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Depopulation, climate change and rural development

Environmental risks related with depopulation and ageing population in rural areas

Results from our analysis: main topics and their perceived and ideal regional prioritisation

While the overall population of the European Union continues to 
grow, a contrasting trend emerges in rural areas where 
populations are steadily declining. Across rural regions in Spain, 
Italy, Greece, Romania, Slovenia and Germany, common 
challenges of population ageing, emigration, and depo- 
pulation are evident. Despite variations in the size and socio- 
economic conditions of these regions, the shared demographic 
concerns play a significant role in shaping the character of these 
areas, particularly impacting key economic sectors such as 
agriculture, tourism, services, and manufacturing. 

Recognizing these challenges, the EU has implemented several policies and strategies, including the Common 
Agricultural Policy (CAP) and the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD), as well as 
Cohesion Policy. Moreover, the EU Green Deal, alongside the Long-term Vision for Rural Areas, strives to support 
sustainable rural development, aiming for the enhancement of stronger, connected, resilient, and prosperous rural 
communities within the EU. 

A decreasing and ageing population in rural areas also influences the ability to mitigate environmental risks associated 
with climate change. Abandoned or underutilised agricultural land is more susceptible to environmental degradation, soil 
erosion, and reduced biodiversity. Additionally, the dwindling population might result in decreased community engage-
ment in environmental conservation efforts, hindering the implementation of sustainable practices. 

When intersected with the impacts of the cli-
mate crisis, depopulation in rural areas poses 
unique challenges and opportunities. 
 
Drawing on Down to Earth regional partners’ expe- 
riences related to depopulation and the impacts of 
climate crisis, our analysis provides a comprehen-
sive overview of the dynamics, examining the 
strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats 
faced by these regions in relation to four main 
themes. 
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Six identified practice cases

Recommendations

There are common challenges across Europe regarding en-
vironmental risks related with depopulation and ageing 
population in rural areas. This means that there can also be 
common solutions.

• Formulate comprehensive policies that address the multifa-
ceted challenges of rural areas through a multi-level approach, 
notably addressing:

• the specific causes influencing depopulation and the fac-
tors contributing to the resilience of diverse rural regions,
• the competitive disadvantages faced by rural areas.

• Support skill development and knowledge-sharing mecha- 
nisms to empower rural populations and enhance their ability to 
adapt to evolving economic landscapes. 
• Address urban-rural linkages to promote balanced develop-
ment and prevent the neglect of critical interdependencies. 
• Harmonize different local and regional regulations to create a 
conducive environment for rural development, promote 
adaptation to climate change. 
• Avoid exclusive focus on primary sectors and consider a holis-
tic approach that embraces the diversity and multifunctiona-
lity of the countryside, contributing to regional resilience. 
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