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Introduction

Good morning everyone. Today, I want to take you on a journey through Europe’s rural areas
that form the backbone of EU’s identity, economy, and environment. Yet, they face unique
challenges that demand special attention. But with challenges come opportunities, and rural
areas are brimming with untapped potential.
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The Rural Reality: Defining the Landscape

First, what do we mean by ‘rural’? Definitions vary, but the EU classifies rural areas based on
population density, remoteness, and economic activity. Nearly 30% of the EU’s population
lives in rural areas, with over half in ‘remote’ regions. These areas are diverse—from thriving
agricultural hubs to shrinking villages grappling with depopulation. Understanding this
diversity is key to addressing their needs.
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Key Challenges

o Demographic Decline & Ageing
Rural areas are losing people—fast. Since 1961, remote regions have seen a 0.5%
annual population decline. Younger generations leave for cities, leaving behind ageing
communities. In some areas, there are just 1.6 working-age adults for every dependent.
This strains services, economies, and social cohesion.

o M =KEZOHK

YNBY: PR 4



H 1961 FELKR, it X N DR B> 0.5%. KREFERANEITTR 2, I
W, HRFHEEZHNPZNEFEN. AL, & 1.6 B NOF IR 1EA
BJLE . XM T RSB . AT R SR g R .

Access to Services & Infrastructure

Imagine traveling 10 km to reach a school or hospital—this is daily life for many rural

residents. Poor transport links and digital divides exacerbate isolation. In 2020, 8.5% of rural

households lacked fixed broadband, limiting opportunities for education, healthcare, and
entrepreneurship.
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e Economic Stagnation
Rural economies often rely on traditional sectors like agriculture, with lower
productivity and GDP per capita than urban areas. While the urban-rural income gap
is narrowing, disparities persist, especially in southern and eastern Europe.
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Opportunities for Transformation
Now, let’s turn to the opportunities—because rural areas are not just problems to solve;
they’re solutions waiting to happen.
e Social Capital & Community Resilience
"Rural communities thrive on strong social networks. Trust and collaboration are
embedded in their fabric. This ‘social capital’ can drive initiatives like time banks for
the elderly or community-led renewable energy projects, fostering inclusion and
sustainability."
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e Green Transition Leadership

Rural areas host 72% of the EU’s renewable energy production. Their vast landscapes

are ideal for wind, solar, and biomass projects. By valuing ecosystem services and

retaining local benefits, rural regions can lead the green transition while tackling
energy poverty.
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e Innovation & Diversification
From agritourism to digital hubs, rural areas are reinventing themselves. Take
‘Biovilla’ in Portugal—a cooperative combining regenerative agriculture, education,

and eco-tourism. Or cross-border healthcare projects like ‘Healthacross,” proving rural
innovation can scale.
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Policy Tools & Funding

The EU’s Long-Term Vision for Rural Areas (LTVRA) and tools like the Rural
Toolkit are bridging gaps. Integrated funding, such as combining agricultural and
cohesion funds, supports holistic projects. The key? Tailored solutions that match
local needs.
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Conclusion

So, what’s the takeaway? Rural areas face steep challenges, but their potential is immense.
By investing in connectivity, empowering communities, and leveraging their natural and
social assets, we can build rural areas that are stronger, connected, resilient, and prosperous.
The future of Europe isn’t just urban—it’s rural too. Let’s ensure no region is left behind.
Thank you.

Thank you.

Dr. Michail Toanoglou

WRTC - Secretary General for the EU region
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