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Urban-rural interactions
and their territorial disparities

-> Cities are heavily reliant on their surrounding -> The existing disparities in quality of life across
areas, especially for natural environment, resources different types of settlements can be tackled
and production of food, while peri-urban and rural through appropriate place-based policies,
areas are often highly dependent on urban centres strategies, enhancing mutual benefits among urban,
for specialised services, amenities, education peri-urban and rural hinterland areas.

and employment.
- Analytical and spatial modelling techniques are

- Megatrends such as globalisation, urbanisation, crucial to efficiently assess current and future
demographic change, digital and energy transitions, urban-rural challenges and to identify opportunities
climate change and global crisis have been shaping that are better addressed throughout the urban-
and influencing our places over time. rural continuum.

-> Using the lens of the degree of urbanisation to
analyse issues such as the housing market, tourism,
access to services and infrastructures, population
and landscape dynamics has revealed important
disparities across the urban-rural continuum.
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INTRODUCTION

Urban areas are usually considered the main centres of
economic activity with a high population concentration, good
infrastructures, innovation and employment opportunities,
social and recreational services that attract people to live
there!. On the other hand, cities are heavily dependent on
rural areas, especially for the production of food and other
primary goods, the availability of natural resources, as well
as for recreation and tourism (LTVRAs)?. Peri-urban areas
are subject to a high pressure as a result of the complex
interactions and rapid changes occurring at the interface
between rural and urban environments.

Mutual inter-dependences exist in the continuum between
urban, peri-urban and rural areas, conceptually described
as ‘linkages’ or ‘flows’. These can be associated with people
(e.g.. commuting, migration, demographic change), goods and
public services (food, mobility, education, energy, information,
financial) or environmental flows (ecosystem services, land use
and abandonment)®“.

A common concept to classify different levels of urbanisation
was necessary for comparison and statistical purpose
throughout the urban-rural continuum. The degree of
urbanisation® (DEGURBA) identifies three urbanisation
typologies: cities, towns and suburbs, and rural areas
based on the number of inhabitants and population density
at the municipal level. Officially adopted by UNSTAT (2020),
this classification is now globally extended after the proposal

of a consortium of international organisations led by the EU®7.

At a broader geographical level, Urban-Rural typologies
(based on EU Regulation 2019/1130) further extends this
concept to the NUTS 3 statistical regional units. In order to
develop an alternative functional and economic definition of
cities and their area of influence, the OECD and the European
Commission jointly developed a method to identify functional
urban areas (FUAs), based on population density and travel-
to-work flows®. A FUA consists of a densely inhabited city

and its surrounding area (commuting zone) whose labour
market is highly integrated with the city.

Analyses of these different territorial typologies have
revealed important diffrences in several dimensions such as
employment and growth, access to health, education, social
protection, transport and infrastructures, as well as natural
resources and population dynamics. Strategic development
policies incorporating a territorial perspective have gained
momentum with a tendency to creating large and strong
functional regions with a focus on the enhancement and

the intensification of urban-rural interactions®. Urban-rural
linkages are an important component of integrated urban
and territorial planning and development that can help to
reduce inequalities, ensure the well-being of citizens and

the development of balanced and sustainable territories®.

While this brief uses an urban / rural delineation based on
the degree of urbanisation, the continuum between urban,
peri-urban and rural can also be considered from different

perspectives. Some new approaches integrate land- and
ecosystem-related issues as part of the essential needs
and livelihoods of both urban and rural communities in order
to reduce societal impacts and restore ecosystems!t. Others
use an ecosystemic approach*? to define location-specific
‘landscape identities’ that include built-up and natural
characteristics taking into consideration key functions such
as regulation, supply and societal.

‘Symbiosis between rural and urban areas
refers to multidimensional interaction that
benefits both parties. The system cannot
function without a symbiosis between them
and is vital for society'®’.

EU FACTS AND TRENDS

«  Population projections* confirm a slow population
growth for the coming years and even a decline in
the long term. Overall, EU capitals and major urban
centres will continue attracting people!* and will see
a positive population trend, as will also certain cities and
peripheral areas. Many rural and remote areas however
will experience a decline in population and depopulation
is already a major demographic challenge. Between
2011-2018, remote rural areas suffered an annual
population loss of 0.49% while remote towns and
suburbs saw an annual loss of 0.199%?.

« The EU’s population is getting older and will continue
ageing. By 2030, about 25 % of the EU-27 population
will be aged over 65 (compared to about 20% now)?®.
This process will also impact Europe’s work force which
will shrink by 2% by 2030. Rural and remote areas,
which suffer from the combined effect of outmigration
of the young to cities will be particularly impacted
and age at a quicker rate!’. Similarly, rural women face
particular challenges that often lead them to seek better
educational and professional opportunities for self-
development in cities.

+ In 2020, over 12 million people (6% of all EU employees)
commuted to work from one region to another within
their country of residence®®. Locally, as house prices
continue increasing in some EU cities more daily
in/out city commuting are expected from households
in peri-urban and rural areas close to cities. However,
the deployment of future technologies in road
transport might transform the current mobility
trends with varying impacts on labour market, affecting
the demand for different jobs, tasks and skills*®.

«  During the last years, fast broadband coverage has
greatly improved in rural areas, although closing
the urban-rural connectivity gap remains a challenge®.



In 2019, more than 96 9% of EU households had access to
at least one of the fixed broadband networks. High-speed
broadband access, however, continues to be lower in rural
and remote areas, with only 2/3 of the population having
access to such a connection?!. Rural areas are lagging
behind cities in terms of infrastructures, but also basic skills
which can limit personal and professional development.

Recent studies?? on the patterns of occupational change
in the last 15 years show that low-wage jobs are often
concentrated in peripheral regions while higher-wage
jobs are becoming more and more concentrated in capital
regions, benefiting from employment growth and,

at the same time, increasing social and territorial
disparities. Moreover, substantial changes are expected

in the way current jobs are carried out (e.g example

due to automation), which could further influence

the concentration of skilled workers in urban regions

with a negative impact on rural ones?.

As urban-rural interactions increase and intensify,

new challenges are foreseen. Conflicts between urban
settlement expansion and changing land-use, as

well as the preservation of environmental amenities,
ecosystem services, socio-ecological and socioeconomic
systems, will require the adoption of territorial

planning and policy strategies beyond municipality
boundaries?*. These should consider the shift to a circular
and bio-economy?®> and a new focus on ecosystem
restoration?®. A shift to a sustainable tourism can also
play a significant role in remote and peripheral regions
(coastal, mountainous, etc.)?.

The COVID-19 crisis has introduced significant changes
to our society. Even though the pandemic has brought
negative socioeconomic effects, it has had positive effects
on, for example, short-term improvements in air quality

in cities, increased local engagement of neighbours, the
development of new digital infrastructures and e-services,
which the periphery and rural areas could benefit from
(see Box 1). Improvements, for instance, in digitalisation
and technology have allowed the continuation of important
economic activities. The extended use of teleworking

and digital tools, along with a greater appreciation of
living space and nature, has resulted in a temporary
outmigration from cities to the countryside, often to second
homes. The crisis has also revealed the weaknesses and
inequalities of society in terms of resources, health and
administrative systems, etc.?” Urban centres, while having
been usually relatively hard hit by the pandemic, benefit
from economies of scale. The majority of rural and remote
regions, instead, have a large share of elderly population,
fewer options to work remotely, lower incomes, lack of
specialised health centres and staff, large distances to
hospitals, and lower accessibility to internet putting these
areas in a socially and economically vulnerable situation.

Box 1: Rural living lab in Frankfurt (DE).
Commuting and the COVID-19 effects

The Rhine-Main Region is a metropolitan region of
international importance in Germany. Green house
gas emissions were greatly reduced in the region due
to the COVID-19 pandemic lockdown, which caused a
significant reduction in trips taken due to the extended
and forced teleworking at the level of rural and city
district. Figure 1 compares nitrogen dioxide emissions
between March/April 2019 and 2020, and indeed
suggested that teleworkability of a regional labour
market has an important and significant impact

on the reduction of GHG emissions. Those cities

and districts with higher share of financial services
and services for enterprises have a higher potential
of teleworking than regions with more agriculture,
local trade, crafts and industry. Teleworkability can be
a potential supporting factor for public health and at
the same time increasing resilience of local economies.

Figure 1: Images from Copernicus (Sentinel-5P,
Atmospheric Monitoring Mission, 2020) to estimate the
change of emissions in Southern Germany Bundeslaender.
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Source: ROBUST project. https:/rural-urban.eu

INTERACTIONS AND DISPARITIES
IN THE URBAN-RURAL CONTINUUM

Demographic change and migration

In 2018, the total EU-27 population was almost 447 million,
with most people living in cities (39 %), followed by towns

and suburbs (34 9%), and 27 % in rural areas. The population
living in towns and suburbs experienced the highest growth
since the 1960s (Figure 2). From 2001, cities and towns’
population increased by nearly 6% while rural population
decreased by 1.29%. In the same period, around 6.2 % of

the EU’s population lived in a municipality that experienced
a steady depopulation process.

From 1961 to 2018 the most extensive population
reductions are observed in rural areas, with a -0.11 %
annual growth rate from 1961 (Figure 3). Cities and towns
and suburbs have seen their population increasing at

a higher rate (0.51 % and 0.64 %, respectively) in particular
during the first decades coinciding in some regions with


https://rural-urban.eu

Figure 2: EU Population trends by degree of urbanisation
between 1961 and 2018.
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Source: JRC elaboration, Unit B.3, based on historical population
data and the 2018 LUISA population base map?.

the ‘rural exodus’ phenomenon. Several different depopulation
profiles can be distinguished outside cities for the past
20 year-period:

« Atrend towards continued population losses that reflect
country-wide negative trends, as in Bulgaria, Latvia,
Lithuania, Estonia, Romania, Croatia and Hungary.

«  Population decline while the country-wide population grew,
as in Finland, Slovenia, Slovakia, Portugal and Germany.

«  Alternated population decreases and increases over time,
as observed in the Czech Republic, Italy, Greece and Poland.

Figure 4 shows different patterns demographic dynamics
since the 60s. While in Spain and Portugal, rural-inner
population moved to coastal areas and main cities, in Germany
population from the eastern part moved to the west, as well
as to Berlin and its surroundings, and in the Benelux area there
was a more general increase in all three categories throughout.

Although positive net migration plays an important role in
the demographic balance, it may not be sufficient, in many
regions, to reverse ageing and depopulation. Based on
age-specific net migration rates at the municipality level,
recent studies?® conclude that the large internal movements
between territories respond to residential preferences
changing over the life course (Figure 5).

In general, young people (aged between 20 and 24) tend to
move to cities and within cities; these movements might be
mostly associated with the completion of tertiary education,
while young adults in the 25-29 cohort seems to respond
more clearly to depopulation and economic drivers reporting
negative net migration in less developed (low GDP) and
depopulated areas. On the other hand, young adults (30-34)
tend to prefer suburban or rural areas, and their movements
are probably linked to family formation, being clearly mirrored
by similar patterns among children (10-19). The elderly are
less discouraged by low economic conditions and likely to move
in countertendency toward rural areas compared to youth.

Figure 3: Compound annual growth rate (CAGR) of population in cities (left), towns and suburbs (middle) and rural areas (right)

at Member State level per decades.
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Figure 4: Percentage of change in population living in cities, towns and suburbs and rural areas from the historical data at municipality
level in The Netherlands, Belgium, Luxembourg, Germany, Portugal and Spain, 1961-2011.
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Source: JRC elaboration, Unit B.3, based on historical population data.

Figure 5: Profiles of net migration by age estimated according to different territorial typologies and characteristics.
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Provision of services and infrastructure

Public transport and accessibility to basic services are
typically better developed in city centres as compared to
periphery, rural and remote areas. Both require sufficient

scale to be cost effective which is difficult to achieve in
low-population density areas®’. On average in the EU, providing

primary education in villages costs 13% more per pupil than

in cities®!. Moreover, more than 92 % of rural municipalities
faced an increase in distance to schools of between 2-4 km
(estimated between 2011 and 2018), especially those with
small initial pupil population. Accessibility of services of general
interest (SGI) is lower in rural areas and people have to travel
greater distances to reach a service area or facility (Figure 6).



Figure 6: Average road distance to the nearest SeGl, per
inhabitant and per degree of urbanisation with remoteness, in km.
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Source: JRC elaboration, Unit B.3, based on ESPON EGTC data.

The fact of travelling longer distances and greater
dependence on car-based mobility implies that households
in low-density areas incur considerably higher mobility
costs while contributing more to the external costs of
car-based transport, such as congestion, air pollution

and COz emissions®.

Actually, road, rail and air transport tend to have lower
performance and greater costs in rural and remote areas
mainly due to the more dispersed population2. All in all, where
rural and urban communities are funded by the same sources,
it is plausible to assume that service and infrastructure
provision is funded through transfers from urban to

rural citizens; with the lesser provision of services and
infrastructure in rural areas a consequence of policymakers
balancing necessities and affordability. Box 2 reflects a case
study related to public transport in rural areas.

Housing affordability and preference

Preliminary analysis based on the 2021 dataset developed

by DG ECFIN on transaction prices can provide an insight
on housing markets. The average house prices at regional
level (NUTS 3) across the urban-rural typology shows that in
a selection of 20 Member States, the highest price levels and
increases were found in predominantly urban regions. In these
urban regions the average transaction price was 2 254 EUR/m?,
1583 EUR/m? in intermediate regions, and 1239 EUR/m?

in predominantly rural regions (Figure 7).

The soaring house prices in larger EU cities is often driven
by short supply and increased demand, such as by investors
and/or for tourist accommodation. This has put pressure
on especially the lower and middle class households and
the younger generations, increasingly making inner city
housing out of reach. This development can benefit suburbs,
smaller cities and villages attracting newcomers especially
if gaps in services, digital technologies and connectivity are
reduced. An example of the change of housing preferences
is seen in the Netherlands®, where the four largest cities
(Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague, and Utrecht) have all
lost population between 2010 and 2020 to intermediate
and periphery regions. Such trends could strengthen,

6

even more, competition between residential development
and agricultural land use or green spaces.

Figure 7: Average transaction price per square meter across
urban-rural typology.
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Box 2: Rural public transport:
case study of Valencia (ES)

An accessibility analysis was performed in the rural
areas of the province of Valencia at the municipality
level. The vast majority of the province’s over 2.5
million inhabitants (95 %) reside in urban areas, where
the capital city of Valencia is the largest (>750000
inhabitants) on the Mediterranean coast. Overall,
more than 909% of the population lives within 1 hour
of a regional centre. Main findings reflect that the
frequency of trips by public transport per week

is lower in rural areas at risk of depopulation
compared to the most urban areas where 18% has
at least 21 trips and 14 9% has higher than 40 trips

a week. In terms of travel times, public transport is
slower than by car. Rural municipalities (e.g. Ademuz)
live within 100 minutes by car from a hospital and
150 minutes by public transport.

Figure 8: Accessibility by public transport:
frequency of trips and travel time, 2019.
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Figure 9: Households accessibility to very-high capacity broadband networks across urban-rural typology, in %.
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Source: JRC elaboration, Unit B.3, based on Point topic (www.point-topic.com) and Eurostat data in 2019.

Internet connectivity

The lack of accessibility to high-speed broadband reinforces
the impact of distance, isolation and high transport costs.
Recent studies®* reveal that urban regions enjoy better
internet connectivity and quality than peripheral, rural
and remote regions. However, more than 80% of rural
residents also have access to high-speed broadband in
Denmark and the Netherlands, while the share decreases
to less than 209% for residents in Bulgaria, Ireland, Austria,
Cyprus, Greece and Italy (Figure 9). The difference in EU
average speed between fixed (30305 kbps) and mobile
(20736 kbps) broadband connections also varies greatly
across regional typologies, with rural and remote areas
having approximately half of the speed of urban areas.

Whereas many peripheral and rural areas are still subject to
‘distance penalties’, some new technologies and a faster
deployment of digital infrastructures can increase the
access to fundamental (public) services such as e-health
and e-learning®>. Nowadays rural economies go beyond agro-
food and natural resources and the range from manufacturing
and logistic hubs, service providers or more age-related goods
and services could lead to the development of new economic
activities. In this respect, local citizens could benefit from:
tele-medicine, digital teaching tools, drone services, free Wi-Fi
points or monitor building energy loss, plant growth and crops
for local farmers®®. Box 3 shows a pilot project in France to
improve digitalisation in rural areas.

Tourism

Tourism is an important activity contributing to employment
and economic growth. In 2018 tourism contributed directly
or indirectly around 10% of European GDP and employment.
Overall, domestic tourism was the most important component
of rural and remote regions representing around 70% to
75% of total visitors. The total number of nights spent by
tourists was roughly three times more in urban and areas
close to a city than in rural and remote areas. Seasonality

is an important aspect, with tourists generally preferring
the summer. Finland, Bulgaria and Austria are the only
countries where tourism is the highest during winter in rural
remote areas, mainly linked to mountain and nature tourism
(Figure 10)*".

The enhancement of environmental sustainability of
tourism and its green transition requires the adoption

of better practices across the tourism ecosystem to reduce
and manage better water, energy and material consumption.
The proximity, the increase interest for rural and domestic
tourism already played an important role in the recovery
of tourism following the COVID-19 pandemic, and may be
an additional element in the green transition too, to reduce
the carbon footprint, and to make tourism more resilient.
Building a more sustainable and resilient tourism is
essential for the long-term economic aspirations of
many EU regions.

Figure 10: Number of nights spent per regional urban-rural typology and season, in millions.
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BOX 3. National Initiative for digitalising
in rural and remote areas (FR)

The Fund for a Digital Society has a key objective in
France: by 2022 all territories will be endowed with
advanced digital infrastructures offering access to
high speed broadband (>30 Mbit/s). Three initiatives
have been designed: 1) improvements in digital skills
by using cheques bought by a sponsor and distributed
to target beneficiaries; 2) a multi-stakeholder
community interest cooperative providing networking
and services to develop/deliver projects (for digital
inclusion, digital hubs, especial trainings, etc.) and

3) a platform for good practices and tools to facilitate
the implementation of local digital strategies.

Figure 11: The ‘Niévre HSB 2020’ strategic deployment
plan for the county’s key rural service centres via the PIN.
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Source: The European Network for Rural Development
(ENRD) and www.francethd.fr in Lormes (pilot project).

Environmental flows

Most of the natural resources consumed by cities are
generated outside their borders. The unmanaged use of
natural resources puts significant pressure on peri-urban

and rural areas, leading to negative impacts such as water
stress, land degradation, biodiversity loss and climate change®®.
In this respect, the integration of the circular economy
approach in cities*® should employ, reuse, refurbishment,
remanufacturing and recycling practices to create a closed-loop
system, minimising the use of resource inputs and the creation
of waste, pollution and carbon emissions. Box 4 and Box 5
reflect two examples related to environmental flows.

Land accounts for Europe show that, between 1990 and 2006,
built-up areas increased chiefly at the expense of agricultural
land. Agriculture, forest and semi-natural areas tended to
balance each other, with a decline of the latter one, while

the total area covered by water stayed the same“’. Based

on the outcomes from the LUISA Territorial modelling
platform*, these trends will continue in the future, with
an important increase in agricultural land abandonment*2.
Figure 13 shows how land use patterns and trends might
change if the future happens according to the Reference
Scenario 20174,

BOX 4. Metabolism of cities

Metabolism of Cities is a global network of people
working together on systemically reducing net
environmental impacts of cities and territories.

By trying to fully understand how energy and materials
flow through a city, it becomes possible to leverage
opportunities for improvements, to monitor the impact
of interventions, and to see the relationships between
different materials, sectors, people, and technologies.
Among other projects, CityLoop aims to develop,
implement, and replicate a series of innovative urban
planning approaches and instruments, aimed at
facilitating closing the loops of urban material

and resource flows and promoting the transition

to a circular economy.

Figure 12: Metabolism of Cities Data Hub serves as
a central repository of currently 69 cities containing
a wide variety of information for resources on a city.
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The continued increasing demand from different
socioeconomic sectors will cause the alteration of

the natural state, functions of land and ecosystems.

Local population and economic welfare growth are primary
drivers of growth to produce sufficient food, goods and
energy, and this means a lasting pressure on resources such
as land or water. Water scarcity and increasing cost will
affect economic activities such as tourism and agriculture,
and will also increase environmental degradation such as
wildfires in forests, moorland and peatland2. Along with the
decline of agricultural land, land abandonment is one of the
most extended EU land-use changes, with more than 3%

of farmland projected to be abandoned by 2030*. In this
context, integrated approaches to agriculture and food, water,
ecosystem and energy systems could help strengthen urban
and rural linkages8. This could provide benefits on natural
resource and biodiversity conservation, reduce waste, increase
food security, etc.


http://www.francethd.fr
https://data.metabolismofcities.org

Figure 13: Land-use flows, in percentage, of the net land-use
coverconversion between 2015 and 2030 at EU level.
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crops, bioenergy crops, agricultural land abandonment, and natural
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BOX 5. Pressure on peri-urban areas by
industralisation: case study in Riga (LV)

Riga city serves as a major modern service centre to

a still strongly industrialised hinterland, with a very sharp
division between the city and its hinterland in terms of
economic structure. Strategic development initiatives
for the entire metropolitan region could therefore
aim to increase synergies between the service sectors
located in the city (financial, insurance, professional,
scientific and technical, information and communication)
and the more traditional production activities located in
the environs (manufacturing, logistics and construction).
Currently, land is mainly in private ownership, thus the
substantial brownfield areas would be an opportunity
for economic development. Since the price of their
development is high, it can only be utilised by high
added value activities.

Figure 14: Definition of the metropolitan region of Riga
for the data analysis.
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Territorial and urban development strategies

In the period 2014-2020, around 2 000 Sustainable Urban
Development and other territorial strategies were
implemented under EU Cohesion Policy*. They build on

a place-based approach, which requires that needs and
opportunities for development match the appropriate spatial
scale and territorial context so to deliver tailor-made responses
to a variety of challenges (social inclusion, environment
protection, transport, innovation, etc.)*. The territorial focus of
strategies covers a large variety of situations (Figure 15). When
looking at urban strategies, the functional area approach shows
internally differentiated morphologies. Strategies targeting
FUAs have a high percentage of rural municipalities, including
those classified as remote rural. This shows that the functional
area approach can be used beyond metropolitan areas,

as well as the importance of tackling urban-rural linkages

for this specific territorial focus.

Urban-rural linkages can be strengthened by using EU urban
and territorial strategies, which allow local authorities to
integrate different interventions and funds, from regional policy
to rural policy. More specifically, the Community Led Local
Development (CLLD) tool is especially suitable for small and
medium-sized towns and settlements in rural regions. CLLD can
be used also to complement joint actions in peri-urban areas,
as in the case of strategies that support innovative solutions
for rural enterprises or the promotion of the knowledge and
creative economy, tourism and recreation, and cultural heritage.

Figure 15: Percentage of municipalities classified per territorial
focus per degree of urbanisation.

Area within
city/town

City, town
or suburb

Functional
urban area

City network

Region

Other
functional
territory

0% 10% 20% 30% 40 % 50% 60%

M Municipalities classified as
Rural areas — No remote
M Municipalities classified as

Rural areas — Remote

M Municipalities classified as cities

M Municipalities classified as
Town and Suburbs - No remote

Municipalities classified as
Town and Suburbs - Remote

Source: JRC elaboration, Unit B.3, based on the STRAT-Board
interactive platform.
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The main outcomes from the Eurostat projections4
(2019-2100) of the current levels of fertility, mortality
and net migration in the EU27 reflect a progressive
ageing of the population, transforming the shape of
the EU’s age pyramid. This long-term demographic
information could in turn be used to tackle for instance
the expected availability of public services for the
less mobile aged population in remote and sparsely
populated areas. It could also help address the changing
demographic landscape of cities with some losing
population, while others are sprawling over rural
territories around cities in the next decades.

The EC Communication on the Long term vision for
rural areas has identified challenges and opportunities
by 2040, which also depend on the interdependencies
with cities such as labour market, connectivity,
demographic change, limited access to services, natural
amenities or many eco-systems services2. This initiative
seeks to develop a common European vision for vibrant,
connected, and sustainable rural areas. This vision also
proposes a Rural Pact and the implementation of an EU
Rural Action Plan, in which a Rural Observatory will
be set up. The EU rural action plan also will include

a transversal action on rural proofing to assess the
impact of major EU legislative initiatives on rural areas.

EU policies and place-based strategies provide
important impulses for integrated and sustainable
territorial and local development, addressing, for instance,
future technological changes (innovation, digitalisation,
transport systems, etc.) in more disadvantaged areas.
Promoting territorial cohesion in national policies can
help reduce the imbalance between territories and
strengthen the links between urban and rural areas.
With a focus on Rural Development, the Common
Agricultural Policy supports rural areas through
funding and actions*’. With a strong focus on place-
based solutions, the foreseen Horizon Europe Food
Systems Partnership takes into account local specific
aspects in urban, peri-urban and rural areas for

a sustainable food system transformation following

the objectives of the EU Green Deal“. In line with this,
the European Commission on Agriculture has recently
added a set of recommendations to drive local change
by applying territorial approaches for the transformation
of sustainable and inclusive food systems*°.

Both rural and urban areas have a key role to play

in the transition to a green and sustainable Europe,
but they will likely take on different roles, based on
preconditions and development outlooks. Rural areas can
contribute to the management of natural resources and
mitigation of the effects of climate change. Improving
energy efficiency, promoting sustainable tourism and
food production, reducing dependence on imported

fuels and increased deployment and use of low carbon

and renewable energy sources can offer opportunities
for alternative local economic development. On the
other side, cities, as major contributors of emissions
and pollutants, can help in getting Europe Climate
Neutral by 2030 through the shift towards active
and low-carbon forms of mobility and transport,
greener infrastructure and more energy efficient
buildings. To deal with these diverse challenges and
opportunities, urban and rural areas will require support
mechanisms to fulfil their roles°.

The ‘Future functional area approach’ should include
also functional rural areas (FRA) complementing

the existing functional urban areas (FUA). A multilevel
governance system gives the opportunity to involve local
authorities and regional and national governments

to deliver effective monitoring and evaluation
systems, and provide support with coordinated strategy
development and long-term planning beyond municipal
boundaries. This approach is particularly relevant for
small- and medium-size cities, towns and villages which
lack of administrative capacity and resources to strength
urban-rural interactions®.

COVID-19 recovery programmes and instruments
currently deployed might be a unique opportunity

to speed some transitions and tackle historical
weaknesses by introducing some radical changes.

These interventions will be a key factor for the prosperity
of some disadvantaged places while ensuring a more
balanced territorial development. Some rural and remote
regions, coastal and inner areas, or distressed urban and
periphery neighbourhoods are tied to the improvement
of digitalisation and technological innovation, among
other aspects. Reaching the targets of the EU’s digital
transformation for 20302 can also provide more
opportunities beyond agriculture, farming and forestry
as manufacturing and especially services.

New tools, analytical methods and data are needed

to further explore and measure the strength of

the linkages throughout the urban-rural continuum.
This should integrate at least two important aspects
from a local perspective: the degree of economic,

social and environmental development of the settlements
(e.g. cities, towns, villages) and the spatial interactions
networks between settlements to establish a hierarchical
dependency structure. Current challenges and new
opportunities could be better identified within the urban-
rural continuum using new modelling approaches.
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