
EN 

AT A GLANCE  
Plenary – October I 2022 

EPRS | European Parliamentary Research Service 
Author: Balazs Szechy, Members' Research Service 

PE 733.674 – September 2022 
 

Question time: Tackling depopulation through 
cohesion policy instruments 

Several Member States and regions are facing population decline, caused by factors such as low fertility rates 
and net emigration. The emigration of skilled workers, referred to as 'brain drain', undermines the growth 
potential of the areas concerned. An ageing society also plays a part in depopulation. Depopulated regions are 
often low-income rural or post-industrial areas, with fewer job opportunities. In the context of its oversight over 
other EU institutions, the European Parliament has recently reived the practice of holding 'question time' with 
the Commission. During the October I session, the Commission is due to answer question on the issue of tackling 
depopulation through cohesion policy instruments. 

Background 
The European Commission's 8th cohesion report highlighted regional demographic patterns, drawing a 
distinction between urban, intermediate and rural regions. Demographic trends indicate a sharp 
population decline in certain regions – especially in eastern and southern Europe – due to intra-EU 
migration from these areas and low fertility rates. Sending regions are losing high skills and competencies 
as a result of permanent emigration. Regions with a rapidly shrinking population are affected by a severe 
gap in the provision of social services (healthcare, cultural), physical (transport) and ICT connectivity, 
education and labour opportunities. Back in 2008, due to the financial and economic crisis, young educated 
professionals started migrating from southern and eastern EU countries into north-western ones. Then the 
COVID-19 crisis, which caused reduced economic activity and unemployment, further worsened this trend, 
generating a new wave of youth migration both within and between EU countries. The EPRS Demographic 
Outlook for the European Union 2022 adds further nuances to the picture by noting that, while a large share 
of potential job losses would be compensated by job creation and a shrinking workforce, job creation could 
be concentrated geographically, leading to local labour market disruption. 

The European Commission's initiative 
The Commission's 2022 work programme includes plans to table an initiative on the brain drain and on 
mitigating the challenges associated with population decline. Entitled 'Brain drain – mitigating challenges 
associated with population decline', the initiative aims to analyse the various drivers and long-term 
consequences of loss of talent, and potential solutions to stop or even reverse it. The initiative complements 
previous Commission initiatives addressing demographic change, as set out in the 2020 report on the 
impact of demographic change, the green paper on ageing, and the long-term vision for the EU's rural 
areas. It will rely on data already collected at EU level, and on reports such as the annual reports on intra-EU 
labour mobility. The initiative will aim to take stock of the scale and dynamics of the brain drain. It will 
include a territorial analysis identifying the affected regions and an assessment of the sectors and 
professions most exposed to the brain drain (such as health professionals, scientists and researchers). In 
particular, the initiative will examine the factors driving demand and supply of qualified workers and the 
long-term socio-economic consequences, including on entrepreneurship and job creation. It will also 
examine which policy levers can be activated at EU, national and regional level to reduce the brain drain 
and mitigate the challenges associated with population decline. Furthermore, an open public consultation 
has been held to gather evidence and information on successful regional practices to tackle the brain drain. 
The adoption of the communication laying out the initiative is planned for the fourth quarter of 2022. 

The European Parliament's position 
The Parliament has considered in its various resolutions that tackling the demographic challenge should be 
a priority for EU cohesion policy, alongside climate issues and the digital transition. In its 2017 resolution on 
the deployment of cohesion policy instruments by regions to address demographic change, Parliament 
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stresses that providing new opportunities for paid employment, particularly in areas at risk of depopulation 
is vital, as is ensuring universal access to high-quality and affordable public services and infrastructure. It 
insists on measures to promote small and medium-sized mountain and rural farms, underscores the 
significant role of family-creating and family-supporting policies, and supports the idea that local and 
regional authorities have a key role in addressing demographic challenges. It upholds that cohesion policy 
should promote employability and inclusion of women, and calls for the effective use and greater 
coordination of EU funds to ensure a more comprehensive approach to demographic change. It highlights 
the importance of the second pillar of the common agricultural policy in promoting sustainable rural 
development. Last but not least, it calls for the European structural and investment funds to be used to 
address demographic challenges in a sustainable manner, and underlines, in particular, the need to provide 
adequate support to territories such as the outermost regions. 
The Parliament's 2018 resolution on strengthening economic, social and territorial cohesion in the EU calls 
for paying greater attention to peri-urban and rural problems. It stresses the importance of supporting rural 
areas in all their diversity, by encouraging investment in projects that support local economies, while also 
ensuring better transport connectivity, accessibility and very high-speed broadband. It welcomes the 
efforts made to maximise synergies amongst different EU funds. It takes the view that a special status for 
demographically disadvantaged regions should be considered, and highlights that it is important for the 
EU to incorporate demographic considerations throughout its policy spectrum. It states that cohesion 
policy should play a more prominent role in supporting regions that face demographic challenges. 
In May 2021, Parliament adopted a resolution on Reversing demographic trends in EU regions using 
cohesion policy instruments, which addresses the demographic challenge facing the EU, while also paving 
the way towards the emergence of an EU-wide strategy on this key issue. According to the report, national 
and local authorities are equally important in the response to demographic changes. As partners in the 
Recovery and Resilience Facility, they are best placed to come up with plans for the most vulnerable regions, 
the report notes. It also warns that the EU should not neglect the rural and remote regions in its mobility 
strategy. The report stresses the important role that rural tourism could play in addressing depopulation. 
Furthermore, it notes that the pandemic has also revealed a digital divide, affecting in particular elderly 
people and those living in less developed regions. It therefore suggests that investments in the digital 
sector should enable a fair and equal transition towards a digital economy and a digital online education 
system accessible to everyone. It expresses hope that the spread of teleworking since the pandemic might 
help reverse depopulation trends in rural areas, making it possible for young educated people to stay in 
areas which they would otherwise leave. Finally, the report underlines that tackling demographic 
imbalances increases economic, social and territorial cohesion within the EU and is a way to counter 
radicalisation. 

Views of the EU's advisory bodies 
In its opinion on Demographic change: proposals on measuring and tackling its negative effects in the EU 
regions adopted in October 2020, the European Committee of the Regions (CoR) considers that 
demographic change is one of the biggest challenges facing European regions. The CoR strongly endorses 
the Commission's report on the impact of demographic change, which adopts a comprehensive approach, 
considering the digital transition, the green economy and the demographic challenge. It underlines that, 
as many of the necessary policy responses fall within the responsibility of local and regional authorities in 
the EU, this calls for a strong focus on partnership. The opinion also stresses that due to the delay in the 
childbearing age of women, the planned number of children is not being met, resulting in a fertility gap; it 
therefore calls for increased efforts to encourage and incentivise childbearing. 
In its opinion on Demographic challenges in the EU in light of economic and development inequalities, 
adopted in May 2020, the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) says that, if the EU is to reverse 
its demographic decline, it will need to take a holistic approach of stimulating employment while also 
embracing strong economic and social policies that can restore citizens' confidence in the future. Another 
EESC opinion entitled 'Towards a holistic strategy on sustainable rural/urban development', also advocates 
applying strong family and employment policies to improve the EU's demographic situation. 
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