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FOREWORD 

This research has been carried out on behalf of the Directorate General for Research, 

upon request by the REGI Committee of the EP. 

It identifies two broad types of less-densely-populated regions in the Union's territory: 

• Regions in the Nordic countries, where the climate is harsh, the geography is difficult 

and distances are large; 

• Regions elsewhere in the Community, like in France and Spain. In such areas, low 

population density is predominantly a result of agricultural change and the 

accompanying migration to urban/suburban areas. 

Low population density can be viewed as a symptom of underlying disadvantage, but can 

become a regional problem in its own right and exacerbate existing regional difficulties. 

The focus of this report is on population density, demographic change and the design and 

implementation of policies targeting less-populated areas. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

1.1. Population Density and Regional Development 

 
Over the last decade or so European Community policy developments have 
increasingly emphasised the importance of economic and social cohesion. The EEC 
Treaty as amended by the Single European Act provided that the Community should 
"develop and pursue its actions leading to the strengthening of economic and social 
cohesion" (Article 130a); the Treaty of European Union took this further and made 
the promotion of economic and social cohesion one of the "tasks" of the Community 
(Article 2).  

With the accession of the Nordic Member States, and the signing of the European 
Economic Area Agreement, new emphasis was given to the specific difficulties facing 
sparsely populated regions. Protocols to the Accession Treaties with Finland and 
Sweden made special provision for the northern-most regions, and Objective 6 was 
added to the Structural Funds typology of spatial priorities. In parallel, and also 
important, Community competition rules in relation to regional aid were amended to 
take account of the special situations of the Nordic regions; in particular, the 
Commission interpretation of Article 92(3)(c)1 was adjusted to enable operating aid 
(normally outlawed other than in Article 92(3)(a) regions, and then only 
exceptionally) in the form of transport aid to be accommodated within the competition 
rules. 

More recently, the special treatment of the current Objective 6 regions proposed in the 
draft Structural Funds Regulation was confirmed with the Council decision to 
assimilate Objective 6 with Objective 1 for the period 2000-2006. Changes to the 
competition rules set to apply over the same period also confirm the special treatment 
of sparsely populated regions. 

This brief consideration of the treatment of population density within Community 
policies implies first, that there is agreement over the definition of "low population 
density", and second, that it is exclusively an issue for the Nordic countries. Both 
these assumptions are false. 

With respect to the definition of sparsely populated regions, the criteria adopted by 
DGXVI (for EC regional policy purposes) and DGIV (for EC competition policy 
purposes) are different. For Community regional policy, the definition of the 
Objective 6 areas was essentially driven by political considerations. Although, in 
principle, Objective 6 areas are defined as NUTS II regions with fewer than 
8 inhabitants per square km (there are three such regions, two in Sweden and one in 
Finland) in practice, a number of neighbouring districts were added to the regions 
which meet the strict criterion. For competition policy purposes, sparsely populated 

                                                 

1 Under the Amsterdam Treaty Articles 92-94 have become Articles 87-89. 
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regions are defined as NUTS III areas with fewer than 12.5 inhabitants per square km. 
At the European level, there is, therefore, no commonly agreed definition of sparsely 
populated regions. Importantly, the measurement of population density is highly 
sensitive to the unit of analysis: for example, the NUTS II region of the Highlands & 
Islands in Scotland has fewer than 12.5 inhabitants per square km, but not fewer than 
8; this means that it does not qualify for Objective 6, but nor can the NUTS II region 
benefit from the competition policy derogation for regional aid since this is based on 
NUTS III. Similarly, the redrawing of the NUTS regions in Ireland in the run-up to 
the Berlin Summit has changed population density at the NUTS II level. More 
generally, the very wide disparities in the nature, geographical size and total 
population of NUTS regions means that, arguably, any notion of Community-wide 
comparisons is largely illusory. 

As well as practical problems associated with the measurement of population density, 
there are conceptual issues underlying the reasons for taking account of population 
density. For the Nordic Member States, population density is essentially a proxy for 
measuring distance or peripherality, harsh climate and difficult geography – in reality, 
low population density is symptomatic of such characteristics, and has come to be 
regarded as a disadvantage in itself; the reasons for seeking to maintain population 
structures are manifold, but may be defence-related, cultural, social, etc. Elsewhere in 
Europe, disparities in population density and demographic trends are less a 
consequence of extreme distance or difficult geography (with the possible exception 
of Greece), but more a result of the impact of agricultural change. Interestingly in the 
UK context, regional policy area designation has not regarded low population density 
as problematic in itself, but has used high population density as a "measure of 
‘urbanness’ and its problems". 

Beyond the question of defining population density per se, it is important to note that 
the statistical criteria employed at the Community level for measuring various types 
of disparity can be misleading when used to measure economic and social conditions 
in low population density areas. For example, the location of capital-intensive 
investments in such regions artificially inflates the regional GDP per head figure, 
without the benefits of the investment accruing to the local population. With respect 
to labour market indicators, official data tends to suggest low levels of 
unemployment; in practice, however, many low population density areas are 
predominantly agricultural and characterised by underemployment which is not 
readily captured by current analyses. 

1.2. Structure of the Report 

Against this background, and taking account of the Terms of Reference for the study, 
this report consists of four further chapters: 

• First, there is a consideration of the main demographic trends in the Member 
States, focusing particularly on those which impact on less-densely-populated 
areas. 

• Second, there is a review of the definitional and statistical issues relating to less-
densely-populated areas. This considers two principal questions: 



Regional Development for Less-Densely Populated Regions in the EU 

 3 PE 289.156 

• how have national and international organisations defined less-densely-
populated areas and to what end? 

• what issues arise in relation to these definitions and what distortions are there 
in the use of other potential problem region indicators (e.g. GDP per head and 
unemployment) within less-densely-populated areas. 

• Third, there is a discussion of policy responses in less-densely-populated areas. To 
what extent are areas of low population density ‘catered for’ by EU and Member 
State regional policies and to what degree do they benefit from less specific 
government transfers? 

• A final chapter draws together the main conclusions. 
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2. DEMOGRAPHIC TRENDS AFFECTING LESS-DENSELY 
POPULATED AREAS  

This chapter is in four sections. It begins by discussing briefly major demographic 
trends across the European Union as a whole. It then reviews changing patterns of 
population within the EU and in particular how rural and urban areas are defined. A 
third section then considers those NUTS II areas within the Community which can be 
viewed as less-densely-populated. The chapter concludes by focusing specifically on 
demographic trends within less-densely-populated areas. 

2.1.  Major Demographic Trends in the European Union 

The European Union is experiencing a new demographic regime. The influence of this 
so-called "second demographic transition" has been felt in all European countries and 
is characterised by a major decline in fertility rates (well below replacement levels), 
the growth in life expectancy, the ageing of the population and long-term reductions 
in population growth rates, leading in some instances to population decline. Whereas 
the first demographic transition took more than a hundred years to be completed in 
Europe, the second transition has lasted only a few decades, beginning in the north 
during the 1960’s and eventually incorporating southern countries too. Since all 
Member States have experienced this transition, population developments are 
becoming increasingly aligned across the EU. 

At present, the European Union has a population of around 373 million. This 
compares with 314 million in 1960. Over the post-war period, there has, therefore, 
been a significant net increase in population. However, in the last three decades, 
growth rates have slowed considerably. In future, the combination of low fertility 
rates and stable or slightly decreased mortality is expected to lead eventually to a 
decline in population2. Table 2.1. shows that, between 1986 and 1996, EU population 
grew by less than 4 percent on average. 

Table 2.1.: Population and Population Change in the EU (1986-96) 

Countries Population (‘000s) Population Increase 
1986 = 100 

 1986 1991 1996 1986 1991 1996 
Belgium 9,859 9,987 10,143 100 101.3 102.9 
Denmark 5,116 5,147 5,251 100 100.6 102.6 
Germany 77,661 79,753 81,818 100 102.7 105.4 
Greece 9,949 10,200 10,465 100 102.5 105.2 
Spain 38,485 38,875 39,242 100 101.0 102.0 

                                                 

2 The first EC Regional Development Study, published in 1990, expected population to start declining 
from 2000 and to return to 1985 levels by 2010. However, later reports, and especially the Sixth 
Periodic Report, moved this decline in population to later in the future. 
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France 55,411 56,893 58,256 100 102.7 105.1 
Ireland 3,541 3,521 3,616 100 99.4 102.1 
Italy 56,598 56,744 57,333 100 100.3 101.3 
Luxembourg 367 384 413 100 104.7 112.4 
Netherlands 14,259 15,010 15,494 100 103.3 106.6 
Austria 7,582 7,769 8,055 100 102.5 106.2 
Portugal 10,014 9,873 9,921 100 98.6 99.1 
Finland 4,911 4,999 5,117 100 101.8 104.2 
Sweden 8,358 8,591 8,838 100 102.8 105.7 
UK 56,768 57,681 58,694 100 101.6 103.4 
EU15 359,149 365,426 372,654 100 101.7 103.8 

Source: Eurostat (1997) 

The key point to emerge from the table is that most countries experienced relatively 
minor increases during the decade, apart from Luxembourg where population growth 
was markedly higher. Portugal is the only country where there was a population 
decline.  

Over the longer term, the Member States can be divided into three broad groups 
according to their decline in population growth rates (Hoffmann and Fux, 1991): the 
UK, Austria, Germany, Belgium, Luxembourg, Denmark, Sweden and Italy, where 
decline began earlier and continued over a long period (1950-87); a second group, 
including France, the Netherlands and Spain, which is characterised by a smaller 
decrease in growth rates over the decade 1970-1980; and a third group, including 
Ireland, Greece and Portugal, which has experienced significant fluctuations in 
population growth rates, mainly because of emigration and higher fertility rates over 
the same period.  

Looking to the future, the Sixth Periodic Report3 predicts, in its baseline scenario, that 
population will continue to grow at a stable rate of 0.3 percent per annum for the next 
five years and at 0.1 percent per annum from 2000 to 2025. This will cause a net 
increase in population to 388 million by 2025. After 2023, the Report expects a 
decline in the Community’s population which will affect rural more than urban areas. 
Furthermore, population growth will diminish even in the least-developed regions. In 
Greece and Portugal, in particular, population growth is expected to end, whilst both 
Corsica and the less-developed Spanish Objective 1 regions are expected to 
experience a decline in population growth rates similar to the Community average4. 

Within these global population figures, there have been important changes in 
population structure over time. In particular, there has been a decreasing share of 

                                                 

3 Commission of the European Communities (1999), Sixth periodic report on the social and economic 

situation and development of the regions of the European Community, Office for Official Publications 
of the European Communities, Luxembourg. The report’s projections of the Community population are 
based in three scenarios: a pessimistic scenario of modest growth; a baseline scenario; and an 
optimistic scenario.  

4CEC (1991), The Regions in the 1990s, Brussels – Luxembourg, 1991.  
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young people (under 15) in the population and an increasing proportion of elderly 
people (over 65).The most marked changes in recent years (Table 2.2.) have tended to 
be in the southern Member States (Spain, Portugal, Italy and Greece) which have 
experienced both a significant decline in the share of young people and a marked 
increase in the percentage of older people. As a result of these developments, the age-
sex pyramid of the European Union is changing both at the top, because of the higher 
number of survivors, and at the bottom, due to the lower number of births. Amongst 
European countries the Irish pyramid has the most "primitive shape"5. In contrast, 
Germany’s pyramid is almost the inverse of Ireland’s; this reflects the fact that 
Germany has an extremely large over-70 population. 

Table 2.2.: Population Structure: under 15 and over 65 Years (% of total) 

Source: Eurostat (1997). 

Overall, trends in population size and structure reflect the impact of three interrelated 
factors: fertility rates, mortality rates and migration. As far as EU fertility rates6 are 
concerned, there are three main points to note: 

• there has been a clear drop in fertility rates over the last three decades, initially in 
the west and north, but later in the south and, especially, in rural areas; only in 
Ireland is the fertility rate still growing; 

                                                 

5 This signifies that there is a high number of young people at the bottom of the pyramid, in contrast to 
a small number of elderly people at the top. 

6 The fertility rate is defined as the live births per 1,000 women of a particular age bracket. 
CEC (1992). 

 1986 1991 1996 

 0-15 >65 0-15 >65 0-15 >65 

Belgium 19 14.2 18 14.5 18 15.8 

Denmark 18 15.3 17 15.7 18 14.9 

Germany 16 14.3 16 14.8 16 16.0 

Greece 21 12.7 19 14.1 17 15.5 

Spain 23 12.4 19 14.0 16 15.4 

France 21 13.3 20 13.8 19 15.1 

Ireland 28 11.2 27 11.2 24 11.6 

Italy 19 13.6 16 15.3 15 17.1 

Luxembourg 17 13.7 17 13.1 18 14.4 

Netherlands 19 12.6 18 12.9 18 13.1 

Austria 18 14.2 17 14.6 18 14.8 

Portugal 23 12.0 20 13.6 18 14.8 

Finland 19 12.3 19 13.9 19 14.2 

Sweden 18 17.7 18 17.3 19 17.7 

UK 19 15.2 19 15.7 19 16.0 

EU 15 19 14.0 18 14.5 17 15.9 
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• fertility rates in most EU countries are now below replacement levels; whereas in 
1980 Greece, Ireland, Portugal and Spain had rates above this level; by 1986 only 
Ireland was in this category; 

• by 2015, it is expected that the age group under 15 will fall to less than 15 percent 
of the EU population; this represents a five percentage point decline over the last 
30 years. 

There have also been significant declines in mortality rates in the post-war period, 
linked primarily to developments in the health care field (Shofield and Reher (1991)). 
However, the major drop in mortality rates over time did not happen at the same time 
for all countries. There was an important time lag between the north and the south, as 
well as the west and the east of Europe which was particularly marked in respect of 
infant mortality. The ageing of the population in the EU has also produced changes in 
the age-mortality relationship, with causes of death related to specific age brackets 
generally moving upwards in response to improved health services and higher living 
standards. On the other hand, over the longer term, most European countries seem 
likely to experience a rise in crude death rates7 because of the increasing proportion of 
elderly people. According to both the Sixth Periodic Report and Graziella (1994), past 
forecasts have overestimated mortality rates and actual life expectancy is now higher 
than previously predicted. As far as younger age groups are concerned, there have 
been no specific changes in mortality rates over the last decade, apart from a minor 
drop in infant mortality. 

A final important factor determining population trends in the different regions of the 
EU is migration. Migration between different regions and countries is principally 
linked to regional differences in unemployment and income. The increasing demand 
for labour in the most developed regions tends to initiate migration flows. Regional 
policies, which aim to encourage more balanced growth, aim to reduce the pressure 
for the active population to emigrate from less developed regions. The following 
points are of note in respect of intra-EU migration trends: 

• migration between Member States involved 4.4 million people in 1991, a much-
reduced figure compared to the great migration flows of the 1960s from the south 
to the north. Between 1970 and 1980 net migration rates dropped to half their 
previous level in Italy and to one third in Germany;  

• current migration involves more skilled labour, such as technicians and engineers; 
in contrast, in the 1960s most migrants were less skilled or even unskilled workers 
from the south8; 

                                                 

7 The "crude death rate" is defined as the ratio of deaths in a year to the mid-year population or, more 
generally, the ratio of deaths in any specific period to the number of person–years alive in that period. 
This value is conventionally expressed per 1,000. Pressat (1985). 

8 Migration from southern to northern European countries contributed significantly to the economic 
development of the latter. In particular, Germany derived great benefit from the emigration of southern 
labour. Spencer (1997). 
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• migration flows are noticeable between countries of similar standards of living 
such as the Benelux, France and Germany; also of note is the return of older 
southern immigrants to their country of origin and the fact that the traditional 
European emigration countries, like Greece, Italy and Spain, are experiencing a 
steep decline in population growth which will rapidly reduce their potential for 
contributing further to intra-European migration; 

• there are also moderate migration flows from the rural periphery to more central 
regions as well as continuing return migration to the countryside9. In general, 
important migration flows can be identified from the peripheral regions of Greece, 
Ireland, Italy, Portugal and Spain to the industrialised regions of Belgium, France, 
Germany, the Netherlands and the UK. Regional exchanges are also high between 
areas with a common culture and language, such as parts of the Benelux, France 
and Germany, as well as between Ireland and the UK. In Europe, the country that 
has been mostly affected by emigration is Ireland where outward migration due to 
high unemployment, has amounted to half the natural growth; 

• interregional migration in the EU has become less important in recent decades but 
still continues. Worthy of mention is the fact that rural areas with low incomes 
face ongoing depopulation trends. This is the case in south-west and north 
Scotland, Lorraine, Alentejo, Calabria and Basilicata. On the other hand, the 
heavily urbanised areas of northern Europe, such as Brussels, Copenhagen, 
Stockholm and Helsinki, as well as Bremen and Vienna, are losing population to 
suburban areas. Moreover, there is a significant migration from eastern to western 
Germany (200,000 per year) and (still) from south to north Italy, leading to urban 
congestion in Milan and Turin. 

2.2. Patterns of Population across Rural and Urban Areas 

This section attempts to identify demographic trends in urban and rural areas of the 
EU. This is a difficult task as the distinction between rural and urban areas is not a 
clear one. National definitions can be subjective as well as arbitrary. The criteria of 
minimum population size and density, which are most commonly used to define a 
town, display significant variations across the Member States. Other criteria such as 
service provision, urban functions and facilities, as well as employment in agriculture, 
have major comparative limitations. On the other hand, definitions like the OECD 
delimitation of rural agglomerations as "those that are not urban", are obviously 
unsatisfactory. A further definitional problem concerns developments over time. 
Cities have expanded into the countryside, which has become more orientated towards 
the service sector. In contrast, city centres have been experiencing depopulation trends 
often characterised as urban decline. Villages in scenic areas have experienced re-

                                                 

9 In Spain, in particular, return migration is not only found amongst pensioners but it also involves 
older workers. In the case of Andalucia, for example, return migration comprises less than half of total 
migration in the region. Migration in younger working age groups is mainly towards metropolitan 
centres, for example Madrid. Regarding young working age groups, all peripheral provinces, even 
those specialising in tourism, have experienced significant migration losses. The regions with most 
emigration are those where industrial sectors are in decline. In such cases, emigration concerns older 
working age groups, such as the 40-44 and 55-59 age brackets. Stillwell and Coll (1999). 
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population with pensioners, whilst more isolated rural areas have suffered from 
depopulation trends for more than 50 years. 

2.2.1 Urban Areas 

There are several difficulties in providing a general definition of urban characteristics. 
Referring to UN yearbooks, differences between what several countries consider to be 
an urban agglomeration become apparent, with no clear dividing line between urban 
and rural areas. While the largest metropolis is certainly an urban environment and a 
single isolated farm is an element of rurality, different types of settlement between 
these extremes are not easy to classify (Carter 1981). In addition, change over time 
has meant that, in the EU, the model of a free-standing city in clear distinction from 
its rural surroundings is no longer applicable. New concepts, such as the "rural-urban 
fringe", and "rurbanity" show how inadequate the terms "city" or "town" can be. 

National definitions of urban areas tend to use minimum population size and are 
related to the approach taken by the country to its spatial subdivision for 
administrative purposes10. In any case, population criteria used to define urban 
agglomerations vary dramatically across the Community, not least between northern 
and southern countries (see Table 2.3.) Whereas southern countries tend to define 
urban settlements as those with a minimum population of 10,000, towns in the Nordic 
countries can be very thinly populated areas with extensive tracts of remote territory 
that tend to have a low threshold population. The Swedish definition of towns - built 
up areas with at least 200 inhabitants and usually no more than 200 metres between 
houses - describes only very modest rural settlements viewed from the perspective of 
the southern Member States. Between these extremes, a variety of different definitions 
and approaches are found across the EU (Carter 1990). 

                                                 

10 For example, French communes have an average population of just 1,500 and a surface area of 15 
km2 while English districts have an average population of 118,000 and a surface of 500 km2.  
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Table 2.3.: Definitions of Urban Agglomerations by Population Size 

Source: OECD (1994); Carter (1981); Herbert and Thomas (1997); CEC (1992); 
Eurostat (1995). 
Note: Austria, Belgium and Germany are not included in the table because their 
definition of towns is not based on population. Austria and Germany use population 
density instead. 

Other criteria used to identify urban settlements concentrate on the link between cities 
and commercial activities. Towns are described in this way as market places, referring 
to Christaller’s central place theory (1933) which distinguishes them from rural 
agglomerations. The historic evolution of towns has also been employed by 
researchers (Herbert and Thomas 1997), as has the degree of development of "urban 

functions and facilities". A comparative analysis of Europe’s most urbanised countries 
shows a significant change of roles between traditional urban and rural areas. Cities 
within developed countries have experienced the phenomenon of "counter-
urbanisation" which suggests that urban populations within traditional centres are 
declining while rural settlements are being repopulated, offering urban services and 
facilities as they are brought into the "metropolis orbit". Such settlements are often 
still described as villages by national administrative regimes11, notwithstanding the 
fact that, in Europe, there are now very few settlements solely inhabited by those 
engaged in farming. 

Employment in agriculture can serve as a further criterion to distinguish suburban 
settlements from rural areas and place them in the urban category. In the Netherlands, 
agglomerations of fewer than 2,000 inhabitants are classified as urban when no more 
than 20 percent of the active male population is involved in agriculture. However, the 
traditional link between rural areas and agriculture is difficult to sustain in countries 
where the percentage engaged in agriculture is less than 10 percent and, in some 
cases, is below 5 percent. 

                                                 

11 Carter (1990) defines these villages as "metropolitan villages" to describe their new functions. 

Country Population Size National Population 
Density 

Netherlands 30,000 370 
Portugal 10,000 105 
Spain  10,000 77 
Italy 10,000 189 
Greece 10,000 78 
Denmark 10,000 120 
Luxembourg 4,000 152 
France 2,000 105 
Ireland 1,500 51 
UK 1,000 238 
Finland 500 15 
Sweden 200 19 
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2.2.2 Rural Areas 

If definitions of urban areas are subjective, so too are those of rural areas. The OECD 
(1994) identifies two types of rural area: 

• rural agglomerations are those that are not urban, and in addition they are units at 
a local community level; and, 

• rural zones are extensive areas that are neither urban nor rural but their degree of 
"rurality" is higher than their "urbanity"12. 

The European Commission also distinguishes between two types of rural area: 

• rural areas located in densely-populated areas near large conurbations which 
should be preserved by planning policies preventing uncontrolled expansion of 
urban functions; and, 

• sparsely-populated rural regions which should be developed through their rural 
centres, diversifying their economic activity as well as preserving quality 
standards. 

Within the academic literature, there are a range of definitions of "rurality" (see, for 
instance, Wibberley (1972, p.259) and Luloff (1981)) but all suffer from a degree of 
subjectivity. Reflecting the difficulties, Member States use a variety of criteria to 
determine "rural agglomerations". As in the case of urban centres, a rural settlement is 
defined mainly in terms of its population size, though population density, community 
intensity and agriculture employment or added value may also be taken into account. 

Table 2.4. illustrates the various definitions of rural settlements found throughout 
Europe. Some countries, like Greece and the Netherlands, also use the term "semi-
urban settlement" for medium-sized agglomerations. Other countries, like Germany 
and Austria, put an emphasis on population density and the production base. 
However, even in this case, there are considerable differences – for instance, between 
the 700 inhabitants per km2 in Luxembourg and the 300 and 150 inhabitants per km2 
in Austria and Germany respectively. The definition of rural areas in the Sixth 
Periodic Report is 100 inhabitants per km2 (and for urban areas 500 inhabitants per 
km2) while the OECD uses a cut-off of 150 inhabitants per km2. Many definitions of 
rural areas place a special emphasis on the cultural dimension as well as on ecological 
and occupational factors. Denham (1984) adds even more criteria, such as the age of 
the population, employment, possession of a car and social class, and identifies an 
urban population of 90 percent for England and Wales13. 

                                                 

12 Whilst the report employs the traditional distinction of urban/rural for agglomerations, the regions 
are defined as "more or less rural". 

13 This percentage is very close to the combined country average of 92 percent (European Commission, 
1992). 
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Table 2.4.: Definition of Rural Settlements by Different European Countries 

Source: OECD (1994). 

2.2.3 Urban and Rural Trends 

Even if the dichotomy between urban and rural cannot be fully or adequately defined, 
it is clear that the demographic relationship between urban and rural areas within the 
EU has gone through a period of transition during the last three decades. The 
European urban network is being transformed as a result of the changes taking place 
in the relationship between the urban centre and the rural surroundings. A number of 
urban trends can be identified.  

The process of ex-urbanisation is the relocation to the countryside of productive 
activities and services related to the urban environment. This process, mainly the 
consequence of the over-concentration of activities in city centres, has created new 
suburban centres on the periphery of cities. The growth of metropoles in more 
developed countries has been accompanied by the expansion of suburbs and 
neighbouring rural centres. These suburbs are again difficult to define as urban or 
rural settlements. On the one hand, they can be characterised by very low population 

                                                 

14 The share of agglomerated population refers to the percentage of the population living within the 
physical boundaries of the agglomeration.  

15 This criterion refers to the percentage of employment in agriculture. 

16 The share of industry refers to the percentage of the population employed in industry in relation to 
the total population. 

Country Population 
Size (max.) 

Population 
Density 
(inh./km²)max 

Share of 
Agglomerated 
Population14 
(% max) 

Share of  
Agriculture15 
(% min) 

Share of 
Industry16 
(% max) 

Italy 10,000     
Netherlands 5,000 300 70 20  
Luxembourg 4,000 700  1.5  
France 2,000     
Denmark 2,000     
Spain  2,000     
Portugal 2,000     
Greece 2,000     
Ireland 1,500     
UK 1,000  50   
Finland 500     
Norway 200     
Sweden 200     
Iceland 200     
Germany  150    
Belgium    20  
Austria  300  5 40 
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density, as well as territorial discontinuity between residential areas and agricultural 
areas. Low population size and density would traditionally be considered as a 
characteristic of rurality. On the other hand, apart from the creation of new suburbs, 
villages are also being transformed under the influence of metropolitan centres. In 
such villages, urban residents can be distinguished from rural. Urban residents, 
described by Dézert with the French term "citadins", work in the city and do not relate 
much to the village itself17. In many cases, the "citadins" become the majority of the 
population, changing its base of production and excluding traditional agricultural and 
land-based activities (Dézert, 1991). 

The impact of urban growth on rural communities in England and Wales was 
identified from as early as 1930 by work undertaken by Ashby (1961). In this case, 
rural depopulation was offset by the spread of urban population into the rural areas in 
the inter-war years. This phenomenon was also accompanied by significant social 
changes such as the spatial segregation of social classes, selective migration of the 
middle class, collapse of the traditional geographical and social hierarchies of the 
village and their replacement by a class-based structure polarised around housing 
segregation. 

Furthermore, rural areas that are characterised by natural beauty and are scenically 
attractive, are experiencing re-population trends. Such areas are often coastal, easily 
accessible locations, or are areas of natural beauty near mountains. In contrast with 
the ex-urbanisation process, the population of such areas of natural beauty is often 
much older, having been bolstered by return retirement migration. This phenomenon 
can be seen throughout Europe, albeit with variations from country to country. For 
example, in Norway there has been significant migration to northern rural areas, 40 
percent of which has involved returning migrants. In the southern Mediterranean 
countries, return migration has been important in coastal areas as well as in rural 
locations that were highly depopulated in the 1950s, and that are now experiencing 
the return of part of the population with former links. Overall, such migrants tend to 
have had a higher employment status and to be over 65. Often, elderly immigration is 
accompanied by youthful out-migration, which inevitably leads to a deteriorating age-
sex structure within the area. According to Europe 2000+, such tendencies could lead 
to the geographical segregation of generations between rural and urban areas and also 
to profound changes in demographic structures, affecting birth rates. Alongside these 
developments the traditional depopulation of rural areas, especially in the periphery of 
Europe, is still very apparent. These areas are characterised by poor economic 
prospects, which result in the continuing outflow of their young population.  

2.3. Less-Densely Populated Areas in the European Union 

The discussion above highlighted various national policymaker and academic 
approaches to defining the differences between urban and rural areas; a key point to 
emerge from this is the lack of any commonly agreed definitions and the difficulty of 
applying any given definition across areas or countries with disparate characteristics. 
Notwithstanding these difficulties, for understandable political and policy reasons, the 
European Commission regularly produces an overview of the economic and social 
                                                 

17 For example, the "citadins" work and shop in the city and their children also go to school in the city. 
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situation in the regions of the Community in its periodic reports. With respect to 
population density, the emphasis of the Sixth Periodic Report is on regions with fewer 
than 100 inhabitants per km2. A full listing of these at NUTS level II is given in 
Annex I to this report. As would be expected, not all the Community countries contain 
regions which feature in this listing.  

Table 2.5.: The Distribution of Less Densely-Populated Regions in the EU 

Source: Own calculations from Sixth Periodic Report data. 

Denmark, Luxembourg and the Netherlands, not surprisingly, do not feature in Table 
2.5., owing to their relatively high population densities at the national level (122, 161 
and 374 persons per km2, respectively) coupled with a fairly even regional distribution 
of that population. By contrast, over 40 percent of the populations of Austria, Finland, 
Greece, Ireland, Spain and Sweden are in less-densely populated NUTS II regions. 

At the European level, the less-densely populated regions are "concentrated", in 
population terms, in France and Spain, which together account for over half of the 
NUTS II population falling within this classification. On the other hand, as Annex I 
shows, the very sparsely populated regions (those with fewer than 8 persons per km2) 
are geographically concentrated in the northern parts of Finland and Sweden. 

Commission analyses in the Sixth Periodic Report highlight concerns at the age 
structure of the population and the dependency on certain activities, notably 
agriculture. At the aggregate European level, these concerns may be justified, but 
closer analysis - even at the NUTS II level - suggests a more complex picture. In large 
measure, it can be argued that this results from the importance of national situations 
and averages in determining conditions in the regions. Moreover, even within 
countries, there are sharp variations in the circumstances of regions with low 
population densities. For example, in France, the Limousin region arguably fits the 
stereotypical image outlined above: it has 48 percent more than the national average 
of population over the age of 65 and only 76 percent of the national average of under 
15’s. In contrast, Champagne-Ardennes has around the national average of both 
population groups. Unemployment rates also differ significantly between the two 

 National 
population 
density 

Population in 
NUTS II regions 
with <100/km2 
(‘000) 

% of National 
population in NUTS 
II regions with 
<100/km2 

% of EU 
population in 
NUTS II regions 
with <100/km2 

Austria  96 4739 58.8 5.5 
Belgium 333 242 2.4 0.3 
Finland 15 3790 73.9 4.4 
France 107 26877 46.4 31.0 
Germany 122 4368 5.3 5.0 
Greece 80 7027 67.1 8.1 
Ireland 52 3626 100.0 4.2 
Italy 191 4469 7.8 5.2 
Portugal 108 2578 26.0 3.0 
Spain 78 18709 47.6 21.6 
Sweden 22 7106 80.4 8.2 
UK 243 3171 5.4 3.7 
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regions – just 77 percent of the national average in Limousin but 111 percent of the 
national average in Champagne-Ardennes.  

2.4. Demographic Trends in Less-Densely-Populated Areas 

The purpose of this section is to attempt to highlight the main demographic trends in 
the less-densely-populated areas of the EU. By and large, such areas exhibit a range of 
common features, such as the emigration of young people, a natural reduction in 
population through ageing and low fertility rates, a peripheral location and an above-
average share of primary sector employment. However, it is worth noting that at a 
more detailed level, there are considerable differences from country to country and 
region to region. 

These are illustrated in Annex 2 which provides a range of information on those 
NUTS II regions considered to be less-densely-populated from an EU perspective (i.e. 
those with a population density of less than 100 per square kilometre). In the annex, 
the NUTS II regions are set out by country and population density. It can be seen that, 
on virtually all of the indicators listed, there is no unambiguous relationship between 
the indicator concerned and population density. For instance, while in general it may 
be true that sparsely-populated areas are under-represented in terms of young people 
and over-represented by the elderly, this is not the case for some of the least-densely 
populated regions - Pohjois-Suomi in Finland, for instance, and Ovre Norrland in 
Sweden. 

Given the mixed picture provided by the statistics, the approach in this section is more 
descriptive - classifying less-densely-populated areas within the EU into broad 
geographical categories and identifying, for each, the specific causes of depopulation 
and future development prospects. 

2.4.1 The Nordic Countries 

The ongoing depopulation of remote peripheral regions in the Nordic countries is 
considered to be a major problem (CEC, 1995), not least because they are already 
very sparsely populated18. These regions are located in the central and northern part of 
the Nordic countries outside a belt of a higher population density19. They consist of a 
forest belt and an arctic belt beyond the Arctic Circle. Settlements are widely 
dispersed, and the land transport network has to overcome both long distances and 
difficult terrain. Moreover, it suffers severely from low temperatures, ice and snow. 
Air travel and travel by sea is, however, well developed. The Arctic climate is a key 
factor underlying the limited human activities found in these areas. The Nordic 
countries have pursued the development of their less-densely-populated regions by 

                                                 

18 Regions with population density of eight or less inhabitants per km2 account for 60 percent of 
Finland’s territory and 49 percent of Sweden’s. 

19 The higher population density zone stretches from south-west Norway through the metropolitan 
region of Oslo, to the Swedish capital city region of Stockholm, into the equivalent region of Helsinki  
to the Finnish south-eastern border region to Russia. This zone contains the main economic activity of 
Scandinavia. 
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constructing an efficient infrastructure network and by providing ongoing support to 
enterprises. In addition, local authorities play a central role in the maintenance of 
settlement structures. On average, some 40-50 percent of public expenditure is 
undertaken by local authorities compared to a range elsewhere in the Member States 
of 10 to 30 percent. Nordic regional policies emphasise the role of agricultural 
activities in the development and/or stabilisation of settlements, particularly in the 
remoter peripheral regions. However, the lack of critical mass and long distances 
present serious obstacles to regional growth (Mρnnesland 1999). 

2.4.2 The Mediterranean Countries 

In the Mediterranean countries, there are significant differences between the coastal, 
heavily-populated areas that attract most industrial activity and services, and the 
inland areas where population is sparsely distributed. In the latter, population ageing 
is an important factor, mainly because of the combination of outward migration and 
low birth rates. Southern rural areas also tend to be mountainous and isolated; and 
infrastructure is generally deficient. The main economic focus is generally on 
agriculture. However, agricultural units tend to be small and family-run, without any 
specific specialisation. Small unit sizes, combined with other factors such as lack of 
information on new production techniques, poor knowledge of the market and limited 
information on quality standards, present severe obstacles for future development. 
These areas are also characterised by a very poor service sector. They are located in 
the mountain inland areas of Greece and in Italy from the Abruzzi to the lower Po 
valley and Calabria, as well as in the mountainous areas of Sicily and Sardinia. In 
Spain20, Cordoba is a traditional region facing the out-migration of young adults. 
However, since the mid-1980s, the region has been experiencing return migration 
flows, not only from pensioners but also from older working-age migrants. This trend 
is also apparent in other Spanish rural regions that were severely depopulated in the 
past. It is of note that return migrants tend to concentrate in the urban centres of the 
region rather than in the small villages from whence they originated.  

2.4.3 The Atlantic Arc Regions 

Many rural regions within the Atlantic Arc are also facing depopulation pressures. 
The peripheral nature of the Atlantic Arc is partly responsible for the isolation of 
these areas and their limited access to major transport networks. Although the 
connections between these regions and their national capitals have recently been 
improved, especially in Portugal, Spain and parts of France, the links between them 
remain poor. As far as economic activity is concerned, employment in agriculture is 
significant accounting for about one quarter of the population total. However, 
productivity is generally low. The fishing industry is amongst the most developed 

                                                 

20 According to Palacios and Dueyo-Campos (1991), rural centres of less than 1,000 inhabitants in 
Spain have been losing their population for more than 30 years. In addition, the remaining inhabitants 
are elderly. The authors raise considerable doubts as to the future of these settlements. 
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sectors, maintaining a high share of output21. Tourism takes place mainly in the 
summer, but affects only coastal areas. Remote areas away from the coast tend to 
benefit only in a very small way. The large urban centres of the Atlantic Arc generally 
dominate the surrounding periphery which generates further migration flows to these 
centres from the neighbouring rural regions. For instance, in Portugal inland rural 
areas in the north are facing major depopulation due to international emigration while, 
in the south, the major destination is Lisbon. Depopulation pressures have also been 
important historically in both the Highlands & Islands of Scotland and in the west of 
Ireland. 

2.4.4 Central Regions 

Outside the EU’s peripheral regions depopulation trends are generally much less 
significant, though they are observable in the mountainous areas of Germany and in 
both central and northern rural Italy (in the Alps, between Turin and Milan to the 
Apennines). Similar tendencies are evident in the Massif Central in France. 
Meanwhile, rural areas in Belgium are continuing to decline especially in the west 
whilst, in the Netherlands, similar flows are found from the north. Rural areas in 
Germany, especially in the east, are facing significant depopulation because of their 
difficult economic situation (relative to the rest of the country). 

2.4.5 Border Areas 

Rural areas situated on the external borders of the European Union also continue to 
face depopulation pressures. For example, Europe 2000+ reveals emigration flows in 
north-west Ireland, Thrace22 and Eastern Macedonia in northern Greece, in the Italian 
Alps and in eastern Germany. In Austria, the Burgenland region on the border with 
Hungary is also predominantly rural with an average population density of 69 
inhabitants per km2, and per capita GDP of around 70 percent of the Community 
average. 

                                                 

21 The predominance of the agricultural/fisheries sector can also be explained by the poor transport 
infrastructure. In concept, rural locations become attractive to industrial firms when industrial transport 
costs are relatively low compared to agricultural transport costs. For example, in most cases 
agricultural products are less expensive in rural areas than in urban. The opposite is observed with 
industrial products (Terluim and Post 1999).  

22 Thrace presents a different demographic profile to the rest of Greece. Emigration flows are 
significant but so are birth rates. The rural areas of this region are mainly undeveloped and farming is 
the main economic activity. Farming techniques are, however, primitive. The difference with the rest of 
the country lies also in the fact that these areas are populated by a Muslim (and not entirely integrated) 
minority. 
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2.4.6 Common Features 

This brief review shows that rural areas facing depopulation pressures display 
considerable differences from country to country. However, some common 
characteristics can also be drawn out from the above analysis: 

• first, emigration flows generally concern the younger parts of the population. In 
consequence, depopulated areas are often characterised by a high degree of 
ageing, as well as a higher old age dependency rate than the EU average. In this 
context, it has been noted that the emigration of young people could lead to a 
geographical segregation of generations between urban and rural areas. The 
population decrease is highest in northern Scandinavian regions as well as in the 
inland Portuguese regions. The islands of Scotland, north-west Ireland and the 
Eastern-Macedonia region in Greece also face considerable depopulation trends; 

• second, employment in the primary sector tends to be important, with non-
agricultural employment growth far below the national average. However, there 
are considerable differences from country to country concerning the degree of 
mechanisation of agricultural activities. Southern countries tend to have a lower 
degree of mechanisation. Agricultural units are smaller and family run. Rural 
areas in eastern Germany have a higher degree of agricultural specialisation but 
suffer from outdated infrastructure. Remote Nordic regions tend to specialise in 
fishing; in such areas agriculture has to overcome the very real difficulties related 
to the Arctic climate. In all areas, local agricultural production and revenue are 
affected by global agreements, global supply and demand trends as well as by the 
common agricultural policy. As a consequence, marginal rural areas with 
unfavourable farm structures face particular challenges (Jenkins and Parrott 1999); 

• third, the social services sector tends to be underdeveloped compared to national 
standards. This fact alone generates out-migration from remote areas towards rural 
or semi-rural centres and, furthermore, towards the core areas. Two characteristic 
examples of this are the limited accessibility to health services and higher 
education. In addition, in very sparsely populated areas - such as the north of 
Scandinavia - the lack of human capital presents a further obstacle to the 
development of social services; 

• fourth, the majority of these regions are relatively poor areas with low GDP per 
head and limited economic prospects. This suggests that rural poverty is likely to 
continue into the next decade. The poorest EU regions include the rural areas of 
Greece, southern Italy, most of Spain and Portugal, Ireland, the Highlands & 
Islands of Scotland and eastern Germany. The rural areas of the Nordic countries, 
in contrast, have higher per capita GDP levels, mainly because of the scale of the 
public sector; 
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• lastly, the high degree of peripherality of these areas is an important constraint on 
their development23. These areas are peripheral in both a national and a 
Community context. Although transport connections with capital cities have been 
improved, the links between these areas remain poor. While the trans-European 
networks and especially the TEN corridors will contribute to the opening up of 
these areas, they require to be complemented by adequate secondary networks to 
the most isolated areas (Copus 1999). 

                                                 

23 According to Copus (1999), the regions with higher levels of GDP per head, as well as above 
average growth rates, are located in the most accessible parts of the EU. In contrast, two-thirds of the 
peripheral regions of the Community are characterised by much lower and also slow-growing per 
capita GDP rates. 
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3. SPARSELY-POPULATED AREAS: DEFINITIONAL AND 
STATISTICAL ISSUES 

So far this report has considered population trends across the Community, the 
distinction between urban and rural areas and the issue of rural depopulation. This 
chapter has a narrower focus; it is primarily concerned with the statistical and 
definitional questions associated with identifying less-densely populated regions for 
policy targeting purposes (Section 3.1.), together with the issues and problems that 
arise in the analysis of statistical indicators in relation to these areas (Section 3.2.). 

3.1. Measuring Population Density for Policy Purposes 

Population density has become an increasingly important measure of regional 
disparities in the European context. Enlargement of the Community in 1995 to include 
two Nordic countries – Finland and Sweden – extended the range and nature of 
regional problems faced by the Member States. Until then, the main measures of 
regional disparity used for policy purposes had been GDP (in PPS) per head and rates 
of unemployment. Neither of these measures captured the nature of the regional 
problems faced by the distant regions of northern Sweden and Finland: as relatively 
prosperous Member States able to invest public funds in the northern regions, GDP 
per capita is not abnormally low; moreover, the nature of the regions concerned 
means that migration patterns tend to obscure labour market weaknesses, so that 
unemployment rates in the northern regions are not particularly high by European 
standards. As a result, as will be seen, the basic regional disparity indicators used at 
the Community level were extended to include population density in order to take 
account of the increased diversity of regional problems in Europe.  

Superficially, at least, population density is a simple indicator that can be applied to 
any geography. In practice, however, it is complex (is low population density the 
problem or the symptom of another problem?) and difficult to interpret because of its 
sensitivity to levels of geographical disaggregation (a crude redrawing of unit 
boundaries can dramatically affect apparent levels of density).  

As already mentioned, the use of population density in EC regional policymaking has 
become increasingly prominent. With the signing of the European Economic Area 
(EEA) Agreement, new emphasis was given to the specific difficulties facing 
sparsely-populated regions. Subsequently, Protocols to the Accession Treaties with 
Finland and Sweden made special provision for the northern-most regions. In 
consequence, the typology of problem regions for the Structural Funds was extended 
to include Objective 6, targeting the sparsely populated regions. In parallel, and also 
important, Community competition rules in relation to regional aid were amended to 
take account of the special situations of the Nordic regions. The approaches of these 
two strands of EC cohesion policy to sparsely populated regions are discussed below. 

At the national level the use of measures of population density is more longstanding 
and applied in different ways for regional policy purposes. In some countries, notably 
the Nordic Member States, low population density is not viewed as a problem in its 
own right, but rather as a proxy for geographical disadvantage, distance or climatic 
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extremes. In this context, it is an indicator of problems that are perceived to be 
permanent, or at least ongoing, and require long-term, if not indefinite, public 
intervention. Elsewhere, for example in rural France, Portugal or Spain, population 
density is considered to be a problem in its own right. Falling levels of population 
typically result from agricultural change and are accompanied by changes in the 
structure of population, with implications for the longer-term sustainability of local 
businesses and services, cultural traditions and settlement structures. More generally, 
there is a widespread intuitive perception in many countries of the need to maintain 
national integrity and identity by assuring minimum levels of occupation throughout 
the territory rather than simply abandoning large tracts of the country to nature.  

3.1.1 EC Regional Policy and Population Density 

The 1988 reform of the Structural Funds involved a radical reappraisal of approaches 
to the spatial targeting of EC regional policy. Prior to the 1988 Regulations, 
Community regional policy had essentially co-financed national regional policy in 
regions designated by national policymakers. A major change under the Regulation 
was the introduction of a Europe-wide typology of regions. This distinguished: 

• Objective 1 – underdeveloped regions principally (but not exclusively) defined as 
NUTS II regions where per capita GDP (in PPS) was less than 75 percent of the 
Community average over the last three years; 

• Objective 2 – regions in industrial decline, selected largely on the basis of 
unemployment rates, levels of industrial employment and declining industrial 
employment; 

• Objective 5b – rural development areas, mainly determined by the share of 
agricultural employment, the level of agricultural income and socio-economic 
development, as reflected in GDP per head. 

In broad terms, these criteria were carried through into the 1993 Regulation which 
cover the period 1994-99. However, during this planning period, the enlargement of 
the Community in 1995 resulted in the addition of Objective 6 to this typology.  

(i) The Definition of Objective 6 

Objective 6 was defined under the Act of Accession for the new Member States24. 
This stated that: 

"Areas covered by Objective 6 shall in principle represent or belong to regions 
at NUTS level II with a population density of 8 persons per km2 or less. In 
addition, Community assistance may, subject to the requirement of 
concentration, also extend to adjacent and contiguous smaller areas fulfilling 
the same population density criterion." 

                                                 

24 Decision of the Council of the European Union of 1 January 1995 adjusting the instruments 

concerning the accession of new Member States to the European Union, OJ L 1; 1.1.1995. 
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Annex I to the Act listed the eligible regions (which are all in Finland and Sweden). 
Curiously, although these are identified as NUTS II and III regions, the text indicates 
that the "references to NUTS in this Annex do not prejudge the final definitions of 
NUTS levels in the above-mentioned regions and areas." Moreover, it is clear that the 
NUTS II unit is used only as the initial building block and coverage is far from being 
limited by NUTS II boundaries. 

Table 3.1.: Eligible Population under Objective 6 

Source: European Commission (1996), Structural Funds and Cohesion fund 1994-99: 

Regulations and Commentary, OOPEC, Luxembourg. 

Overall, as Table 3.1. shows, Objective 6 accounts for a very small proportion of the 
Community population. For the same period, Objectives 1, 2 and 5b accounted for 
26.6 percent, 16.4 percent and 8.8 percent of the Community population respectively. 

(ii) Sparsely Populated Regions and the 2000-6 Structural Fund Planning Period 

Initial indications of Commission proposals for assisted areas under the Structural 
Funds for 2000-6 were provided in Agenda 200025. This proposed greater 
concentration in terms of the proportion of the Community population eligible for EC 
regional policy, through a reduction in coverage together with an emphasis on the 
"coherence" of national and EC assisted areas26. More specifically, Agenda 2000 
proposed a reduction in the number of spatially-targeted objectives from four to two 
and that Structural Funds eligibility should fall from the current 51 percent of the 
Community population to 35-40 percent. 

Reflecting this, the new Regulation27 involves some significant changes to eligibility - 
although, in practice, the reforms are not as far-reaching as they might at first appear. 
The current Objectives 1 and 6 are effectively merged, as are Objective 2 and 5b; 
however, the underlying criteria for each of the four objectives remain distinct within 
the new groupings, so that the reduction in the number of objectives from four to two 
is essentially cosmetic. The approaches to area designation under the two objectives 
are, however, quite different: Objective 1 coverage is determined by the population of 
regions meeting specified criteria – i.e. a "bottom-up" method; Objective 2 coverage 
is essentially based on a "top-down" approach where the key determinant is the desire 
to discipline overall coverage while ensuring some equity in how cutbacks are 

                                                 

25 CEC (1997) Agenda 2000: For a Stronger and Wider Union, COM(97)2000 final, 15.7.1997, 
Brussels. 

26 Meaning, in principle, that the Structural Funds areas should be coterminous with, or contained 
within the national assisted areas. 

27 Council Regulation (EC) No 1260/1999 of 21.6.1999 laying down general provisions on the 
Structural Funds, OJ L161; 26.6.1999. 

 Population (‘000) % 

Finland 841 16.6 

Sweden 451 5.0 

EC15 1292 0.4 
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distributed; in practical terms, this means that the eligibility criteria for Objective 2 
are of limited relevance in determining actual eligibility for Objective 2. 

For the new planning period, Objective 1 comprises three essentially distinct groups 
of regions: 

• those with GDP per head in PPS of less than 75 percent of the Community 
average for the last three years; 

• those eligible for Objective 6 in the 1995-9 period; and, 

• the outermost regions (in practice, all of these qualify on the basis of the GDP per 
capita threshold). 

Under the new Regulation, the current Objective 6 regions were, therefore, apparently 
subsumed within Objective 1 without an updated analysis of levels of population 
density. In practice, it is true that significant change is unlikely, but the approach 
contrasts sharply with Objective 1 "proper" where the strict re-application of the GDP 
threshold using new data will result in a number of regions having only transitional 
Objective 1 status for the 2000-5 period. There was, however, an important change 
with respect to the coverage of Objective 6 in Sweden: during the course of the 
negotiations at the Berlin summit, the Swedish authorities took up the option to 
include in Objective 6 the entire population targeted by the Act of Accession; 
previously, Objective 6 had only been applied to some of the low population density 
regions eligible under the terms of the Act. This had the effect of virtually doubling 
the proportion of the Swedish population covered by Objective 6. It is also notable 
that, with the exception of Itae-Suomi in Finland, all of the regions previously covered 
by Objective 6 are above the GDP per head threshold for Objective 1 "proper". 

With regard to Objective 2, the distinction is made between four groups of regions: 
industrial (corresponding to the current Objective 2); rural (corresponding to the 
current Objective 5b, but with amended criteria); urban; and, fisheries areas.  

The Regulation provides that rural areas under Objective 2 must represent or belong 
to a NUTS III region which satisfies the following criteria: 

"(a) either a population density of less than 100 people per km2, or a 
percentage share of agricultural employment in total employment which is 
equal to, or higher than, twice the Community average in any reference year 
from 1985; and, 

(b) either an average unemployment rate over the last three years above the 
Community average, or a decline in population since 1985." 

This results in four possible combinations: 

 

 (a)(i) Population 
density 

(a)(ii) Share of agricultural 
employment 

(b)(i) Unemployment rate � � 

(b)(ii) Population decline � � 
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In other words, the conditions are partially cumulative. Interestingly, this allows for 
areas to be considered "rural" solely on the basis of demographic criteria - i.e. 
population decline and population density of less than 100 persons per km2. The 
specified combinations, and the exclusion of population decline and high 
unemployment as a valid combination, ensures that urban regions are not caught by 
the rural designation criteria. 

3.1.2 EC Competition Policy and Population Density 

European Commission control of the State aid policies of the Member States has 
increasingly been promoted as an aspect of cohesion policy. The legal basis and 
general background to the competition policy control of State aids have been 
described in detail elsewhere28 and need not be repeated here. The essence of the 
Treaty provisions is that although Article 87 (ex Article 92) provides for a general ban 
on State aids, there are two regional policy related exceptions to this prohibition. 
Article 87(3)(a) allows aid in areas where the "standard of living is abnormally low or 
where there is serious underemployment"; Article 87(3)(c) enables aid for the 
development of certain activities or areas, where trade is not affected "to an extent 
contrary to the common interest". These basic provisions have been extensively 
interpreted by the European Commission, mainly through published Guidelines and 
Communications. Under the Treaty provisions, the Member States must notify to the 
Commission any plans to grant or alter State aid and these can only lawfully be 
implemented with Commission approval. In the context of regional aid, these 
provisions mean that the Commission must also authorise the assisted area maps 
proposed by the Member States.  

These provisions had significant implications for the Nordic signatories of the EEA 
Agreement and potential new Member States; the existing guidelines made no 
allowances for sparsely populated regions, the designation of problem regions largely 
being justified on the basis of levels of GDP per head or unemployment rates. 
However, as part of the negotiations culminating in the EEA Agreement, the 
European Commission amended its existing guidelines29 to accommodate the 
operation of regional aid policies in the sparsely populated regions of the Nordic 
countries30.  

Subsequently, in the course of 1996-7 there was a radical reappraisal of the 
Commission approach to approving regional aid, particularly with regard to the 
                                                 

28 See generally Evans, A. (1997), EC Law of State Aid, Clarendon Press, Oxford and, on regional aid 
specifically, Yuill, D. Bachtler, J. and Wishlade, F. (1999), European Regional Incentives 1999, 
18th edition, Bowker-Saur, London. 

29 Commission of the European Communities (1988), Communication on the Method for the 

Application of Article 92(3)(a) and (c) to regional aid, Official Journal of the European Communities, 
C 212; 12.8.1988. 

30 Commission notice, addressed to the Member States and other interested parties, concerning an 
amendment to part II of the communication on the method for the application of Article 92(3)(a) and 
(c) to regional aid, OJ C 364, 20.12.1994; see also Wishlade, F (1996), ‘European Regional Policy 
News: Competition Policy, Regional Aid and the New EU Member States’, Regions: The Newsletter of 

the Regional Studies Association, No. 202, April 1996. 
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designation of assisted areas by the Member States. Notwithstanding the extensive 
changes under the new Guidelines31, the basic provisions of the exemption in respect 
of sparsely populated areas were carried over into the revised framework. For the 
purposes of EC competition policy, low population density regions are defined as 
NUTS III regions with fewer than 12.5 persons per km2. 

3.1.3 National Approaches to Measuring Population Density for Policy Purposes 

(i) An Overview of National Area Designation Criteria 

Underpinning the issue of area designation at the Member State level is the 
identification of a regional problem and agreement on the purpose of the map. Area 
designation objectives are largely driven by equity and efficiency considerations, and, 
more prosaically, in many countries, by the capacity for attracting potentially-mobile 
investment to the designated aid areas. These considerations largely determine what 
factors the area designation system seeks to measure and, related, what kind of policy 
will be implemented in the areas identified. 

The rationale for area designation varies from country to country, but problem region 
maps in the EU countries are essentially concerned with three types of inequality: 

• disparities in employment, especially high levels of unemployment, but also 
issues of underemployment; 

• economic disparities, expressed in terms of the contribution of regions to 
national GDP and, related, the structure of economic activity; 

• demographic and geographical issues, especially peripherality, and, associated, 
out-migration.  

Although all of these factors are a consideration in most EU Member States, it is 
possible to make a crude division between four broad country groupings:  

• the Nordic Member States, where demographic and geographical factors 
weigh most heavily; 

• the three wholly (at least for the 1994-99 period) Objective 1 countries 
(Ireland, Portugal, Greece), where economic development is the main 
preoccupation; 

• Spain and Italy (and also Germany following re-unification) where both 
economic development and employment considerations are important; 

• and the remainder of northern Europe, where employment issues tend to 
dominate. 

Reflecting the perceived diversity of regional problems (and the extent to which 
targeting problem regions per se or adjacent areas with development potential is 
considered more appropriate), countries have employed a wide range of indicators in 
assisted area designation exercises. In the past, the Commission (DG IV) approach to 
                                                 

31 OJ C 74, 10.3.1998; see Wishlade, F. (1998), RAGS and LIPS: New Weapons in the Commission’s 

Regional Aid Control Armoury, Regional and Industrial Policy Research Papers, No. 31, European 
Policies Research Centre, University of Strathclyde for a detailed overview of the new Guidelines. 
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controlling the assisted areas of the Member States has been less concerned with the 
details of the methodology; in particular, Member States were free to choose the 
number and type of indicators used for area designation. Table 3.2. illustrates the 
range of indicators used prior to the new constraints introduced under the 1998 
regional aid Guidelines. Across the EU countries, the large number of indicators 
utilised can be grouped together into six broad categories: unemployment, income per 
head, industrial structure, economic prospects, demographic indicators and location 
criteria. The use of these indicators by country is illustrated in Table 3.2. 

In a wide range of countries, and particularly those in the north of the EU, it is evident 
from Table 3.2. that rates of unemployment are viewed as a prime indicator of the 
existence of a regional problem. Belgium, Denmark, France, Germany, the 
Netherlands and the UK all place (or have placed, historically) considerable stress on 
unemployment in their area designation systems. Although the emphasis is 
predominantly on straightforward unemployment percentages, it is of note that, in the 
Netherlands, the focus has historically been on the unemployment differential 
between the problem regions and the national average, while in the United Kingdom 
different components of unemployment are examined - current unemployment, 
structural unemployment and long-term unemployment. It is also of interest that, in 
the Swedish context, unemployment did not feature amongst the criteria used to 
designate the core aid areas (Areas 1 and 2), but was a key factor in the designation of 
those temporary aid areas designated in response to major job losses in the short term. 

A second important problem region indicator in the EU Member States concerns the 
prosperity of an area - expressed criteria in terms of personal income or the output of 
a region (GDP). Such measures are generally utilised more than unemployment in 
area designation systems in the southern EU countries (in part because unemployment 
statistics in such countries can be distorted by both underemployment and migration 
trends). In contrast, they tend to play less of a role in the north. This reflects the fact 
that, in some countries, appropriate income per head statistics are not available at the 
regional level while, in others, income per head measures are not subject to significant 
regional variation. Worth mentioning is the variety of income per head measures 
found: in Germany, gross annual salary per head is used; in Denmark resort is made to 
tax income per head; and, in Portugal, the stress is a broader one on standard of living 
indicators more generally. Only more recently has regional GDP per head come to be 
taken into account in national area designation exercises – a reflection of the emphasis 
placed on this measure at the Commission level 

Compared to the two main area designation criteria - unemployment and income or 
GDP per head - the other problem region indicators highlighted in Table 3.2. are 
relatively low-key. "Industrial structure" tends to be measured in a variety of ways 
depending on the country concerned - the proportion of employment in manufacturing 
or in services or, indeed, in the public sector; the restructuring needs of regions 
(reflected by general industrial trends or by imminent job losses in specific sectors); 
or even occupational structure by region. "Economic prospects" is often included as a 
measure to counter the essentially backward-looking nature of most of the other 
indicators (and perhaps especially unemployment). Thus, in Germany, for instance, 
future employment trends are taken into account, while in Britain a calculation is 
made of both the likely future jobs gap by region and VAT growth, this latter being 
viewed as a measure of an area’s potential for change and adjustment. "Demographic 
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factors" most often tend to relate to migration trends, but also include, in some 
countries, regional age structure, activity rates and the demographic situation 
generally. Finally, a number of countries incorporate "location-specific criteria" into 
their deliberations. In France, for example, considerable emphasis has historically 
been  placed on geographical criteria (like mountain regions and rural areas), as well 
as on levels of urbanisation; in Germany a complex measure of regional infrastructure 
provision is included; in Portugal the "degree of accessibility " of each region is taken 
into account; in Sweden, climate, distance to market, the size of the local labour 
market and population density are all explicit designation criteria; while in the UK 
both peripherality and, again, levels of population density are considered. 

The selection of indicators by country tends to be related to a variety of factors. These 
include: the philosophy underlying the area designation exercise (i.e. what kind of 
problem is regional policy trying to address); the availability of appropriate statistics 
relating to the perceived problem; and, even prior to the development of the new 
DG IV guidelines, the requirements of the European Commission for the outcome of 
the area designation process to be acceptable under the Commission’s designation 
methodology. 
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Table 3.2.: Area Designation Criteria By Country: Pre-1998-9 Designation Exercises 

COUNTRY UNEMPLOYMENT  INCOME PER HEAD INDUSTRIAL 
STRUCTURE 

ECONOMIC 
PROSPECTS 

DEMOGRAPHIC 
INDICATORS 

LOCATION 
CRITERIA 

BELGIUM UNEMPLOYMENT 
LEVEL 

GROSS REGIONAL 
PRODUCT/HEAD 

Industrial Structure Employment Trends Migration Imbalances 
etc 

- 

DENMARK RATE OF 
EMPLOYMENT 

TAX INCOME PER 
HEAD 

PERCENT 
SERVICES 
PERCENT 
MANUFACTURING 

- WORKFORCE (20-
66) AS PERCENT 
POPULATION 

- 

FRANCE
(2) 

UNEMPLOYMENT 
RATE 

- Tertiary sector 
potential 

Regional economic 
prospects 

Demographic situation Geography 
Urbanisation 

GERMANY AVERAGE 
UNEMPLOYMENT 
RATE 

GROSS AVERAGE 
ANNUAL SALARY 
PER HEAD 

- Future employment 
developments 
Recent unemployment 
developments 

- Complex infrastructure 
indicator 

ITALY
(3) 

UNEMPLOYMENT 
RATE 

GDP PER HEAD - - - - 

NETHERLANDS UNEMPLOYMENT 
DIFFERENTIAL 

Regional income Need to restructure - - - 

PORTUGAL - STANDARD OF 
LIVING 

STRUCTURE OF 
ACTIVITIES 

- POPULATION 
STRUCTURE 

DEGREE OF 
ACCESSIBILITY 

SPAIN - GDP PER HEAD - - - - 
SWEDEN

(4) 
- INCOME PER 

CAPITA 
PUBLIC SECTOR 
EMPLOYMENT 

- POPULATION 
CHANGE 

CLIMATE: DISTANCE 
FROM MARKETS; 
SIZE OF LOCAL 
LABOUR MARKET; 
POPULATION 
DENSITY 

UNITED KINGDOM CURRENT + 
STRUCTURAL + long 
term 
UNEMPLOYMENT 

- Occupational structure Future jobs gap, VAT 
growth 

Activity rate Peripherality 
Population density 

1. Block capitals indicate prime designation criteria. Lower case letters indicate minor criteria. The table is limited to those EU countries where area designation criteria are explicit. 

2. The criteria highlighted were used in France prior to the most recent (1995) area re-designation. The 1995 review took the existing map as a starting point. Its approach was largely empirical, operating within a 
set of Commission-stipulated parameters (including the unemployment and GDP/head indicators utilised by the Commission). 

3. The CIPI decision of April 1993 defines eligible areas as the Objective 1, 2 and 5b areas. 

4. Employment-related criteria were used only in the designation of temporary areas. 
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(ii) Area Designation under the new Regional Aid Guidelines  

The Guidelines issued by the Commission in 1998 require the Member States to 
redraw their regional policy assisted area maps and to withdraw the existing maps 
with effect from 1 January 2000. The Guidelines allow for up to five "simple and 
combined" indicators to be used and for a list of regions arranged on the basis of these 
indicators to be submitted. The regions proposed must show "significant disparities 
(half of the standard deviation) compared with the average of the potential 
Article 92(3)(c) regions of the Member State concerned, in respect of one or other 
indicator used in the method." In addition, there is separate provision for the inclusion 
of sparsely-populated regions. The provisions for these areas in the Guidelines are 
rather curious. They are defined as "regions with population density of less than 12.5 
inhabitants per square kilometre" and the Guidelines make reference to the eligibility 
criterion set out in a 1994 Notice. However, the Guidelines expressly replace this 
Notice. In short, the Guidelines appear to rely for the definition of sparsely-populated 
areas on a document which the Guidelines supersede!  

During the course of 1998-9, Member States have been engaged in redrawing their 
assisted areas in line with the new Guidelines. To date, the Commission has approved 
only three of the map proposals (for Denmark, Finland and Ireland) and has opened 
the investigative procedure against part or all of the proposals for five Member States 
(Belgium, France, Germany, the Netherlands and Portugal). Table 3.3. summarises 
the indicators used by the Member States for which this is known at the time of 
writing. 
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Table 3.3.: Article 92(3)(c) Indicators in the 1998-9 Area Designation Exercises 

 Economic Labour market Demographic Other Pop density 
derog. 

Finland  1. Unemployment rate 
2. Youth / long-term unemployment rate 
3. Decline in industrial employment 

4. Net 
migration 

5. Combined rural measure 
(GDP per head; labour force 
in agriculture; active 
population rates) 

Yes 

France 1. Taxable 
household 
income 

2. Unemployment rate 
3. Sectoral decline in employment 

4. Net 
migration 

5. Ex-Objective 1 areas 
6. Anticipated plant closures 

No 

Germany 1. Income per 
head 

2. Unemployment rate 
3. Employment prospects 

 4. Infrastructure endowment No 

Netherlands 1. Household 
income 

2. Employment participation rate 
3. Unemployment rate 
4. Job/working population ratio 

  No 

Spain 1. GDP per 
head 

2. Unemployment among over 45s 
3. Industrial employment 

4. Ageing 
population 

5. Population 
density 

 No 

UK  1. Employment participation rate 
2. Residence-based unemployment 
3. Workforce-based unemployment 
4. Dependence on manufacturing 
5. Combination of 1, 2 and 3 

 6. Northern Ireland Yes (HIE 
NUTS II) 
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As noted earlier, the new Guidelines provide for a derogation in favour of sparsely 
populated regions. Table 3.3. shows that Finland and the UK have both sought to take 
advantage of this. In the Finnish case this has been approved by the Commission; the 
position of the Highlands & Islands is less clear since the UK map has not yet been 
approved (nor challenged), although, as will be seen from the discussion below, the 
Highlands & Islands would not appear to qualify for the derogation. 

Beyond the derogation itself, France and Spain include demographic criteria among 
their five chosen indicators. This is hardly surprising given the earlier discussion of 
low population density in these countries; however, the French proposal is currently 
being investigated by the Commission and no decision has been reached on the 
Spanish map. 

3.2. Issues and Problems 

3.2.1 The Coherence of Community Approaches to Population Density 

The brief overview of the use of population density measures within different strands 
of EC regional policy (see 3.1.1 and 3.1.2) makes clear the difficulties of settling on a 
single suitable measure of population density for policy purposes: 

• Objective 6 concerns "sparsely populated regions" defined as NUTS II regions 
with fewer than 8 persons per km2; 

• Objective 2 "rural areas" concern NUTS III areas with fewer than 100 persons per 
km2 that have registered a decline in population since 1985; 

• EC competition policy defines "low population density" regions as NUTS III 
regions with fewer than 12.5 persons per km2. 

These different definitions have largely arisen from a pragmatic approach to setting 
the eligibility/qualifying thresholds in different policy areas. With respect to 
Objective 6, the threshold was set at a level which would accommodate the northern 
regions of the new Nordic Member States without extending eligibility for the 
Structural Funds within the existing membership. As noted earlier, although in 
principle the definition of Objective 6 concerns NUTS II regions, in practice, 
coverage extends to areas that do not constitute NUTS II regions but meet the 
qualifying threshold. In any event, the eligible areas were defined without prejudice to 
any final decision on the definition of the NUTS regions. Similarly, regarding EC 
competition policy, the Nordic applicants were able to make a convincing case for the 
need for ongoing support for the northern regions, notably in the form of transport aid, 
reflecting the permanent nature of the geographical disadvantage and distances 
involved. However, DG IV’s longstanding opposition to the use of so-called 
"operating aids" created an imperative to limit the scope of any concession made in 
respect of areas with low population density; in consequence, its definition also 
excludes areas outside the Nordic Member States. It is not clear, however, why the 
two directorates of the Commission arrived at different definitions of essentially the 
same phenomenon, particularly given Commission emphasis on "coherence" between 
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the national and the Community assisted areas maps and the aim of limiting coverage 
in both cases to the two Nordic Member States. 

The difference in the definitions and the ways in which they limit consideration of 
less-densely populated regions to the Nordic Member States produces some 
interesting anomalies. For example, the NUTS II region of the Highlands & Islands in 
Scotland has fewer than 12.5 inhabitants per km2, but not fewer than 8; this means 
that it does not qualify for Objective 6; nor can the NUTS II region apparently benefit 
from the competition policy derogation for regional aid since only one of the two 
NUTS III regions (the Highlands) meets the relevant threshold (the population density 
of the Islands exceeds the 12.5 persons limit). In the Swedish context, the differences 
in approach have meant that DG IV will allow national regional policy intervention 
covering 15.9 percent of the population while EC regional policy can cover 24.8 
percent of the population. This outcome seems perverse given the relative prosperity 
of Sweden in a European context and the Commission's express commitment to the 
"coherence" of the national and EC maps. 

3.2.2 Measuring Population Density 

The extreme sensitivity of measures of population density to the spatial unit of 
analysis is illustrated by Figures 3.1. and 3.2. These show the same bands of 
population density at the NUTS II and III levels including, notably, the thresholds 
used by the Commission for particular policy purposes. In every Member State with 
the exception of Luxembourg which is not subdivided at the NUTS II or III levels, 
there are marked differences in apparent population density according the spatial unit 
chosen.  
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Figure 3.1.: Population Density at NUTS Level II (1995) 

Population Density at NUTS II
Persons per km2

1  to 8   (3)
8  to 12.5   (2)

12.5 to 100   (68)
100  to 200   (52)
200  to 500   (54)
500  to 2,500   (17)

2,500  to 20,500   (6)

Source: Regio. 
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Figure 3.2.: Population Density at NUTS Level III (1995) 

Population Density at NUTS III
Persons per km2

1  to 8   (5)
8  to 12.5   (9)
12.5 to 100   (350)

100  to 200   (261)
200  to 500   (208)
500  to 2,500   (167)

2,500  to 20,300   (28)

 
Source: Regio. 

The extent to which the choice of spatial unit can exaggerate or obscure disparities is 
perhaps most graphically illustrated in the case of Germany. Many of the German 
NUTS III areas reflect the boundaries between urban areas and their more rural 
hinterlands. In consequence, the map of population density merely reflects the pattern 
of these boundaries rather than providing information of genuine demographic 
interest. Similarly, in Ireland, population density at NUTS II has changed simply by 
dint of a change in the boundaries of the unit: from a single NUTS II region with a 
population density of 52 persons per km2 to two NUTS II regions: Border-Midlands-
West, with density of 29 persons per km2, and the South-East region with density of 
72 persons per km2. 
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Figure 3.3.: Population Density in Germany 

Population Density at NUTS III
Persons per km2

1  to 8   (5)
8  to 12.5   (9)

12.5 to 100   (350)
100  to 200   (261)
200  to 500   (208)
500  to 2,500   (167)

2,500  to 20,300   (28)

Source: Regio. 

At higher levels of aggregation, areas of very low population density can be obscured. 
For example, in Spain, the very low population densities of the regions of Cuenca, 
Teruel and Soria, which are revealed at the NUTS III level are camouflaged by 
neighbouring NUTS III regions in the NUTS II analysis. In Portugal, the "horizontal" 
bands which comprise the five NUTS II regions mean that population density 
analyses conceal very real concerns at the scale of migration from the interior to the 
coastal area. 

More generally, and crucially, the NUTS definitions have two major shortcomings for 
the purposes of comparative analysis of demographic data at the European level. First, 
they are far from comparable in terms of size and population. In large measure this 
reflects the very different population and geographical scales of the Member States, as 
well as widely differing administrative and statistical traditions. Second, the NUTS 
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regions are not "functional" areas. In other words, they do not reflect the economic 
realities of commuting patterns or labour market areas, but rather tend to be drawn 
along administrative lines. As a result, the outcomes of comparing different levels of 
population density between countries and regions tends to produce anomalous results 
that do not chime with geographical or demographic actuality. In short, the very wide 
disparities in the nature, geographical size and total population of NUTS regions 
means that any notion of Community-wide comparisons is largely illusory. 

3.2.3 The Measurement of Regional Problems in Sparsely Populated Regions 

The earlier discussion of the nature and distribution of less-densely populated areas 
(see Section 2.3.) argued that, although at an aggregate level, such areas may appear 
to display common characteristics, such as an ageing population or dependency on 
agriculture, in practice, even within countries the situation is much more diverse. 
A true understanding of the issues facing less-densely populated regions is made 
complex by a number of factors related not only to the delineation of the regions used 
for analysis, but also by the difficulties in interpreting other indicators. With respect to 
labour market measures, it can be argued that measures of unemployment fail to 
capture the nature of labour market problems in such regions. In the southern 
European countries, for example, where agriculture predominates, the labour market 
is characterised by underemployment, rather than unemployment so that 
unemployment rates in the less-densely populated regions may be at or below the 
national average. A further complication is migration: unemployment rates may 
appear unremarkable simply because local job opportunities are perceived to be so 
poor that the potential unemployed migrate, typically to register as unemployed in 
urban areas, where the chances of finding work are considered greater. This in turn 
raises apparent levels of unemployment in the more urban areas, apparently 
improving the employment situation of the less densely-populated regions.  

The measurement of GDP at the regional level is also problematic in the context of 
less densely populated regions. Many such regions contain highly-capital intensive 
facilities that are providing services outwith the region. Examples include hydro-
electric power in the Nordic countries, gas and oil in Scotland and the Nordic 
countries and nuclear power in regions such as Cumbria in the UK. The intensity of 
these investments artificially inflates the GDP of the region, which is in turn 
apportioned among a relatively small population leading to high levels of GDP per 
head. Aside from the fact that this may limit eligibility national or Community 
regional policy, the presence of such capital intensive investments has only a limited 
impact of the income of the local population, largely due to the low levels of 
employment generated. 
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4. POLICY RESPONSES IN LESS-DENSELY-POPULATED 
AREAS 

The two preceding chapters have reviewed the nature of the problem experienced by 
less-densely-populated regions in demographic terms and the extent to which this 
problem is reflected in problem region indicators at both the EU and Member State 
levels. The purpose of this chapter is to consider to what extent and in what way 
current policies are targeted at less-densely-populated areas – focusing, first, on the 
pro-active policies of the European Union; second, on the core policies targeted by the 
Member States at areas of sparse population; and, third, on the impact of more general 
government taxation and expenditure patterns on such areas (including the application 
of uniform service provision across the Member States). 

4.1. European Union Policies: The Structural Funds and Less-Densely-
Populated Areas 

The focus of this report is on regional development in the less-densely-populated 
regions of the EU. The main EU policy which is specifically aimed at such areas is 
EU regional policy in the form of the Structural Funds – and it is on the Structural 
Funds that this section focuses. The way in which Structural Fund eligibility criteria 
have been adjusted to accommodate to the requirements of sparsely-populated areas, 
initially in the context of the accession agreement with the Nordic Member States and, 
more recently, in the negotiations leading to the adoption of a new Structural Fund 
Regulation for the 2000-06 period, has already been discussed. In this section, the 
focus is on the allocation mechanisms utilised to distribute the Structural Funds32 and 
the extent to which these do (or do not) take cognisance of the particular needs of 
less-densely-populated areas. 

As was the case in discussing eligibility criteria under the Funds, a clear distinction 
must be made between Objectives 1 and 2. As regards the Objective 1 regions, the 
new Structural Funds Regulation33 contains some important changes of principle in 
the targeting of the Funds, especially in relation to the Cohesion countries. For the 
1994-99 period the allocation of Structural Funding was essentially driven by political 
decisions reached at the Edinburgh Summit in December 1992. At this meeting, the 
Council agreed that: 

"In the light of the Maastricht agreements, expenditure on Structural actions should 

be concentrated in the least-prosperous Member States, outermost regions and rural 

areas of the Community in accordance with Article 130A of the Maastricht Treaty. 

For the four Cohesion Fund Member States, the above figures [i.e. the resources to be 

                                                 

32 For a detailed discussion, see Wishlade F, Eligible Areas and Financial Allocations under the New 

Structural Funds: Quarts, Pint Pots and Half Measures?, Report to the EPRC Regional Policy 
Research Consortium, October 1999. 

33 Council Regulation (EC) No 1260/1999 of 21 June 1999 laying down general provisions on the 
Structural Funds, OJ L 161; 26.6.1999. 
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committed to Structural actions over the period 1993-99] will permit a doubling of 

commitments under Objective 1 and the Cohesion Fund between 1992 and 1999 after 

allowing for full Objective 1 treatment of the new German Länder and East Berlin.34 

With respect to the distribution of the Structural Funds specifically (as opposed to the 
Structural Funds and the Cohesion Fund in combination) the Council stated that: 

"Full account should be taken, as now, of national prosperity, regional prosperity, 

population of the regions, and the relative severity of structural problems, including 

the level of unemployment and, for the appropriate objectives, the needs of rural 

development. Transparent procedures with objective criteria on the above basis will 

be laid down in the Structural fund implementing regulations. These criteria will be 

appropriately weighted in the allocation of resources." 

While Agenda 200035 provided little definitive information about financial allocation 
mechanisms, it appeared, at first sight, to contain an element of continuity in the 
above approach. In reality, however, there were fundamental changes implied both in 
what was said and in what was left unsaid in the Agenda 2000 proposals. Of particular 
note, Agenda 2000 made no mention of securing a set level of funding for the four 
Cohesion countries, whether under the Structural Funds or in combination with the 
Cohesion Fund. Indeed, in contrast to the approach taken for the 1994-99 period, there 
was no apparent link between the Structural Funds and eligibility for the Cohesion 
Fund. The implication of this was that no ring-fencing of funds for the poorest 
Member States was proposed, but rather that funds would be allocated to eligible 
areas from a single "pot". 

This was, in fact, how fund allocation was organised. With respect to Objective 1 
"proper" (i.e. those areas meeting the 75 percent GDP per head cut-off), the level of 
assistance was related to the size of the regional development disparity between the 
region in question and the Community average (adjusted to favour particularly the 
poorest regions)36, whilst also taking account of national prosperity37 and levels of 
unemployment38. The allocations to the former Objective 6 regions were handled in a 
broadly similar fashion. The main difference was that the GDP(PPS) per head of the 
regions concerned was taken to be 75 percent of the Community average for the 
                                                 

34 European Council in Edinburgh - 11 and 12 December 1992: Conclusions of the Presidency. 

35 CEC (1997) Agenda 2000: For a Stronger and Wider Union, COM(97)2000 final, 15 July 1997, 
Brussels. 

36 To favour such regions, a coefficient of 1.05 was applied to the regional development disparity of 
regions with GDP per head of less than 64 percent of the Community average and of 0.95 to regions 
with GDP per head of more than 67 percent of the Community average; for regions with GDP between 
64 percent and 67 percent, the coefficient applied was 1, ie no adjustment was made. 

37 The (adjusted) regional disparity was multiplied by 5 percent for Portugal and Greece (GNP per head 
less than 75 percent of EU15), by 4 percent for Spain and Ireland (GNP per head of between 75 and 90 
percent of EU15) and by 3 percent otherwise. 

38 An allocation of €100 per annum for each unemployed person over and above the average 
unemployment rate for Objective 1 regions was made in all Objective 1 regions where the rate of 
unemployment was over the Objective 1 average. 
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purposes of the allocation methodology. This was an important aspect of the 
methodology since levels of GDP per head in the former Objective 6 regions 
exceeded this threshold by a wide margin. The approach adopted aimed to provide for 
a level of aid per head in such regions equivalent to 1999 levels. 

It can be seen from this brief description that, whereas the eligibility criteria for 
Objective 1 for the 2000-06 period were straightforward (as discussed in Section 3.1.), 
the allocation mechanism was highly complex. The reverse applied in respect of 
Objective 2. While eligibility criteria were extremely complicated, the mechanism for 
deciding financial allocations was straightforward – a fixed amount per head (around 
€41) was awarded to all eligible Objective 2 regions. This contrasts with the approach 
taken in respect of Objective 2 for the 1994-99 period when an adjustment was made 
for levels of unemployment and per capita allocations ranged from 19 (Luxembourg) 
to 53 (Spain). 

The methodological approach taken to fund allocation for the 2000-06 period - 
whether under Objective 1 or Objective 2 - took little account of population density 
per se. The key provision was that the former Objective 6 areas were assumed to have 
a GDP per head of 75 percent of the Community average in the allocation formula for 
Objective 1. As already mentioned, this ensured broadly similar aid per capita levels 
to the 1994-99 period. In addition, it is of note that, at the Berlin Summit, special 
provisions were made for so-called "particular situations"39, at least some of which 
reflected issues related to sparse population. Out of an overall allocation for 
"particular situations" of €3611 million, €350 million was devoted to a "special 
programme of assistance" for Swedish NUTS II regions meeting specific criteria40 
and there was a "special phasing out programme" totalling €300 million for the 
Highlands & Islands of Scotland (this represented an additional sum of €96 million). 
Such figures must be set alongside a total Structural Funds allocation of €195 billion 
for 2000-06, of which €135.9 billion (69.7 percent) went to Objective 1, €22.5 billion 
(11.5 percent) to Objective 2 and 24.0 billion (12.3 percent) to Objective 3. The 
Berlin Council also agreed that five percent of the Structural Funds commitment 
appropriations be allocated to the Community Initiatives, later adjusted to 5.35 
percent. This will be devoted to four Community Initiatives – INTERREG, EQUAL, 
LEADER and, following the intervention of the European Parliament, URBAN41. 

4.2. Member State Policies: Regional Policy and Less-Densely-Populated Areas 

From amongst those pro-active spatial policies which impact on economic 
development in less-densely-populated areas, it is generally regional policy which 

                                                 

39 Paragraph 44 of the Presidency Conclusions. 

40 As set out in Article 2 of Protocol 6 to the Act of Accession of Austria, Finland and Sweden. 

41 The distribution among these Community Initiatives is to be (broadly) 47 percent INTERREG, 27 
percent EQUAL, 19 percent LEADER and 7 percent URBAN. Allocations to Member States reflect 
current distributions, except for URBAN (population, unemployment, long-term unemployment). 
LEADER is allocated to areas with a population density of less than 100 per square kilometre, also 
taking degree of rurality/utilised agricultural area into account. INTERREG focuses, amongst other 
things, on the most remote regions of the Union. 
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stands centre stage. The aim of this section is to review regional policy objectives and 

instruments across a number of Member States to see to what extent and in what ways 
they cater specifically for the needs of less-densely-populated regions. Three broad 
sets of region within the EU are considered in turn: the Nordic Member States, the 
Cohesion countries and those remaining Member States where regional policy is of 
particular relevance to less-densely-populated areas. The importance of more general 
government expenditure for less-densely-populated regions is considered in 
Section 4.3. 

4.2.1 The Nordic Member States 

Enlargement of the EU to encompass two of the Nordic countries brought with it 
regional problems of a scale and type previously unknown in the European 
Community; both Finland and Sweden contain vast sparsely-populated areas which 
have harsh climates and are distant from the main population centres and national and 
international markets. As has been noted, population density in such areas is very low, 
with population concentrated in coastal areas. Regional problems facing the thinly-
populated northern regions include economic vulnerability, out-migration, unbalanced 
development and fragile settlement structures. However, both countries also share 
some of the employment problems arising from industrial restructuring. This has been 
an issue in parts of central and southern Sweden. Similarly, the south-west of Finland 
is affected by industrial restructuring and consequent high levels of unemployment; 
moreover, in the south-east of the country, the impact of structural adjustment in 
traditional heavy industries has been exacerbated by the loss of the Soviet market. 

The objectives of regional policy in Finland have traditionally combined regional 
equality with macro-economic efficiency. The priority attached to these twin aims has 
tended to vary according to the prevailing economic climate. In the current situation 
of high national levels of unemployment, priority is given to macroeconomic policies 
as a means of promoting regional economies; however, in the past, when the 
economic situation has been more favourable, measures to reduce regional disparities 
(in income, for example) have tended to be viewed more sympathetically. The 1994 
Regional Development Act outlined three main aims for regional policy: 

• balanced regional development; 

• independent development activities of regions; and 

• job creation. 

To achieve these objectives, the law stated that regional policy should focus on: 

• the improvement of living conditions and the availability of basic services; 

• the infrastructure necessary for regional development; 

• the renewal of the production structure of the regions, improvement of the 
operating conditions of firms and the creation of new jobs; and 

• the reinforcement of the regional economy and the skills of the population. 
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Membership of the European Union, and the consequent access to the Structural 
Funds, has had a significant impact on regional policy in Finland. Regional 
development activities are now co-ordinated within a framework of time-limited 
programmes closely based on the Structural Fund approach. The impact of this has 
been to broaden the scope of regional policy beyond its traditional focus on 
enterprise-oriented support42. On the other hand, there has always been a broader 
notion of regional policy in Finland - and the other Nordic countries - extending 
beyond regional economic measures aiming at industrialisation and structural 
adaptation to include the spatial dimension of the Nordic welfare state. In this context, 
it is of note that many past sectoral policies had strong regional development effects, 
even though they were not part of any official regional policy. During the 1960s and 
1970s, for example, public services were expanded with the objective of equal service 
provision in all regions. Beginning in the north, where the needs were greatest, the 
construction of hospitals, health centres and primary schools all helped to sustain 
employment in the problem regions. In similar vein, the regionalisation of the 
university system had resulted, by 1979, in universities in ten different localities, 
many chosen as a result of regional policy considerations. Many of these universities 
subsequently became hosts for important technology and research centres, thus 
increasing training and job opportunities in the regions. 

Lastly in the Finnish context, it is worth noting that regional policy is currently under 
review. Over the last four years - including this government and its predecessor - 
urban issues have been taken more explicitly into account in regional policy. The 
traditional focus on rural areas has been reduced, in large part because of the 
increasing development problems being experienced by many urban areas - 
unemployment etc. - as well as the political eclipse of the influence of the Centre 
Party on regional policy. With respect to the latter, the Centre Party had been a major 
factor in ensuring a regional policy targeted towards rural areas - reflecting the Party’s 
constituency. Indeed, the influence of the Party was such that there was almost no 
‘regional’ policy as such (all regions were considered to be entitled to the same level 
of government services and economic development). However, more recently, the 
coalition Finnish government has become less susceptible to the Centre Party’s power 
in this area. As a result, regional policy is shifting its focus away from stemming out-
migration from rural areas. Instead, the main objective is to maintain 
population/development in the main urban areas in each region - a focus on regional 
growth poles. 

Turning to Sweden, the country is characterised by a small population spread over a 
large area resulting in a scattered pattern of settlements at national level. The main 
regional problems result from a combination of peripherality, migration and 
unemployment. Distance from markets discourages companies from setting up in the 
peripheral areas and the out-migration of population seeking employment reinforces 
the socio-economic difficulties of these areas. This internal migration has led to a 
depopulation of the regions designated for regional measures. Combined with the fact 

                                                 

42 In addition the regional aid package itself contains a wider variety of support than is generally 
available, including a Regional Transport Subsidy and Regional Tax Relief, as well as Regional 
Investment Aid. For details, see Yuill, D., Bachtler, J. and Wishlade F. (1999), European Regional 

Incentives 1999, 18th Edition, Bowker-Saur, West Sussex. 
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that industrial regions in central and southern Sweden have been experiencing 
economic problems, the result has been a weakening of political support for aid to 
peripheral regions.  

Historically, regional policy in Sweden was aimed at expanding industrial production 
to help lagging regions. The problems of peripheral areas have been on the political 
agenda since the 1950s, with regional policy seeking to achieve a regional balance, 
rather than promoting the development of all regions simultaneously. Priority was 
given to the more locationally-disadvantaged regions (i.e. the peripheral areas), 
resulting in a north-south dichotomy which placed large parts of the country outside 
the designated areas. Policy initiatives in the early years were directed mainly at 
stimulating jobs in manufacturing in the designated areas, with the goal of 
contributing towards more evenly-spread economic growth.  

Over time, Swedish regional policy became more ambitious, incorporating a focus on 
social conditions (i.e. people have the right to public sector financial support, the right 
to continue living in the area they were born etc.) and environmental questions. Often 
based on the theme of territorial equality for all parts of Sweden, the highest point was 
reached in 1990, with the stated objective of creating regions which were 
"economically, ecologically, industrially and socially equal". However, regional 
policy legislation approved by Parliament in June 1995 had more modest aims. The 
principal objective of policy encompassed the need to support sustained economic 
growth, equality of opportunity for different regions and the even distribution of 
wealth. Policy in Sweden is increasingly geared towards self-sustaining regional 
economic development, with regional aid focused on the creation of strong and 
growing companies in the assisted regions43. 

As in Finland, regional policy in Sweden has been under recent review. Changes 
introduced by new regional policy legislation44 and related developments are leading 
towards greater regional decentralisation in the implementation and administration of 
regional policy and to reductions in on-going forms of regional assistance in the shape 
of operating aids. Many are a consequence of EU policies relating to State aid and 
competition policy; however, some reflect Sweden’s desire to cut public expenditure 
and reshape its regional policies in line with EU regional policy. Of particular note in 
the latter context is the introduction of so-called ‘regional growth agreements’. 
Adopted in each region across Sweden, these aim to foster greater co-operation 
between different policy areas at the regional level and to achieve a more all-
encompassing approach to the promotion of growth and employment within regions. 
They, thus, aim to maximise the effectiveness of sector-specific central government 
expenditure in the regions – again underlining the importance of broader policy 
initiatives to regional development in the Nordic Member States. 

                                                 

43 As in other Nordic countries, a greater range of incentive types is available, including a Transport 
Grant and a Social Security Concession in addition to investment-related support. Also as in other 
Nordic countries, those aid schemes which are of an ongoing nature (in particular, social security 
concessions) have come under severe competition policy authority pressure for their removal. 

44 Regional Development Act 1997/98:62. 
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4.2.2 The Cohesion Countries 

A common feature of the four Cohesion countries (Greece, Portugal, Spain and 
Ireland) is that they are characterised by the problem of implementing a regional 
development policy in the context of national economies which are themselves 
underdeveloped from an EU perspective. In terms of policy objectives, this creates a 
tension between national prosperity and regional disparity which is generally resolved 
by stressing national economic development as the policy priority and placing only 
relatively weak emphasis on issues on regional equity. This is certainly true of policy 
in both Greece and Ireland. While Portugal created a distinct regional policy for the 
1994-1999 period, it was essentially a small firm, low-budget measure which was 
dwarfed by EU-funded policies aimed at promoting national industrial 
competitiveness. In Spain, equity considerations are given more weight, not least 
because of a constitutional commitment to balanced regional development; however, 
the main policy focus is on measures of European cohesion policy (the Objective 1 
Community Support Framework and the Cohesion Fund) which, in the Spanish 
context, tend to have a broad national rather than a narrow regional perspective. 

As far as policy instruments are concerned, within the Cohesion countries instruments 
of economic development policy tend to be relatively wide-ranging - extending 
beyond regional incentives per se to incorporate more general business environment 
measures, including the provision of physical infrastructure. This wider approach to 
policy obviously reflects the underdeveloped nature of the problem regions 
throughout most of the Cohesion countries. In addition, it is a consequence of the fact 
that, in the Cohesion countries, national economic development policies and the 
Structural Funds are very closely related. This, in turn, reflects the scale and substance 
of EU structural policies and, very important, the need for national co-financing. 
Overall, the commitment of the Structural and Cohesion Funds to the Objective 1 
regions of the four Cohesion countries rose from 1.6 percent of GDP in 1989 to 
2.3 percent in 1993 and 2.9 percent in 1999. Given such levels of funding, it is clear 
that the Structural Funds have a major influence on economic development policies 
within the Cohesion countries. 

4.2.3 The Remaining Member States 

Of the remaining Member States, Austria has almost three-fifths of its population in 
NUTS II areas with less than 100 inhabitants per square kilometre and France just 
under one half. In contrast, the figure in Italy is just under 8 percent (mainly 
mountainous areas), in both the UK and Germany is around 5 percent and in Belgium 
is just over 2 percent (see Annex 2). Accordingly, less-densely-populated areas are a 
significant regional policy consideration only in Austria and France – and it is on 
these countries that this section concentrates. 

In Austria, severe regional disparities are not evident, although significant regional 
variations in certain socio-economic indicators do exist. Two main types of regional 
problem area can be identified: peripheral rural regions, principally in southern and 
eastern Austria and the western high Alpine areas; and old industrialised regions 
concentrated in central Austria and the Steiermark region. The emergence of these 
categories of regional problem is associated with the decline of the old industrial 
heartland, the growth of urban-rural disparities, increased levels of commuting and 
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urban and environmental problems. In the past, regional policy did not enjoy a high 
profile in Austria. This reflected the small size of the country, the lack of serious 
regional disparities, high labour mobility and commuting levels, and the fact that the 
services industry (particularly tourism) compensated for agricultural decline. Only 
with accession to the European Union, and the eligibility for Structural Fund monies, 
has the issue of regional policy been given greater weight. 

Regional policy objectives in Austria are somewhat difficult to isolate. This reflects 
the federal nature of the country, the important political and economic role which 
rests with the non-governmental social partners and the distribution of policy 
competencies across levels of government and organisation. The Austrian constitution 
does not specify a clear allocation of regional policy responsibilities to either the 
federal government or the Länder; instead, there is an informal allocation of both 
legislative competence and administrative jurisdiction between different bodies at 
federal, Land and local level. Nevertheless, in terms of breadth of objectives, the 
Austrian approach tends more towards the French notion of aménagement du 

territoire (see below) than the traditionally narrower UK view of regional policy.  

Austria has a relatively wide array of regional policy instruments. Reflecting the 
institutional structure of the country, there are a large number of assistance measures 
which provide support for problem regions in some form at both Federal and Land 
levels - either through schemes which have specific regional development aims or, 
more often than is the case in most other EU countries, through incorporating a 
regional component into national measures (e.g. technology policy, labour market 
policy, SME assistance). Amongst the specific regional incentives, it is of note that - 
in addition to the main financial incentives for firms (the Regional Innovation 
Premium and the ERP Regional Programme) - there are two schemes which focus on 
the broader business environment - the Regional Infrastructure Assistance Programme 
(which aims to stimulate economic renewal through infrastructure provision in old 
industrial and peripheral areas) and the Programme for Endogenous Regional 
Development. These wider policy measures reflect the Austrian view that regional 
economic policy should cover not only regional subsidies to firms but also support for 
the business environment and locational factors such as transport, education and 
quality of life.  

Turning to France, the regional policy focus, as already mentioned, is on the broad 
concept of aménagement du territoire, which encompasses spatial development 
policies in the widest sense of the term. Reflecting this expansive view of policy, the 
regional problem in France also tends to be broadly characterised. The predominance 
of Paris over the provinces, the effects of agricultural change and the rural exodus and 
the impact of post-war industrial developments, notably the decline in heavy industry, 
are traditionally cited as the main components of the problem; moreover, more 
recently, emphasis has also been placed on urban concerns. 

The concept of aménagement du territoire encompasses an extensive range of spatial 
development policies. Indeed, the nature of aménagement du territoire is such that it 
is difficult, even inappropriate, to distinguish between regional development and other 
spatial development policies. Recent framework legislation on regional development 
in France covers an extensive range of policy instruments, including regionally-
differentiated taxation and infrastructure and public service provision, as well as 
regional incentives. In addition, there is a system of State-region planning contracts 
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which has an explicit problem region dimension insofar as the central government 
contribution is higher in the poorer regions. There are also constraints on public and 
private-sector expansion in the Paris region and specific policies for urban areas 
(often with a marked social dimension). In addition, there are a considerable number 
of different regional incentives in France (grants, tax concessions, loans/guarantees, 
etc.) though their broader policy significance is relatively minor, certainly when set 
within the context of aménagement du territoire. 

Regional policy in France has been under review following the change of government 
in 1997. Underpinning the need for review was an explicit recognition of the profound 
changes that have taken place since the end of the "Golden Age"45 of French regional 
development policy. Since the mid 1970s, regional policy in France has faced decline 
in political support with the rise of neo-liberal policies and greater resistance to State 
intervention; at the same time, the nature of the regional problem has become more 
complex with the emergence of industrial restructuring, urban issues and, latterly, the 
impact of the end the Cold War. The context for regional policy has also changed: 
there is greater decentralisation, on the one hand, and more integration with European 
and global economies, on the other. In addition, there were a series of very practical 
reasons for a policy review: the apparent failings of the 1995 Framework Law which 
had only ever been partially implemented; the need to develop new State-region 
planning contracts; the next phase of the Structural Funds; and the requirements of the 
competition policy authorities for a regional aid review. Against this background, the 
CIADT46 proposed the reorientation of policy around four priorities: 

• an integrated territory (un territoire maillé) centred on agglomerations and 
medium towns; 

• urban systems and international competitiveness; 

• sustainable development; 

• participative democracy and partnership. 

More specifically, a reform of the 1995 Framework Law for Regional Development 
was launched in line with three main principles: 

• better division of responsibilities; 

• respect for the environment; 

• new organisation of the territory. 

                                                 

45 Known as the Trente glorieuses, which refers to the 30 years following the Second World War when 
national and regional planning played a major role in reconstruction and DATAR was highly influential 
in government policymaking. 

46 Comité interministériel d’aménagement et de développement du territoire - the interministerial 
committee for regional development policy. 
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A new Framework Law for Sustainable Regional Development, which amends the 
1995 law, was adopted on 16 June 1999 after lengthy parliamentary procedures and 
committee debates. The aim is to operationalise the new legislation within a 
timeframe that enables coordination of its provisions with the new State-region 
planning contracts and the next reform of the Structural Funds. The broad focus of 
policy remains an enduring feature of the French approach. 

4.2.4 Concluding Points 

This section has focused on regional policy in those Member States where less-
densely-populated regions (measured from an EU perspective) are of particular 
significance. 

The issue of sparsely-populated regions is obviously most prominent in Sweden and 
Finland where it is associated with harsh climates, difficult terrain, peripherality and 
fragile settlement structures. Reflecting the severe and ongoing nature of the problem, 
the policy response has been long-term in nature and broad in scope. A particular 
feature of Nordic regional policy is the distinction often drawn between "narrow" 
policy measures (related to economic development) and "broader" policy initiatives 
(essentially the regional component of national policies). Considerable importance is 
attached to the latter. 

In contrast to the prominence attached to issues of low population density in the 
Nordic countries, such issues are generally given a low priority in the Cohesion 
countries - notwithstanding the fact that all of Ireland's population, two-thirds of 
Greece, half of Spain and a quarter of Portugal are located in regions with a 
population density of less than 100 inhabitants per square kilometre. Unsurprisingly, 
the focus in these countries is on national development; the spatial distribution of 
economic development is not a central concern. In all four countries, the Structural 
Funds play a prominent role. As a consequence, policy intervention is generally 
relatively wide in scope. 

In both Austria and France less-densely populated areas are of obvious importance - 
containing almost three-fifths of the Austrian population and just under half that of 
France. However, the regional policy response is relatively low-key, regional policy 
being just one of a range of policy measures impacting on such areas. In both 
countries - and indeed this is a point which could be made in respect of virtually all 
the countries covered - the policy focus is more on spatial development generally 
rather than on regional development per se. 

4.3. General Government Transfers and Less-Densely-Populated Areas 

Public expenditure in the different Member States of the EU represents a significant 
proportion of the income of the countries concerned; on average, around a quarter of 
GNP in industrialised countries - more if social security is included. Government 
funds are generated from obligatory tax contributions across the regions of the 
countries concerned and are redistributed in expenditures across the regions. This 
process involves involuntary but significant interregional transfers. A detailed study 
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of this issue was undertaken for the European Commission in the context of the First 
Cohesion Report47. This section reviews this research into these interregional transfer 
mechanisms in seven EU countries: France, Germany, Italy, Portugal, Spain, Sweden 
and the United Kingdom. In addition, it considers the results obtained in the context 
of the focus of this current study on less-densely-populated areas. 

Measuring interregional transfers induced by a national budget for a given country 
and a given year is a difficult exercise. The difficulties to be overcome are both 
conceptual and statistical. At a conceptual level, it is often unclear how a particular 
tax or a particular expenditure should be regionally allocated. Moreover, even if and 
when it is known how, in principle, to allocate a particular type of revenue or 
expenditure, there may well be statistical difficulties in practice. The methodology 
adopted in Wishlade et al. (1998) involved three steps: 

• first, detailed national budgets were established. For the purposes of the 
methodology, these had to be (i) consolidated (ii) balanced (iii) recent (iv) 
executed and (v) broken down into as many items of revenue and expenditure as 
possible; 

• second, to allow the regional allocation of these budgetary items, allocation criteria 
or "keys" were sought for each item. Regional allocation keys were chosen on the 
basis of their economic sense: the research methodology was guided by economic 
reasoning and by the theory of incidence in the selection of criteria; 

• third, for each region, the amounts estimated for each item of revenue and of 
expenditure were summed with a view to indicating how much each region 
contributed (in revenues) to the budget and how much it gained (in expenditures) 
from the budget.  

While of itself simple, the methodology was complicated by two factors. One was that 
there was often more than one allocation key which could be considered appropriate 
to any given budgetary item. The procedure adopted in the study was to allocate these 
alternative regional keys on the basis of 101 randomly selected combinations and to 
study the distribution of the summed totals. If the distribution of numbers was 
sufficiently concentrated - that is, if the coefficient of dispersion was reasonably low - 
the conclusion was that the estimates converged and the median or average value of 
the distribution was retained. If, on the contrary, the distributions were extremely 
dispersed, then it was impossible to say much about the contributions to the budget 
and the gains from the budget for a given region. 

A second complication arose from the distinction which can be drawn on the 
expenditure side between a "flow approach" - focusing on where expenditure flows in 
the first instance - and a "benefit approach", concentrating on where the ultimate 
beneficiaries of any given expenditure flow are located. Different allocation keys 
apply depending on whether a flow or benefit approach is being utilised. As a 
consequence, for any given region, two estimates of budgetary "gain" were produced: 
one based on the flow concept, the other on the benefit concept. In similar vein, two 

                                                 

47 Wishlade F. et al., "Economic and social cohesion in the European Union: the impact of Member 
States' own policies", Regional Development Studies, No. 29, OOPEC, Luxembourg, 1998. 
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estimates of budget-induced transfers were produced for each region - "transfers 
(flow)" (i.e. allocated expenditures on the flow concept minus budget contributions) 
and "transfers (benefits)" (i.e. allocated expenditures on the benefit concept minus 
budget contributions). Neither estimate was viewed as "better" than the other: they 
were considered of equal interest, viewing the complex phenomenon of budget-
induced interregional transfers from different angles. 

The main findings from the application of the above methodology were: 

• that there was indeed a concentration of results in practice, making it appropriate to 
utilise the mean results; 

• that budget-induced interregional transfers were large: irrespective of whether the 
"flow" or the "benefit" concept was used; the methodology showed that the richer 
regions of the countries studied transferred significant sums to the poorer or 
problem regions through public funds; 

• that the transfers induced by government budgets were clearly related to the GDP 
per capita of regions: the richer a region, relative to the national situation, the more 
its net contribution to the budget; in similar vein, the poorer a region, the more it 
received in transfers from the budget; 

• that equal regions from an EU perspective were not treated equally: national 
cohesion machines were unequal at the European level. 

A number of implications were seen as flowing from this analysis. Of perhaps most 
importance in the current context, budget-induced transfers clearly represent an 
important cohesion mechanism at the Member State level. In as far as less-densely-
populated regions are also poor regions (from a Member State perspective) they 
benefit from budget-induced interregional transfers. 

Reviewing the results on a country-by-country basis: 

• there is no clear pattern in Germany and Italy. This is because low population 
density is not a significant feature in either country. The transfers taking place 
(west to east and north to south respectively) are related to the dual nature of the 
two economies, not to issues of population density; 

• there is a clear correlation between transfers and population density in Sweden; 
this reflects the important role played by social security provisions, public sector 
employment and "broad" regional policy in the sparsely-populated regions; 

• the picture is also relatively clear in Portugal. Certainly, by far the least densely 
populated region (Alentejo) - which is also the poorest Portuguese region - 
benefits very significantly from the transfer mechanism; 

• in the UK, Northern Ireland - which does not feature amongst the less-densely-
populated areas - benefits most from the transfer mechanism (for reasons 
associated with the special situation of the province). The North of England, 
Wales and Scotland also benefit significantly from the transfer mechanism, in the 
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case of the last two, at least in part due to specific resource allocation formulae 
which explicitly take account of the implications of low population density; 

• in Spain, the picture is more mixed. The regions benefiting most from the transfers 
are Extremadura, Andalucia, the Canaries and Galicia, clearly the poorest Spanish 
regions; however, only Extremadura is amongst the four least-densely-populated 
Spanish NUTS II areas; 

• finally, in France, Corsica both benefits most from the transfers and is the least-
densely populated region; however, the situation is more mixed for other areas, 
reflecting the fact that not all of the poorer regions in France have low population 
density. 
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5. CONCLUSIONS 

The focus of this report has been on population density, demographic change and the 
design and implementation of policies targeting less-populated areas. As the report 
has shown, the post-war period has been a time of considerable demographic change 
in Europe, reflected in patterns of fertility, mortality and migration. Within the 
European Community, successive enlargements have increased economic and social 
diversity among the Member States and amplified the scale of interregional 
disparities.  

Following enlargement to embrace two Nordic countries with vast thinly populated 
areas, population density has become one of three key indicators for EC regional 
development purposes (along with GDP per head and unemployment). The analysis in 
this paper has shown that there are massive differences in population densities across 
the Community. However, meaningful analyses are seriously constrained by the units 
of measurement and the impact of units on outcomes. Moreover, the differences 
between countries makes comparative analysis more complex. National conditions 
impact directly on regional circumstances, even at the extremes of the population 
density scale – so that, for example, the share of agricultural employment in less-
densely populated regions is typically closer to national levels of agricultural 
employment than to the average for less-densely populated regions across the 
Community. 

Although the brief for the project was concerned with less-densely populated regions, 
it can be argued that low population density is not so much an issue in its own right 
(except perhaps at the extremes of the scale), but rather a proxy for other 
disadvantages or particular conditions. Two broad types of less-densely-populated 
region can be identified:  

• regions in the Nordic countries where the climate is harsh, the 
geography is difficult and distances are large;  

• regions elsewhere in the Community - e.g. France and Spain. In such 
areas, low population density is predominantly a result of agricultural 
change and the accompanying migration to urban / suburban areas.  

Although low population density can be viewed as a symptom of underlying 
disadvantage, it can become a regional problem in its own right and exacerbate 
existing regional difficulties. For example, the loss of critical mass for endogenous 
development may reduce the local tax base and increase the dependency on central 
government transfers; declining service provision can lead to further out-migration; 
the presence of a "top-heavy" age pyramid leads to a decline in levels of economic 
activity and loss of local economic development opportunities. 

From a national policy perspective, a number of justifications have traditionally been 
advanced for intervening in such regions, notably: cultural reasons - loss of traditions; 
national sovereignty and integrity – the notion that government policy should not 
simply abandon parts of their territory; defence – although perhaps less relevant now, 
historically this has been an important policy rationale in the Nordic countries; natural 
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resources – the need to maintain a settlement structure to exploit resources of national 
importance; congestion – the need to prevent over-concentration in urban or suburban 
areas and accompanying inflationary pressures. The precise mix of policy 
justifications varies between countries and over time. However, regional policy 
generally is evolving against an agenda which is less focused on equalising living 
conditions across the territory and more on creating the conditions for growth and 
competitiveness in as many regions as possible. 

This new policy agenda arguably has special implications for the sparsely populated 
regions of the Nordic countries. On the one hand, it seems probable that in a number 
of regions ongoing support is likely to be essential if population settlements are to be 
maintained at all. On the other hand, it is clear that the impact of new information and 
communications technologies can in some circumstances dramatically reduce the 
impact and importance of distance and lead to the reinforcement of the local 
population by enhancing job opportunities in the locality or working from home. 
Equally, the growing emphasis on quality of life and environmental concerns may 
focus interest away from congested urban centres to the advantage of less-densely 
populated regions – the location of a number of small high-tech German investments 
in the west of Ireland is testament to this change of mood, albeit at a strictly anecdotal 
level.  
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ANNEX I: Less Densely Populated Regions in the European Union 
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Ovre Norrland (S) 525.4 19.2 16.7 3 13.3 10.3 32.2 97 
Pohjois-Suomi (FIN) 558.6 22 12.3 4 18.6 15.9 38.4 83 
Mellersta Norrland (S) 392.5 18 19.8 6 13 10.1 31.1 99 
Ita-Suomi (FIN) 703.2 18.8 15.8 8 18.7 15.7 38.4 74 

Highlands& Islands (UK) 280.4 19.8 15.5 9 8.4 7.4 13.4 80 
Norra Mellansverige (S) 859.8 18.4 19.5 13 12.3 11 28.1 97 

Vali-Suomi (FIN) 705.9 19.8 15.7 15 14.9 14.7 36.1 83 
Ahvenanmaa/Aland(FIN) 25.2 19 16.3 16 4.6 4.1 15.8 119 
Alentejo(P) 521.5 15.2 20.9 19 10.4 15.9 22.5 60 

Castilla-La Mancha(E) 1694 17.5 18.2 21 19.1 28.1 37.8 66 
SmaIand Med Oarna (S) 792.9 19.3 18.9 24 8.6 9.1 17.6 99 

Aragon (E) 1180.2 13.8 19.9 25 14.4 24.4 30 89 
Extremadura (E) 1075.3 18.5 16.8 26 29.5 41.4 43.9 55 

Castilla y Leon (E) 2509.8 14 20 27 19.9 30.3 43.8 76 
Corse (F) 261.3 17.8 17.6 30 15.2 19.7 30.6 82 
Etela-Suomi (FIN) 1796.9 17.9 15.9 31 15.1 14.4 32.4 92 

Dytiki Makedonia (EL) 301.9 17.7 15.7 32 13.8 22.6 45.7 62 
Valle d'Aosta (I) 119.2 12.6 17.7 37 4.1 5.3 11.2 131 
Ostra Mellansverige (S) 1499.6 19.1 17.3 39 10.2 9.7 22.8 92 
Anatoliki Makedonia, Thraki (EL) 560.6 17.3 15.9 40 8.3 12.5 27.8 61 
Ipeiros(EL) 368.2 15.5 17.7 40 10.5 17.6 43.4 44 

Limousin (F) 718.1 14.8 22.5 42 9.2 11.1 23.6 81 
Sterea Ellada (EL) 662.7 15.7 16.9 43 12 22.6 42.6 65 
Peloponnisos (EL) 671.4 15.2 19.5 43 7.5 13.2 27.9 58 
Voreio Aigaio (EL) 184.3 16.6 22.4 48 7.1 12.9 23.5 52 

Auvergne (F) 1314.9 16.6 18.6 51 11 14 33.8 84 
Bourgogne (F) 1625.1 18.2 18.1 51 11 13.5 27.9 90 
Notio Aigaio (EL) 267.9 18.8 14.2 51 4.3 7.2 15.5 75 

Comunidad Foral de Navarra (E) 526.6 14.5 16.8 51 10 15 29.9 98 
Tirol (A) 660.2 19.2 12.8 52 5.4 7.4 9.7 108 

Ireland (IRL) 3626.1 24 11.5 52 10.1 10.1 15.8 97 
LaRioja (E) 260.5 14.3 18.2 52 11.8 17.6 26.5 89 
Champagne-Ardennes (F) 1352.1 20.1 14.7 53 13.3 16 34.1 94 

Thessalia (EL) 741.8 17 16.5 53 7.5 12.8 27.1 63 
Luxembourg (B) 241.9 20.6 15.9 54 6.8 9.3 18.6 96 

Midi-Pyrenées(F) 2512.7 16.8 18.6 55 11.2 13.5 23.1 87 
Karnten (A) 562.8 17.9 15.6 59 5.8 8.4 10.2 90 
Vastsverige (S) 1770.4 19.3 17.5 59 10.4 10.2 20.7 98 

Basilicata (l) 607.9 17.8 16.1 61 20.6 30.1 50.7 69 
Grampian (Uk) 531.2 19 14 61 4.8 4.4 9.6 126 
Centre (F) 2437.5 19 16.9 62 10.9 13.4 26.3 92 
Poitou-Charentes (F) 1625.3 17.4 19.3 63 11.4 13.8 30.9 83 

Dytiki Ellada (EL) 733 17.8 16.1 65 7.9 11.6 28.5 58 
Clwyd, Dyfed, Gwynedd, Powys 
(UK) 

1134.3 18.6 18.9 66 7.2 5.8 13.9 81 

Kriti (EL) 559.3 18.5 16.2 67 4.3 6.9 19.8 72 
Trentino-Alto Adige (I) 918.7 15.8 16 68 3.8 5.7 10 128 

Burgenland (A) 275.3 16.2 17.4 69 3.8 5.2 5.7 71 
Franche-Comté(F) 1117.1 19.7 15.1 69 9.1 11.5 20.7 93 

Sardegna (I) 1663 16.1 13.8 69 20.5 29.3 51 73 
Algarve(P) 345.7 16.4 18.1 69 8.2 9.9 17.1 71 
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Aquitaine(F) 2895.4 17.1 18.2 70 11.9 14.8 27.9 92 
Salzburg (A) 509.4 18.7 13.1 71 3.9 4.9 7.5 121 
Centro(P) 1710.7 16.6 17.7 72 3.4 3.9 12.2 61 

Cumbria (UK) 490.6 18.2 17.7 72 6.9 5.5 13.7 101 
Steiermark (A) 1207.2 17.1 15.9 74 4.8 6.6 7.6 90 

Molise (I) 330.7 16 19 75 17.2 23.7 49.9 79 
Mecklenburg-Vorpommern (D) 1820.1 17.7 12.4 79 18.8 22.4 10.9 61 
Niederösterreich (A) 1524.3 17.5 16.1 80 3.4 4.4 5 96 
Basse-Normandie (F) 1418.9 19.8 16 81 13.2 15.1 32.8 89 
Languedoc-Roussillon (F) 2254.5 17.9 18.7 82 17.8 20.8 32 78 

Andalucia (E) 7128.2 19.7 12.9 82 32 41.8 50.8 57 
Brandenburg (D) 2548.2 16.9 13.4 86 17.2 21.1 11.6 67 
lonia Nisia (EL) 199.4 16.4 19.5 86 6.2 7.6 23.4 62 
North Yorkshire (UK) 734.7 18 17.9 88 4.8 4.4 9.4 101 
Sydsverige(S) 1265.4 18.4 18.1 91 11.9 11.8 23.2 93 

Galicia(E) 2723.8 14.4 18.1 93 19.2 24.8 37.1 63 
Kentriki Makedonia (EL) 1776.9 16.5 14.1 94 9.2 14.5 28.2 67 

Picardie (F) 1866.4 21.7 13.2 96 14.2 16.9 37.9 85 
Region do Murcia (E) 1084.4 19.7 13.1 96 18.3 26.9 28.6 67 
Lorraine(F) 2311.5 19.9 14.4 98 11.3 13.6 29.3 89 

Umbria(l) 829.9 12.6 21 98 8.2 13.9 27.1 98 
Pays de Ia Loire (F) 3166.5 19.8 15.6 99 11 13.6 25.4 91 

Cantabria (E) 526.6 14.7 17.1 99 21.1 28.9 45.1 77 
Bottom 25 18944.3   16 14.8 17.5 33.2 79 

Bottom 50 48260.7   29 12.1 14.5 27.2 81 
Total < 100 lnhJKm2 88859.7   42 13.6 16.5 27.9 79 
EUR15 373242.7   117 10.7 12.2 20.9 100 

Note: The table excludes Guyane which is the least-densely populated NUTS II 
region in the Community. 
Source: European Commission (1999), Sixth Periodic Report on the Social and 

Economic Situation and the Development of the Regions of the European Union, 
OOPEC, Luxembourg. 
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 Pop 1996 Age Pop density Unemployment GDP (PPS) 
per head 

Employment by sector 1997 

 000 % nat 
pop 

<15 % nat 
av 

>65 % nat 
av 

1996 % nat 
av 

Total 
unempl 

% nat 
av 
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Tirol  660,2  19,2 109,7 12,8 84,2 52 54 5,4 122,7 7,4 132,1 9,7 140,6 108 96,2 5,5 79,7 26 96,7 68,5 107,9 
Karnten  562,8  17,9 102,3 15,6 102,6 59 61 5,8 131,8 8,4 150,0 10,2 147,8 90 80,1 8 115,9 28,8 107,1 63,2 99,5 
Burgenland  275,3  16,2 92,6 17,4 114,5 69 72 3,8 86,4 5,2 92,9 5,7 82,6 71 63,2 8,2 118,8 34,6 128,6 57,2 90,1 
Salzburg  509,4  18,7 106,9 13,1 86,2 71 74 3,9 88,6 4,9 87,5 7,5 108,7 121 107,7 5,6 81,2 25,4 94,4 69 108,7 
Steiermark  1207,2  17,1 97,7 15,9 104,6 74 77 4,8 109,1 6,6 117,9 7,6 110,1 90 80,1 10 144,9 32,3 120,1 57,7 90,9 
Niederosterreich  1524,3  17,5 100,0 16,1 105,9 80 83 3,4 77,3 4,4 78,6 5 72,5 96 85,5 11,5 166,7 30,3 112,6 58,2 91,7 
Total 4739,2 58,8                     
AUSTRIA 8059  17,5  15,2  96  4,4  5,6  6,9  112,3  6,9  26,9  63,5  
                       
Luxembourg 241,9  20,6  15,9  54 16 6,8 76,4 9,3 80,9 18,6 88,2 96 85,6 5,6 207,4 22,5 81,8 72 103,2 
BELGIUM 10157 2,4 17,9  16  333  8,9  11,5  21,1  112,1  2,7  27,5  69,8  
                       
Pohjois-Suomi  558,6  22 115,8 12,3 86,0 4 26 18,6 125,7 15,9 119,5 38,4 117,1 83 85,7 9,6 124,7 23,8 87,2 66,6 103,1 
Ita-Suomi  703,2  18,8 98,9 15,8 110,5 8 53 18,7 126,4 15,7 118,0 38,4 117,1 74 76,4 12,5 162,3 23,5 86,1 64 99,1 
Vali-Suomi  705,9  19,8 104,2 15,7 109,8 15 99 14,9 100,7 14,7 110,5 36,1 110,1 83 85,7 16,4 213,0 29,5 108,1 54,1 83,7 
Ahvenanmaa/Aland 25,2  19 100,0 16,3 114,0 16 105 4,6 31,1 4,1 30,8 15,8 48,2 119 122,8 20,7 268,8 15,5 56,8 63,8 98,8 
Etela-Suomi  1796,9  17,9 94,2 15,9 111,2 31 204 15,1 102,0 14,4 108,3 32,4 98,8 92 94,9 7,6 98,7 34,1 124,9 58,3 90,2 
Total 3789,8 73,9                     
FINLAND 5125  19  14,3  15  14,8  13,3  32,8  96,9  7,7  27,3  64,6  
                       
Corse  261,3  17,8 91,8 17,6 115,8 30 28 15,2 126,7 19,7 141,7 30,6 114,6 82 78,9 6,6 143,5 14,5 54,5 78,9 114,8 
Limousin  718,1  14,8 76,3 22,5 148,0 42 39 9,2 76,7 11,1 79,9 23,6 88,4 81 78,0 9,8 213,0 25,3 95,1 64,9 94,5 
Auvergne  1314,9  16,6 85,6 18,6 122,4 51 48 11 91,7 14 100,7 33,8 126,6 84 80,8 9,8 213,0 27,2 102,3 63 91,7 
Bourgogne  1625,1  18,2 93,8 18,1 119,1 51 48 11 91,7 13,5 97,1 27,9 104,5 90 86,6 7,6 165,2 30 112,8 62,4 90,8 
Champagne-Ardenne  1352,1  20,1 103,6 14,7 96,7 53 49 13,3 110,8 16 115,1 34,1 127,7 94 90,5 7,6 165,2 27,2 102,3 65,2 94,9 
Midi-Pyrenees 2512,7  16,8 86,6 18,6 122,4 55 51 11,2 93,3 13,5 97,1 23,1 86,5 87 83,7 8,4 182,6 24,5 92,1 67,1 97,7 
Centre  2437,5  19 97,9 16,9 111,2 62 58 10,9 90,8 13,4 96,4 26,3 98,5 92 88,5 6,5 141,3 30,8 115,8 62,7 91,3 
Poitou Charentes  1625,3  17,4 89,7 19,3 127,0 63 59 11,4 95,0 13,8 99,3 30,9 115,7 83 79,9 10,9 237,0 26,2 98,5 62,9 91,6 
Franche-Comte 1117,1  19,7 101,5 15,1 99,3 69 64 9,1 75,8 11,5 82,7 20,7 77,5 93 89,5 5,9 128,3 37,4 140,6 56,7 82,5 
Aquitaine 2895,4  17,1 88,1 18,2 119,7 70 65 11,9 99,2 14,8 106,5 27,9 104,5 92 88,5 8 173,9 21,7 81,6 70,3 102,3 
Basse-Normandie  1418,9  19,8 102,1 16 105,3 81 75 13,2 110,0 15,1 108,6 32,8 122,8 89 85,7 7,3 158,7 29,6 111,3 63,1 91,8 
Languedoc-Roussillon  2254,5  17,9 92,3 18,7 123,0 82 76 17,8 148,3 20,8 149,6 32 119,9 78 75,1 7,8 169,6 19,4 72,9 72,8 106,0 
Picardie  1866,4  21,7 111,9 13,2 86,8 96 89 14,2 118,3 16,9 121,6 37,9 141,9 85 81,8 5,3 115,2 33,5 125,9 61,2 89,1 
Lorraine 2311,5  19,9 102,6 14,4 94,7 98 91 11,3 94,2 13,6 97,8 29,3 109,7 89 85,7 2,8 60,9 31,1 116,9 66,1 96,2 
Pays de Ia Loire  3166,5  19,8 102,1 15,6 102,6 99 92 11 91,7 13,6 97,8 25,4 95,1 91 87,6 6,3 137,0 32,6 122,6 61,1 88,9 
Total 26877,3 46,0                     
FRANCE 58375  19,4  15,2  107  12  13,9  26,7  103,9  4,6  26,6  68,7  
                       
Mecklenburg-Vorpommern 1820,1  17,7 109,3 12,4 79,5 79 65 18,8 191,8 22,4 211,3 10,9 102,8 61 56,3 6,5 224,1 30,7 88,5 62,8 100,6 
Brandenburg 2548,2  16,9 104,3 13,4 85,9 86 70 17,2 175,5 21,1 199,1 11,6 109,4 67 61,9 5,3 182,8 34 98,0 60,7 97,3 
Total 4368,3 5,3                     
GERMANY 81915  16,2  15,6  122  9,8  10,6  10,6  108,3  2,9  34,7  62,4  
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Peloponnisos  671,4  15,2 91,6 19,5 123,4 43 54 7,5 78,1 13,2 89,2 27,9 90,0 58 85,9 43,4 219,2 16,9 75,1 39,7 68,8 
Voreio Aigaio  184,3  16,6 100,0 22,4 141,8 48 60 7,1 74,0 12,9 87,2 23,5 75,8 52 77,0 24,2 122,2 19,6 87,1 56,2 97,4 
Notio Aigaio  267,9  18,8 113,3 14,2 89,9 51 64 4,3 44,8 7,2 48,6 15,5 50,0 75 111,1 10,2 51,5 20 88,9 69,8 121,0 
Thessalia  741,8  17 102,4 16,5 104,4 53 67 7,5 78,1 12,8 86,5 27,1 87,4 63 93,3 38,6 194,9 17,4 77,3 44 76,3 
Dytiki Ellada  733  17,8 107,2 16,1 101,9 65 82 7,9 82,3 11,6 78,4 28,5 91,9 58 85,9 41,5 209,6 17,6 78,2 40,9 70,9 
Kriti  559,3  18,5 111,4 16,2 102,5 67 84 4,3 44,8 6,9 46,6 19,8 63,9 72 106,7 37,8 190,9 12,5 55,6 49,7 86,1 
lonia Nisia  199,4  16,4 98,8 19,5 123,4 86 108 6,2 64,6 7,6 51,4 23,4 75,5 62 91,9 26,7 134,8 15,8 70,2 57,5 99,7 
Kentriki Makedonia  1776,9  16,5 99,4 14,1 89,2 94 118 9,2 95,8 14,5 98,0 28,2 91,0 67 99,3 19,5 98,5 25,6 113,8 54,9 95,1 
Total 7027,4 67,1                     
GREECE 10476  16,6  15,8  80  9,6  14,8  31  67,5  19,8  22,5  57,7  
                       
IRELAND 3626,1 100,0 24  11,5  52  10,1  10,1  15,8  97        
                       
Valle d'Aosta  119,2  12,6 84,6 17,7 105,4 37 19 4,1 33,3 5,3 31,9 11,2 33,3 131 128,3 6,6 101,5 22,7 71,6 70,7 114,4 
Basilicata 607,9  17,8 119,5 16,1 95,8 61 32 20,6 167,5 30,1 181,3 50,7 150,9 69 67,6 13,7 210,8 30,8 97,2 55,5 89,8 
Trentino-Alto Adige  918,7  15,8 106,0 16 95,2 68 36 3,8 30,9 5,7 34,3 10 29,8 128 125,4 9,7 149,2 27,2 85,8 63,1 102,1 
Sardegna  1663  16,1 108,1 13,8 82,1 69 36 20,5 166,7 29,3 176,5 51 151,8 73 71,5 12,5 192,3 22,8 71,9 64,7 104,7 
Molise  330,7  16 107,4 19 113,1 75 39 17,2 139,8 23,7 142,8 49,9 148,5 79 77,4 15,5 238,5 27,1 85,5 57,4 92,9 
Umbria 829,9  12,6 84,6 21 125,0 98 51 8,2 66,7 13,9 83,7 27,1 80,7 98 96,0 6,2 95,4 31,3 98,7 62,5 101,1 
Total 4469,4 7,8                     
ITALY 57461  14,9  16,8  191  12,3  16,6  33,6  102,1  6,5  31,7  61,8  
                       
Alentejo 521,5  15,2 86,4 20,9 142,2 19 18 10,4 155,2 15,9 209,2 22,5 155,2 60 85,1 14,2 106,8 24,5 79,0 61,2 109,9 
Algarve 345,7  16,4 93,2 18,1 123,1 69 64 8,2 122,4 9,9 130,3 17,1 117,9 71 100,7 11,8 88,7 19,6 63,2 68,6 123,2 
Centro 1710,7  16,6 94,3 17,7 120,4 72 67 3,4 50,7 3,9 51,3 12,2 84,1 61 86,5 31,9 239,8 29,7 95,8 38,5 69,1 
Total 2577,9 26,0                     
PORTUGAL 9927  17,6  14,7  108  6,7  7,6  14,5  70,5  13,3  31  55,7  
                       
Castilla-La Mancha 1694  17,5 106,7 18,2 118,2 21 27 19,1 90,5 28,1 99,3 37,8 95,0 66 83,9 12,1 145,8 33,2 111,0 54,7 88,5 
Aragon  1180,2  13,8 84,1 19,9 129,2 25 32 14,4 68,2 24,4 86,2 30 75,4 89 113,1 10,1 121,7 34,2 114,4 55,7 90,1 
Extremadura  1075,3  18,5 112,8 16,8 109,1 26 33 29,5 139,8 41,4 146,3 43,9 110,3 55 69,9 16,3 196,4 24,5 81,9 59,2 95,8 
Castilla y Leon  2509,8  14 85,4 20 129,9 27 35 19,9 94,3 30,3 107,1 43,8 110,1 76 96,6 14 168,7 28,4 95,0 57,6 93,2 
Comunidad Foral de Navarra  526,6  14,5 88,4 16,8 109,1 51 66 10 47,4 15 53,0 29,9 75,1 98 124,5 8,9 107,2 40 133,8 51,1 82,7 
LaRioja  260,5  14,3 87,2 18,2 118,2 52 67 11,8 55,9 17,6 62,2 26,5 66,6 89 113,1 9,2 110,8 39 130,4 51,8 83,8 
Andalucia  7128,2  19,7 120,1 12,9 83,8 82 105 32 151,7 41,8 147,7 50,8 127,6 57 72,4 12,4 149,4 21,7 72,6 65,9 106,6 
Galicia 2723,8  14,4 87,8 18,1 117,5 93 120 19,2 91,0 24,8 87,6 37,1 93,2 63 80,1 22,2 267,5 27,6 92,3 50,2 81,2 
Region do Murcia  1084,4  19,7 120,1 13,1 85,1 96 123 18,3 86,7 26,9 95,1 28,6 71,9 67 85,1 12,1 145,8 26,9 90,0 61 98,7 
Cantabria  526,6  14,7 89,6 17,1 111,0 99 127 21,1 100,0 28,9 102,1 45,1 113,3 77 97,8 11,3 136,1 30,1 100,7 58,6 94,8 
Total 18709,4 47,6                     
SPAIN 39270  16,4  15,4  78  21,1  28,3  39,8  78,7  8,3  29,9  61,8  
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Clwyd, Dyfed, Gwynedd, Powys 1134,3  18,6 96,4 18,9 120,4 66  7,2 101,4 5,8 100,0 13,9 102,2 81 82,7 7,4 389,5 26,7 99,6 65,9 92,7 
Cumbria  490,6  18,2 94,3 17,7 112,7 72  6,9 97,2 5,5 94,8 13,7 100,7 101 103,1 6,3 331,6 31,5 117,5 62,2 87,5 
North Yorkshire  734,7  18 93,3 17,9 114,0 88  4,8 67,6 4,4 75,9 9,4 69,1 101 103,1 4,5 236,8 24,1 89,9 71,4 100,4 
Total 3171,2 5,4                     
UK 58801  19,3  15,7  243  7,1  5,8  13,6  98  1,9  26,8  71,1  
                       
EUR15 373242,7 23,2 17,4  15,6  117  10,7  12,2  20,9  100  5  29,4  65,3  
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LIST OF FURTHER PUBLICATIONS IN THE REGIONAL POLICY SERIES 
 
 
REGI 108: La Régionalisation en Europe 
  Janvier 2000 – FR/EN 

 
  Analyse de la tendance à la régionalisation et une définition des divers  

types de ce phénomène sur la base de concepts politiques, économiques  
et institutionnels. 

 
REGI 107: Les Districts Industriels Italiens – Un défi ou une opportunité  

pour l'Union européenne 
  Juin 1999 – FR (Italien à venir) 
 
  L'expérience des districts en Italie peut constituer un important exemple  

d'agglomération pour les MPE dans l'Union. 
 
REGI 106: The Compatibility of Regional and Competition Policies 
  Mars 1999 – EN (summary EN/FR) 

 
Cette étude examine le rôle des indicateurs pour les zones couvertes par 
le FEDER. Par ailleurs, afin de mieux cibler à l'avenir les crédits des 
fonds structurels, des zones d'intervention du FEDER ainsi que des 
niveaux d'éligibilité à l'aide sont définis, puis accompagnés du contrôle 
de ces interventions. 

 
REGI 105: Cohésion et élargissement: les PECO et la politique régionale 
  Septembre 1998 – EN/FR 

 
  L'objectif de cette étude est d'analyser dans les grandes lignes l'esquisse  

du lien entre la cohésion et l'élargissement, l'accent étant  
particulièrement placé sur la politique régionale 

 
REGI 104: Politique structurelle de l'UE: indicateurs pour l'identification des  

régions en difficulté 
Septembre 1998 – EN/FR 

 
Cette étude constitue un document de travail concernant le débat actuel 
de la réforme de la politique structurelle sur la compatibilité entre les 
politiques régionales nationales et européennes. 
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REGI 103: Sustainable development: a key principle for European regional  

development 
  Avril 1998 - EN 

 
  Le développement durable est un élément déterminant de toutes les  

politiques communautaires de l'an 2000. En ce qui concerne la politique  
régionale, il constitue la condition du développement et de 
l'aménagement du territoire. Les acteurs aux niveaux local, régional, 
national et communautaire devront tenir compte de ce principe. L'étude 
présente un choix d'indicateurs dont ils pourront s'inspirer dans leur 
processus de décision. 
 

 
REGI 102: Cohésion: le défi pour l'avenir – Contribution au débat sur la  

réforme de la politique structurelle 
  Juillet 1997 – EN/ES/FR 

 
  Cette étude analyse les positions des différents Ètats membres sur la  

réforme des Fonds structurels. Elle examine le bien-fondé d'une réforme  
de la politique structurelle fondée sur des arguments nationaux. 

 
REGI 101: Cohésion et élargissement: la position du Parlement européen 
  Janvier 1999 – FR 

 

  Débats et rapports sur la réforme des fonds structurels. 
 
REGI 100: European spatial development Policy 
  Janvier 1998 – EN (Résumé 100A toutes langues) 

 
  La politique du développement spatial inscrite dans la législation  

communautaire est devenue un aspect important de la politique  
régionale européenne. Cette étude englobe tous les évenements récents  
et permet de suivre en détail les premiers pas de la politique européenne  
du développement spatial. 

 
W24:  Factors influencing the spending of Structural Funds money 
  Juin 1997 – DE/EN (Résumé DE/EN/ES/FR) 
 
  Ce document tient compte des statistiques les plus récentes concernant  

les dépenses du Fonds régional. 
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W23:  Local and Regional Authorities and the Structural Funds: the Role  

of Information 
  Mai 1997 - EN 

 
  Ce document, qui décrit les exigences en matière d'information, la mise  

en oeuvre de la politique ainsi que le contrôle et l'évaluation des Fonds  
structurels, contient des exemples pratiques concernant l'information au 
niveau local et régional et l'établissement de réseaux qui contribuent à 
l'échange d'expériences entre les collectivités locales dans l'ensemble de 
l'UE. 

 
W22:  The European Parliament and the participation of sub-national  

levels of Government in the European Union 
  Mai 1997 - EN 

 
  Un document de référence qui décrit la position du Parlemetnt en ce qui  

concerne la participation des collectivités locales et régionales de l'UE.  
Il prend pour point de départ le projet de traité sur l'UE et retrace 
l'évolution des douze années qui ont conduit à l'adaptation de celui-ci. 

 
W21  EU and SME's 
  Mai 1997 – EN/ES/IT (résumé W21A – EN/ES/FI) 

 
  L'internationalisation des PME est une question importante pour la  

Comission. Ce document examine sa faisabilité. 
 
W20:  Information and Technology Research in the regions of Europe 
  Janvier 1997 – DA/EN/ES 

 

  Étude sur l'état actuel de la recherche en Europe et l'existence d'une  
coopération entre les régions. 
 

W19:  La coopération transfrontalière et interrégionale au sein de l'Union  
européenne 

  Octobre 1996 – DE/FR 

 
  Une étude exhaustive sur la coopération interrégionale et  

transfrontalière étayée par des exemples institutionnels et pragmatiques  
(rédigée par l'ARFE). 

 
W18:  Évaluation des dépenses structurelles dans l'Union européenne.  

Volume I – dépenses de la politique régionale 
  Juillet 1996 – DE/EN/FR 

 
  Il s'agit de la première partie d'une étude exhaustive (en trois volumes)  

sur l'efficacité des fonds structurels (les chapitres concernant les  
secteurs agricole et socal existent déjà, ainsi qu'une introduction). 
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W17:  Les régions côtières et insulaires de l'Union européenne 

Avril 1996 – EN/FR 

Définition et évaluation des problèmes économiques et techniques 
résultant de l'insularité. 

 

W16:  L'impact régional des politiques communautaires 

Juin 1996 - EN/FR (Résumé toutes langues) 

Cette actualisation d'une étude antérieure évalue l'efficacité des 
fonds structurels et de cohésion, l'impact économique et social des 
réseaux européens et la coordination des politiques régionales au 
niveau national, local et communautaire. 

 

W15:   Contribution du FEDER et de la "mission commune 
d'amélioration des structures économiques régionales" au 
développement économique en Saxe 

Mars 1996 - DE/EN/FR 

Il s'agit de la synthèse d'une étude approfondie sur la politique 
régionale allemande et ses rapports avec la politique régionale mise 
en oeuvre par l'UE. 

 

W14:   L'impact des dépenses nationales sur les disparités régionales en 
Europe 

Janvier 1996 - EN/FR 

Cette étude a pour objet l'analyse des rapports entre les efforts de 
l'UE visant à promouvoir la cohésion économique et sociale (en 
particulier les fonds structurels) et les efforts au niveau national, 
régional ou local. 

 

W13:  La collaboration interrégionale en tant qu'élément de la 
politique méditerranéenne de la Communauté européenne 

Juillet 1995 - EN/FR/IT 

Cette étude de la DG IV décrit les derniers développements de la 
stratégie poursuivie par la Commission dans cette région. 

 

W12:  Regional Development and Culture - Case Studies and Analysis 

Décembre 1994 - EN (Résumé en EN/ES/FR/PT) 

Une description des études de cas dans le domaine de la protection 
et de la réhabilitation de l'héritage culturel. 
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E2*:   Émigration from less-favoured regions: the "brain-drain" and 
regional development in the European Union 

Octobre 1994 - EN/NL 

L'étude conclut que l'UE devrait encourager le développement 
régional et améliorer les perspectives de maintien de l'emploi des 
personnes qualifiées dans les régions défavorisées en étant plus 
attentive aux conditions du développement régional telles que les 
ressources humaines, les facteurs culturels et l'identité régionale. 

 

E1*:   Le rôle de la Communauté européenne en matière de tourisme 
et de développement régional 

Octobre 1993 - DE/EN (Résumé toutes langues) 

Cette étude conclut que, si aucune nouvelle initiative 
communautaire n'est souhaitable, il est indispensable d'apporter des 
changements à la gestion, par la Commission, de la politique du 
tourisme et d'augmenter les ressources humaines et financières en 
vue de la mise en oeuvre du programme d'action pour le tourisme. 

 

 


