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Objectives
The event was hosted by the ESPON-TransNational Outreach programme with 
the purpose of addressing the challenges of shrinking areas across Europe. The 
goal was to define potential areas for future actions in line with the Territorial 
Agenda 2030 (TA2030) and the ESPON 2030 programme.

The conference was designed to draw upon the lessons learnt, the territorial evidences and policy advice from 

the ESCAPE project. In doing so, the conference aimed to bring together experts on shrinking areas in order to 

present shared experiences and best practices for future development.  

Throughout the conference, participants were asked to bring innovative concepts and case studies together to 

stimulate exchanges between researchers, territorial authorities, and stakeholders. The interventions were 

guided by the following questions: 

1. What tendencies characterise territorial shrinkage in Europe today?

2. What indicators can we use to observe and measure the diverse yet overlapping drivers of this phenomenon?

3. How might territorial authorities draw upon these experiences and best practices to devise better, more 

place-adaptive policies to achieve more resilient European regions?

Programme and presentations
The online event was structured in four sessions, each of them diving into different topics. The moderator for all 
sessions was Gabriel Barrès. A keynote speech was held by Wiktor Szydarowski from ESPON-EGTC who 
talked about the concept and understanding of shrinking regions, and the importance of using territorial evidence 
from ESPON projects to address the problem. This evidence can also help and find approaches to both address 
the concept and to formulate territorial policies. This was followed by an introduction on the day´s topic of 
discussion by the ESPON Contact Point for Hungary, Terézia Fanni Somhegyi.

The first session dealt with the issue of policymaking in shrinking and rural areas and territorial evidence 
available from the ESPON ESCAPE project.

The first presenter was Gergely Tagai from the Centre for Economic and Regional Studies in Hungary. He was 
a member of the ESCAPE project consortium, and his presentation was titled The ESCAPE project: recent 
perspectives on shrinkage. He presented a typology of shrinking. To be defined as “shrinking” a rural or 
intermediate region must exhibit a loss of (total) population over either the period of 1993-2013 or a projected 
loss in 2013-2033. According that definition, nearly 60% of all EU28 “Predominantly Rural and Intermediate” 
regions were defined as shrinking. This constitutes almost half the total number of NUTS 3 regions in the EU, 
40% of the EU28 area, and one third of the EU population in 2016.

Arrow
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Map 1. Shrinking and growing NUTS 3 regions in Europe.

The shrinking regions in different parts of Europe can be distinguished depending on intensity, chronology, and 
the components of demographic change, especially migration and natural change into “active shrinking” (caused 
by current migration) and “legacy shrinking” (caused by age structure effects). The balance between these 
varies, largely as a consequence of the chronology of the process, allowing us (in theory at least) to distinguish 
between these two types.

The second presentation of this session was presented by Andreea China from ESPON-EGTC. Her 
presentation was titled The ESPON policy paper for the future of rural areas: a new policy vision building 
upon and going beyond the ESCAPE project. China provided an interesting introduction and insight into the 
ESPON programme, its role, and various tasks. She also introduced and highlighted some of the priorities of 
the Portuguese EU presidency. There is a long-term vision for rural areas, using most recent and relevant 
projects under the priorities of the TA2030. The total population of shrinking rural regions has been declining 
from around 178,000 in 1992 to 157,000 in 2033. The share of these regions has also been getting lower and 
is projected to decline to 29% in 2033 from 36% in 1992. Shrinking is thus an old and complicated problem. It 
can be observed in different vicious circles such as in Services of General Interest, selectivity/labour, and issues 
concerning youth preferences. She said we have to look at the problem in context of TA2030 and its policy 
recommendations, and also look at and identify what policies work best. Among these are Green Europe and 
the development of a healthy environment. We have to improve access to SGIs, strengthen and identify clusters, 
improve productivity, and increase jobs. Furthermore, we have to look at technological transformations. The key 
messages from ESPON are to improve innovative capacity, strengthen the framework for multi-level governance, 
improve intermunicipal cooperation, identify appropriate strategy making, and place emphasis on NGOs in 
regional development. The bottom line is that it is very important to link to the various TA priorities.

In the Q&A session, it was asked if EU fund absorption data has been used at the level of rural administrative 
units to examine disparities. Also, whether the EU rural vision foresees the creation of a “rural vitalisation 
platform” in its action plan to provide a one-stop-shop for knowledge and resources and tools for rural 
municipalities facing population decline. What would be the top three things that we should find on this platform, 
according to the result of the work on shrinking? Wiktor Szydarowski from ESPON also answered this. He said 
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that shrinking was something negative in people’s minds but in his opinion, we need to change this; shrinking 
is like any other task that needs to be addressed in governance. There was a question on the necessity to adapt 
to shrinking and policies and if and how different policies for different countries and regions could be adapted. 
Does ESPON have opinion on how to tailor them? Andreea China said that ESPON has a good tool to address 
the general issues that face different regions but they also recommend that there is need for the national 
governments to tailor them to their own regions and countries.

Session 2 had the title Pathways to shrinkage: diversity of processes and challenges across European 
shrinking areas. The first presentation was held by Katalin Kovács from the Centre for Economic and Regional 
Studies in Hungary under the title Pathways to shrinkage across European rural and peripheral regions. 
Kovács introduced eight case study areas with different types of shrinkage in the ESPON ESCAPE project. 

She further described the types of shrinking and the main components of rural shrinking across these case 
studies. There were spatial/locational components, aspatial components, economic components, policy 
components, and demographic/social components. Some of the main components of rural shrinkage across the 
case studies were weak social outcomes, such as poor health, poor access to education and opportunities, 
poor access to good infrastructure and services of general interest. Historical and global events have increased 
problems such as restructuring of the economy in post-socialist countries, warfare events, German unification, 
EU-accession, and global financial crises. There are two emerging pathways: 1. shrinking in the north and south 
and 2. shrinkage in the east of the Elbe in the former socialist countries. The process of shrinking and its drivers 
are different in these two macro regions. Urban development stimulated by growth policies generally sped up 
rural decline. In the East, system-level disruptions played an important role in the process and the resulting 
distortions and declining social and economic conditions made the negative spiral of shrinking regions in the 
East more pronounced than in the South and North of Europe.

The second presentation of the session was held by Aleksandar Lukić from the University of Zagreb in 
Croatia. The presentation reported on a case study carried out in Croatia and was titled Effects of economic 
restructuring and recent history: the case of Osječko-baranjska County. This was one of the case studies 
in the ESPON ESCAPE project. The Osječko-baranjska county is located in the eastern part of Croatia and is 
classified in the typology as a “rural region close to a city”. It is a very fertile area and there was a traditional 
emphasis on textile industry, but after the early 1990s there has been a long period of coping with different 
conditions and thus the region has experienced outmigration and youth “escape”. The region has a peripheral 
location within Croatia and borders Hungary and Serbia. The county has around 260,000 inhabitants, or 6.7% 
of the national population, and has 7.3% of the land area. There are seven cities, 42 Local Administrative Units 
(LAU) and 35 municipalities. The population number is 30% less now than in 1991 and net migration 5 times 
higher than the national average. The county has lost more than a third of the population since 1991 (or ca. 
100,000 persons), around half of that during the last 10 years. All localities have experienced population loss 
(the city of Osijek is the least affected) and there is considerable ageing in the region as a whole. Key events 
that have been impacting the development are the homeland war and the migrants that were forced out and did 
not return. In addition, the political-economic transition, especially privatisation and deindustrialisation, in Osijek 
resulted in huge job losses. Interviews and other data show that there has been slow and painful adaptation of 
agriculture to new market conditions. Furthermore, the EU accession with its open door to labour markets has 
had much impact on these markets. Now, more than half of farmers are over 64 years old. According to 
interviews, there appears to be concerns about the lack of visions and strategy, lack of coordination, defunction 
of public administration, inadequate demographic policies (e.g. little official support to the young families), the 
role of EU funds, values, corruption, and more. The main problems today are, for example, youth work-related 
outmigration and resulting consequences and further shrinkage. There appears to be two main ways to deal 
with the situation: mitigation and adaptation at different levels and during different periods of the past and future. 
Lukić finished his presentation by describing two of the past and future plans or policies in more detail.

The third presentation in this session was held by Elisabeth Stix from Rosinak & Partners in Austria titled 
Specificities of Austrian shrinking regions. Stix said there is a very different situation between different 
regions in Austria with regard to shrinking. The decline is highest in the central and southern areas but is also 
present also in the north. Growth is, however, mostly present in the east and, in general, the country is growing; 
the strongest region is Vienna and adjacent areas. The main objectives of Örok (Austrian Conference on Spatial 
Planning) have been to raise awareness, pay attention to language used in communication, emotions, and 
more. It is very important to consider how the problems of shrinking are presented and under which terms. 
Negative phrases have been used to describe this phenomenon and it has primarily been portrayed as 
something negative. This in itself can impact the development and make it more pronounced. Examples of 
phrases are “dying region”, “shrinking region”, etc. Stix discussed how it might be possible to turn the 
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development around, such as by placing emphasis on the development of regional centres which can be more 
attractive e.g., for young immigrants. It is important to place an emphasis on the fact that they are not the 
enemies and be careful not to play them against other neighbouring communities in the regions.

In the Q&A session there was discussion about the concept of shrinking and how different the understanding 
of the concept may be between different actors such as individuals, policymakers, and the research community. 

The third and final session of the conference focused on Pathways through shrinkages: place-sensitive 
approaches and functional area development for rural and shrinking areas. 

The first presentation in the session was by Andrew Copus & Petri Kahila from University of Eastern 
Finland and their lecture was titled Reflections on the goals and guiding principles of policy to address 
rural shrinking. Copus presented some general findings of the ESPON ESCAPE project and then some 
examples from case studies carried out in Scotland and Finland in the project and put them into the context of 
the project and the concept of shrinkage. See the figure below:

Figure 1. Types of shrinkage.

Copus stressed the need for place specific approaches to address this development in different areas or 
regions. Society is becoming increasing mobile and prone for this development to take place. Some, however, 
claim that this may not necessarily be the case as international migration may have masked some of the 
decline. We need to ask what the realistic goals are. At the municipal level, the goal is very often growth but that 
is often not realistic. Perhaps better quality of life should rather be the objective. Lastly, Copus and Kahila 
presented some examples from Scotland and Finland regarding shrinkage and policies related to the 
development. In Scotland, there are six so-called resettlement zones and each of them with a resettlement 
officer who assists in areas such as housing, jobs, infrastructure, access to public services, and talent attraction, 
retention, and return. In Finland, Kahila addressed and explained smart adaptation in Finland’s municipalities. 
He said that more place-sensitivity (smartness) in policy-making is needed but rural areas are actually treated 
in similar way than with any other areas in the Finnish rural policy. The focus should be more on well-being and 
services instead of focusing on population development.

The second presentation of this session was by András Igari from Hétfa Research Institute, Hungary 
dealing with the functional areas concept as an entry point to the development of rural regions - focusing 
on large lake regions. Igari pointed out that there are different ways of defining areas. He introduced the 
ESPON LAKES project and the concept of lake regions which create special type of functional area. There are 
144 large lakes of more than 100 km2 in Europe. In the project, both stakeholders and contractors carried out 
the research work. They applied a cross-cutting European perspective on lake regions in three stakeholder 
regions which are Lake Constance, Lake Balaton, and Lake Vänern. In many ways these are special regions; 
there are several smaller centres in the regions that together serve as a well-connected area. Often those areas 
are characterized by a high environmental value. These three regions are demographically diverse. Lake 
Balaton has an ageing population along the lake shore while this is more balanced in Lake Constance. The 
population decline is higher in Lake Vänern. Economic development in each region is very different. Tourism 
has an impact in some cases and can cause different challenges. The planning characteristics are different 
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between the three lakes. The ESPON LAKES project promotes land-lake integration and management which 
creates an opportunity to capture and co-manage the functional links between land and lake.

Károly Fekete from Lake Balaton Development Coordination Agency was the third presenter in this session 
and his talk was about Stakeholder experiences in the ESPON LAKES project. How can we use the 
findings in practice? Fekete dealt with the issue of how a functional urban area is defined in such area 
compared to in other areas. One of the issues could be the concept of the environmental entity. He said that 
there are changes in regional division in his country as a part of EU accession, and the counties had more 
weight previously than they have now. Now the Lake Balaton region fits into the Hungarian framework of 
regions, but it is fragmented by different administration borders such as a national park in the area. He placed 
an importance on the role of coordination and that there are several challenges for the region such a fragile 
ecosystem, lack of place sensitivity, additionally the area is shrinking and facing increasing conflicts. Stakeholders 
place emphasis on several issues, but primarily on the aim to get closer to developing an active integrated 
development tool on the EU level. Land-lake integration is an important tool against institutional fragmentation. 
There must be increased role of spatial planning and mediation between sectors. Lake-centred economic 
clusters need to be supported and there needs to be new approach to public transport in lake regions.

In the Q&A session it was asked about what the most relevant scale of adaptation/mitigation policy is in 
Scotland and Finland respectively. I.e. should policies for smart adaptation be developed and implemented on 
local, regional, or national levels? Michael Copus and Petri Kahila answered that we should be addressing the 
preferences of where people want to live and fulfil them. In Finland, the focus is on the national level which is 
the same in many other Nordic regions because the state is very important in policy making, but we must also 
involve the municipalities.

The final session was a roundtable discussion on opportunities and policy tools for European rural and 
shrinking areas. Taking part in that discussion were Wiktor Szydarowski from ESPON EGTC, Erik Gløersen 
from Spatial Foresight, and Péter Toth from European Network for Rural Development. 

Szydarowski discussed the diversity of shrinking, different conditions, and typologies. Time, space, and 
governance are all important. Some regions have been shrinking for a long time while others have started more 
recently. Different policies apply for different cases. He said that we have to take the physical specificities of 
regions and areas more into consideration to address the problems. He said there has to be smart approach 
and there should be increased understanding that different levels of governance are needed. There are different 
drivers for the processes in different regions and thus we need act differently according to that. Furthermore, 
Szydarowski said that we have to accept that shrinking takes place and we have to address how to tackle 
different places and how to face it as it is. We have to change the concept of shrinking from a negative one to 
something that is normal or even positive. The term shrinking may cause confusion, people think about 
population, but Szydarowski prefers to say that applies to more. For example, that the region is not able to fully 
use its potential and grow. We have to try and better understand what this notion means and how to address it. 
We also have to recognise that how people think about such phenomena and how to address them vary 
between countries.

Gløersen has been carrying out a project dealing with how to address policy on shrinking areas. The project 
relates to a resolution by the EU that particular attention is to be paid to areas with population decline, i.e., 
municipalities with at least 1% annual population decline between 2007 and 2017. He said that people in these 
regions might not to accept shrinking as something normal and may not want to adapt to it. The areas or regions 
that are most concerned by local annual decline of more than 1% are in the Baltic states, Croatia, the Iberian 
Peninsula, Finland, Hungary, Italy, Romania, and (to some degree) in Bulgaria and Greece. He said that this 
problem is linked to the concept of “geographies of discontent” and various negative notions around the concept 
have appeared in the literature such as “places that don’t matter” and “places left behind”. People who 
experience this in their regions are not willing to accept this as something normal. Addressing this problem can 
be justified by various reasons, such as regarding food security, access to natural resources and biomass in 
these areas and capacity to adjust to climate change. Furthermore, this leads to higher cost of provision of 
services of general interest, lower quality of life, socially dysfunctional communities and more. He stressed that 
this development can and has also taken place in urban areas leading to social segregation, derelict 
neighbourhoods, and brownfields. Gløersen asked how to approach this problem in policy making in a way that 
makes the most sense to people of varying opinions. The concept is tricky. Countries approach shrinking areas 
differently and use different terms, and it is very often associated with population development. We must be able 
to talk to the countries concerned with this. Some want to reverse the development, while others want to 
develop areas without necessarily reversing the development. Italy has made progress in addressing this 
problem. They have been doing this for 10 years but yet are far from finishing these policies because this is very 
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difficult task and has to go through different policy levels. Sweden has addressed this, but they do not want to 
have similar approach for different regions because they want to let regions themselves approach problems in 
their specific way.

Toth comes from a stakeholder company in research. He presented a networker’s perspective and described 
the system of local action groups that have set up local planning strategies using a bottom-up approach. 
Networking is key, there are 3,800 local action groups in their database and his company is at the core. They 
work in a framework and this enables them to have access to the governance system. People in their circles do 
not use the word shrinking so much but rather population decline or outmigration. He presented a few examples 
of projects that have been and are currently being carried out to work on these issues. Those projects very often 
use place-based solutions and put an important emphasis on such approach.  The emphasis is also placed on 
improving the quality of life in rural areas to make them more attractive. He stressed that shrinking happens in 
both urban and rural areas. What is most important is the place-based approach as no two places are the same. 
Local voices are very important; policies that no one wants to implement are useless. The company uses local 
action group meetings and different approaches at different levels. It is very important to find a common 
language. People understand concepts differently and go in different directions. This is clearly seen in academia 
and among policymakers as they speak different languages.

The conclusions were presented by Tom Goosse who is the assistant project leader of the ESPON TNO 
project. As the problem of shrinkage was a new topic for him, one of his main takeaways from the conference 
is that shrinkage is a very complex issue. Shrinking areas are the result of a combination of processes that are 
influenced by local factors and territorial specificities. Therefore, when tackling the issue, one has to take into 
consideration those local specificities and apply a place-based approach that involves the key actors of the 
focus region. No general solution exists, as shown by the “digital nomads” solution that can only be applied in 
specific regions. Hence, data and information from the regions in question also need to be used in order to have 
a clear understanding of the problem. In his opinion, there should be more of an emphasis on a qualitative 
approach, as the focus nowadays seems to centre around quantitative data to represent shrinkage, while 
qualitative information such as social and cultural perspective might enhance interest in shrinking areas. To 
finish and from a personal perspective, the emphasis on positive thinking was also appreciated, which could 
help in not only focus merely on quantitative economic standards but also imply socio-cultural aspects in 
developing solution. He therefore highlighted the examples of Péter Toth who came up with practical examples 
on how to approach the problems in collaboration with regional actors. 

The final remarks of the day were then made by Wiktor Szydarowski.
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