key messages

e A shrinking population and ageing mean a challenge for the provision of public services

because of the increasing costs and lacking funding and staff.

e Municipalities can work together and share responsibilities with civil society to enhance

their respective capacities and extend their reach.

e Digitalisation can only achieve its promises if everyone is included: remote and digital

solutions can improve access to certain services and their reach if the necessary infra-

structure is provided.

With regard to the provision of services and main-
tenance of infrastructure, many rural and smaller
urban areas are getting caught in a vicious cycle:
as more working-age individuals leave an area or
retire, fewer resources become available for public
administrations to provide services and maintain in-
frastructure (schools, sport and care facilities, etc.).
As a consequence, these areas become less attrac-
tive for newcomers, are less appealing as potential

locations to start new businesses, and mostly tend to
lose (sub)groups due to outmigration, such as young
families and younger women. Of course, we must
consider the heterogeneity of European rural areas
and how they are affected by population changes:
mountainous regions are significantly impacted by
emigration, as a significant proportion of people born
in mountain villages or towns reside in other munici-
palities (Recafio, 2017).

% 20%

excessive demand in public services _ 94.1 7]
staff shortage GGG 0.5
fiscal pressure NN S1.8

demographic change _ 79.7
growing importance of the region [N 44.4 :
growing spatial competition [N 38.7

local egoism [ 77.4 ]
lack of funding GG 72.1
legal constraints NG 7.7 =
cooperation risks I 50.9
curtailment _ 43.3

Figure 2: Promoting factors and obstacles to municipal cooperation
Source: Mario Hesse, Research Fellow and Deputy Managing Director of the Competence Centre for Municipal
Infrastructure Saxony, University of Leipzig. Own depiction, own calculation, data excerpt from Kratzmann (2020).
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For all depopulating and rural areas, providing ser-

vices and the maintenance of infrastructure present
the greatest challenges of our time in securing viable
and sustainable living conditions. In addition to geo-
graphical challenges causing territorial isolation and
restricting human activities and mobility, the acces-
sibility of services relies on multiple key factors, such
as access to information on the existing services,

Areas for improvement

by Johanna Jokinen
Senior Research Fellow, Nordregio

Based on the case study conducted in Ek-
sote (Lundgren et al. 2020), the main chal-
lenges include the reluctance of profession-
als to start using digital solutions instead
of sticking to more traditional ones. It was
also pointed out that it is easy to blame
technology if something is not working
properly. Therefore, it is important to find
ways to overcome this cultural challenge.

It has also been difficult to make com-
prehensive cost estimates regarding the
digital solutions. Staff are often told by
management that the use of digital tools
assists economic efficiency, even if they
have never seen any concrete calculations
as to how much Eksote? might save in the
long run by using distance-spanning tech-
nologies instead of more traditional solu-
tions. When using digital technologies,
it is often said that laws accommodating
them change too slowly, and that current
laws are not applicable to the latest tech-
nology. Eksote’s management is trying to
find ways to get around legal obstacles,
for instance by finding customers who are
willing to give permission for the use of
digital solutions. Artificial intelligence, for
instance, could be used more widely in the
region if its use was not restricted by cur-
rent laws (Lundgren et al., 2020).

their proximity and travel time to them, the opening
hours or costs, as well as cultural and social barriers,
i.e. in the case of digitalization.

Can collaboration
break the vicious cycle?

Administrative collaboration and cooperation be-
tween local authorities and civil society can be a key
factor in overcoming these challenges: municipalities
can work together and share responsibilities with civ-
il society to enhance their respective capacities and
extend their reach. In this way, municipalities can
counter the rising costs of services caused by demo-
graphic changes, like increases in the need for care
services and infrastructure supply. Regional coopera-
tion can also be a way for local administrations in
shrinking regions to expand public services beyond
their municipal capacities and overcome the lack of
financial and human resources.

Indeed, as a recent study in Germany shows (Kratz-
mann, 2020), municipalities are more willing to coop-
erate in areas defined by high fixed costs and repet-
itive processes like IT and digitalisation, but also in
areas like fire departments or maintenance yards, as
storage areas for machines and materials require an
extremely high level of personnel and equipment and
could easily be shared by institutions. To keep the local
life vibrant and make the area more attractive, mu-
nicipalities should also cooperate in the promotion of
tourism, business development and culture. As experts
highlight, in all these spheres, trust between partners
is @ must, and this can be achieved with small-scale
collaborative initiatives making quick successes visible
before moving to large-scale cooperation.

EU and national funding programmes can promote
collaborative work effectively by targeting the areas
in which local municipalities and administrations are
open for more cooperation. The development and
structural funds can be designed and offered in inter-
regional and inter-municipal frameworks to foster
collaboration between local administrations in main-
taining or improving infrastructure. This would help
to avoid municipalities competing for the same fund-
ing, for instance, as is currently the case with funds
for digital and green transition or local development.
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The role of national and European backing is not

limited to funding: to support local municipalities
and communities, legal assistance and non-finan-
cial backing provided by regional and national enti-
ties are particularly important. Collaboration as well
as national and EU funding programmes might re-
quire complex regulations and constraining legisla-
tion, which can discourage municipalities with limited
resources and personnel for collaborative work.
Funding programmes might require more time to be
spent on managing the projects rather than deliv-
ering results. The removal of legal hurdles and the
provision of consulting services and templates for
agreements and contracts can ease the workload of
local administrations.

Digitalisation of public services:
How to avoid digital divides?

Digitalisation certainly offers advanced solutions for
maintaining public services and improving their reach
and access. Technological advancements in digital
healthcare and social care can enhance the quality of
life, for instance, in mountainous and sparsely popu-
lated regions with reduced possibility of physical ac-
cess to these services. Remote health and care ser-
vices can replace some of the tasks done by health
and care staff in person, which can help older citizens
to continue to live in their homes for longer while
maintaining a better level of health.

Digital tools can also promote new and better commu-
nication between local community members and ad-
ministrations. Locally or regionally hosted exchange
platforms and apps can help the residents to be better
informed about public, private or communal services
(meetings, events, new places, changing service
hours, job offers or offers of help, etc.) and bolster
the feeling of belonging and mutual support.

However, digitalisation can only achieve its promis-
es if everyone is included: remote and digital solu-
tions can improve access to certain services and
their reach if the necessary infrastructure is provided
(for instance a reliable internet connection). Local cit-
izens must be informed about the existence of digital
services and how to use them confidently. In addition
to older generations, the digital expertise of younger
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Examples of local collabora-
tion and place-based solutions

by Céline Dacy

Project Manager, ADRETS — Association
pour le Développement en Réseau des
Territoires et des Services

e Partnerships between different levels of
local administrations or territorial authori-
ties: the PETR Sud Lozéere, which includes
35 municipalities and 11,878 residents,
has carried out important networking and
awareness-raising work among elected of-
ficials to encourage the reception of new
residents. This work led to the creation of a
commitment charter co-signed by the mu-
nicipality, the PETR and the Departmental
Council in 2018. Each municipality is then
expected to develop its own action plan to
facilitate the reception of new residents and
initiatives for them: a welcome guide listing
the services available, or the creation of lo-
cal committees, made up of elected officials,
associations and residents, to support new
arrivals as they settle in.

e Local collaboration is more successful
when it is the subject of a partnership be-
tween the municipality and its residents.
The municipality of Ancelle (916 inhabi-
tants), a village resort, has undertaken
the process of revitalising its village cen-
tre, in connection with the development of
a “four-season” tourist offering. At the end
of 2020, a public consultation was launched
to gather the opinions of local residents,
highlighting the need to rethink the village
centre for pedestrians and make room for
soft mobility. One of the objectives was
also to develop the attractiveness of the
shops for the year-round population, but
also for tourists. Other projects are under
consideration: the creation of paramedical
offices, the development of an association
centre, and co-working spaces.



people should not be taken for granted: there are

a substantial number of young individuals with poor
digital skills or confidence who must be considered
and supported by training on digital services.

Technological advancements can help improve the
overall attractiveness of depopulating regions by
facilitating remote work, offering access to online
education and training, and improving life satisfac-
tion and access to services. Implementing digital
solutions at the local level often requires substantial
changes in legal regulations as well as in the con-
crete responsibilities of public and private actors.
Local administrations and communities can be key
actors in providing digital solutions if adequate legal
regulations are in place.

Simply reproducing digital solutions in different pla-
ces is not good practice: the success of a digital tool
in one place can be a model for other places, but
it needs to be adapted to local needs. Co-creation,
participatory development and readiness of multiple
actors are important steps in defining and meeting
local/context-specific needs.

Public services and
trust in the democratic system

E-technologies can mitigate the lack of infrastructure
and resources in depopulating and underserved re-
gions, but it is equally important that citizens have
access to local administration and the government in
person. The visibility and reachability of state institu-
tions can build legitimacy for the democratic system
as a whole. Regardless of the numerous benefits of
remote services, citizens need physical structures to
meet and talk in person and take collective decisions.

In the face of population changes, municipalities and
local administrations have to take critical decisions
about the existing infrastructure or changes in the
provision of services. The decision-making process
should involve the local community. Citizens should
be informed about the present and future needs and
challenges and have a say in the next steps: How
should health and care services be structured? Do
we need to relocate our educational facilities? Citizen
participation in projects related to infrastructure and

the provision of services can reinforce social cohe-
sion and the well-being of residents.

As a final suggestion: where privacy protection and
the reliability and safety of data are concerned,
municipalities, local administrations and state in-
stitutions are often perceived as more credible and
trustworthy than market actors. The involvement of
local and national administrative actors can improve
trust among citizens in digital solutions and help
to define the responsibilities of all actors involved
more clearly.

1 The chapter summarizes the results of the workshop in
January 2023. The list of the participating experts can be
found on page 40.

2 South Karelia Social and Health Care District (Eksote),
which was approved in 2010. Eksote became the first hos-
pital district in Finland in which both health and social care
services are provided in an integrated and centralised man-

ner across the region.

Further reading

Kratzmann, A. (2020). Interkommunale Zusammenarbeit im
Freistaat Sachsen — Eine Bestandsaufahme, KOMKIS Analyse,
Nr. 15, Leipzig. DOI https://doi.org/10.36730/2020.4.kom-
kisa.15

Lundgren, A., Ormstrup Vestergdrd, L., Bogason, A., Joki-
nen, J.C., Penje, O., Wang, S., Norlén, G., Lofving, L., and
Heleniak, T. (2020). Digital Health Care and Social Care: Re-
gional development impacts in the Nordic countries (Nordre-
gio Report 2020:14, 110 pp). Nordregio, Stockholm. http://
doi.org/10.6027/R2020:14.1403-2503

Réseau Rural Francgais (2022), Smart village, vers un modéle
francais au service des territoires ruraux. Methodological
guide. www.reseaurural.fr/sites/default/files/documents/

fichiers/2022-11/2022_rrf_Guide_Smart_Village_ ADRETS.pdf
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Planning for the future: How can local
communities adapt to population changes??

Key messages

e Accepting depopulation as a long-term process is the first step in the necessary adapta-

tion of public services and infrastructure.

e Don’t need to reinvent the wheel: local administrations and initiatives can learn from

each other and avoid repeating the same mistakes.

e Boosting the territorial capital, improving the regional image and collaborative modes

of action and financing can help local and regional actors to overcome territorial dispar-

ities and enhance social cohesion.

Many rural and underserved communities in Europe
are currently experiencing depopulation trends and
ageing of their inhabitants. In the light of increas-
ing demographic diversity, local governments and
administrations have to meet the diverse needs of
the residents and economic actors. They must en-

Demographic data and spatial planning

sure the quality of life and services while adapting to
the shrinking and ageing population. What capacities
do they have to plan for the future and the growing
demographic diversity? And how can we support lo-
cal decision-making with more access to data and
scientific knowledge?

by Jana Hoymann and Steffen Maretzke

German Federal Institute for Research on Building, Urban Affairs and Spatial Development (BBSR)

e As part of a research project, the BBSR is at-
tempting to determine which regions in Germa-
ny are particularly affected by the mandate of
shaping the shrinking processes. An indicator
was developed based on the population grid of
the 2011 census and other data, which shows
regions that face particular challenges with their
demographic development, settlement structure
and infrastructure provision. With such knowl-
edge, regions can be supported in a targeted
manner, for example, in spatial planning demon-
stration projects (MORO),? enabling them to de-
velop rights approaches and solutions.
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e One successful demonstration project in spa-
tial planning is the action programme for region-
al services of general interest. In a multi-stage
process, regions were invited to deal with the
adaptation of their public service infrastructure
against the background of declining population
figures. Based on an inventory and small-scale
population forecasts, strategies were developed
for the further development or adaptation of re-
gional services of general interest. Strategies
like the improvement of the daytime readiness
of the volunteer fire brigade were implemented
in initial projects.



Regional and European networks:
Exchanging local experiences
and localising future goals

Youth emigration resulting in population shrinkage
and rapid ageing is mostly associated with rural or
remote areas, despite the fact that some urban areas
can lose population because of steady economic de-
cline, or that rural areas can attract young adults
during the course of their lives. Although the conver-
sation about depopulation is unpleasant for decision
makers and communities, policymakers should not
turn a blind eye to understanding the reasons for
outmigration and to policies aimed at attracting re-
turn migrants (Brzozowska, Kuhn et al., 2021). Still,
for many shrinking regions, the greatest challenge
might be to accept the demographic change. As ex-
perts highlight, accepting depopulation as a long-
term process is the first step in the necessary adap-
tation of public services and infrastructure.

Cooperation and shared access to demographic tools,
data and good practices are the key factors for local
and regional administrations in meeting the changing
needs of their residents. National associations of local
and regional authorities and European networks can
play a key role in the coordination of efforts of local
and regional actors and resources made available by
national governments and the EU. The coordination
and effective dissemination of information is valuable
to avoid “reinventing the wheel”: local administra-
tions and initiatives can learn from each other and
avoid repeating the same mistakes.

Municipalities should play a stronger role in coordi-
nating local and regional efforts to adapt to demo-
graphic change. They can cooperate with civil society
and the scientific community to identify new target
groups, such as recent rural newcomers after the
pandemic and their needs. They can inform the new-
comers about the local conditions - existing services,
infrastructure, cultural activities and daily life - and
help them to integrate into the community.

One common challenge for rural and underserved
areas is the lack of housing available for newcom-
ers. Even when local administrations are willing to
direct their attention to existing or potential new-
comers, they need legislative and administrative

support from national authorities, such as clear re-
storation and property rules or the provision of loans
for young families. Yet, local initiatives can contribute

Demographic data and
spatial planning

by Jana Hoymann

and Steffen Maretzke

German Federal Institute for Research
on Building, Urban Affairs and Spatial
Development (BBSR)

e As part of a research project, the BBSR
is attempting to determine which regions
in Germany are particularly affected by
the mandate of shaping the shrinking pro-
cesses. An indicator was therefore devel-
oped based on the population grid of the
2011 census and other data, which shows
regions that face particular challenges in
terms of their demographic development,
settlement structure and infrastructure
provision. With such knowledge, regions
can be supported in a targeted manner,
for example, in spatial planning demon-
stration projects (MORO), enabling them
to face their challenges and to develop ap-
proaches to solutions.

e One example of a very successful demon-
stration project in spatial planning is the
action programme for regional services of
general interest. In a multi-stage process,
regions were invited to deal with the adap-
tation of their public service infrastructure
against the background of declining popu-
lation figures. Based on an inventory and
small-scale population forecasts, strategies
were developed for the further develop-
ment or adaptation of regional services of
general interest. These strategies were im-
plemented in initial projects. One example
is the improvement of the daytime readi-
ness of the volunteer fire brigade.
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Cooperation and shared access to tools, data and good practices

by Francesco Pala

Officer — Young Elected Officials and Partners Engagement,

Council of European Municipalities and Regions (CEMR)

e The strategy by Local Government Denmark
(KL) “At the forefront of the welfare of the
future” guides digitalisation, data and new tech-
nology in the Danish municipalities and provides
a strategic framework for the joint municipal
digitalisation programme for 2021-2025 and
KL's participation in the digitalisation coopera-
tion across the public sector. The central prin-
ciples of the strategy are: to focus efforts on
identifying and disseminating solutions that are
technologically mature and that have the great-
est potential for the municipalities; to support
the participation of all municipalities in the tech-
nological development; to ensure that some
municipalities can take the lead and gain experi-
ence that others can benefit from.

to the solution of the housing problem in rural and
remote places: municipalities as independent stake-
holders can search for available houses and apart-
ments and mediate between newcomers and local
property owners. A greater availability of accommo-
dation can reduce the high costs of housing, i.e. a sud-
den increase in rents and living costs for all residents.

Cooperation between science and
policymaking: How can we support
the local administrations?

Knowledge of regional population forecasts can be
a useful instrument for local and regional adminis-
trations in short-term planning, e.g. in the areas of
schools, nurseries and care facilities. Local stake-
holders should have access to information about their
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e In the Netherlands, the COVID-19 crisis has
shown how crucial data is for policy and socie-
ty. From a multilevel government point of view,
there was consequently a significant need for
the next, even more ambitious step with regard
to data. This prompted an acceleration and in-
tensification of the data policy, and the draw-
ing up of an Intergovernmental Data Strategy.
This strategy has been drawn up by the various
departments on a national level, implement-
ing organisations and umbrella organisations
of co-governments, such as the Association of
Dutch Provinces (Interprovincial Overleg, IPO)
and the Association of Netherlands Municipalities
(Vereniging van Nederlandse Gemeenten, VNG).
The data strategy argues for more control over
responsible data sharing and the development
of a number of data system functions available
to all levels of government in the Netherlands.

current demographic situation through national and
regional institutions providing the necessary data
and knowledge. However, when analysing population
projections for policy planning, deterministic conclu-
sions about demographic trends should be avoided,
as they can easily depict a pessimistic future and hin-
der investments in infrastructure.

The cooperation between communities and municipal-
ities and researchers and research institutions can be
enhanced by rural proofing at a local, national and Eu-
ropean level, assessing the impacts of certain policies
on rural communities. The Rural Observatory by EU
and national agencies for rural proofing can support
local authorities with data and suggestions for adap-
tation strategies. The data availability at the local level
and analysis of local conditions can be safeguarded
by rural observatory programmes in coordination with
scientific institutions and local stakeholders.



Scientific forecasts and
local adaptation strategies

by Ugis Zanders

Adviser for the Priority Area

"Sustainable and Prosperous Region”,
Council of the Baltic Sea States Secretariat

e The CBSS leads “The Climate Main-
streaming Locally in the Baltic Sea Region
(CliMaLoc)” project, supporting the local
authorities in the Baltic Sea Region coun-
tries in mainstreaming climate change and
establishing partnerships for cooperation
in this field in the future. The outcome of
the project, the “Handbook for Local Cli-
mate Change Adaptation Planning in the
Baltic Sea Region”, guides the local au-
thorities in the BSR countries on how to
address the above-mentioned adaptation
challenges by making use of the existing
knowledge, tools and resources. Learning
from the experiences of the neighbours in
the BSR, who share similar climate-related
challenges, will hopefully help municipali-
ties increase the effectiveness of their ad-
aptation actions and target them to their
specific challenges and needs.

|n

e There is no “one-size-fits-all” approach
for communities to anticipate, plan and
adapt to the changing climate. Projected
climate impacts are not expected to be the
same in every region or country. Further-
more, the availability of financial, technical
and human resources to assess and adapt
to climate change varies from one country
to another. However, by making use of the
presented 10-step approach, municipalities
will be able to rely on a robust and tangi-
ble framework that will help them to assess
local climate risks and to prepare well-
tailored adaptation actions suited to their
local needs.

Planning for a collaborative
and new future

Development models based on territorial competi-
tion and growth of cities led to uneven city-regional
dynamics, generating territorial inequalities and im-
balances. The uneven growth in the dominant urban
cores can result in the disadvantage of rural regions
and smaller cities facing imbalanced growth in pop-
ulation size, economic activities and human capital.
National public finance regulations can lead local
municipalities to compete for population, as local
public resources heavily depend on the size of the
population and tax revenues. Boosting the territorial
capital, improving the regional image and collabora-
tive modes of action and financing can help actors at
different levels and regions to overcome territorial
disparities and enhance social cohesion in the local
and regional context.

1 The chapter summarizes the results of the workshop in
March 2023. The list of the participating experts can be
found on page 40.

2 https://www.bbsr.bund.de/BBSR/DE/forschung/programme/

moro/moro-node.html

Further reading

CliMaLoc, Handbook for Local Climate Change Adaptation
Planning in the Baltic Sea Region, Report, 2023. https://cbss.
org/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/climaloc-handbook-2023
20230314.pdf

Maretzke, S., Hoymann, J., and Schlémer C. (2021): Raum-
ordnungsprognose 2040. Bevdlkerungsprognose: Ergebnisse
und Methodik, BBSR-Analysen KOMPAKT 03/2021, Bonn.
www.bbsr.bund.de/BBSR/DE/veroeffentlichungen/analysen-
kompakt/2021/ak-03-2021-dl.pdf?__blob=publication-
File&v=4

PoliRural, A Dynamic Rural Development Model, Report,

2022. https://polirural.eu/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/D5.

5-A-Dynamic-Rural-Development-Model_final.pdf
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Welcoming nhewcomers:
What works at the local level?!?

Key messages

e Newcomers can be a source of improvement to the quality of life as long as the structur-

al problems in the region are addressed properly.

e They can make a place more attractive and more welcoming for others, as their active

participation in daily life and local development can help all residents identify more

strongly with the region.

¢ Projects supporting migration work and inclusion of newcomers should be funded in the

long term to build sustainable structures and networks.

Migration is an essential part of the discussion when
we talk about shrinking regions: while younger peo-
ple emigrate from rural and underserved regions to
urban centres, local administrations try to attract
newcomers to ensure the quality of life and invest-
ment in infrastructure in their regions. Meanwhile,
crises like wars and natural disasters increase the
role of local communities and administrations in re-
ceiving and settling people who take refuge in a new
country or continent. To implement better inclusion
and integration policies, local governments and ad-
ministrations have to meet the diverse needs of the
residents and economic actors and find successful
ways to cooperate with local and national actors.
What are the capacities at the local level to welcome
newcomers? How can we achieve structures and in-
struments of sustainable inclusion at the local level?

Population changes and local com-
munities: Who are the newcomers?

In the face of common obstacles, the heterogeneity of
European regions and their demographic diversity re-
quire place-based solutions for local communities. We
observe a heterogeneity of approaches in addressing
the inclusion of newcomers in rural and depopulating
places: central and permanent programmes funded
by national governments or the EU, as well as tem-
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porary programmes and projects or grassroots initia-
tives to attract newcomers. Better structured projects
funded permanently or temporarily by national and
European funding programmes mostly target refu-
gees and displaced people. Initiatives by local mu-
nicipalities and communities to receive and welcome
displaced families and individuals are impactful for
the initial phase of integration and social inclusion of
this target group in the receiving country, even if they
move towards urban centres later.

In recent years, some rural areas within the EU have
experienced an increase in migration due to labour
immigration from eastern and central Europe for
work in agriculture, forestry, construction and do-
mestic care (Bock, Osti and Ventura, 2016). However,
in many rural and peripheral regions where migrant
workers live or commute to industrial centres, there
is a need for local initiatives to increase the inter-
action between long-term residents and newcomers.
A good example is the Sicilian town of Capani in Italy,
where a buddy programme matches newcomers and
long-term residents to participate in cultural and so-
cial activities together.

Some shrinking regions, especially rural areas, also
attract lifestyle-related inflows of pensioners or
middle-class individuals pursuing a (more affordable)
life in rural areas while working in nearby urban cen-
tres (Cipin, Klisener et al., 2020). In most cases,



pensioners from western and central Europe settle in

rural regions of southern and central-eastern Europe
for a higher standard and lower cost of living and to
pursue a healthier lifestyle. While local businesses,
service providers and administrations can perceive
these older newcomers as a potential for investment,
income and tax revenues, conflicts might arise due to
a lack of housing, care and health infrastructure and
interpersonal exchange with long-term residents.
Targeting the need for more investment in infrastruc-
ture and housing, national and regional policies and
programmes can help to integrate the lifestyle-related
newcomers into rural communities.

Although it is not yet clear if it will result in per-
manent changes in the population structures of rural
areas, the COVID-19 pandemic and changing work-
ing conditions brought about a new type of newcomer
group in many rural and peripheral regions: shrinking
communities are welcoming new residents who can
work remotely and digitally while settling in rural and
remote areas. More investment in infrastructure and
housing can help local communities to attract more
“digital nomads”, while local municipalities can pro-
vide more information about their regions and their
infrastructure for the newcomers who might have a
“more romantic” picture of the rural lifestyle. It is
equally important for local municipalities and initia-
tives to increase the interaction between long-term
residents and newcomers, as in the previous exam-
ple of “commuters”.

Demographic challenges
and local strategies:
Creating welcoming structures

Participation and inclusion of all residents in daily life
and decision-making processes are key factors for
social cohesion at the local level. This gives them the
chance to shape the future of their localities and to
create a sense of belonging. The involvement of mul-
tiple local actors and the collaboration of adminis-
trations and residents can help achieve meaningful
participation and inclusion of newcomers in rural
and shrinking communities. Newcomers can support
and sustain economic development and the overall
quality of life. And more importantly, newcomers can
make a place more attractive and more welcoming

Current challenges in the
field of migration work in
the local context

by Tiilay Ates-Brunner
Managing Director, Tir an Tur-Integrations-
projekte gGmbH

e Firstly, the digitalisation craze that mu-
nicipalities are currently experiencing, al-
though useful as a support, is rarely the
solution in the field of migration. Personal
contact with an advisor is crucial in situa-
tions where complicated circumstances do
not allow for standard answers.

e Secondly, despite the fact that the in-
volvement of migrant organisations is now
required in all funding announcements and
programmes, in practice, this is still too
rare. Structural challenges and the hetero-
geneity within communities that do not al-
low for representation or substitution are
among the reasons for this.

e Finally, the working conditions under
which NGOs operate in the migration sector
are a pressing issue. The standard funding
for migration work is very low, and pro-
jects typically only have a duration of one
to three years, which is often too short to
build sustainable structures and networks.
Administrative requirements are also ex-
tensive, and almost all major programmes
require a contribution of up to 10%, which
poses an existential threat to non-profit or-
ganisations. In a competitive job market,
NGOs are becoming less attractive as em-
ployers, with limited resources and poor
working conditions, raising questions about
whether they will be able to continue their
work in the future, despite its social signifi-
cance and necessity.

population-europe.eu 29



Welcoming spaces
and practices

by Maggi W.H. Leung,
Professor in International Development-
Studies, University of Amsterdam

e The municipality of Camini in Italy had
been affected by outmigration, depopula-
tion and abandonment for years. This trend
was reversed after a reception centre by
EUROCOOP for asylum seekers in 2011.
Practising principles of sustainable develop-
ment, the community renewal programme
features the creation of workshops for ce-
ramics, carpentry, music (lutherie), local
and Syrian cooking classes, creches and
after-school services and the recovery of
abandoned land through production of or-
ganic oil, wine and wheat. The success story
has also attracted tourists, who bring addi-
tional income and jobs to the community.

e Also a depopulated village, Arenillas in
Spain has made efforts to attract medi-
um-term stayers (longer than 2 to 5, but
shorter than 20 years) with children, as
a key factor in maintaining services (e.g.
school). Mobility is seen as something ac-
cepted; there is no expectation for people
to stay “forever”. With a participative ap-
proach, all residents perform an active role
in the community. The municipality and a
cultural organisation work together to ar-
range housing and work for newcomers.
The village organises “Boina Fest”, a sum-
mer festival, to raise awareness about de-
population and funding for activities.

e As we underline the potential of hope-
ful futures, challenges should not be ig-
nored. Besides the welcoming spaces and
successful stories identified, we have also
found cases of hostility, persistent struc-
tural divestments, unsustainable practices
and inequalities.
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for others, as their active participation in daily life

and local development can help all residents identify
more strongly with the region.

Communities can support and learn from each other:
not just local municipalities, but also local initiatives
and community leaders can exchange experiences,
ideas and practices to attract newcomers and to in-
clude them in social and daily life. Regional and Eu-
ropean programmes and platforms are crucial to the
adoption of place-based strategies, assisted by a wid-
er network and supported by practical and scientific
knowledge and action plans for inclusion and partici-
pation. Indeed, the experiences of local municipalities
and communities are fundamental in upscaling inclu-
sion and development practices at the regional and
national levels. Additionally, regional and European
alliances can back smaller communities lacking re-
sources for sustainable inclusion policies to receive
more funding and legal assurances. Finally, migrant
and civil society initiatives and organisations can
uphold the design and implementation of inclusion
policies by bringing more perspectives and securing
public support.

Meaningful and durable participation of newcomers
is fundamental: projects supporting migration work
and inclusion of newcomers should be funded in the
long term to build sustainable structures and net-
works. Changes in local and national administrations
can also interrupt ongoing efforts and project results
if they are not committed to inclusion policies. To
achieve resilience and persistence in policymaking on
and inclusion of newcomers, local municipalities and
local councils can adopt binding resolutions to ensure
the participation of nhewcomers and permanent local
structures for inclusion and social cohesion.

In light of the recent crises where local communities
receive a bigger number of newcomers, local and re-
gional authorities should be supported by non-recur-
ring and flexible sector funds directly accessible to
them when they need fast backing. In this way, local
administrations can respond to crises quickly by as-
suring local inclusion of newcomers and maintaining
the overall quality of life of all residents. This can also
help national and regional governments and Europe-
an authorities to ensure that the roles and responsi-
bilities are shared in countering multiple challenges
in times of crisis.



Can mobility be a reliable source
to improve the quality
of life of residents?

Mobility of residents can be part of the solution: in
most cases, policy interventions and local initiatives
are considered to have failed if they can’t ensure the
long-term or permanent settlement of newcomers.
Many rural and remote areas can successfully attract
newcomers to stay in these regions for the short or
medium term and still benefit from the ongoing mo-
bility of people as well as investments, ideas and re-
sources. Motivations behind movement away from
peripheral regions can be numerous (work or educa-
tional opportunities, starting a family, being closer to
family or ethnic networks, etc.), yet mobility can con-
tribute to the vitality of local life and quality of life of
residents if a region sustains an inflow of people who
can make the region attractive for others as well.

Depopulation and ageing are demographic and infra-
structural challenges: newcomers can be a source of
improvement to the quality of life in regions feeling
“left behind” as long as the structural problems in
the region are addressed properly. Newcomers will
make the need for improvements to healthcare and
school systems, transportation, digital infrastructure
and housing more visible and vital. To ensure the
successful inclusion and integration of newcomers,
the mobility of people must be accompanied by state
and private investment in infrastructure. However,
the investment in infrastructure and targeted poli-
cies should avoid creating gaps and a dichotomy
between “locals” and “newcomers”. Inclusion is a
holistic process in which the design of services and
policies should target all residents and their needs.
Co-creation of policies through different formats of
exchange and encounter between most members of
the community can ensure success in designing and
implementing local actions.

t The chapter summarizes the results of the workshop in
April 2023. The list of the participating experts can be found
on page 40.

2 How do female migration and gender discrimination in

social institutions mutually influence each other?, OECD

From project actions
to policy recommendations

by Maria Grazia Montella

Officer - Integration & Migration, Inclu-
Cities, Council of European Municipalities
and Regions (CEMR)

e Women's participation is essential to see
an improvement in the overall participation
of migrant communities in the socio-cultural
and political life of a city or a region. Amongst
all the actions implemented in the differ-
ent Action Plans in the four mentee cities
(given support and advice by “mentor”
cities), and in best practices presented by
the mentor cities, at least a third were
clearly and specifically addressed to mi-
grant women and girls. This was the result
of a combined approach between the first
needs analysis conducted in the mentee
cities and the political will of the local coun-
cils that recognised the multiplier role of
women in the diaspora communities.

e This is also backed up by several stud-
ies? and emphasised in the Action Plan
on Integration and Inclusion, where the
mainstreaming of gender and anti-discrim-
ination priorities is underlined in the en-
tire document. The European Charter for
Equality of Women and Men in Local Life
offers guidance for local governments to
promote gender equality in their territo-
ries, including in terms of balanced polit-
ical representation (Art. 2), participation
in political and civic life (Art. 3), tackling
multiple and intersecting forms of discrim-
ination and disadvantage (Art. 10) as well
as social inclusion (Art. 18).
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working paper n.326, 2015 https://www.oecd.org/dev/de-
velopment-gender/WPAE%?20326.pdf

Further reading

Glick Schiller, N. and Caglar, A. (2016). Displacement, em-
placement and migrant newcomers: rethinking urban socia-

bilities within multiscalar power. Identities, 23(1), 17-34.

Schiller, M., Jonitz E., Scholten, P., Pettrachin, A., and Ca-
ponio, T. (2023). Comparative Paper on local integration poli-
cies and multi-level policymaking interactions in SMsTRA:
https://whole-comm.eu/working-papers/comparative-paper-
on-local-integration-policies-and-multi-level-policy-making-

interactions-in-smstra/

Council of European Municipalities and Regions (CEMR),
The European Charter for Equality of Women and Men in
Local Life, 2022. https://ccre.org/img/uploads/piecesjointe/
filename/Charter_2022_EN_easy_read_light.pdf
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Demographic change
and the future of the regions: An outlook

Andreas Edel, Population Europe, Max Planck Institute for Demographic Research

Ondercan Muti, Population Europe, Max Planck Institute for Demographic Research

Claudia Neu, Georg August University of Gottingen

For many years, rural areas have lost inhabitants to
large cities and their surrounding areas. Now this
migration trend seems to have been interrupted:
in the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic, 2020,
the populations of almost all major European metro-
polises decreased. Overall, almost three quarters of
European cities experienced the same phenomenon
(Wolff, Mykhnenko, 2023). Conversely, this means
that many villages and small towns, especially those
in the hinterlands close to urban centres, are bene-
fiting from immigration. In addition to the sharp rise
in property prices in the cities, people have been
attracted to “rural life” by the opportunity for other
forms of living and working after the COVID-19 pan-
demic. The desire for more living space and a healthy
environment outside metropolitan areas is much
easier to pursue for many people today than it was
a few years ago, thanks to the increased options for
remote work (Dolls, Lay, 2023). However, the growth
of rural areas that neighbour cities can at best slow
down the ageing of such places: ageing and low birth
rates mean that peripheral areas in particular, will
continue to shrink in the future. Securing regional
and social cohesion therefore remains a central
challenge for politics and society in Germany (in the
context of the constitutionally required “equality of
living conditions” for the entire country) and Europe
(for example, through its “cohesion policy”; European
Commission, 2022).

The contributions in this discussion paper show that
neither fatalism, nor naive optimism, are appropri-
ate when developing strategies for the future vitality
of regions in Europe. Regions are heterogenous, and
they all have resources and potential — even if not
the same ones nor in the same amount. Examples
in structurally weak or peripheral regions of Europe,
some of which are presented here, tell of this po-
tential. The past few years of regional policy and
development have shown that funding must be more

flexible, more process-orientated, and more strongly
geared to local needs. While the efforts of civil so-
ciety in regions are strong, one cannot rely on their
capacities alone; government investment in sustain-
able and “demographically resistant” infrastructure
remains indispensable for maintaining and shaping
attractive living conditions. Furthermore, more focus
must be given to countering the already entrenched
narrative that rural areas are “left behind”, which is
being used by right-wing populist actors throughout
Europe to gain support.

From an ageing
to a more diverse society

Along with climate change and digitalisation, demo-
graphic change is one of the “"mega-trends” of our
time and is a starting point for all regional policies.
Moreover, the focus should no longer solely be on the
ageing of populations resulting from low birth rates
and the simultaneous increase in life expectancy,
but rather on the composition of those populations
according to socio-demographic characteristics. The
population of Europe (including in its regions) is get-
ting more and more diverse, including in terms of age
and health, marital status and number of children,
educational attainment and access to the labour
market, ethnicity and gender identity. Consequently,
planning activities in policy, economy and society
must consider the implications of this growing popu-
lation diversity and what hierarchies of need will look
like in the coming decades.

This starts with individual lifestyles, which have
changed considerably compared to previous genera-
tions. New family types and forms of partner rela-
tionships, people who are physically separated from
their relatives or who are divorced or are living alone,
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smaller families, single-parent families and childless

households are shaping the way we live together
much more than ever before. Ensuring the reconcili-
ation of family life and work, and a fair distribution of
the care tasks associated with children and relatives
in need of support is not solely related to expecta-
tions of partners in a relationship. In this respect,
socio-political support for all types of families and liv-
ing arrangements is also fundamental for a society’s
capacity to provide optimal living conditions for the
next generations as well as vulnerable individuals in
need of support. It is also crucial for fair labour mar-
ket opportunities for those who take on care-related
tasks within families.

Furthermore, different levels of educational at-
tainment and opportunities for further education
throughout one’s life course are associated with less
straightforward employment biographies. An appli-
cant pool today is more diverse than in times when
linear CVs were expected in human resource depart-
ments. “Lifelong learning” is becoming an increas-
ingly indispensable aspect of working life in the face
of greater occupational mobility, especially when the
demands on employees are changing rapidly in the
process of digitalisation.

Ultimately, migration and mobility increase popula-
tion diversity, regardless of whether the immigrants
come from a city or another region in the country,
from a member state of the European Union, from
further abroad, or from a place at war or crisis. This
is because all newcomers can differ in terms of age,
gender, health, family type, educational attainment
and access to the labour market, even if they come
from a culturally similar context and speak a lan-
guage of the region.

Regional development, as in other policy fields, must
therefore deal with the fact that the composition of
populations will change significantly in the next two
decades, and the demand for goods and services will
increasingly diversify. This trend is exacerbated by the
fact that we are, in several respects, at a 'Zeiten-
wende’, in which the effects of global crises are in-
creasingly noticeable in our immediate living envi-
ronments. This will require us to make changes in our
consumption patterns, for example to mitigate and
manage the impacts of climate change or the war in
Ukraine. The long-predicted effects of demographic
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change are becoming more evident with the retire-
ment of the baby boomers. Considerable changes in
the age structure of the European population pose
new challenges to politics, the economy and society.
For example, there will be challenges related to the
sustainable financing of the welfare state and to
overcoming shortages in the labour force (which is
already being experienced in an increasing number
of economic sectors). These could result in the need
for people to stay until an older age in the workforce,
which in turn raises the questions of which population
groups are able to do so or can be trained to do so.

An often-discussed facet of this topic concerns the
question of how the consequences of demographic
change can also be fairly shaped for future gener-
ations. Here too, growing population diversity must
be considered. Often, the discussion does not take
into account the fact that the “elderly” do not exist
as a homogenous group, especially as reaching a
certain age does not go hand-in-hand with similar
living conditions for all in the same age group. This
is true across generations - people today are health-
ier on average, even at an older age, and have more
and higher education chances and broader employ-
ment and engagement opportunities than the gen-
eration before. But these advantages are distributed
very unevenly in society, and not everyone benefits
from a healthy, active and productive older age. On
the other hand, the “youth” are also not a homoge-
neous group: from “Generation Greta” to “Genera-
tion Corona” or “Generation Social Media”, today’s
15 - 25-year olds are characterised by different in-
terests, concerns and expectations for the future,
depending on their age-specific experiences. Projects
to increase cross-generational cooperation should
therefore be orientated less towards stereotypes
about age groups, and rather towards cross-gener-
ational interests, such as attractive living conditions
for families, or opportunities for joint leisure activi-
ties in the natural environment (Neu, 2023).

New work — new mobility -
new opportunities?

Fundamental changes to working lives have been
emerging for some time, yet their advantages and
disadvantages for regional policy are not yet suffi-



ciently understood. The COVID-19 pandemic chal-

lenged perceived certainties that have determined
our working lives until now. This applies in particular
to the ability to work from one’s “home office”, which
before the lockdowns was considered incompatible
with requirements of organisations in many sectors.
Remote work now appears to be an effective means
of allowing individuals as well as families more flexi-
bility in organising their working hours and to live
outside the metropolitan centres.

However, these new forms of working mobility also
have their downsides. The emigration of people from
the metropolitan areas can be linked to shortages
of housing, and thus rising property costs, in rural
areas. The processes of rural gentrification, i.e. ex-
posing long-time residents to more competition in
the housing market, must be considered by policy
makers. Furthermore, newcomers and long-time re-
sidents often struggle to interact and exchange - even
after years. Different lifestyles, but also incompat-
ible ideas of tranquillity, garden design or successful
community building can be points of contention with-
in a village. It is not uncommon for people part of
the “urban exodus” to remain connected to their old
places of life and work as commuters and, to a cer-
tain extent, live in both “worlds” without “settling” in
their new place of residence in the way that longer-
term residents of rural areas might expect.

Following decades of infrastructure decline in rural
communities, the influx of new people and families
might create new demands, for example for local
services, day-care centres, schools, hospitals, and
nursing and senior care homes, which often cannot
be met by the municipalities in the short-term or only
to a limited extent. Meanwhile, longer-term residents
may prefer other policy and planning priorities, such
as the development of better transport and mobili-
ty options. There is a current lack of suitable public
transport services (in terms of frequency, connec-
tions, transitions between means of transport, etc.)
that forces people who live in regions that are not on
main public transport routes to use a great amount
of personal time and resources to move around. For
instance, many inhabitants of rural areas remain de-
pendent on owning a car to remain connected to im-
portant “lifelines”. According to a recent study in Ger-
many, rural residents (76 %) fear that they will be
less able to benefit from new mobility services than

urban residents (61%) (Maier et al.,, 2021). They
worry significantly more than urban dwellers about
not having access to health infrastructure in the fu-
ture — 82% in rural areas have such fears, compared
to 66 % in the city.

On the other hand, the “triumph” of home office in
the wake of the pandemic has demonstrated the
great and unrealised potential of digitalisation to in-
crease the participation of local regional populations
and to help them to shape their living environment.
The fact that most people in Europe now have mobile
devices and are increasingly using digital information
services creates new opportunities to stay connected
and to promote joint initiatives. In addition to the
notice board at the mayor’s office, the church, the
supermarket, or in the local newspaper, social me-
dia and apps for local communication have emerged
that have potential for expanding regional market-
ing and citizen activation. It goes without saying that
regionwide broadband connections, which are not
yet available throughout Europe, are perquisite for
this. Younger people in particular will no longer feel
“at home” in places with poor network connections
and may move away.

However, digital information does not replace social
interaction, and this still takes place mainly in ana-
logue spaces. When restaurants, clubhouses, com-
munity centres or youth clubs close, other “social
places” (Kersten, Neu, Vogel, 2022) must be created
or revived where people can come together. This
could be in the form of a community centre, which
is @ meeting place for training courses, citizens’ ini-
tiatives or other leisure activities. Cultural activities
- from local community festivals and history work-
shops to cultural institutions in the form of local
museums or amateur theatres - make community
and regional identity a tangible experience. Citizens’
projects to safeguard or to restore old buildings, to
beautify marketplaces or to maintain green spaces
and local recreation areas complement the responsi-
bility of municipalities and can increase the feeling of
self-empowerment.

The desire for communication and encounters with
others brings enjoyment. However, civic partici-
pation is not a self-perpetuating process. It needs
resources - in the form of people, time, money, sup-
port and recognition. Furthermore, people only get
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involved locally when activities are relevant to them.

Increasingly, local groups of actors from civil socie-
ty, government administrations and businesses are
getting involved in making concrete contributions to
their communities and their sustainable development
(such as through setting up energy cooperatives, vil-
lage shops, pubs, etc.). Much more than in the past,
such local activities are an opportunity to strength-
en the social participation and interaction between
longer-term and newer community members.

Sharing best practices

Success stories of cross-local and cross-regional co-
operation presented in the workshops demonstrate
ways in which regions that are affected by economic
decline, social transition and population loss can ex-
plore opportunities for change by pooling resources
for joint initiatives and alliances. Such examples of
cooperation are not only based on geography, they
are also cross-sectoral, i.e. they involve people from
politics, business, civil society and science, and use
different forms of citizen engagement.

Such a process can include: training local administra-
tion for the acquisition and implementation of such
projects and, if necessary, equipping them with more
staff; having the local and regional businesses as
partners that strengthen projects and possibly finan-
cially support them; linking with civil society, which
can bring corresponding initiatives into the commu-
nity. Science can inform dialogue about long-term
changes in the population structure and evaluate ex-
amples of best practices, and how they function in
specific socio-cultural contexts. For such projects to
work, changes in mindset (and structure) is required
on the part of regional funding: instead of short-term
programmes to start new projects from scratch, pref-
erence should be given to longer-term project fund-
ing, which makes the investment of time and money
more attractive and sustainable for all involved and
that encourages the networking of stakeholders.

Accessible “learning factories”, run by scientific and
civic stakeholders, could collect and evaluate “best”
and “worst” practices to help governments and com-
munities better prepare for future challenges posed
by demographic changes across regions. For example,
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labour and skills shortages in the tourism and gas-
tronomy sectors have been apparent for some years.
The health and care sectors across regions are also
starting to experience the same thing, and until now,
some of the gaps have been filled through season-
al and circular migration or via the informal labour
market. However, the recruitment of workers from
abroad might not achieve the desired effects in a
sustainable way. Under current migration laws, many
of those recruited do not have long-term prospects
to remain in the recruiting region or country, and/or
may later want to migrate to the large centres with
more ethnically diverse populations and communi-
ties, to English-speaking countries or, in the long-
term, back to the country of origin. For regional pol-
icy, best practices could be shared for filling labour
shortages in a sustainable way, for example through
developing more of a “welcoming culture” and in-
vesting in integration services.

Best practices could also be shared amongst re-
gions regarding education planning. Regions across
Germany, for example, have significant shortage of
teachers, and the management of this is a major
challenge, especially for areas located outside urban
centres. With the closure of primary and secondary
education facilities, places automatically become less
attractive for families to settle, even if there are suf-
ficient employment and career opportunities locally.
Ways to close this vicious cycle, such as through en-
hanced e-learning, could highlight new approaches
here, for example through how the Nordic countries
navigated the management of pandemic-related
constraints in the school system.

Ultimately, there needs to be a shift in certain pat-
terns of thinking so that regions can adjust to popu-
lation changes. Peripheral areas must not be lumped
together, and considered “all the same” by policy
makers and funders, but must be differentiated and
better targeted according to their respective re-
sources and opportunities for securing skilled labour,
attracting young families and supporting older peo-
ple. We also must not assume that settling in one
place forever represents the “success” of regional
development. To a certain extent, it is inevitable that
regions undergoing demographic change will experi-
ence population fluctuations. Furthermore, afforda-
ble rents, plenty of space and fresh air are not suf-
ficient in the long-run to attract and retain everyone



who moves to a rural area. Among other factors, mo-

bility is particularly associated with different stages
of the life-course. In certain periods of life, people
may need more flexibility, and in others, stability. It
is common for people to move places where they ex-
pect to find more social contacts, better educational
opportunities, and employment prospects.

In summary, in the face of the diversifying and con-
stantly changing populations across Europe, the vi-
tality of regions will depend on better analysing and
taking advantage of their potential. Much depends
on changing our perception of the problems ahead,
including our willingness to cooperate, ability to
learn from the experiences of others without simplis-
tically duplicating, and the creativity to use new and
old opportunities and tools of regional development.
Above all, instead of talking about regions that are
“left behind”, we should talk about “demographic
change and the future of the regions”. This discus-
sion paper presents some aspects of this to consider.
It is based on examples from all over Europe which
demonstrate that the continent’s regions have a
great wealth of practical experience that could be
better utilised in the future.
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