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Political context: A long-term vision for the EU’s rural areas 

In June 2021, the European Commission published the ‘A long-term Vision for the EU's Rural 

Areas - Towards stronger, connected, resilient and prosperous rural areas by 2040’ 

communication, fostering the creation of stronger, connected, resilient and prosperous rural 

areas. The communication also introduced a key new initiative, the Rural Pact, which aims to 

‘mobilise public authorities and stakeholders to act on the needs and aspirations of rural 

residents’. These aspirations are described through ten shared goals, which resulted from 

extensive participatory consultations and stakeholder engagement processes. The Rural 

pact should be developed with all levels of governance and stakeholders supporting the 

shared goals of the vision. 

The Rural Pact community was formed then, aiming to join different stakeholders who seek 

to gather around these ten goals, amongst which we highlight the fourth goal: 

 Dynamic communities focusing on well-being, including livelihoods, fairness, 
prosperity and quality of life, where all people live and work well together, with 
adequate capacity for mutual support. 

ECODES joined the Rural Pact community and attended the first Rural Pact 

conference, which was held in Brussels on the 15th and 16th of June, in which we were 

surprised by the lack of discussion around the state in which the rural housing stock 

is. 

On the 27th of October of 2022, Commissioner Janusz Wojciechowsk gave a speech in 

Prague, presenting, among other things, some of the main challenges that our rural areas 

face, like depopulation, transport exclusion, declining services, rising costs of living and 

adaptation to climate change. 

Proposals on targets and tools for a smart rural Europe 

ECODES is an independent non-profit organisation whose mission is to seek collaborations 

between citizens, civil society organisations, businesses and public administrations to 

accelerate the transition to a green, inclusive and responsible economy, framed in a new 

governance, through innovation and the creation of bridges and alliances. 

From this perspective of seeking a just ecological transition, we are grateful for the 

opportunity to participate in the discussion process of the targets and tools for a smart rural 

Europe, with proposals and recommendations to achieve an ambitious mechanism that 

allows us to achieve, at least, the objectives set in the long-term vision for the EU’s rural 

areas in a fair and equitable manner, as well as structural improvements in our societies that 

allow us to reduce the existing gaps. 

We would like to start by thanking the opportunity to add our experiences and concerns 
regarding the development of rural areas throughout Europe and Spain in particular. 
ECODES and the University of Zaragoza are in the process of drafting a report on the 
diagnosis of housing renovation in rural areas in Spain, existing barriers to increase the rate 
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of renovations in said areas and possible solutions for said barriers. Some of the main 
findings of the report are that: 

 Homes in rural areas have a 23,6% higher energy consumption per square meter 
than those in urban areas (240,6 kWh/m²·year v. 194,6 kWh/m²·year). This 
consumption is even higher in municipalities with less than 5.000 inhabitants (263,6 
kWh/m²·year). It is therefore essential to renovate the existing housing stock in 
rural areas if we aim to reach carbon neutrality. 

 The exodus from rural areas to urban areas leads to a decrease in infrastructure and 
public services, as they are not able to cover a minimum threshold of users and are 
considered economically unprofitable and disappear. Likewise, the rural population 
shows higher rates of gender imbalance and ageing than the urban population. 
Municipalities with up to 1,000 inhabitants reach a value of 112.8 men for every 100 
women, compared with an average value of 96.1 in Spain. In rural areas, 84.8% of 
municipalities with less than 5,000 inhabitants have an ageing index of over 110% 
(ageing population). We should therefore create the ideal conditions for new 
inhabitants to settle in rural municipalities, especially those in risk of 
depopulation. 

 While municipalities with less than 20.000 inhabitants hold 32% of the Spanish 
population, housing in these municipalities are responsible for 41.4% of the 
energy consumption and 42.0% of the CO2 emissions of the Spanish residential 
stock. 

 Analyses show that in order to renovate all the housing in municipalities with less 
than 20.000 in Spain, it is necessary to invest more than 70 billion euros, which 
corresponds to 41% of the investment needed to renovate all the existing housing 
built up to 2007 in Spain. For this reason, we consider that for the ecological 
transition to be fair, funds earmarked for the energy efficient renovation of 
housing in rural municipalities should be around the same 41%. Municipalities 
in risk of depopulation should receive around 19% of the national funds. 

 The absence of calls for renovation funding, in some cases, or the fact that some 
calls are ending without any applications, raises doubts about the usual means and 
instruments of subsidy. A study of what is happening is essential. Perhaps the 
solution lies in measures such as providing greater stability to renovation 
incentives programmes, facilitating access to financing, mobilizing public 
resources and mechanisms or accompanying the applicant through one-stop 
shops. 

 Rural housing renovation has been identified as one of the decisive levers for 
repopulation, as well as for reducing greenhouse gas emissions and air 
pollution. 

 Given that housing is a necessary condition for creating jobs, providing service 
and demand for public facilities, and for revitalizing existing populations and 
therefore generating a sense of belonging in them, priority should be given to 
the availability of decent, efficient and affordable housing in rural areas, taking 
advantage of existing buildings and providing them with sufficient quality to be 
attractive. 

 Specific policies developed at the regional and local levels are necessary to 
respond to the most prevalent housing clusters in the different sizes of rural 
population centers. This development of targeted strategies could allow for the 
replicability of the measures applied. 
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Lastly, we would like to also answer briefly the questions proposed in the working 
document provided by the Commission for Natural Resources: 

Do you agree with setting targets for rural development at EU level, accompanied by a 

set of indicators to monitor progress over time? How can monitoring of rural 

development targets be combined with existing monitoring of EU policies (for 

example, open method of coordination, Partnership Agreements, European 

Semester)? 

We agree with the need of monitoring the progress or rural development, considering the 
renovation of homes in rural areas a priority, and therefore, one of the indicators that should 
be monitored. 
The European Union aims to reach a fully decarbonised building stock by 2050, to do 
so, rural homes have to be renovated too. This could be monitored, for example by 
renovating at least 4% of its rural homes every year from 2025 until 2050 to reach full 
decarbonisation. This target could also be set in a non-linear manner, with a progressive 
approach similar to the one that is currently present in several National Energy and Climate 
Plans of several Member States. It could be monitored in a consistent manner with other 
plans and strategies, like National Energy and Climate Plans, Long Term Renovation 
Strategies, or the National Building Renovation Plans proposed in the recast Energy 
Performance of Buildings Directive published by the Commission on the 21st of June 2021. 

How can basic quantitative and qualitative standards of life in rural areas be defined? 

A great part of our time is spent in our homes. The state of our housing stock is therefore 
closely linked to our standards of life. 
Focusing some of the indicators that are currently being monitored on rural areas could be 
greatly useful to follow up how living conditions get better in rural areas. Some of the 
indicators that could be considered are: 

 Renovation of the existing housing stock 
 Inability to keep home adequately warm 
 Average Energy Performance Certificate (EPC) of the existing housing stock in rural 

areas 
At the same time, some indexes have been developed in Spain to measure the development 
of rural areas. The region of Aragon, in Spain, developed an index to apply some of their 
territorial cohesion funding. The Synthetic Index of Territorial Development (ISDT) of 
municipalities and districts included in the Spatial Planning Strategy of Aragon provides data 
aimed at ascertaining the level of territorial development of the municipalities and districts of 
Aragon based on indicators of the situation of the different territorial factors of development 
and assessing the 

Are there examples of such targets or standards in your country, region or 

municipality? 

EPCs are currently available throughout Spain, although they are available for consultation in 
different manners from region to region. Crossing this data with the degree of urbanization of 
the different municipalities, we can obtain the average EPC of rural areas.  

What are strengths and weaknesses of the approaches involving communities in the 

design and decisions of policies (Smart Villages, CLLD, LEADER)? Are these 

approaches sufficient to attract new people to rural areas and to fight depopulation 

and brain drain? How can they help the EU achieve the green and digital transitions? 

Community approaches to housing renovation have a greater impact on urban appearance 
of renovated areas and on media compared to renovations carried out individually, allowing 
the whole to be greater than the parts. 
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Adequate housing is a necessary condition to attract new residents and to get them to settle 
in rural municipalities, as it allows new businesses and job opportunities to be created. New 
residents also increase the need for better digital and transport infrastructure, making it more 
likely for regional governments to improve them. 

How can urban-rural interlinkages be strengthened by applying the "smart" concept to 

villages? How do Smart Villages contribute to EU cohesion? 

Local Action Groups, through their proximity to the territory and local population can both 
foster the renovation of whole parts of a rural municipality and have information on people 
interested in moving to said municipalities, which is essential to measure the need of new 
adequate homes. 
Many rural municipalities and rural regions have local construction businesses which can 
develop building renovation processes and are aware of the best solutions considering local 
materials, climate and building solutions of their areas. 
At the same time, LAGs can gather knowledge from these processes, share it with other 
LAGs and develop methodologies that can be upscaled and applied as strategies throughout 
Europe, fostering the improvement and cohesion of EU’s rural areas. 

Rural areas host 30% of the EU population and cover 80% of its territory. How should 

this be reflected in future EU programming periods? 

Housing renovation public funding should not be distributed solely on the basis of the number 
of inhabitants of a municipality, as this overlooks the inherent disadvantages rural areas have 
when aiming to renovate their homes. Not only that, but they miss the opportunity to 
encourage population redistribution by dedicating more funds to those municipalities that 
need it most, due to their depopulation or lack of services and infrastructure. 
The application of the aforementioned ISDT could also solve some of the existing 
imbalances. 
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