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Introductory remarks 

The content of the following overview is a summary of research results from different thematic applied research 

projects under the ESPON 2020 programme. As a consequence, most indicators and analyses are not based on 

most recent data but represent the data availability at the time when the research was undertaken. Only in a few 

cases, for some rather basic indicators that could easily be reproduced, more up-to-date information was used. 

It is therefore important to note that this overview is mainly a collection of available findings with different time 

stamps and not an up-to-date, comprehensive analysis. Its main goal is to showcase the wide range of ESPON 

research and, by zooming-in on a specific country, to raise interest for the scientific results at a more national and 

even regional scale. 
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The direction and speed of population change varies across 
European countries. From 2015 to 2019, the trends in the 
Scandinavian countries, the Netherlands, UK, Switzerland, 

Ireland, and Germany are characterised by an increasing population. In 
many of these countries this increase is a result of an increasing in-migration 
(see map no.2). At the same time, large portions of Eastern Europe, Italy, 
Spain and France have a decreasing population. 
 
 

Estonia, reflecting the situation in most other Eastern European 
countries, observes an increasing population and economic role of 

the capital region. In Harju County the population is increasing, but other 
regions of Estonia are seeing a loss of population. The demographic change 
will increase regional disparities within Estonia and growth of the urban-rural 
divide. Regional policies must find a new balance between economic and 
demographic development trends in rural areas and small towns in order to 
mitigate the effects of depopulation. 
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European Union (EU) member states show different patterns in 
terms of in-migration and out-migration. Between 2012 and 2016, 
countries labelled as ñreceivingò (number of immigrants is higher 

than the number of emigrants) included Sweden, Norway, the UK, Germany, 
Italy, Austria, Switzerland, and a large part of France. Eastern European and 
Balkan countries, Spain and central Ireland are listed as ñsendingò regions. 

 

Since 2015, Estonia has gone through a migration turn, which was 
a moment when out-migration was replaced by a higher rate of in-

migration. So far this phenomenon is generally experienced by older and 
wealthier member states in the EU. In Estonia, this migration turn took place 
due to slowing out-migration in the aftermath of the 2008-2010 economic 
crisis, while in-migration increased slightly. Low out-migration can be seen as 
a proof that dynamic economic development and boosting ICT industries are 
effective tools for tackling out-migration of young age groups. 
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Population developments in Europe indicate growing disparities 
between regions within countries in the coming years. By 2030, 
populations are predicted to decline predominantly in regions along 

Europeôs external borders and in Germany. The highest population growth is 
foreseen in wealthy regions, such as Switzerland, Luxembourg, Norway, 
large parts of Sweden, Belgium, and Northern Italy. Most large city regions 
are expected to grow even in countries where the majority of their regions are 
facing population decline. 
 
 

This map shows the data from Statistics Estonia on county-level 
population data for 2020 compared with the regional population 

predictions for 2030. The projection by Statistics of Estonia shows the 
continuous growth of the population in Tallinn and its hinterland and predicts 
a small increase in Tartu County. Targeted policies for the Ida-Viru County 
are needed as this region must tackle the restructuring of the declining oil 
shale industry. In order to address the challenges, several state-level policies, 
such as the Ida-Viru program, need to include the necessary investments in 
infrastructure and aim to improve people's quality of life. From a longer 
perspective, the capable use of transition funds and opportunities offered by 
EU Green Deal policies have a potential here. 
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By 2030, nearly 24% of the population in the European Union is 
expected to be aged 65 or older. In southern Europe (Italy, Greece, 
and Portugal) will continue to have an older population than the 

average for EU countries. In fact, Italy is projected to have the highest share 
of elderly people in the EU in 2030. Germany and Finland also show relatively 
high shares of the population aged 65+. Currently, these countries have a 
share of the elderly population which is already higher than the European 
average. The most significant change among all European countries can be 
seen in Lithuania, which had a relatively young population in 2000, but where 
ageing has occurred at a much faster speed there than in other countries, 
largely driven by low fertility and out-migration. 
 

 
 
  

The projected share of people older than 65 will generally follow the 
trend of younger people moving to urban areas. Ida-Viru County, 
from where the out-migration is the highest, is also losing young 

adults and families. As a result, the projected age structure will consist of 32-
34% of the population aged 65 and over. A higher share of the elderly can be 
also found in counties where the central town has weaker economic and 
educational role, and less employment opportunities, such as Hiiu, Lääne, 
Järva, Jõgeva, Valga, or Põlva. The ratio of active workers to pensioners is 
continually declining and this will have impacts on these regional economies 
in the future. Regions witnessing steep out-migration should invest in 
developing strategic and tactical goals related to population ageing instead of 
running occasional pilot projects without continuation. 


















