
 

 
POSITION PAPER 

 
on the future policies of economic, social and territorial cohesion and the effects of 
demographic change in rural areas, areas with severe and permanent demographic 

handicaps and sparsely populated areas of the European Union 
 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
   
This position paper was made under the political direction of MEP Florent Marcellesi 
and the technical direction of local assistant Miguel Martínez Tomey. Its purpose is to 
make a positive contribution to the current process of definition cohesion policies for 
the next period after 2020 capable of adressing successfully the demographic challenge 
in rural areas by fully implementing articles 174 and 175 of the Treaty on the 
Functionning of the European Union. It has three key references: The Position Paper of 
the Greens/EFA group on the future of Cohesion policy post-20201; the European 
Parliament Resolution of 14 November 2017 on the deployment of cohesion policy 
instruments by regions to address demographic change (2016/2245(INI))2;  and the 
Report “Successfully struggling population decline through a new model of territorial 
development. The experience of Highlands and Islands enterprise”3. 

1. Definition of areas with severe and permanent demographic handicaps (ASPDH) 

The following definition is proposed: 

A severe and permanent demographic handicap happens when a local community 
loses a significant (severe) percentage of its inhabitants in a far long enough period of 
time (permanent) for it to be considered a structural handicap.  

For its implementation in the cohesion policy after 2020, we propose that this 
definition be applied to all LAU 2 that, according to Eurostat data, have lost more than 
40% of their population over the last 50 years (see Annex 1). 

 2. Definition of sparsely populated areas (SPA) 

Without prejudice to the treatment so far dispensed to the northernmost sparsely 
populated regions, we propose to enlarge the current framework and to establish a 
system of thresholds allowing gradual and early action to be taken in favour of 
territories whose severe and permanent demographic handicaps have brought them to 
low population densities according to the following scale: 

                                                
1   https://www.greens-efa.eu/files/doc/docs/0c9dd02b52b4a904b6da8489702e304e.pdf    
2 http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+TA+P8-TA-2017-

0427+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN   

3 http://sspa-network.eu/wp-content/uploads/HIE-SSPA-Report-complete-document.pdf  

https://www.greens-efa.eu/files/doc/docs/0c9dd02b52b4a904b6da8489702e304e.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+TA+P8-TA-2017-0427+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+TA+P8-TA-2017-0427+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN
http://sspa-network.eu/wp-content/uploads/HIE-SSPA-Report-complete-document.pdf
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SPA 1: NUTS 2 with less than 50 inhabitants/km2 
SPA 2: NUTS 3 with less than 20 inhabitants/km2 
SPA 3: NUTS 3 with less than 12.5 inhabitants/km2 
SPA 4: NUTS 3 with less than 8 inhabitants/km2 
 
SPA 2, 3 and 4 should be considered as such regardless of whether they belong to a 
NUTS 2 of less than 50 inhabitants/km2 or not (see Annex 2). 

3. Determining aid for ASPDH and SPA 

The proposal that we put forward in this paper does not call into question the 
maintenance of the general criteria for allocation of the ESI Funds based on the 
average GDP per capita of each Member State in relation to the total average in the 
EU. Nonetheless, we raise the need to introduce one single exception to this rule of 
principle in favour of the few SPA 4 areas defined in our proposal for which we deem 
necessary to implement the same kind of specific measures and additional funding that 
has been being allocated so far to the outermost and northern sparsely populated 
NUTS 2 regions. At present such additional funding represents only 0,44  % of the 
resources for the Investment for growth and jobs goal (point (e) of Article 92(1) of the 
Common Provisions Regulation). 

We also propose to set the obligation to modulate the co-financing rates. Such 
modulation should be an obligation for the ASPDH and SPA managing authorities to 
be applied to those areas of their territory that are more sparsely populated and 
demographically handicapped, letting only the additional percentages of aid to be set 
freely by them for each case.  

We propose that the agreed advantages be modulated in accordance with the 
definitions and thresholds put forward in this paper for ASPDH and SPA in the following 
way : 

-A higher percentage of co-financing for those projects implemented in LAU 2 
considered as ASPDH. 

-A higher percentage of co-financing (cumulative to that granted to LAU 2 considered 
as ASPDH wherever such circumstance occurs) for those projects implemented in a SPA 
1. 

-A higher percentage of co-financing, cumulative to the previous ones, for those 
projects implemented in a SPA 2. 

-A higher percentage of co-financing, cumulative to the previous ones, together with 
the maintenance of the treatment currently applied to NUTS 3 with less than 12.5 
inhabitants per km2 by the Guidelines on regional state aid, for those projects 
implemented in a SPA 3. 

-A higher percentage of co-financing, cumulative to the previous ones, together with 
the maintenance of the treatment currently applied to NUTS 2 with less than 8 
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inhabitants per km2 by the Guidelines on regional state aid, for those projects 
developed in a SPA 4. Furthermore, we propose that an additional and finalist 
financing (to be invested exclusively in their SPA 4) be applied in favour of any Member 
State that has ZEP 4 territories, similar and proportional to that received by Sweden 
and Finland for having very sparsely populated areas (less than 8 inhabitants per 
km2) according to article 92.1.e of the CDR. 

4. Policy measures 

We draw attention to the need to go beyond our traditional, almost exclusively 
agrarian, vision of the development of rural territories and, therefore, to change the 
EU policy approach of the ESI Funds, especially (but not exclusively) the EAFRD and 
the national rural development programs linked to it. Accordingly, we propose the 
following policy measures: 

-To introduce, within the goal of inclusive growth set up by the Europe 2020 Strategy, 
a new objective or thematic axis aimed at diversifying economic activity in rural 
areas, promoting entrepreneurship and strengthening local communities, so that 
rural areas, especially ASPDH and SPA, can become economically more dynamic and 
diversified and demographically balanced, thus successfully joining the great trends of 
intelligent and sustainable growth of our times. 

-To further elaborate the Common Strategic Framework (CSF) on the way in which 
demographic change should be addressed in rural areas in general and especially in 
ASPDH and SPA (sections 5 and 6). 

-To establish the obligation to adopt strategies and national and regional plans to 
cope with the demographic challenge addressing in a differentiated and specific way 
their effects and challenges for the economic and demographic viability of rural areas, 
especially the most vulnerable. 

- To reshape the EAFRD to prioritize economic diversification in rural areas. In the 
current Regulation 1305/2013 on EAFRD this matter is hardly the subject of marginal 
attention in terms of strategic approach and policy measures (limited to articles 
19.1.a.ii and 1.b and 20) something which presumably also goes hand in hand with a 
modest financial share. Being aware of the importance of the EAFRD in its current 
configuration to compensate some of the unequal effects of the CAP, we propose that 
this reorientation should not be done at the expense of the current system, but 
rather be complemented by the reinforcement of the «second pillar», boosting 
policies aimed at "diversification into non-agricultural activities and strengthening of 
local communities in rural areas" with its corresponding financial allocation to make it 
capable of accomplishing successfully and autonomously such a critical objective. 

- In order to get the most out of these funds and ensure the highest quality and 
effectiveness of the projects implemented in ASPDH and SPA, the role of  Leader 
groups and community-led local development (CLLD) mechanisms should be further 
strengthened by: 



 

 4  

a. The application of the Leader approach on all ESI Funds not limiting it only 
to the EAFRD. 

b. Support for the constitution, without prejudice to the respective national 
rural networks, of intermediate structures (for example, territorial 
development agencies) to help design and implement  regional strategies in 
response to the demographic challenge, to plan and coordinate actions, to 
reinforce, complement and provide technical and administrative assistance to 
the local action groups and local and regional authorities, to supervise and 
evaluate the activities carried out and to undertake the bureaucratic burden 
that now hobbles the work of local action group partners, among other tasks. 

- Finally, Integrated Territorial Investments (ITI) should be approved for any of the 
territorial areas included in the proposed definition of ASPDH according to each 
regional and/or national demographic challenge strategy.  
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ANNEX 1 

1. AREAS WITH SEVERE AND PERMANENT DEMOGRAPHIC HANDICAPS (ASPDH)   

COUNTRY 
CODE 

Pop. decrease >40% % LAU 2 
ASPDH in 

each 
Member 

State  

% pop. 
living in 

ASPDH in 
each 

Member 
State 

% LAU 2 
ASPDH in 
the EU-27 

% EU-27 
pop. living 
in ASPDH 

COUNTRY 
CODE Number of 

LAU 2 
Number of 

people 

AT 47 24.199 1,99 0,29 0,26 0,18 AT 

BE 0 0 0,00 0,00 0,00 0,00 BE 

BG 3.260 1.065.086 70,90 14,46 17,69 8,06 BG 

CY 166 22.255 44,03 2,65 0,90 0,17 CY 

CZ 1.072 218.089 17,16 2,60 5,82 1,65 CZ 

DE 823 1.301.468 7,31 1,62 4,47 9,84 DE 

DK 202 183.080 9,56 3,29 1,10 1,38 DK 

EE 92 115.167 40,71 8,90 7,65 14,31 EE 

EL 273 640.483 26,66 5,92 1,48 4,84 EL 

ES 4.540 2.335.499 55,94 4,99 24,63 17,67 ES 

FI 99 340.344 29,46 6,33 0,54 2,57 FI 

FR 3.264 716.068 8,90 1,13 17,71 5,42 FR 

HR 187 482.020 33,63 11,25 1,01 3,65 HR 

HU 1.203 804.561 37,88 8,10 6,53 6,09 HU 

IE 182 55.207 5,35 1,21 0,99 0,42 IE 

IT 1.569 1.755.993 19,39 2,95 8,51 13,28 IT 

LT 11 232.264 18,33 7,63 0,06 1,76 LT 

LU 0 0 0,00 0,00 0,00 0,00 LU 

LV 33 172.646 27,73 8,35 0,18 1,31 LV 

MT 8 43.682 12,12 10,46 0,04 0,33 MT 

NL 0 0 0,00 0,00 0,00 0,00 NL 

PL 55 254.617 2,22 0,67 0,30 1,93 PL 

PT 96 668.318 31,17 6,33 0,52 5,06 PT 

RO 701 1.416.660 22,04 7,04 3,80 10,72 RO 

SE 24 177.343 8,28 1,87 0,13 1,34 SE 

SI 0 0 0,00 0,00 0,00 0,00 SI 

SK 523 195.675 17,90 3,63 2,84 1,48 SK 

TOTAL 18.430 13.220.724 18,59 3,02 100,00 100,00 TOTAL 
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