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3. Date of adoption of the resolution: 20 May 2021
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5. Brief analysis/ assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:
The resolution highlights the varied impact of demographic changes on different EU regions and areas and the implications for regional, national and EU policies. It underlines the impact of these changes for housing and transport planning, infrastructure and service needs, as well as fiscal and social security sustainability. Furthermore, the COVID-19 pandemic is likely to have a substantial impact on demographic change and has highlighted the need for sufficient investments in healthcare capacity.
The resolution focusses on regions with out-migration and regions with in-migration, which are important components of population change. It does not discuss the impact of negative natural population change and the ageing baby-boom generation, which are other important factors impacting regional demographic change. The fertility rate in Europe has been around 1.5 for the past four decades, well below the replacement level of 2.1. The age group 0-29 is 44 million or 24 % smaller than the age group 30 to 59. Effective policies to manage these trends are necessary, especially where reversing ageing and population reduction in all regions is not feasible due to these significant fertility and age differences.
It is welcome that the resolution calls for tailored responses since the underlying reasons for demographic change and the opportunities to address it differ vastly between regions.
The resolution concludes with a list of policy recommendations to address demographic change.
6. Response to the requests and overview of the action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:
Local and regional dimensions - Sending regions
Paragraph 9
As regards women empowerment and gender issues, the Common Provisions Regulation stipulates that the use of the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) and the European Social fund (ESF) funding to enhance the effectiveness of labour markets and access to quality employment through developing infrastructure is subject to the enabling condition requiring a national strategic policy framework for gender equality. This framework should include (i) evidence-based identification of challenges to gender equality, (ii) measures to address gender gaps in employment, pay and pensions, and promote work-life balance, including through improving access to early childhood education and care, with targets. Empowerment of women is promoted overall, in particular through the European Social Fund Plus (ESF+) support, aiming to increase the participation of women in employment as well as conciliation between working and personal life, combatting the feminisation of poverty and gender discrimination in the labour market and in education and training; all relevant data collected for reporting on ESF+ indicators will be broken down by gender.
The Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) includes the specific objective to promote “gender equality, including participation of women in farming”. This will enable the Member States to include in their strategic plans measures providing for specific advantages in favour of women in rural areas, and in particular in farming.
The Long-term Vision for Rural Areas further underlines the support for women in relation to entrepreneurship, participation in decision-making and investments in work-life balance services, such as early childhood education and care, as well as services for older people, including opportunities to increase women’s integration in the labour market. It also introduces a Rural Observatory to further improve data collection and analysis on rural areas, including sex-disaggregated data where available.
Tailored responses: finding solutions to the challenge of demographic decline
(Paragraph 19 and 32)
The Commission will take into account the solutions developed by the mentioned initiatives when addressing the demographic challenges in European regions (paragraph 19). In that broader context, Cohesion policy will continue to support integrated strategies helping the affected territories facing demographic challenges.
As regards the possible effects of teleworking on mobility within the EU, the Commission recognises that the COVID-19 crisis may introduce significant changes to society, which rural areas could benefit from. Actions at European level may support rural residents in benefitting from such opportunities and facilitate easier integration in the labour force regardless of the place of residence. Investments enhancing digital connectivity, concentrating EU support in areas suffering from market failure – in particular in rural areas, will contribute to the revitalisation and attractiveness of those areas. The Long-term Vision for Rural Areas aims at exploring these opportunities and designing improved tools to capitalise on the opportunities offered by Europe’s recovery plan. It highlights the importance of broadband coverage for businesses and people to work remotely and adapt to innovations and new economic activities in rural areas. It proposes an integrated set of actions - ‘Rural Digital Futures’ - to boost the sustainable digital transformation of rural areas, raise their attractiveness for people and businesses to stay or return. The Commission also highlights the importance of introducing digital technology together with efforts to improve digital skills, where necessary and in particular in rural areas, as a prerequisite to fully reap off the benefits of digital investments (paragraph 32).
Policy recommendations
(Paragraphs 33, 40, 44, 48, 50 and 54)
Addressing demographic change is a strategic priority for this Commission, as illustrated in the Report on the Impact of Demographic Change, the Green Paper on Ageing and the Long-term Vision for Rural Areas, which have set the scene for debates and actions related to demography. As such, actions are of transversal nature and should be reflected as a horizontal principle in various EU initiatives, the Commission has opted for this building blocks approach, rather than for a standalone demography strategy. As the Commission’s growth strategy, the European Green Deal stresses the importance of a socially just transition, including taking into consideration demographic challenges and responding to them in a socially just manner. The Commission is working to integrate demography-related aspects in all relevant EU policies. A number of relevant initiatives have recently been adopted or are planned, for example, on gender equality, employment conditions, work-life balance, supplementary pensions, long-term care, occupational safety and health. Many principles of the European Pillar of Social Rights, on which the Commission launched an Action Plan in March 2021, are relevant to demographic challenges (paragraph 33).
The Commission recognises the importance of involving regional and local authorities in long-term cooperative governance and planning initiatives at various levels.
The Commission shares the view concerning the importance of the partnership principle in general and of the Code of Conduct on Partnership in particular for the programming and implementation process of 2021-2027 cohesion policy. In particular, the Commission is putting in place a European Community of Practice on Partnership, aiming at reinforcing the effectiveness of partnership. It has also been empowered to review the European code of conduct on partnership and will duly monitor its implementation. With the Long-term Vision for Rural Areas, it also launches a Rural Pact that will be developed, promoting interactions between all levels of governance and rural stakeholders (paragraph 40).
The Commission views territorial impact assessment as an important tool for policy design and in this regard recognises the high importance of the active and genuine involvement of regions in the planning and management of EU and national policies. Practical guidance on territorial impact assessments (TIA) has been prepared by the European Observation Network for Territorial Development and Cohesion programme (ESPON) and is being actively promoted. Furthermore, a rural proofing mechanism will be put in place under the Better Regulation Agenda, drawing among others on territorial impact assessments and better monitoring of the situation of rural areas, to assess major initiatives’ impact on rural areas and ensure consistency and complementarity (paragraph 44).
As regards policy coordination, the Commission is committed to supporting functional cooperation of all types, especially in the context of demographic challenges. Existing mechanisms at EU level aiming at exchanging experiences and good practices on cooperation areas, such as the Interreg (European Territorial Cooperation) Europe or Urbact (Urban Development network programme) programmes, tools such as LEADER (for rural development) and Community-led local development (CLLD) regarding linkages between urban and rural areas, continue to be available to address demographic and depopulation challenges (paragraph 48).
The Commission agrees that second-tier cities can play a critical role in regional development. The Commission looks forward the priority that the Member States will give to second-tier cities in the new cohesion policy period 2021-2027.
The Long-Term Vision for Rural Areas contains tools and actions to help rural regions address their own unique set of pressing issues, from demographic change to physical and digital connectivity, the risk of poverty and limited access to services. It also considers the specific challenges faced by young people and women (paragraph 50).
Because the European Commission is aware and convinced of the value of the contribution of the local and regional level in EU policy making, the Long-term Vision for Rural Areas has been designed based on a wide public consultation, with the participation of all relevant regional and local actors, local authorities and local stakeholders both in its architecture and implementation through the Rural Pact (paragraph 54).
The Commission will pursue all the actions mentioned above and thereby take due account of the European Parliament resolution of 20 May 2021 on reversing demographic trends in EU regions using cohesion policy instruments.
