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SUGGESTIONS

The Committee on Regional Development calls on the Committee on Agriculture and Rural 
Development, as the committee responsible, to incorporate the following suggestions into its 
motion for a resolution:

1. Welcomes the Commission communication of 30 June 2021 on a long-term vision for 
the EU’s rural areas, including its commitment to leave no one and no place behind and 
bring the EU closer to its citizens; stresses the importance of focusing on rural areas as 
well as rural-urban linkages and the need to specifically address their challenges and 
potential; emphasises that the development of rural areas shall remain high on the EU 
agenda, as rural areas play an active role in the EU’s green and digital transitions;

2. Welcomes the new Rural Pact launched by the Commission on 20 December 2021, 
which aims to engage actors at EU, national, regional and local levels to support the 
shared goals of the long-term vision, foster economic, social and territorial cohesion and 
deliver a response to the common aspirations of rural communities by encouraging 
stakeholders and actors to join the Rural Pact community and share their reflections and 
ideas on its implementation and future development; welcomes, moreover, the EU rural 
action plan and the ‘rural proofing’ mechanism designed to assess the impact of future 
EU initiatives on rural areas;

3. Notes that Article 10 of Regulation (EU) 2021/1058 on the European Regional 
Development Fund (ERDF) and Cohesion Fund (CF) provides for support for 
disadvantaged regions and areas, such as those with geographical or demographic 
handicaps;

4. Regrets the fact that the long-term vision was only presented following the conclusion 
of the negotiations for the regulations on the cohesion policy and common agricultural 
policy (CAP) for 2021-2027 and after the EU budget for this period had already been 
adopted and most Member States had already planned their investments under the 
Recovery and Resilience Facility; recalls that synergies between these funds and other 
relevant EU, national and regional means are crucial for the future of rural areas and 
their populations;

5. Notes that the COVID-19 crisis has shown that EU citizens have a desire for the 
countryside and have understood that part of the response to the current crisis may be 
found in rural areas, which offer a wide range of opportunities including teleworking;

6. Invites the Council to clearly express in its conclusions the need to act for rural areas, in 
particular to address the problems that they are facing, including areas with 
geographical specificities such as mountain, island and outermost regions, northern 
sparsely populated areas and other areas with low population density;

7. Recalls that rural areas in the EU face a number of challenges such as an ageing 
population, which is leading to a decline in the number of working-age people, as well 
as a weak labour market, a lack of infrastructure and services, a poorly diversified 
economy, the combination of low incomes and a higher risk of poverty and social 



PE704.926v02-00 4/11 AD\1257628EN.docx

EN

exclusion, the abandonment of farmland, a lack of education facilities, high school 
drop-out rates and the digital divide;

8. Points out, furthermore, that the demographic challenge affecting the rural population is 
particularly acute in the EU farming population, as the majority of farmers are over 55, 
while young farmers are scarce, which poses a problem of generational renewal in 
agriculture with farmers playing a vital role not only in producing food for EU citizens, 
but also in keeping rural areas alive; calls on the Commission, therefore, to develop 
strategies to this end;

9. Stresses that in spite of the aforementioned problems, rural areas offer good 
opportunities and their diversity is a major asset to the EU, as they provide food and 
environmental resources and can contribute to the fight against climate change, 
providing alternatives to fossil fuels and developing the circular economy;

10. Calls for more investment in digitalisation in rural areas and underlines the fact that 
digital connectivity is of paramount importance to deliver infrastructure, public and 
health services and activities for people’s day-to-day lives in order to prevent the 
depopulation of rural areas;

11. Points out that rural areas have a GDP per capita that is significantly below the 
European average; recalls that EU cohesion policy, which seeks to promote the 
economic, social and territorial cohesion of the Union, is vitally important to rural areas, 
especially those requiring particular attention pursuant to Article 174 of the Treaty on 
the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU); recalls, furthermore, that EU cohesion 
policy acknowledges the important role of sustainable agriculture and involves all levels 
of governance, notably local and regional authorities;

12. Believes that local and regional communities, together with local businesses, non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) and local action groups (LAGs) best understand the 
challenges of rural communities; emphasises, as co-legislator, that the rural proofing 
mechanism to assess the impact of EU legislative initiatives on rural areas should be 
made mandatory and advises the Member States to implement such a mechanism, 
including at national, regional and local levels;

13. Highlights the importance of strengthening the bottom-up approach to rural and local 
development, which is a vehicle for social innovation and capacity-building that 
empowers rural citizens by allowing them to take ownership of the development of their 
communities by devising and implementing strategies and projects;

14. Requests that the Commission proposes a single EU-wide definition of functional rural 
areas; welcomes the proposal for the creation of an EU rural observatory to further 
improve data collection and analysis; highlights that the specificities of each Member 
State and region should be taken into account by Member States when drawing up rural 
development plans;

15. Highlights that the community-led local development approach (CLLD), much like the 
LEADER programme, ensures that EU citizens in rural areas are involved in the 
decision-making and implementation process, as evidenced by its huge success in rural 
and regional development, especially in the long-term; calls on the Commission and the 
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Member States to reinforce the LEADER programme by guaranteeing a high level of 
autonomy for the local action groups with regard to their decision-making and 
constitution, whereby there is no top-down design of areas and villages to be regrouped 
within a local action group but villages have the autonomy to get together and join 
forces within such a group, reducing the administrative burden on local authorities and 
simplifying access, promoting the local ownership of community-led development 
projects, and encouraging participation in local action groups; calls, meanwhile, for 
community-led local development to be strengthened within cohesion policy overall and 
for broader participation among the different stakeholders;

16. Calls on the Commission and the Member States to guarantee that the initiative on the 
long-term vision for rural areas includes practical solutions and means of support to deal 
with the demographic changes rural areas are facing, and reiterates the need to 
implement integrated projects based on the programmes under the European 
Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD), cohesion policy, national strategic 
plans under the common agricultural policy and instruments laid down in the national 
recovery and resilience plans;

17. Calls on the Commission to ensure that each Member State’s strategic plan under the 
common agricultural policy, as well as programmes under the current cohesion policy 
programmes, are drawn up in line with the objectives of the Fit for 55 package, the 
European Green Deal and the farm to fork and biodiversity strategies, and that those 
plans and programmes reflect the particular characteristics of each region;

18. Underlines the fact that a significant proportion of work in the EU’s agricultural and 
food sectors is carried out by low-paid workers, especially seasonal workers who very 
often live in precarious conditions; highlights the need, therefore, to strengthen the role 
of the EU’s social agenda in order to achieve higher minimum wages, good working 
conditions and social integration;

19. Calls for rural areas to get better access to finance to facilitate investments in the local 
energy transition, including energy efficiency, the decentralised distribution of energy 
and the circular economy as well as local production and consumption;

20. Calls for a stronger rural dimension in future cohesion policy regulations, which should 
include dedicated funding for this purpose through a multi-fund approach and through 
synergies and complementarities between EU funds such as the European Regional 
Development Fund, Cohesion Fund, European Agricultural Fund for Rural 
Development, European Social Fund Plus (ESF+) and European Maritime, Fisheries 
and Aquaculture Fund (EMFAF); suggests that the Commission should launch a study, 
following a public consultation, on the possibility of earmarking a share of the European 
Regional Development Fund and the Cohesion Fund to rural areas, in addition to other 
beneficial investments, particularly for those areas encompassing more than one region; 
is aware that nearly 25 % of all investments under the European Regional Development 
Fund and Cohesion Fund for 2014-2020 went to rural areas, where the location was 
reported by the national authorities1, and that approximately 30 % of the EU’s 

1 Commission staff working document of 30 June 2021 accompanying its communication on a long-term vision 
for the EU’s rural areas (SWD(2021)0166), p. 118.
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population live in rural areas, which represent over 80 % of the EU’s territory2; 
underlines the fact that particular attention should be paid to regions with geographical 
specificities such as mountain, island and outermost regions, northern sparsely 
populated areas and other areas with low population density; calls on the Member States 
to provide a fair distribution of the financial support for rural areas in order to ensure 
equal development both within and across the Member States; deems it important to 
coordinate the work of the various EU funds at EU, national, regional and local levels;

21. Calls for the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development to be reintegrated 
within cohesion policy, as rural development encompasses not only agriculture but also 
regional development through a holistic approach;

22. Draws attention to the particular challenges faced by rural areas undergoing structural 
change or the transformation processes needed to carry out the green transition, such as 
energy use or production;

23. Underlines the fact that the main objective of the long-term vision should be to fight 
depopulation, brain drain, ageing, rural abandonment and climate change in order to 
make rural areas more attractive, including through investment in sustainable 
infrastructure and the provision of adequate public and private services such as energy, 
healthcare, education and training, culture, efficient connectivity and digitalisation, 
retail, postal, banking and social services as well as innovative mobility solutions and 
economic diversification, including investment in the creative industries and tourism, 
job creation, and support for the self-employed, micro-enterprises and small and 
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs); emphasises the importance of ensuring that current 
EU funding programmes are complementary to and in synergy with the different aspects 
relevant to rural development in order to optimise their use;

24. Underlines the need to greatly improve access to healthcare and innovative healthcare 
solutions in rural areas through appropriate and itinerant medical solutions and services, 
where necessary, such as properly equipped buses on which people in rural areas can 
undergo preventive screening tests or consultations;

25. Stresses the importance of ensuring food security and the important role of small and 
medium-sized farmers in achieving it, as well as the importance of attracting young 
farmers to prevent the abandonment of rural areas;

26. Stresses the need to transition to sustainable production methods, encourage the 
development of short supply chains and process products at a local level in order to 
provide consumers with quality and healthy food obtained through more sustainable 
methods, which can generate new opportunities for farmers and the rural economy;

27. Stresses the need to diversify economic activities in rural areas through the use of low-
carbon production methods to create new niches and opportunities that will enable rural 
communities to offer new jobs in sectors other than agri-food;

28. Underlines the fact that where jobs or other economic opportunities are scarce and 

2 As stated in the first paragraph of the Commission communication on a long-term vision for the EU’s rural 
areas.
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salaries are low, the educated and skilled workforce tend to move to areas with more job 
opportunities – a trend that is making the situation in rural areas even more precarious; 
highlights the rise of new opportunities for remote working and calls for the creation of 
more common working spaces and ‘village offices’ to connect people working remotely 
in rural areas and thereby encourage them to remain in those regions; calls on the 
Commission, therefore, to set up an EU system of rural employment grants which will 
enable Member States and their regions to reverse the exodus from the countryside and 
persuade remote workers to relocate to rural areas with access to nature and cheaper rent 
and a lower carbon footprint;

29. Stresses the crucial role of cultural infrastructure and initiatives in rural areas in terms of 
social cohesion, territorial attractiveness and economic dynamism to connect people and 
create cultural exchanges; calls for coordinated support for these cultural projects, in 
particular through the EU structural funds in order to ensure that the related investments 
are effective and sustainable; calls, in addition, for specific projects to be set up in 
cooperation with stakeholders in rural areas;

30. Stresses that family farms are a feature of European agriculture, with around 90 % of 
the 22 million agricultural workers being family members of others; takes the view, 
therefore, that particular attention should be paid to families and women in rural areas 
when devising structural social support and regional development programmes;

31. Calls for support for equality and gender mainstreaming, particularly in rural areas; 
highlights the specific contribution of women in rural areas, as they play a major role in 
civil society and sustainable economic growth while having to contend with difficulties 
in accessing the labour market and public services such as health and childcare; 
emphasises the role of young women in rural areas and their susceptibility of being in a 
precarious position in rural societies;

32. Underlines the importance of smart specialisation strategies for the future of rural areas, 
with particular regard to young people, women, innovation, knowledge-sharing and 
cooperation, including the Start-up Village Forum and European Smart Villages Forum; 
affirms that achieving gender equality, as stipulated in the current Common Provisions 
Regulation, is an important step forward that could help the EU address demographic 
challenges in its regions, while promoting the inclusion of women and increasing the 
female employment rate;

33. Calls for smart villages to be made a flagship project, rather than being part of the 
flagship action on research and innovation for rural areas; underlines the importance of 
public-private partnerships within the smart villages ecosystem as key opportunities for 
the self-employed, micro-enterprises and SMEs, job creation, innovation, rural 
attractiveness and fighting depopulation;

34. Highlights the democratising and de-radicalising effect that the bottom-up approach of 
smart villages can have for a rural population that has taken ownership of its 
community;

35. Highlights the opportunities that the green transition and green economy can provide in 
terms of job opportunities, including green jobs, in increasing rural resilience to natural 
disasters, climate change and economic crises and in bringing renewed attention to rural 
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areas, especially in the outermost regions; welcomes, in this regard, the ongoing 
initiatives for the energy transition of rural areas; stresses the importance of rural areas 
in ensuring food and energy self-sufficiency and renewable raw materials in Europe; 
points to the potential of the bio- and circular economy and nature services offered by 
rural areas; notes, however, that the process is complex, and that the level of challenge 
varies according to the individual situation of each Member State; envisages, in this 
context, particularly with the ongoing global crisis, a phased approach consisting of the 
necessary steps towards climate neutrality that does not disregard the risks of hunger, 
energy and economic poverty and widening social and regional disparities;

36. Recognises that tourism can create significant opportunities for rural areas and can 
represent an important source of income for rural communities; points out that the 
sustainable development of sea or freshwater recreational fisheries and angling tourism 
in particular can contribute to the development of rural areas by attracting tourists over 
an extended period of the year; emphasises that Member States can use the European 
Maritime, Fisheries and Aquaculture Fund and other EU structural funds to increasingly 
support such projects; highlights the role of fisheries local action groups in developing 
such activities in rural and remote areas; calls on the Commission to improve the 
collection of data on the environmental, social and economic effects of recreational 
fisheries and angling tourism in rural areas and to propose tangible measures to further 
develop these activities in rural and remote regions, particularly where their potential is 
underexploited;

37. Notes that rural tourism regions are coping with changing travel patterns due to 
COVID-19 and climate change; is of the view that cycling, hiking, mycology tourism, 
wellness tourism, gastronomy, community-based arts or arts workshops and exhibition 
centres could be models of further sustainable tourism development in rural areas; 
considers, furthermore, that the contribution made by cultural heritage and artistic and 
creative professionals to building a sustainable and prosperous future and to improving 
the attractiveness of rural areas for tourists will also improve the economic well-being 
of these communities;

38. Stresses that renewable energy production is also an opportunity for rural areas to 
combat energy poverty and generate energy self-sufficiency; underlines the fact, 
furthermore, that renewable energy production facilities are more likely to be accepted 
in rural areas if those areas are included in the share of the revenue generated by that 
production;

39. Believes that connections between rural and urban areas should be strengthened and 
addressed in a complementary manner in order to implement rural strategies and action 
plans accordingly; underlines the importance of partnerships across rural areas and 
remote rural areas in particular, as well as cooperation between rural areas across 
national borders; emphasises the importance of fighting the digital divide between urban 
and rural areas, especially as regards high-speed broadband connectivity and the 
promotion of digital skills and upskilling through education and training initiatives such 
as digital vouchers, which can improve the development of digital skills in rural areas; 
believes that the EU structural funds should be used to finance specific digital literacy 
programmes in rural areas;
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40. Notes that the European Territorial Cooperation (Interreg) projects are creating cross-
border best practices for the development of innovative approaches to integrated 
territorial development; points out that particular attention should be paid to 
infrastructure and cross-border cooperation in rural border regions;

41. Stresses the importance of entrepreneurship, the social economy and social innovation 
including the silver economy, especially when it comes to implementing the European 
Pillar of Social Rights in rural areas; calls on the Member States and the Commission to 
boost awareness and facilitate easier access to finance for entrepreneurs and the self-
employed in rural areas; encourages the Member States and regional and local 
authorities to make use of the existing EU structural funds to target and promote women 
entrepreneurs and self-employed women in particular and fight poverty and social 
exclusion by defending the rights of children, elderly people and women and gender 
rights, fostering the inclusion of persons with disabilities, and integrating migrants, 
refugees and marginalised communities;

42. Highlights the diversity of rural areas and the crucial importance of multi-level 
governance, bottom-up tools and tailor-made territorial approaches in implementing the 
long-term vision, primarily in less developed, mountain, island and outermost regions, 
northern sparsely populated areas and other areas with low population density;

43. Welcomes the Commission’s intention to carry out a stocktaking exercise by mid-2023 
of the actions financed by the EU and its Member States that have been carried out in 
rural areas; welcomes, in addition, the fact that this exercise will be included in a public 
report with the aim of identifying the areas where enhanced support and finance are still 
needed, including the way forward, based on the EU rural action plan;

44. Underlines the importance of learning from each other and harnessing the potential of 
the success stories of some rural areas; calls, to that end, for further exchange 
possibilities and the establishment of platforms in and among rural areas to promote 
cohesion, solidarity and EU-wide exchanges.
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