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INTRODUCTION 

The EU’s rural areas suffer from a number of common challenges ranging from lower 

connectivity and lack of services to lower employment. Conscious of these challenges, the 

Commission will publish a communication on a long-term vision for rural areas under its ‘A 

new push for European democracy’ priority. The aim of the communication is to draw 

attention to the specific needs of rural areas and launch a debate between Commission, 

Parliament and Council as well as local levels of government. It will also commit to new 

actions aiming at improving the coordination of policies affecting rural areas.   

In line better regulation requirements, the Commission conducted a public consultation from 

7 September to 30 November 2020. The public consultation’s aim was to gather inputs from 

Europeans and stakeholders to assess the priorities the long-term vision on rural areas should 

focus on. 

The consultation had the following goals: 

i. Assessing the pressing needs of rural areas today through questions on the availability 

of services, the most attractive characteristics of rural areas, which economic sectors 

were seen as most important and the contribution of farming to rural areas.  

ii. Evaluating aspirations for the future of rural areas through questions on potential 

changes and trends which could affect rural areas of the future, what ecosystem 

services were seen as most important, and what would constitute vibrant rural areas in 

the future.   

iii. Collecting opinions on the governance of rural areas and involvement in public 

decision making through questions on the best way to involve citizens in decision 

making, and on the vision itself.  

1. OVERVIEW OF RESPONSES 

The public consultation collected a total of 2 326 responses from all 27 Member States. 

Respondents from Spain, Austria, Germany, Belgium and France provided half of the replies.  

Figure 1. Number of respondents to the public consultation by country of origin 

 
When it comes to the categories of stakeholder replying, 62% were citizens (52% of which 

identified as living in a rural area and 9% in a remote rural area), 9% businesses and 

associations, 5% academic and research institutions, 9% public authorities, 7% NGOs, 5% 

rural development networks and 2% other respondents.  
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Figure 2 Number of respondents to the public consultation by category 

 
The amount of citizens taking part in the consultation is very satisfactory considering the 

difficulties in mobilising public interest in public consultations. This can be taken as a sign of 

the importance Europeans place on rural areas. Nevertheless, a certain caution will be needed 

when interpreting the results as they cannot be interpreted as a representative random sample 

of all European users. A flash Eurobarometer survey to be conducted in April 2021 will 

complement these results with a representative sample of EU population.     

2. ANALYSIS OF RESPONSES  

Without prejudice to the in-depth analysis of the replies, the following trends can be 

observed.  

a. Rural areas today 

Urgent needs for rural areas today  

Respondents were asked to identify what they saw as the most pressing need for rural areas 

today. Over 50% of respondents to this open question stated that infrastructure is the most 

pressing need for rural areas, specifically in terms of establishing a better public transport 

system. Similarly, around 43% of respondents reported the lack of basic services and 

amenities in rural regions. For instance, access to key public services such as water and 

electricity as well as other services such as banks and post offices can be greatly improved in 

rural areas. Economic needs are also frequently reported to be unmet in rural areas, as stated 

by 42% of respondents. 

Availability of services in rural areas 

Over two thirds of respondents (67%) indicated that ‘quality job opportunities’ are not 

sufficiently available for people living in rural areas (52% rarely available and 15% 

unavailable). A majority of respondents (55%) indicated that ‘transport infrastructure 

connecting rural areas to other rural areas’ is not sufficiently available (41% rarely available 

and 15% unavailable). 38% reported a lack of availability of ‘quality education and 

vocational training opportunities’ (32% rarely available and 7% unavailable).  
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Reasons to stay or settle in a rural area 

With 94% of the replies, the two most important reasons for deciding to live in a rural area 

are ‘better quality of life’ (72% very important and 22% important) and ‘less polluted 

environment, less heat stress, proximity to nature’ (75% very important and 20% important).  

The third most important reason (80% of the replies) is the availability of ‘business 

opportunities thanks to digital infrastructure making working remotely easier’ (54% very 

important and 26% important). Around three quarters of respondents considered the 

‘availability and affordability of locally produced food’ and the ‘lower cost of living than in 

urban/intermediate areas’ as important reasons (with respectively 75% and 71% of very 

important and important replies). ‘Sense of belonging to a local culture and/or set of values’ 

is also an important reason for 73% of the participants to the consultation (41% very 

important and 32% important).  

Relative importance of economic sectors in rural areas 

‘Farming/agriculture’ is perceived as the most important sector by 93% of the participants 

(74% very important and 19% important). ‘The agri-food sector (including processing of 

primary products)’ is considered the second most important sector (61% very important and 

29 % important). ‘Local retail and other basic services (e.g. shops, pharmacies, etc.)’ follows 

in third position (59% very important and 32% important). 

Farming’s contribution to rural areas 

With more than 90% of the replies, the two most important contributions are ‘ensuring access 

to affordable quality food’ (65% very important and 29% important) and providing ‘jobs in 

the food processing industry, the wider bio-economy and tourism’ (64% very important and 

32% important). The contribution to ‘other economic sectors’ is also recognised as an 

important contribution for 91% of the respondents (47% very important and 44% important). 

Farming ‘shapes and maintains the rural landscape and protects natural resources’ for 84% of 

the respondents (57% very important and 27% important). It also contributes to ‘keep rural 

areas populated’ for 86% of participants (50% very important and 36% important). 

b. Rural areas of the future 

Changes to rural areas over the next 20 years  

For respondents, the attractiveness of rural areas in 20 years depends to a great extent on the 

availability of digital connectivity and basic services/E-services. This is the case for 93% of 

the replies for digital connectivity (71% much more attractive and 22% more attractive) and 

94% for basic services/E-services (69% much more attractive and 25% attractive). The 

reduction of farming footprint on climate and environment influence the attractiveness of 

rural areas for 92% of the participants (66% much more attractive and 26% more attractive). 

Social innovation and new lifestyle choices are developments that will make rural areas 

attractive for 92% and 90% respectively (63% much more attractive and 29% and 27% more 

attractive). 

Importance of eco-system services provided by rural areas  

There is a very large consensus among respondents that the importance of the services listed 

in the questionnaire will strongly increase the next 20 years (from 88% to 95% of the replies). 

Almost all respondents (95%) consider that the importance of ‘Landscape, countryside, 



biodiversity and wildlife habitat’ will increase (74% significant more than today and 22% 

slightly more than today). Replies are similar for climate mitigation and adaptation (72% 

significant more and 22% slightly more), for the prevention of flood and forest fires (63% 

and 29%) and for the supply of clean water (59 and 33%). 

Safe and vibrant communities of the future 

Four of the nine options given to answer what will make rural areas most attractive in long-

term have received more than 1 000 replies. In the first place, care services (i.e. support to 

children, the elderly and people with disabilities), followed by employment (i.e. businesses 

and local job opportunities/ local entrepreneurship), governance (Rural people are able to 

participate in decisions which concerns them and to express their views and priorities), and 

the availability of local service (e.g. shops, banks/ATMs, mechanics).  

c. Governance in rural areas  

Do people feel left behind by society?  

Overall, 39% of the respondents indicated that they felt left behind by society. Almost half 

(45%) of respondents involved in farming declared that they felt left behind by society. This 

is also the case for more than half (56%) of the respondents living in remote rural areas and 

for 41% of respondents living in rural areas. The most important reason is the ‘Deteriorated 

infrastructure and services’ with 61% of the replies (26% most important and 34% 

important). The second most important reason is ‘Declining income/lack of economic 

opportunities’ with 57% of most important and important replies. The third most important 

reason is ‘Specific needs of rural people not sufficiently considered in political decisions’ 

(53%, including 29% most important and 24% important).  

Involvement of local people in decision making 

83% of the participants agree that decisions taken at the local level impact the lives of rural 

people. 77% consider that polling booths are easy to reach in rural areas during elections. A 

minority (45%) of respondents consider that rural people actively take part in policy making. 

Only one quarter (27%) consider that particular attention is paid to rural areas when 

designing general and territorial public policy. 

Ways to involve rural residents in the public debate 

A large majority of the respondents (68%) indicated that the most efficient way of involving 

rural people in the public debate is to organise events in rural areas. Other options received 

13% of replies (surveys), 10% (European Citizen’s Initiative) and 9% (events/debates on 

rural areas organised in urban areas). 

Components of the long-term strategy and action plan for rural areas 

With 1 691 replies, the first component of the EU long-term strategy indicated by 

respondents is the ‘strategy to create jobs, support rural entrepreneurship and innovation’. 

‘Improving access to infrastructure and services’ (1 295 replies) and ‘strategy to improve 

connectivity and digital solutions, supporting smart villages to emerge and develop’ (1 244 

replies) arrive in second and third positions. The fourth most frequently selected component 

by respondents is the ‘Strategy to achieve climate, energy and biodiversity targets’ (1 136 

replies). ‘Addressing demographic challenges including depopulation, generational renewal 

and gender inequality’ is in fifth position with 1 000 replies. 



3. ANALYSIS OF RESPONSES TO THE OPTIONAL QUESTIONS ON THE COMMON 

AGRICULTURAL POLICY (CAP) 

A total of 864 respondents provided replies to the optional complementary questions on the 

CAP. 

Limitations versus drivers of success 

According to the respondents, the first and foremost factor in the implementation of the 

current CAP instruments and measures that limits their contribution to balanced territorial 

development of the EU rural areas is ‘administrative complexity for beneficiaries to apply for 

measures’ (selected 509 times). This is followed by ‘disproportionate administrative burden 

for administrations’ (352 replies), ‘beneficiaries’ fear of excessive controls’ (327 replies), 

‘too restrictive eligibility and selection criteria’ (316 replies), and ‘limited availability of non-

agricultural support’ (314 replies).  

Regarding the drivers of success, ‘measures targeted and tailored to local context/needs’ are 

identified as main driver (444 replies). This is followed by ‘the level of support under Pillar II 

– EAFRD’ (395 replies), ‘the involvement of regions in programming measures under Pillar 

II (332 replies), ‘advice and knowledge transfer’ (328 replies), ‘innovative approaches in 

delivering environmental and social public goods’ (325 replies) and ‘clear and targeted 

objectives of the CAP’ (299 replies). 

Effectiveness 

According to participants, LEADER1 and Community-Led Local Development (CLLD) has 

the highest contribution to balanced territorial development (79% of responses ‘To a very 

large extent’, ‘To a large extent’ and ‘To some extent’). This is followed by the measure to 

support organic farming (M11) and basic services and village renewal in rural areas (M07) 

with respectively 73% and 72% of favourable opinions, and payments to areas facing natural 

or other specific constraints (69%), payment for young farmers and measures for farm and 

business development (68% each), and cooperation measures (M16) (67%). 

Efficiency 

For beneficiaries, the main aspects of administrative burden are related to (i) complexity in 

submitting an aid application (610 replies), (ii) the time required to receive the payment after 

submitting the aid application (368 replies) and (iii) the time and effort required for 

administrative controls (356 replies). For administration, the main aspects are (i) the 

complexity of management in the administrative system (368 replies) and the lack of human 

and financial resources (290 replies) and (iii) the frequency of policy changes (229 replies). 

Coherence 

The majority of respondents consider that the various CAP instruments and measures deliver 

a coherent and complementary contribution to balanced territorial development of EU rural 

areas ‘to some extent’ (49% of the 789 respondents), with 26% replying ‘to a very large’ and 

‘to a large extent’, compared to 17% ‘to very small extent’ and ‘not at all’. 

                                                      
1 Liaison Entre Actions de Développement de l'Économie Rurale, meaning 'Links between the rural economy 

and development actions' 



Replies on the coherence of the CAP measures and instruments with other EU funds and/or 

national, regional or local policies provide a mixed picture, with is 42% of favourable opinion 

on coherence with the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF). 28% of favourable 

opinion for the coherence with European Cohesion Fund, 29% for the European Social Fund, 

23% for European Maritime and Fisheries Fund, 29% with national policy and 34% for 

regional/local policy. 

Relevance 

A majority of respondents (64%) consider that CAP instruments and measures are relevant to 

actual needs. 

EU added value 

A majority of respondents consider that CAP instruments and measures create EU added 

value (37% to some extent, 43% to a very large or to a large extent). 
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