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I. Demographic change and its consequences for Europe’s regions

Demographic change in the EU is a fact and handling it constitutes one of the core tasks for 
the future. In most Member States the birth rate is falling while life expectancy is rising. 
Eurostat’s forecasts for the EU’s population figures in 2050 show dramatic shifts in the age 
structure, most notably upwards towards the 60-plus generation. This ageing of the population 
is accompanied by changes in the economic, social and societal fields. 

The rapporteur is of the opinion that the demographic change is producing new challenges in 
many regions of the EU. For this reason, demographic developments must be particularly 
studied at regional level, where very different developments become apparent. While in many 
rural areas demographic change is occurring because young people are moving away, affluent 
urban areas are benefiting from people moving in. Conurbations such as London are the 
‘winners’ in demographic change, while regions in the new German federal states, in western 
Poland or in northern Spain are the ‘losers’. The population will fall by more than 10 % in 
approximately 20 regions.

II. Demographic change and EU regional policy

Not all the regions have yet recognised that demographic change can bring both risks and
opportunities. The range of different challenges means that regions and urban areas each need 
their own strategies. In principle, this is the Member States’ responsibility, but the rapporteur 
is convinced that the regions must be proactive and at the same time that they need guidance
and prospects for the future. 

The importance of demographic change is stressed in the Conclusions to the Fifth Cohesion 
Report1. The Communication issued by the Commission on promoting solidarity between the 
regions also states that the rights of each generation must be protected. Children and young 
people must have a place in society – and this calls for support for their families, the 
establishment and maintenance of high-quality care and educational facilities, vocational 
training and employment prospects. The generations in the middle need support as they care 
for and raise their children, but also as they care for the older generation. Older people need 
help if they are to play an active and independent part in life in their society.

Member States and regions can draw on the Structural Funds to develop tailor-made 
strategies. Projects on successfully managing demographic change can be cofinanced under 
structural policy. The Member States have allocated some EUR 30 billion (8.5 % of Structural 
Fund appropriations) in the 2007-2013 programming period to measures in this field. 
Regional policy is therefore a key instrument in tackling demographic change.

III. Fields for action and issues

The rapporteur is conscious of the fact that demographic change is an issue that affects many 

                                               
1 COM(2010)0642.
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sectors1. Nonetheless, she is of the opinion that it is for structural policy in particular to take 
up the huge challenges posed by demographic change. 

1. General structural policy reforms

a) The rapporteur is of the opinion that the Structural Funds must be examined to see how 
they can be better adapted to the consequences of demographic change. People only 
remain in their place of residence when they feel content there and have work, a local public 
transport system, cultural events and efficient health facilities to hand. 

b) Consideration should be given to whether aspects of demographic change should be 
included, at regional level, with GDP as criteria for the allocation of appropriations from the 
Structural Funds. DG Regio’s ‘Demographic Vulnerability Index’2 can serve as an example.

c) Regions should give greater consideration to demographic change in their operational 
programmes than they have done so far and develop a strategy to tackle it.

d) Individual regions that are particularly affected by demographic change could act as ‘test
‘regions’, trialling innovative approaches to regional handling of demographic change and 
thus be able to draw conclusions for other European regions.

2. Urban development and infrastructure

Under Article 8 of the ERDF Regulation, sustainable urban development should have regard 
to ‘taking account of changing demographic structures’. The rapporteur does not think that 
only rural areas face huge challenges in preventing depopulation and a rising average age;
urban areas will be affected too.

a) Even if ‘unproductive competition’ to draw in more inhabitants should be prevented, the 
regions must seek to hold their own in competition to attract investment – and they should 
also, with help from the Structural Funds, pay increased attention to improving transport 
connections, education and quality of life. Smaller rural communities could, for example, gain 
a new lease of life as retirement locations for senior citizens.

b) If depopulation is to be prevented, then child- and family-friendly towns and cities need 
to be developed, one feature of which is that everything is close at hand. Work, home and 
recreation must all be close to one another. In urban planning this is known as: mixed use 
development combining residential areas, businesses, infrastructure and parks and gardens. 
Urban areas must invest in playgrounds and playing fields, grassed areas, and facilities for 
family members in need of care.

                                               
1 See also 2010/2027(INI) from EMPL.
2 Demography Vulnerability Index, see Commission Staff Working Paper, Regions 2020, SEC(2008)2868.
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c) Urban renovation (and redevelopment) ought to be supported financially, as measures 
involving demolition are commercially unattractive. Urban planning must take depopulation
more into account, inter alia by revitalising and restructuring the inner cities – there is little 
experience of this so far. The local authorities concerned could be seen as ‘test regions’ (see 
1.d), whose attempts to find a solution could be put into practice across Europe.

d) Innovative concepts must be found to adapt to new demands for public transport. For 
example, fewer people in employment means fewer passengers. Some scheduled services in 
rural areas must be withdrawn. 

3. Policy on senior citizens, children and families

Senior citizens’ (economically and socially) positive contribution to society is often 
underestimated. The rapporteur welcomes the plan to declare 2012 the ‘European Year of 
Active Ageing and Intergenerational Solidarity’. At the same time, young people must be 
integrated into all areas of society and have good education, training and job opportunities.
Furthermore, women and families need in particular to be supported.

a) Municipalities must be senior-citizen-friendly, to prevent their social exclusion amongst
other reasons. For this, easy access to public facilities is important, for example. New ideas 
are also needed as regards living facilities adapted to senior citizens’ needs, for example 
ERDF grants for assisted-living residences or multi-generational homes. Loans at a 
favourable rate of interest for development of homes adapted for elderly people could also be 
encouraged.

b) Regions suffering from a shrinking population, which also have to adapt to the ageing of 
the remaining population, are forced to adjust their health and welfare services to meet local 
needs. Grants must be provided to continue to guarantee older people care in the home and 
comprehensive medical care.

c) To improve the work-life balance, urban areas and municipalities need to provide free,
reliable, all-day childcare facilities for children of all ages. There must also be sufficient, 
affordable homes suitable for families. The birth rate will only begin to rise again if there are 
good childcare and education facilities and a future for young people.

4. Migration

Migration from outside of the EU has until now been the most important cause of population 
growth. Europe will, for demographic reasons, remain dependent on migration for skilled 
labour. At the same time, it should be noted that the success with which migrants are 
integrated into Europe varies from region to region. 

a) The rapporteur considers that the demographic change demands a long-term EU strategy 
on migration. The EU must coordinate migration and integration better. The EU must have 
arrangements for legal migration. 
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b) The regions must have more funds for migrant integration. Furthermore, they need 
support in overcoming prejudices against migrants.

5. Employment

The rapporteur considers that, in view of the falling population figures, greater labour market 
participation and improved qualifications are vital if affluence, productivity and social 
cohesion are to be maintained. Approximately EUR 19 billion has been allocated in the 
current programming period to removing the obstacles preventing women, young people, 
older people and less-well qualified people, in particular, from finding employment. 

a) Greater use than to date must be made of cohesion policy in supporting measures assisting 
population groups whose employment potential has not yet been fully developed. The ESF in 
particular must be oriented in such a way that its potential can be exploited to the full.

b) Youth unemployment is one of the biggest problems for many regions. They should use 
ESF funding to ensure their young people are socially integrated and give them the possibility 
of taking up a suitable trade or profession.

c) The female employment rate is also still too low. Demographic change is an additional 
argument for enabling more women of all ages to obtain jobs and start lifelong learning 
programmes.

6. Analysis instruments and best practice

The rapporteur feels that the first important step in finding answers to the challenges posed by 
demographic change is obtaining appropriate statistics. Secondly, coordination between the 
authorities concerned must be improved.

a) Analysis tools must be refined and regional aspects included, in order to obtain a better 
picture of demographic developments in Europe’s regions. The Commission should refine the 
Demography Vulnerability Index and regularly update it. In addition, local, regional and 
national databanks on demographic development should be made comparable so that data 
from across Europe can be evaluated and assessed1. 

b) The regions must jointly develop strategies based on cooperation. Cooperation with local 
and regional stakeholders (e.g. health services or social services) is important. Furthermore, 
the Commission should once again examine whether it would be possible to implement an 
‘Erasmus programme for local and regional elected representatives’. 

                                               
1 See the SHARE databank (Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe).


