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This Briefing forms part of an EPRS series offering syntheses of the pre-legislative state of play and 
consultation on key European Commission priorities during the current five-year term. It 
summarises the state of affairs in the relevant policy field, examines how existing policy is working 
on the ground, and, where possible, identifies best practice and ideas for the future on the part of 
governmental organisations at all levels of the EU system of multilevel governance.  

Summary of findings 
EPRS analysis of the positions of partner governmental organisations at EU, national, regional and local levels 
suggests that these public authorities would like the following main considerations to be reflected in 
discussions on the forthcoming Commission communication on the long-term vision for rural areas:  

 The EU level recognises that rural areas represent the fabric of European society. There is a growing 
concern at the EU level that some citizens living in remote rural areas feel 'left behind'. 

 Local and regional authorities point out that, if the rural agenda is to be successful, it cannot be based 
on a one-size-fits-all approach, but needs to be tailored to territories' specificities. This applies, for 
instance, to overcoming demographic challenges. 

 When it comes to digitalisation and mobility, all levels of governance see the provision of infrastructure 
as a necessary – but not sufficient – condition for progress. There is a consensus on the importance of 
bottom-up participation of local communities to meet local needs, which is behind the 'smart village' 
concept. 

 Governmental organisations at all levels of governance see environment protection and action against 
climate change as a pre-condition for growth. There is a clear call to modernise the farming sector, 
coupled with the need to diversify the rural economy as whole. According to public bodies at local, 
regional and national levels, the experience with the Covid-19 pandemic has proven that there are 
potential opportunities for future development of rural areas, starting with jobs that can be carried-out 
remotely.  

 Regional and local administrations call for EU and national administrative procedures to be made less 
cumbersome and for different types of funds to be streamlined and combined, applying a 'multi-fund' 
approach. Finally, the evidence gathered points to additional funding opportunities for rural areas. 
These include concrete cases of private initiatives, national intervention when the provision of a public 
good is not commercially viable, and State aid and tax credits, when appropriate. 
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1. Current state of play 
Background 
The President of the European Commission, Ursula von der Leyen, stressed the need to bring new 
life to rural areas in her 'state of the Union' address before the European Parliament plenary session 
on 16 September 2020. This need was underlined in the accompanying letter of intent addressed to 
the President of the European Parliament, David Sassoli, and Chancellor Angela Merkel, 
representing the Presidency of the European Council. 

The need to design a long-term vision for rural areas was underlined in President von der Leyen's 
political guidelines and in the mission letters to Commission Vice-President Dubravka Suica, 
Commissioner Janusz Wojciechowski and Commissioner Elisa Ferreira. 

On 19 October 2020, the Commission adopted its 2021 work programme. The communication on 
the long-term vision for rural areas is listed under the priority, 'A new push for European democracy'. 
Earlier, at the end of July 2020, the Commission published a roadmap. This invited citizens and 
stakeholders to provide their views on the Commission's understanding of the opportunities and 
challenges facing rural areas, including possible solutions, and to share any relevant information 
they might have. A public consultation was launched on 7 September 2020 and ran until 
30 November 2020. The Commission subsequently published a factual summary of this public 
consultation exercise.1 The Commission is expected to publish its communication in June 2021.2 

The Commission's initiative aims to spark a debate on the future of rural areas by 2040 and the role 
they can play in society. In the context of climate change, the digital transformation and the 
Covid-19 crisis, the Commission is seeking to explore innovative, inclusive and sustainable solutions 
for the EU's rural areas. It has explained that the communication on the long-term vision has links to 
the Commission report on the impact of demographic change, adopted in June 2020, and the green 
paper on ageing, adopted in January 2021. Further relevant aspects of the future of rural areas which 
it embraces include the implementation of the European Green Deal and the Conference on the 
Future of Europe.  

The backdrop to the planned communication is the ongoing modernisation and simplification of 
the common agricultural policy (CAP), following the publication in June 2018 of the Commission's 
legislative proposals for the CAP. A new delivery model has been put forward based on a strategic 
approach where each Member State will compile a national strategic plan to cover all the CAP 
interventions, including support for rural development. The CAP is one of the EU's longest prevailing 
policies. Articles 38-44 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the EU (TFEU) set out its legal basis. The 
Treaty recognises that, in the case of agriculture and rural development, competence is shared 
between the EU and the Member States. Article 39 sets out the specific objectives of the CAP which 
are to: 

 increase agricultural productivity; 
 ensure a fair standard of living for farmers;  
 stabilise markets;  
 ensure the availability of supplies; and 
 ensure reasonable prices for consumers. 

The EU's rural development policy was introduced as the second pillar of the CAP under the 
Agenda 2000 reform. It is co-financed by the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development 
(EAFRD) and regional and national funds. In addition to the above CAP objectives, the Treaty lays 
down other objectives applicable to all EU policies and measures. Articles 174 to 178 relate to 
economic, social and territorial cohesion. Article 174 states that '...the Union shall aim at reducing 
disparities between the levels of development of the various regions and the backwardness of the 
least developed favoured regions. Among the regions concerned, particular attention shall be paid 
to rural areas ...'. 

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_1940
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12525-Rural-development-long-term-vision-for-rural-areas_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12525-Long-term-vision-for-rural-areas/public-consultation
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52020DC0241
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52021DC0050
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52021DC0050
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Methodology 
The data sources for this briefing were obtained through:  

1 general requests for input from governmental organisations at all levels of government, 
and 

2 online pro-active desk research, aiming to obtain additional relevant input. 

Taking each in turn, the general requests for input 
on key European Commission priorities were sent 
to all the governmental organisations in the EPRS 
Linking the Levels Unit network. These are active in 
a broad range of policies. This was done by means 
of the monthly newsletter The Link,3 with calls sent 
each month during the period from February to 
May 2021 to an expanding network, reaching 711 
contacts by the end of that period. 

Second, pro-active desk research was carried out 
to gather further information from other 
governmental organisations online, as well as to 
cover the relevant literature, including European 
Parliament Library knowledge resources. This 
process took place from February to May 2021 with 
a view to closing analytical gaps identified and 
minimising, to the extent possible, self-selection 
bias. 

The main sources analysed include the feedback 
sent to the Commission on the above-mentioned 
roadmap by 32 respondents who declared themselves to be public authorities. Finally, they also 
included responses from two relevant EU-wide umbrella organisations of public authorities: the 
Council of European Municipalities and Regions and Eurocities. Our outreach strategy and desk 
research garnered 74 documents, which are analysed for this briefing: 12 from the local, 23 from the 
regional, 25 from the national and 14 from the European level. Figure 1 above shows the levels of 
governmental organisations that published input documents analysed in this briefing. 

2. Positions of governmental organisations to date 
Based on the above methodology, the following common themes can be highlighted, pointing to 
both the challenges and the opportunities existing in rural areas. 

Diversity 
Public authorities, at both local and regional levels, noted that any vision for rural areas must be 
built on the fact that rural areas in the EU display large differences in the characteristics of their 
respective territories, including their topography and location. Degrees of remoteness, as well as 
demographic, economic and environmental differences imply different policy priorities.  

For instance, the north-west regions of Romania and the northern and western regions of the 
Republic of Ireland stress that diversity is a key point. This suggests that, if the rural agenda is to be 
successful, it cannot be built on the basis of a one-size-fits-all approach, but needs to take into 
consideration regional particularities and adapt to territories' specificities. 

For this reason, Sweden's most northerly regions are critical of the Commission's strong reliance 
on the NUTS4 (Nomenclature des Unités territoriales statistiques) classification used for statistics and 
the division of EU territory when adopting EU regional policies. As an example, they state that one 

Figure 1 – Levels of governmental 
organisations which contributed input 
analysed in this briefing 

 
Source: EPRS. 
 

https://www.ccre.org/
https://eurocities.eu/
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12525-Rural-development-long-term-vision-for-rural-areas/F548845_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12525-Rural-development-long-term-vision-for-rural-areas/F550065_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12525-Rural-development-long-term-vision-for-rural-areas/F550065_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12525-Rural-development-long-term-vision-for-rural-areas/F550314_en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/nuts/background


EPRS | European Parliamentary Research Service 

4 

of the EU's largest NUT3 regions, Norrbotten (over 98 000 km), is larger than 17 EU Member States 
taken individually. It hosts both urban centres and areas more sparsely populated than other regions 
in Europe. They suggest that a policy approach too reliant on NUTS regions can lead to realities on 
the ground being ignored. According to them, policies should be more nuanced and adapted to the 
territories, for instance taking into account access to services and commuting time.  

Along the same lines, the municipalities in Bavaria and Baden-Württemberg stress that, when 
applying the principle of subsidiarity in EU legislation, particular attention should be given to 
assessing in advance the impact of new EU legislation in rural areas. Likewise, both the German 
County Association and the German expert council for rural development consider that the 
impact of EU measures in rural areas has not always been taken fully into account in ex-ante impact 
assessment and ex-post evaluation. They consider that a territorial impact assessment in less 
densely populated areas is essential for successful policy-making. This assessment would consider, 
not least, whether policies are proportionate and feasible in light of the specific challenges facing 
rural areas. 

Demographics, depopulation and housing 
Demographic trends, depopulation and housing are challenges highlighted by several 
governmental organisations. Both EU consultative committees agree that a key challenge for rural 
areas is the ageing population. Already in its opinion of 16 June 2016 on The EU response to the 
demographic challenge, the European Committee of the Regions (CoR) underlined that the 
ageing of the population is a major concern in rural areas. At the request of the Croatian Presidency, 
the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) drafted an opinion on Demographic 
challenges in the EU in light of economic and development inequalities, which was adopted on 
5 May 2020. The opinion noted that the rural population was ageing even faster than the population 
as a whole. It pointed to a 'defining trend' in rural life all over Europe, namely a declining population 
as young people moved to big towns and cities. It also considered that one area where 
underinvestment was most evident was long-term health care for ageing people.5 

When it comes to housing, for example, in Ireland, the government makes a distinction between 
rural areas that are within or outside the commuter catchment of the country's main cities. Within 
it, some rural areas have seen some of their character and cohesion affected by commuter-
generated housing. On the other hand, in some less accessible settlements, social imbalance and 
population decline has resulted in more marginalised and vulnerable citizens lacking access to 
services that were once available. According to the Irish government, the increasing number of 
vacant buildings in rural towns and villages is impacting negatively on the historic vibrancy and 
vitality of those places. To reverse this housing trend, the Irish government indicates in its national 
planning framework that public realm improvements and targeted sustainable measures 
addressing vacant premises could be used to regenerate neglected areas in a sustainable way. 
Moreover, Ireland has established as one of its objectives for 2040 the development of a programme 
for new homes in small towns and villages. The goal is to provide appropriate infrastructure to 
attract people to build their own homes and live in small cities. In this regard, local authorities would 
be supported in respect of the necessary land acquisition, site preparation, and local infrastructure 
provision. The project highlights the necessity to ensure that an urban approach is not applied to 
rural settings, and that the scale, character and density of the town or village are respected. 

Digitalisation: Internet infrastructure and smart villages 
National, regional and local authorities emphasise the need for investment in digitalisation. For 
instance, at national level, in Spain, aiming to reverse the current depopulation trend and enable 
the digital development of rural areas, the Spanish Ministry of economic affairs and digital 
transformation has put forward various strategies, such as granting State aid to deploy ultra-fast 
networks and 5G infrastructure in the so-called white areas, which are zones without an internet 
connection. 

https://www.europabuero-bw.de/sites/default/files/buchanhang/Consultation%20-%20Rural%20development%20%E2%80%93%20long-term%20vision%20for%20rural%20areas%20-%20contribution%20of%20the%20Local%20Authorities%20of%20Bavaria%20and%20Baden-W%C3%BCrttemberg.pdf#overlay-context=node/15
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12525-Rural-development-long-term-vision-for-rural-areas/F548653_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12525-Rural-development-long-term-vision-for-rural-areas/F548653_en
https://www.bmel.de/SharedDocs/Downloads/DE/_Ministerium/Beiraete/srle/stellungnahme-srle-vision-l%C3%A4ndliche-r%C3%A4ume.pdf;jsessionid=0C38F10044A7B7E91D711EE78A61BC29.live852?__blob=publicationFile&v=2
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52016IR0040
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52016IR0040
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/demographic-challenges-eu-light-economic-and-development-inequalities-exploratory-opinion-request-croatian-presidency
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/demographic-challenges-eu-light-economic-and-development-inequalities-exploratory-opinion-request-croatian-presidency
https://npf.ie/wp-content/uploads/Project-Ireland-2040-NPF.pdf
https://npf.ie/wp-content/uploads/Project-Ireland-2040-NPF.pdf
https://npf.ie/wp-content/uploads/Project-Ireland-2040-NPF.pdf
https://avancedigital.mineco.gob.es/en-us/Participacion/Paginas/Cerradas/PEBA-NGA-2019-2021.aspx
https://avancedigital.mineco.gob.es/en-us/Participacion/Paginas/Cerradas/PEBA-NGA-2019-2021.aspx
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In this regard, the Swedish northern regions called for extension of fibre or fast broadband to be 
accelerated to guarantee rural areas' access to high-speed internet, new technologies and 
important public services such as e-government platforms. They argued, however, that 5G 
networks, often praised as the solution to this problem, may not be the best answer for sparsely 
populated rural areas, as they require a grid of masts 300-700 m apart, not easily achievable there. 
They suggest more innovative thinking might thus be required.  

Likewise, with approximately 70 people per km2 and a population density below the EU average 
(source: Eurostat), the deployment of a commercial high-speed broadband network in Ireland is 
viewed as difficult and costly, particularly in rural areas where the average population density is 
27 people per km2. To overcome this, the Irish national broadband plan – devised by the 
Department of the environment, climate and communications – aims to deliver the necessary 
network to all premises in Ireland through commercial investment jointly with State intervention in 
areas where private companies have no commercial interest. Projects include the delivery of 300 
broadband connection points selected by local communities in public places across the country and 
to be implemented in the first year of the plan. Still in Ireland, three regional assemblies (the Eastern 
and Midland Regional Assembly, the Southern Regional Assembly and the Northern and 
Western Regional Assembly) have compiled a study entitled ‘regional co-working analysis’, which 
shows that more than one in four private sector workers in Ireland is capable of working remotely 
and that this could open up an array of economic and environmental opportunities for the 
development of rural communities. This would involve the delivery of strategically located co-
working hubs with high speed broadband. The study highlights the potential role of funding offered 
by the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) to assist in developing high-quality co-
working hubs within or in close proximity to designated regional growth centres, key towns and 
prominent rural communities. This study also suggests exploring the possibility of offering 
companies that have remote workers tax credits as a means to combat depopulation and develop 
resilient and sustainable rural areas. 

However, infrastructure access is just one 
dimension. According to a survey carried out 
by the Irish Central Statistics Office in 2016 
on the reasons why households in thinly 
populated areas do not have an internet 
connection, 43 % of people interviewed said 
they lacked the necessary skills to use the 
internet. The smart village concept attempts to 
go one step further in providing solutions to 
the digital gap. Its core elements include the 
local community involvement and the use of 
digital tools.6 

When it comes to digitalisation, Ostwestfalen-
Lippe, a rural area located in North Rhine-
Westphalia (Germany), has turned itself into a 
'smart rural territory'. The pre-requisite for this 
was the availability of a superfast broadband 
connection, which was achieved with both 

national and regional funds. For instance superfast broadband was brought to an extra 93 villages, 
and an even higher speed was brought to additional properties as well as industrial and commercial 
areas. This required an investment of at least €14 million. The 'smart countryside' project was funded 
jointly by the EU and the region of North Rhine-Westphalia from 2016 to 2019 with the aim of 
delivering social innovation by using digital tools. An essential element was the participation of 
residents, who expressed their needs. This led to the creation of a series of digital tools, including: 

Figure 2 – Smart villages: when local 
communities innovate 

 

Source: © Jure / Adobe Stock. 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12525-Rural-development-long-term-vision-for-rural-areas/F550314_en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/tps00003/default/table?lang=en
https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-cp2tc/cp2pdm/pd/
https://www.nwra.ie/news/more-than-1-in-4-private-sector-workers-are-capable-of-operating-remotely-presenting-a-huge-opportunity-for-the-west-and-border-region/
https://nbi.ie/broadband-connection-points/
https://www.nwra.ie/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/regional-co-working-analysis-22102020.pdf
https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/isshh/informationsocietystatistics-households2016/#:%7E:text=The%20main%20reasons%20stated%20for,not%20need%20internet%20(38%25).&text=The%20next%20most%20common%20activities,and%20Internet%20banking%20(64%25).
https://enrd.ec.europa.eu/sites/default/files/enrd_publications/digital-strategies_case-study_de.pdf
https://enrd.ec.europa.eu/sites/default/files/enrd_publications/digital-strategies_case-study_de.pdf
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 a 'digital village platform', to communicate between residents and with the administration; 
 a 'caring village', for any person offering and looking for help;  
 a faith platform, offering online church services; and 
 a 'digital education' platform. 

According to the European network for rural development, which is the source for this analysis, 
the Ostwestfalen-Lippe example could be applied in other EU rural areas. 

Similar initiatives have also been embarked upon in France. At local level, the small village of Lormes 
started its journey towards becoming a 'village of the future' two decades ago with a plan to fully 
utilise the opportunities that information and communication technologies offer rural areas. Today, 
the Lormes Senior Care Home offers its residents tele-geriatric consultations and digital training 
classes. The primary school building is energy-efficient and teachers are assisted in designing digital 
learning tools that suit their classes' needs. Lormes has free Wi-Fi throughout the village. Community 
drones and sensors support biodiversity projects as well as farm work, and monitor the local quality 
levels of water, air and energy. 

Finally, there is a stated complementarity between virtual and physical accessibility, analysed in the 
next section of this briefing. For instance, the German expert council for rural development has 
indicated that local authorities should use and offer interoperable and fast digital solutions that can 
be accessed by citizens and businesses also as a way to compensate for the greater distances 
between rural areas. Likewise, the electronic public administration initiatives pursued for instance 
by the Spanish administration aim to ensure the exercise of rights throughout the national 
territory, diminishing the gap between urban and rural areas. 

Mobility 
Improving roads and especially public transport networks to ensure the mobility of the rural 
population and improve market connections for local businesses are further important objectives 
that a number of the contributions have in common. 

A regional rural network in the Grand Est 
region of France argues that sustainable and 
efficient mobility is essential to attract new 
active residents to rural areas. It sketches a 
future where a multi-modal platform is the 
central hub for safe cycling paths, buses and 
car sharing. A car park is tailored to cater for 
new forms of mobility, providing, for instance, 
charging stations for electric bikes and electric 
cars. A building next to the new car park could 
provide for a covered market, bicycle and car 
repair workshops, and cultural and creative 
activities. The example of the disused train 
station in Altkirch, converted into a media 
library, is provided as a good example. 

In terms of mobility, Bavarian and Baden-
Württemberg municipalities highlight the 
importance of maintaining the attractiveness 

of rural areas while still adapting to new challenges. They claim that rural areas will continue to be 
determined by private motorised transport and that an increase in electric vehicles can be expected 
in the future, for which investment in infrastructures is needed. 

At national level, when it comes to incentives for business logistics in rural areas, the Portuguese 
territorial development programme (Programa de Valorização do Interior) considers the possibility 
of compensating for the increase in costs when a company moves to a rural setting, and mentions 

Figure 3 – Rural areas' infrastructure needs 
have changed  

 
Source: © Giuseppe / Adobe Stock 

https://enrd.ec.europa.eu/sites/default/files/enrd_publications/digital-strategies_case-study_fr.pdf
https://www.bmel.de/SharedDocs/Downloads/DE/_Ministerium/Beiraete/srle/stellungnahme-srle-vision-l%C3%A4ndliche-r%C3%A4ume.pdf;jsessionid=0C38F10044A7B7E91D711EE78A61BC29.live852?__blob=publicationFile&v=2
https://administracionelectronica.gob.es/pae_Home#.YGLn_jnivIU
https://www.mptfp.gob.es/dam/es/portal/reto_demografico/Estrategia_Nacional/directrices_generales_estrategia.pdf.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12525-Rural-development-long-term-vision-for-rural-areas/F550184_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12525-Rural-development-long-term-vision-for-rural-areas/F550184_en
https://www.europabuero-bw.de/sites/default/files/buchanhang/Consultation%20-%20Rural%20development%20%E2%80%93%20long-term%20vision%20for%20rural%20areas%20-%20contribution%20of%20the%20Local%20Authorities%20of%20Bavaria%20and%20Baden-W%C3%BCrttemberg.pdf#overlay-context=node/15
https://www.europabuero-bw.de/sites/default/files/buchanhang/Consultation%20-%20Rural%20development%20%E2%80%93%20long-term%20vision%20for%20rural%20areas%20-%20contribution%20of%20the%20Local%20Authorities%20of%20Bavaria%20and%20Baden-W%C3%BCrttemberg.pdf#overlay-context=node/15
https://www.portugal.gov.pt/pt/gc22/comunicacao/documento?i=relatorio-balanco-do-programa-de-valorizacao-do-interior
https://www.portugal.gov.pt/pt/gc22/comunicacao/documento?i=relatorio-balanco-do-programa-de-valorizacao-do-interior
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the option of reducing tolls on roads to rural areas. Finally, looking at Malta, the EU's most densely 
populated Member State, the government considers the road infrastructure to be fairly developed, 
with some room for improvement. One of the 2025 national transport master plan goals is to 
integrate isolated communities. To that end, the government designed a concession agreement for 
a period of 15 years that provides for public service obligations of general economic interest that 
would otherwise not be commercially viable for operators, including the operation of unprofitable 
bus routes to remote rural areas.  

Building sustainable local economies while protecting the environment 
Protecting the environment against climate change is seen as a pre-condition for building 
sustainable local economies. According to the German expert council for rural development, the 
vision for rural areas in the EU should be based on the objective of balanced territorial development 
and aligned with the territorial cohesion objective of Article 174 TFEU. In this sense, not only does 
balanced territorial development benefit rural areas, it also promotes the cohesion and harmonious 
development of the EU as a whole. The expert council, accordingly, quotes the EU's Territorial 
Agenda 2030, adopted under the German Presidency of the Council, a strategic document that 
makes more balanced territorial development a priority. 

When it comes to climate change issues, at national level, the Czech Ministry of agriculture has 
urged the European Commission to renew its commitments to the promotion of sustainable forestry 
and the use of water resources. Communities must safeguard against avalanches, floods and debris 
flows and protect the quality of water supplies. The ministry argues that such actions are needed to 
protect essential economic sectors that are heavily reliant on weather and climate conditions, such 
as agriculture and tourism. 

To ensure the creation of an environmentally friendly and sustainable local economy, the regional 
government of Lodz (Poland), for example, advocates the adoption of an initiative allocating 
bonuses for projects with the most neutral environmental impact, and production based on local 
raw materials. Similarly, the Ministry of agriculture of the regional government of Catalonia 
(Spain) proposes an ambitious regional tax policy, incentivising companies that have workers in 
rural areas and employees that live there. This measure encourages SMEs and workers who are 
currently teleworking to do so from the countryside, ultimately increasing local competitiveness, 
entrepreneurship and addressing demographic decline. The Andalusian ministry of tourism 
(Spain) strongly advises that a specific section on eco-tourism as a driver for building strong and 
sustainable local economies should be included in the new long-term rural vision. In Spain, 
according to the Spanish government, sustainable and cultural tourism is expected to increase in 
the future and to trigger important benefits for the revitalisation and development of rural areas, 
including improvements in Spain's connectivity. 

There is a gender dimension to it as well. According to the Spanish government, the depopulation 
issue in rural areas is aggravated by the considerable outflow of women to urban and semi-urban 
areas in search of better employment and public service opportunities. As a result, a progressive 
male predominance in rural territories negatively affects women who live and want to develop their 
projects there. Women's participation in economic activities is seen as pivotal by the Spanish 
Ministry of social rights to foster gender equality in Spanish rural areas. For this reason, Spain's 
national guidelines for the 2030 sustainable development strategy aim to promote the 
development of both agri-related and other forms of self-employment for women, as well as female 
shared ownership of agricultural holdings, supported by associations, when appropriate. 

The Portuguese 2030 strategy highlights that, in order to maintain a sustainable agriculture sector 
throughout its territory, it is necessary to intervene, restructure, and modernise the sector's 
infrastructure to improve resource efficiency. For instance, the use of systems to save excess 
abundant winter rainfall for use throughout the year would give independence from erratic climate 
conditions and help prevent rural areas from being abandoned. Portugal's territorial development 

https://www.transport.gov.mt/include/filestreaming.asp?fileid=2695
https://www.bmel.de/SharedDocs/Downloads/DE/_Ministerium/Beiraete/srle/stellungnahme-srle-vision-l%C3%A4ndliche-r%C3%A4ume.pdf;jsessionid=0C38F10044A7B7E91D711EE78A61BC29.live852?__blob=publicationFile&v=2
https://territorialagenda.eu/home.html
https://territorialagenda.eu/home.html
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12525-Rural-development-long-term-vision-for-rural-areas/F547531_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12525-Rural-development-long-term-vision-for-rural-areas/F550466_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12525-Rural-development-long-term-vision-for-rural-areas/F550466_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12525-Rural-development-long-term-vision-for-rural-areas/F550236_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12525-Rural-development-long-term-vision-for-rural-areas/F541224_en
https://www.agenda2030.gob.es/recursos/docs/Directrices_EDS.pdf
https://www.agenda2030.gob.es/recursos/docs/Directrices_EDS.pdf
https://www.agenda2030.gob.es/recursos/docs/Directrices_EDS.pdf
https://www.portugal.gov.pt/download-ficheiros/ficheiro.aspx?v=%3d%3dBQAAAB%2bLCAAAAAAABAAzNDC3NAEAkBRcpAUAAAA%3d
https://www.portugal.gov.pt/pt/gc22/comunicacao/documento?i=relatorio-balanco-do-programa-de-valorizacao-do-interior
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programme offers a further example of promotion of entrepreneurship, with several strategic 
measures designed to promote the development of rural areas. The use of tax incentives is part of 
the Portuguese strategy, covering investments aimed at creating jobs and, for instance, 
compensating for the increase in certain operational costs, such as transportation.  

According to the German County Association there is a need to strengthen the economic potential 
of rural areas and shift the perception from exclusively agricultural spaces to areas that offer multiple 
opportunities, such as attractive living and economic spaces. In its opinion, the long-term vision for 
rural areas should aim for economic development that goes beyond the agricultural sector and 
addresses economic potential as a whole in order to generate self-sustaining economic 
development. Along these lines, the Irish national planning framework (NPF) for 'project Ireland 
2040' argues that diversifying the rural economy is essential to create additional jobs and maximise 
job opportunities associated with issues such as climate change and managing sustainable land use. 
Employment is expected to increase in areas such as agri-tech, multi-media, information and 
communications technology, tourism and the circular economy. According to the Irish NPF, the 
future of employment requires the development of a strong enterprise culture and the support of 
rural entrepreneurship and innovative rural, micro, small and medium-sized enterprises. It explains 
that the already established network of local enterprise offices in Ireland offers support to 
businesses operating in rural communities. 

The post-Covid future 
One reoccurring theme that could be observed from the responses was the impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic and the opportunities that this crisis potentially offers for the development of rural areas. 
The Town Hall of Piedras Albas Caceres (Spain), the Abruzzo region (Italy), and, at national level, 
the Latvian Ministry of welfare all made contributions to the Commission roadmap explicitly 
stressing that this unique momentum must be utilised to promote rural living.7 At regional level, in 
Spain, the Department of Agriculture of Catalonia noted that teleworking has increased 
registration in micro-towns 30-fold, from one application per month to one a day. These 
governmental organisations pointed out that the forced implementation of teleworking has put an 
end to the need to live in metropolitan areas. This has been accompanied by an increased aversion 
to living in confined spaces in urban centres arising from the experience of Covid-19 related 
lockdowns, and ultimately favours population movement to rural areas.  

This finding is confirmed at regional level in Ireland. Three regional assemblies in Ireland 
expressed the view that the pandemic had demonstrated that more than one in four private sector 
jobs could be done remotely. They felt that the post-pandemic future of rural areas could benefit 
from this trend, potentially offering a means to address many of the current rural challenges. 
Incentives, such as tax credits to encourage private companies to let employees work in 
geographical locations of their own choice and funds to develop the necessary physical and digital 
infrastructure for remote working, could potentially play a role in creating smart, resilient and 
sustainable regions. 

Rural development governance and funding 
In governance terms, both local and regional levels would like an increased role in the development 
and governance of rural policies. Regions seek a more integrated approach between local 
development policies and EU structural, cohesion, agricultural, environmental, digitalisation and 
social welfare policies. 

For instance, the Italian region of Tuscany mentions the need to coordinate organisations at all 
levels of governance – from EU, to national, regional and local – as the first point in its contribution 
to the Commission online public consultation.8 According to Tuscany, this is essential to ensure 
coherence of policies, territorial fairness and cross-border synergies. Elaborating on this, Tuscany 
argues that it is necessary to coordinate horizontal policies, such as innovation and digitalisation, 
with sectoral policies, such as those relating to agriculture. Finally, Tuscany is of the opinion that it is 

https://www.portugal.gov.pt/pt/gc22/comunicacao/documento?i=relatorio-balanco-do-programa-de-valorizacao-do-interior
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12525-Rural-development-long-term-vision-for-rural-areas/F548653_en
https://npf.ie/wp-content/uploads/Project-Ireland-2040-NPF.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12525-Rural-development-long-term-vision-for-rural-areas/F547420_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12525-Rural-development-long-term-vision-for-rural-areas/F550354_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12525-Rural-development-long-term-vision-for-rural-areas/F550503_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12525-Rural-development-long-term-vision-for-rural-areas/F550236_en
https://www.nwra.ie/news/more-than-1-in-4-private-sector-workers-are-capable-of-operating-remotely-presenting-a-huge-opportunity-for-the-west-and-border-region/
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necessary to increase the links between different funds, at both national and EU level, with a view 
to supporting rural areas, with a so-called 'multi-fund approach'. This last point is echoed by other 
governmental organisations, including the Abruzzo Region (Italy), which stressed the importance 
of using rural development programmes in synergy with the programmes of other sectors, such as 
tourism, environmental protection and culture. The Italian region of Lombardy states that its 
experience has demonstrated that the participatory model behind the Leader approach works.9 In 
its opinion, this model should be made even more flexible to respond to local needs and allocate 
resources with an integrated multi-fund system. Likewise, at national level, Latvia's Finance 
Ministry argued that investments should complement and not contradict each other, for instance 
when using the ERDF and the EAFRD. 

Along the same lines, the Council of European Municipality and Regions (CEMR) has proposed a 
long-term vision for European rural areas from the perspective of municipalities and regions. 
Recognising the diversity of rural areas, it stresses the need to develop strategies to enhance the 
economic attractiveness of rural areas in partnership with their municipalities and regions. It sees 
local and regional government as being best placed to identify the needs of the population. It calls 
for a vision for rural areas to be mainstreamed into all policy sectors such as industrial, employment, 
climate, environment and transport policies. To facilitate a shift from a 'vicious circle' of declining 
attractiveness to a 'virtuous circle' of growing attractiveness, it maintains that actions must be 
adopted at all levels, EU, national, regional and local. 

A number of submissions from public authorities to the Commission roadmap had insights to share 
about the optimisation of regional development programmes and their funding. At regional level, 
there was a general consensus from the documents analysed that funds need to be fully exploited 
and expertly tailored to focus on specific goals. The Region of Lodz, which implements regional 
development plans in Poland, advocated for more funding for a broad array of measures, ranging 
from preventive activities against the negative effects of droughts, floods and other extreme 
weather conditions, to support measures for local artists and formal and informal groups promoting 
the cultural and historical heritage of villages. The Romanian Region of Judetean Sibiu advocated 
more funding for young farmers.  

At local level, according to the German County Association, the European structural and 
investment funds, and in particular the EAFRD, and their objectives and targets should be tailored 
to the actual challenges of both urban and rural areas to fully maximise their impact in the respective 
areas. Furthermore, the German County Association recommends considering the administrative 
burden of applying for EU funding when establishing EU implementation rules. In accordance with 
the principle of proportionality, these procedures should be as simple as possible to benefit and 
strengthen rural areas that, as opposed to large cities, do not have sufficient staff to accompany 
complex procedures. The Autonomous Province of Alto Adige-Südtirol (Italy) highlighted the 
need to ensure that EU funds cover cooperative projects between Member States in border regions. 
It states that, as a result of pursuing a tailored systematic rural strategy and targeted investment, 
rural areas can remain alive, flourishing and attractive, thus preventing emigration to cities. It claims 
that its municipalities and regions are characterised by an environmentally friendly and sustainable 
economy and that it also has strong social integration levels between young people, older people 
and migrants and shows a high level of resilience in environmental, economic and health crises. 

3. Analysis of governmental organisations' positions 
The Commission's announcement of its plan to publish a communication on the long-term vision 
for rural areas raised a range of expectations concerning its content and significance. The aim was 
to create a debate at EU level on the future of rural areas and their place in society. 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12525-Rural-development-long-term-vision-for-rural-areas/F550354_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12525-Rural-development-long-term-vision-for-rural-areas/F550330_en
https://enrd.ec.europa.eu/leader-clld/leader-toolkit/leaderclld-explained_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12525-Rural-development-long-term-vision-for-rural-areas/F541789_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12525-Rural-development-long-term-vision-for-rural-areas/F541789_en
https://www.ccre.org/img/uploads/piecesjointe/filename/CEMR_Long_term_vision_for_rural_areas_EN.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12525-Rural-development-long-term-vision-for-rural-areas/F550466_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12525-Rural-development-long-term-vision-for-rural-areas/F550519_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12525-Rural-development-long-term-vision-for-rural-areas/F548653_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12525-Rural-development-long-term-vision-for-rural-areas/F541364_en
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At EU level, there is recognition that rural areas 
are the fabric of European society and 'a core 
part of its identity and economic potential...' as 
stated in Commission President Ursula von der 
Leyen's political guidelines. In his contribution to 
a debate in the European Parliament's plenary 
session on 11 March 2021, Commissioner Janusz 
Wojciechowski made it clear that agricultural 
policy was not the only policy for rural areas. He 
explained that other policies must actively 
support rural areas to ensure that the living 
conditions of rural dwellers catch up with those 
of their urban counterparts and to ensure the 
viability of rural areas and prevent rural 
depopulation. 

Further analysis of discussions held at EU level on the forthcoming long-term vision for rural areas 
highlights a range of issues, including contributions from Members of the European Parliament 
and input to this exercise from public authorities. These include, for example, discussion on the role 
to be ascribed to rural areas across the EU. Besides their role in the provision of food and agricultural 
land use, such areas are significant in economic, social environmental and cultural terms. They have 
a role to play in terms of addressing climate change, including contributing to the EU's energy 
needs. In his evidence to the European Parliament's plenary, Mr Wojciechowski pointed to a growing 
perception that the role and importance of rural areas are under-represented, and a feeling among 
those living in remote rural areas of 'being left behind' by society. This is a point also highlighted by 
the OECD in its rural development framework: Rural Well-being: Geography of Opportunities, 
launched in October 2020. The Thünen Institute of Rural Studies, a German federal research 
institute under the auspices of the German Ministry of Food and Agriculture, is undertaking a 
research project entitled 'Feelings of being left behind in rural areas' based on three narratives of 
'being left behind', namely in economic and cultural terms and in terms of access to infrastructure. 
The final results of this research are expected in 2022. Such considerations may have implications 
for how the EU relates to its rural citizens, whether these are older people living in rural areas or 
young people considering their future. 

A range of questions are also triggered by documents examined in this briefing, including the results 
of the Commission's consultation strategy. These include for example:  

 how the Commission will ensure coherence between the CAP and other policies involved in 
developing a long-term vision for rural areas; and 

 in light of the Commission's recommendations to each Member State on the design of their 
CAP strategic plans, what will be the implications of the Commission's long-term vision for 
rural areas for both the design and content of the new plans and their subsequent negotiation 
scheduled to take place during 2022. 

The documents analysed in relation to the Commission's forthcoming long-term vision for rural 
areas point to the following range of issues:  

 Local and regional authorities highlight the diversity existing among and within rural areas. If 
the rural agenda is to be successful, it cannot be built on the basis of a one-size-fits-all 
approach, but needs to take into consideration regional particularities and adapt to territories' 
specific characteristics. Territorial impact assessment may help in this respect. 

 European advisory bodies notice how the existing demographic trends of ageing and 
depopulation in the EU are even more acute in rural areas. National authorities point out that 
solutions to housing issues must be based on the specific nature of the rural context. 

Figure 4 – Governmental organisations 
call for a multi-level strategic plan 

 

Source: © Coloures-Pic / Adobe Stock. 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/political-guidelines-next-commission_en_0.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1787/d25cef80-en
https://www.oecd.org/regional/Rural-well-being-agenda.pdf
https://www.thuenen.de/en/lr/projects/feelings-of-being-left-behind-in-rural-areas/?no_cache=1


EU long-term vision for rural areas 

11 

 There is a consensus among authorities at all levels of governance on the importance of high-
speed internet connection’s availability. Infrastructure is viewed as a pre-condition for the 
competitiveness and economic growth of rural areas. However, this is seen as a necessary, but 
not sufficient condition for growth. Soft measures aimed at fostering the participation of local 
communities in identifying needs, managing change and upskilling are considered as 
important. A trend for the future appears to be, therefore, the concept of the smart village, 
which is also actively promoted by the European Parliament. 

 All levels of government appear 
to recognise the need to ensure 
sustainable mobility in rural 
areas. When looking into the 
practicalities of how to develop 
and improve connections 
between urban and rural areas – 
and between rural areas, 
organisations at various levels 
can play complementary roles. 
At national level, there is a stated 
focus on the supply of 
infrastructure, whereas regional 
and local governmental 
organisations seem best placed 
to channel demands in line with 
the citizens' needs. 

 Governmental organisations at 
all levels of governance see 
environmental protection and 
action against climate change as pre-conditions for growth. There is a clear call to modernise 
agriculture, coupled with the need to diversify the economy to other sectors, such as tourism, 
but also multi-media, and information and communication technologies. 

 The changes brought about by the pandemic, moreover, have expanded the possibility to 
telework for an important part of the work force. This is welcomed by governmental 
organisations as an opportunity for rural areas. The crisis has highlighted the potential 
opportunities offered by rural areas, including the possibilities offered by teleworking, subject 
to the availability of digital connectivity and other infrastructure. 

 When it comes to governance, there is clear awareness of the need for organisations at all 
levels to cooperate better. Regional and local public authorities also lay claim to an increased 
role in policy development and governance. These points have been highlighted in relation 
for instance to investments in digital infrastructures, mobility and housing.  

 On EU funds, governmental organisations at regional and local levels call for simpler 
implementation rules, improvements in how funds are combined, and a shift to a multi-fund 
model. The participatory bottom-up approach behind ‘Leader’ and its follow-up community-
led local development (CLLD) was also quoted as good practice in rural development. 

 Finally, beyond EU funds, organisations noted the importance of using a wide array of funding 
opportunities. These include private funds and commercial initiatives, as well as national and 
regional funds, particularly when an over-arching public good cannot be financed by the 
private sector, coupled with State aid and tax credits, when appropriate. 

Figure 5 – The European Parliament actively promotes 
the smart village concept 

 
Source: EPRS video. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Dvy7Bwyf5qk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Dvy7Bwyf5qk
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ENDNOTES 
1 The Commission states that 9 % of the 2 326 responses it received to its online consultation were from public 

authorities. However, these responses are currently not publicly available and therefore are not analysed in this briefing. 
2 See the EPRS Legislative Train Schedule on the communication on a long-term vision for rural areas for further updates. 
3 The Linking the Levels Unit in EPRS aims to enhance cooperation with EU, national, regional and local governmental 

institutions. Governmental organisations wishing to subscribe to 'The LINK' newsletter can write to EPRS-
LinkingLevels@europarl.europa.eu. 

4 The NUTS system has three levels from largest to smallest: there are 104 major socio-economic regions at NUTS level 1, 
283 basic regions for the application of regional policies at NUTS level 2 and 1 345 small regions for specific diagnoses 
at NUTS level 3. Below NUTS, there are over 95 000 local administrative units, such as districts and municipalities. Source: 
Eurostat, 2020. 

5 M. Augère-Granier and J. McEldowney, Older people in the European Union's rural areas: Issues and challenges, EPRS, 
European Parliament, December 2020. 

6 For more information on smart villages, see A. Martinez Juan and J. McEldowney, Smart villages: Concept, issues and 
prospects for EU rural areas, EPRS, European Parliament. 

7 Two Latvian ministries offered feedback on the Commission Roadmap on Rural development – long-term vision for 
rural areas, the Ministry of Welfare and the Ministry of Finance, September 2020.  

8 Tuscany Region, Consultazione della Commissione europea, Visione di lungo periodo per le aree rurali, Contributo della 
regione Toscana, public document shared with the authors. 

9 LEADER is an acronym that stands for the French 'Liaison Entre Actions de Développement de l'Économie Rurale'. This 
bottom-up approach empowers local action group partnerships to shape structural policies. It was introduced in 1990 
and has been expanded over the years. 
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