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Content of the presentation

 Brief introduction of the Case Study areas

 Discussion of main dimensions of rural shrinkage across case studies

 Introduction of emerging pathways to rural shrinkage

 Conclusion



I. Shrinking at the local level – case studies of the 
ESCAPE project
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• Eight cases of rural shrinking across 
Europe representing different types of 
shrinking (active-legacy; complex types)

• Four cases from transition (post-socialist) 
countries, 

• One East German region, 

• One location from the Northern (Finnish) 
and 

• Two locations/regions from the Southern 
peripheries (Spain and Greece)



II. Main components of rural shrinkage across case studies. 
Examples of interlinked dimensions of rural disadvantage
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• Spatial / locational components
• Traditional (spatial) aspects of peripheral locations and remoteness (Fi, BG) 

• „Shadowing effect” and/or intensive attraction of urban centres (HU), developed costal areas (ES) 
or regions (DE)

• Border locations (EU and state borders: HR, DE, PL, GR)

• Still problematic physical access caused by large distances, absence of highways/autoroutes, 
proper rail connections (HU)

• Aspatial components (by Copus 2001)
• Weaknesses regarding

• infrastructure (especially access to ICT, broadband and related skills), 

• social relations (social capital, business networks, embeddedness/civil society), 

• global-local linkages, institutional networks



Main components of rural shrinkage across case studies. 
Examples of interlinked dimensions of rural disadvantage
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• Economic components
• Part of low-growth or low-income regions of indebted, crisis-ridden countries and consequent 

scarcity of resources on part of national / regional governments to compensate for disadvantages
(ES, GR, PL, HU, HR) 

• Vulnerable, one-sided local economies, low level of entrepreneurship and innovation capacities 
caused by seepage of investments and educated labour by urban hubs/metro regions/ developed 
costal areas  (ES, FI, HU)

• Policy component
• Negative impact of urban growth policies

• Demographic / social components 
• Demographic legacy effects of intensive rounds of rural-urban outflows: natural decrease, ageing, 

absence of young generation (especially FI, ES, BG)

• Further rural-urban and rural global outflow (especially FI, PL, GR, BG, HU)

• Social legacy of selectivity of earlier outflows: insufficient human/social capital, broken community
textures



Main components of rural shrinkage across case studies. 
Examples of interlinked dimensions of rural disadvantage
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• Weak social outcomes’ (WB Lagging Regions report, overlap with aspatial peripherality by 
Copus)

• poor health, poor access to education and opportunities, quality infrastructure and public services, 
voice and participation in community and public lives

• Aggravating impact of historical and global events / crises
• Forced restructuring of agriculture and consequent disruption of rural economies and societies in 

post-socialist countries

• Local impact of warfare events (WW II: PL, GR, Homeland War: HR, war in a neighbouring country: 
GR) 

• Fall of socialism, German unification, EU accession and opening up of western labour markets 
exerting intensive rural-global migration waves from Eastern Germany and from all of the post 
socialist countries

• Global financial crisis hitting especially the Mediterranean countries (ES, GR)



III. Emerging pathways to rural shrinkage: 1. shrinkage in 
the North and South. In collaboration with Mar Ortega
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Shrinkage is dominantly triggered in the 
Northern and Southern countries by the 
combination of geographical position of rural 
areas and long-term spatial processes
• Location: remote, sparsely populated and/or border 

areas, and/or inner peripheries 

• Urbanization (1950s-1970s): out-migration from 
rural areas linked to industrialization, agricultural 
mechanization, youth outmigration for better 
education (and no return) 

• Economic restructuring and negative impact of 
the global financial crisis, 

• Peripherization as negative impact of  increasing 
drain of metropolitan areas, urban hubs & 
developed coastal fringes



Emerging pathways to rural shrinkage: 2. shrinkage in the 
„East” (East of the Elbe, former state socialist countries)
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Part of the continuing peripheralization of the 
macro-region (East of the Elbe) (Swain 2013)

• Early decades of Communist dictatorship
(1950-1960): forced industrialization & land 
collectivization induced a highly selective outflow 
of rural population resulting in system-level 
disruption

• Fall of State Socialism: collapse of the socialist 
economy, privatisation & decollectivization
(reverse system-level disruption)

• Transition phase: a polarisation of the rural 
space with growing gap between metropolitan / 
suburban zones and depleting rural areas; 
emerging and then fixing spatial and social 
marginalisation

• EU integration + globalisation with negative 
immediate impact (a new round of outflow)



Conclusions on pathways to rural 
shrinkage
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• Urban development supported by EU growth policies in the last decades speeded up rural 
decline across Europe especially in rural peripheries where rural/urban outflows and 
consequent ageing have been resulting in irreversible population decline and an overall 
shrinkage.

• However, rural shrinkage in East Central Europe seems somewhat different from that of 
Northern and Southern peripheries – caused by „system-level” disruptions: first by 
Communist regimes during the 1950s and 1960s, then, after 4 decades of socialist
governance, by „liberated” member-states after the fall of State Socialism from 1990 
onwards. 

• The resulting distortions, problematic rural economies and ruined social textures contributed
to the irreversibility of rural decline and make shrinking regions in the East more vulnerable to 
dependency and marginalisation than their counterparts in the South and North of Europe.



Thank you for your kind attention!
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