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The renaissance of rural,
mountainous and remote regions
of Europe

A call for action

Andrea Membretti, Thomas Dax
and Anna Krasteva

Rediscovering the rural “backbone” of the European Union

The regions — as institutions in between the state and local governments —
have been assuming a leading role in the process of European integration
in the recent past, being considered in many respects the veritable “back-
bone” of the European Union. Towards the turn of the century, the 1990s
saw numerous important developments and a number of optimistic predic-
tions concerning improvements in territorial balance and EU governance
(Magone, 2003). During that period, there was an evident shift to the Europe
of the Regions perspective, in which the main avenues of the EU policy
intended to overcome territorial inequalities favoured the active role of these
intermediate bodies, implying an increased need for the so-called multilevel
governance approach (Charbit, 2020).

However, the 2000s witnessed a progressive reduction in this respect
as European institutions paid increasingly less attention to these territo-
rial actors, at least in regard to their role in a participatory and inclusive
governance of the EU. This happened despite the heightened role of the
regions in the construction of the European Union, as well as in the design
and implementation of its policies, and also despite the debate on territo-
rial cohesion promoted by the publication of the European Commission’s
Green Book: “Territorial Agenda process and discussions on Multi-level
governance” (EC, 2008; BMI, 2020) (Commission of the European Com-
munities, 2008). Even though various funds were invested in the local
development of these regions and substantial financial means of regional
policy were deployed in order to alleviate territorial imbalances or enhance
regional performance (by allocating up to one-third of the EU’s budget
to these measures), the territorial effects remained limited. Therefore, in
recent decades, the sensation of being on the margins of economic and
social policies has grown stronger. This is particularly true of rural, remote
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and mountainous regions: many of them have long considered themselves
to be places left behind or places that don’t matter. It is no coincidence
that in these territories, disaffection with European institutions is spreading,
populism is growing and xenophobic forces or sovereignist movements are
emerging (Rodriguez Pose, 2018).

However, it should not be forgotten that half of the European land mass is
classified as predominantly rural, and about 30% of it as mountainous. Fur-
thermore, the marginalization of rural and mountain regions is particularly
objectionable if we consider Article 174 of the Treaty on the Functioning of
the European Union, which states that the EU shall strengthen economic,
social and territorial cohesion within the EU, in particular by “reducing
disparities between the levels of development of the various regions and the
backwardness of the least favoured regions.” It goes on to state that:

Among the regions concerned, particular attention shall be paid to rural
areas, areas affected by industrial transition and regions suffering from
severe and permanent natural or demographic handicaps, such as the
northernmost regions with very low population density and island,
cross-border and mountain regions.

Despite their long-standing neglect, the core role that these regions can
play for Europe’s shared wealth and well-being is clear for all to see. The
agricultural production, forests, water reserves, cultural heritage, bio- and
social diversity, languages and local autonomy of these areas make them
simply irreplaceable.

Therefore, it seems particularly important that, after decades character-
ized by a strong focus on urban and metropolitan territories (and on spatial
and socioeconomic agglomeration processes), a shift of attention towards
these territories has finally been shown by European institutions, together
with a new awareness among public opinion. With the launching of the
long-term vision for the EUs rural areas' in 2021, the European Commis-
sion in fact recognizes that:

A vibrant tapestry of life and landscapes, Europe’s rural areas provide
us with our food, homes, jobs, and essential ecosystems services. To
ensure that rural areas can continue to play these essential roles, a Euro-
pean Commission communication sets out a long-term vision for the
EU’s rural areas up to 2040. It identifies areas of action towards stron-
ger, connected, resilient and prosperous rural areas and communities. A
Rural Pact and an EU Rural Action Plan with tangible flagship projects
and new tools will help achieve the goals of this vision.

(EC, 2021)
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In this unprecedented context, the president of the European Commission,
Ursula von der Leyen, has declared that “rural areas are the fabric of our
society and the heartbeat of our economy. They are a core part of our iden-
tity and our economic potential. We will cherish and preserve our rural areas
and invest in their future.”

Furthermore, in the face of the radical changes imposed by the COVID-
19 pandemic, what these regions have to offer in terms of differing modes
of settlement, production and consumption is likely to be increasingly
sought after, because their local systems are characterized by less anthropic
pressure and are better able to shift towards circular economies. Because
densely populated urban areas have been hit hardest by the pandemic, the
social rarefaction of these regions connotes welcome resilience amid this
time of crisis.

It therefore seems that, despite the long period in which the regions — these
fundamental “intermediate bodies” at the very core of EU governance — have
received little political attention, global phenomena with a high socioeco-
nomic impact, such as the climate crisis and the pandemic, are highlighting
the enormous value of local autonomy and administrative decentralization,
in particular in regard to mountain and rural areas.

Immigration in the places left behind: a resource for local
resilience and regional development

The MATILDE Manifesto starts from the momentum visible in these recent
shifts: from the potential of these places left behind, and from their desir-
able and feasible renaissance. It considers the fundamental contribution that
newcomers — together with locals — can make to this process.

When analysing the potential of these regions, immigration (and “new
peopling” more in general) is one of the fundamental factors that must
be considered. Rural, mountain and remote areas have been structurally
losing inhabitants for decades: they suffer from chronic labour shortages
often due to the flight of young people to the cities. Consequently, they
are increasingly suffering from ageing populations. Naturally, the arrival
of new inhabitants — both internal and international migrants — is a fun-
damental resource. As widely demonstrated by the data collected by the
MATILDE Project (Laine, 2021; Caputo et al., 2021), intra-EU migra-
tion, interregional immigration, as well as international immigration from
non-European countries, today make the main contributions to the demo-
graphic stability of marginalized regions across Europe, as well as being
factors central to the functioning of entire sectors of local economies, from
agriculture to tourism, from personal services to small- and medium-sized
industrial or craft firms.
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It therefore seems crucial to discuss, on the basis of scientific results,
the extent to which migration weighs on the development of rural, remote
and mountain regions, by not only focusing on the fundamental integra-
tion processes of foreigners or on the identification of policies in favour
of newcomers, but also by exploring migration’s impact on socioeconomic
and spatial changes, considering how it affects the overall development of
these regions.

When considering migration, one must acknowledge and address also
its challenges. Local populations and immigrants will never be able to
establish an inspirational vision for their common future in these regions
if policies are not developed for the proactive inclusion of new inhabitants,
creating new citizens; if public spaces of encounter and negotiation between
cultures and needs are not established at the very local level and if rural and
mountain communities are not, to a certain extent, entitled to preserve their
own traditions compared to those of outsiders, within well-governed and
long-term processes in which new cultural syntheses and innovations may
be finally achieved (Membretti et al., 2017).

Migration research (in particular when it is action research, as in
MATILDE) can give the marginalized regions of the continent a unique
occasion to develop participatory reflection on their capacity for resilience,
on their creative adaptation to current and future challenges, and doing
so while the relationships between rural/mountain and urban dimensions,
between the local and global scales, are rethought.

The MATILDE Project: participatory action
research and local engagement

Founded by the European Union in the framework of the Horizon 2020
programme, MATILDE (Migration Impact Assessment to Enhance Integra-
tion and Local Development in European Rural and Mountain Regions) is a
three-year research project aimed at questioning, rethinking and reconcep-
tualizing the nexus between migration and local development by examining
how foreign immigration impacts on socioeconomic well-being and territo-
rial cohesion in European marginalized and remote regions.

The project is the result of previous research and public reflection on the
topic of migration in mountain areas (Perlik et al., 2019; Membretti et al.,
2018) carried out since 2015 by the international Fordlps network (www.
foralps.ecu). Under the coordination of the University of Eastern Finland
(Karelian Institute), a large consortium of 25 academic partners and local
organizations (NGOs, associations, provincial administrations, etc.) has
been set up and is carrying out research in 10 European countries, involving
some 15 case studies at regional and local level.
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The MATILDE Project’s basic assumption is that, if unaddressed, the sen-
timents of people living in places that don t matter risk fuelling an authori-
tarian dynamic, rejecting diversity a priori and offering electoral support
for antielite and xenophobic parties (Barca, 2019): immigrants in rural areas
therefore risk being considered an additional burden, or even a threat to local
inhabitants, and consequently treated as scapegoats. In fact, people living in
marginalized areas have been experiencing in recent decades the dramatic
shift of both private and public services to major cities that often gives rise
to a striking demographic decline and an ageing population (Copus et al.,
2021). While also gaining a role as destinations of international migration,
the specific needs of rural and mountain regions are not adequately reflected
in the governance of migration, either at national or regional levels.

To understand the perceptions, misperceptions and perspectives of local
actors comprehensively, the MATILDE Project’s exploration of local-level
interaction adopts a participatory action research approach (Lewin, 1946),
which means conducting research with rather than on the subjects of study.
Accordingly, the MATILDE case study regions (ranging from Scandina-
via to the Balkans and Anatolia, as shown in the map) enable a process of
knowledge coproduction between researchers and participants that brings
about a change in perceptions and practices. The case study areas have been
selected in order to guarantee representativity of spatial and historic char-
acteristics in terms of migration patterns and governance, welfare systems,
sociocultural and economic systems. Moreover, the selection represents the
heterogeneity of rural and mountain areas in terms of the degree of urban-
ization, remoteness and population density, geographical characteristics and
specific migration-related structures.

In particular, the MATILDE Project examines how the distinctive fea-
tures of rural and mountain contexts interact with migrants’ integration
paths and impacts, considering that demographic trends, socioeconomic
dynamics and migration patterns in a specific region affect opportunities,
policy responses, societal attitudes and perceptions of newcomers.

Adopting this perspective, developed within the project has been an inno-
vative conceptual and methodological framework (Kordel and Membretti,
2020) that promotes a change of perception and practices through the iden-
tification of spatially located and path-dependent factors.

In the midst of its research and public awareness activities, the MATILDE
Project has already collected a large amount of quantitative and qualita-
tive data (all available at www.matilde-migration.eu), and it has launched a
series of extensive participatory processes in all the regions involved. The
Manifesto presented here constitutes one of the main activities of collective
reflection and public communication in which the participants in the project
have collectively engaged.
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Figure 1.1 MATILDE countries and case study regions
Source: MATILDE Project

From misperceptions to recognition: new data,
new policies

When considering the actual and potential role of newcomers in the devel-
opment of marginalized regions, it should be acknowledged that European
public opinion significantly overestimates the number of non-EU immi-
grants: in fact, in 19 EU member-states, citizens perceive the proportion of
immigrants as at least twice the actual figure (Eurobarometer, p. 469). Par-
ticularly after the 2015/2016 peak in refugee arrivals, the topic gained cen-
tral stage in the political debate, with multiple consequences. Indisputably,
misperceptions regarding the impact of international migration have led to
the polarization of politics in EU member-states and to the rise of populist
and even racist political forces across Europe (Inglehart and Norris, 2016).
At the EU level, this has given rise to the unprecedented and ongoing politi-
cal crisis caused by the failure to reach agreement on the distribution of
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asylum seekers. Hostility towards migration also negatively affects citizens’
attitudes to social redistribution in general (Alesina et al., 2018). With sig-
nificant variations among countries, attention is centred on how to limit the
extent and impact of migration, rather than on constructing a governance
system with which to untap the development potential of migration in the
countries and regions of destination (Perlik and Membretti, 2018).

Wide misperception also affects the spatial distribution of international
migrants in Europe and their actual contribution to the hosting societies and
national/regional economies. Against the background of global trends such
as urbanization and agglomeration, it should be recognized that economic
and forced migration flows are also increasingly oriented to locations outside
urban areas. This is the result of the free movement of economic migrants
and the effects of dispersal policies? targeting asylum seekers and refugees.
Recent studies on the features and implications of immigration to rural Europe
highlight the development potential for rural and mountain areas (Kordel
and Membretti, 2020; Galera et al., 2018; Membretti et al., 2017). Migra-
tion plays a key role in demographic processes across Europe, even more
so in rural and mountain regions experiencing demographic decline. While
migrants’ employment in these areas is marked by seasonality, geographic
concentration and ethnic labour niches, demographic changes and the devel-
opment of nonagricultural activities open new opportunities. Among them,
the increasing demand for services related to an ageing population, in the
tourism and construction sectors, in food production and distribution has the
highest potential for employment effects (Bianchi et al., 2021).

Noticeable at the same time is the substantial lack of scientific knowledge
and reliable data regarding the development potential and impact that inter-
national migration brings to rural and mountain regions. With migration
studies still mostly centred on urban areas, there is a lack of conceptualiza-
tion about this new phenomenon as well. Notwithstanding the prominence
of urbanization as a global trend (at least until the current pandemic), it is
time to analyse the role that migrations to rural and mountain areas can play
for European rural and even remote regions, among other things, by con-
tributing to the revitalization of social and economic local milieus, reducing
territorial inequalities and taking part in urban-rural interconnections.

It is also time to investigate and to open a public debate on how immigra-
tion can increase diversity in marginalized territories of Europe and create
opportunities for social innovation stemming from social rarefaction rather
than agglomeration (Remotti, 2011), and how it can be a crucial factor in
attaining balanced territorial development, as defined in the UN Sustainable
Development Goals (Target 11.a, “Strengthening development planning”).

To avoid the risk that immigration flows have a negative impact on socio-
economically and geographically fragile areas, place-sensitive policies and
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adequate governance measures are needed, also considering that local devel-
opment programmes for rural regions have long been in place (like LEADER/
CLLD). Importantly, their remit should more explicitly incorporate the poten-
tial to use social innovation processes and focus on the beneficial role of social
diversity for the local development of rural and mountain regions and the
achievement of spatial justice (Dax et al., 2016; Shucksmith et al., 2020).

To date, dispersal policies for the reception of asylum seekers and refu-
gees have been experienced by rural areas as additional burdens on already-
marginalized territories. At the same time, the rural employment of economic
migrants has been often regarded as merely a match between unskilled
workers and jobs that natives no longer want (hiding the fact that quite often
the skills and educational qualifications of migrants are not recognized and
valued in their new living places).

Why a Manifesto? The aim and structure of this book

The MATILDE Project has the aim of producing scientific-based knowl-
edge and, at the same time, enhancing sociocultural change in the percep-
tion and role of foreign immigration in rural, mountainous and remote
regions of Europe. To clarify the basic and also normative assumptions of
this research project, a reflection in a wider public debate through the form
of a Manifesto as a contribution to EU-level considerations and discourses
seems helpful.

Therefore, this book seeks to gain public attention and foster debate at dif-
ferent territorial levels on an innovative and scientifically grounded proposal
for the future of a large portion of Europe and its inhabitants. It is based on
the declared conviction that this future can and must be built by investing
in territorial equity, the enhancement of marginalized areas, the innovative
rediscovery of local and regional cultural heritage, the active inclusion of
new inhabitants and a radical change of perspective with respect to the cur-
rent dominance of economic and social agglomeration, “metrophilia” and
political centralization.

This book is the very first publication of the new Routledge book
series on “Remote Places and Remoteness” proposed and launched by
the MATILDE network (editor in chief: Andrea Membretti). Although its
authors are scientists, this is not a traditional academic publication. It is
intended for both an academic audience and a wider one. In the former case,
scholars, researchers and students in different disciplines and interdisciplin-
ary fields (comprising sociology, territorial economics, migration stud-
ies, mountain research, human geography, anthropology, demography and
political sciences) will be helped by the book’s publication to reconsider
spatial dynamics, and in particular gain better understanding of the role
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of remote territories in European development paths, and the importance
of migration flows for these processes. In the latter case, the publication
will offer concrete proposals for intervention and key elements of reflection
to policymakers, journalists, media activists, practitioners, civil servants at
different territorial levels and citizens of rural and mountain territories in
Europe.

The book therefore intends (i) to provide the means with which to concep-
tualize the renaissance of remote, mountain and rural places of the continent
mainly through policies of attracting and integrating new population and (ii)
to contribute to a public debate on concrete local and regional interventions.

The core of the book is constituted by the ten theses that make up the
Manifesto. They can be summarized as follows, within two main blocks of
argumentation:

1) Rural, mountainous and remote regions of Europe are a fundamental
but neglected resource for the future of the continent. They need to
be radically reconsidered by EU governance and political powers, and
a new narrative about them should substitute the current rhetoric of
“peripheries,” even more so considering the role that these territories
can acquire in coping with the COVID-19 pandemic.

The following theses mainly deal with this topic:

Thesis 1. Remoteness needs to be reframed as a resource and place-
based value for Europe.

Thesis 2. Rural, mountain and remote regions should be considered as
a new core of Europe.

Thesis 3. It is time for a new rural and mountain narrative.

Thesis 8. Rural-urban relationships are fundamental assets in terms of
policies aimed at the inclusion of remote places.

Thesis 9. The social and economic development, attractiveness and
collective well-being of remote, rural and mountain regions strongly
depend on a foundational economy.

Thesis 10. The COVID-19 pandemic can be not only a threat but also
an opportunity for remote, rural and mountain regions of Europe,
and for their inhabitants.

2) Migration (international and internal) and new peopling movements
are among the main drivers of the resilience and future recovery of the
places left behind. Immigrants (and newcomers in general) must be con-
sidered to be, and empowered as, crucial agents of local development
together with local inhabitants. Their impact at the socioeconomic level
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should be assessed, together with the new challenges posed by migra-
tion, in order to advance concrete policies for migrants’ valorization and
effective inclusion. The following theses mainly deal with this topic:

4 International migration to rural and mountain areas is an impor-

tant but neglected phenomenon.

Migration impact assessment is a powerful tool for local development.

6  The inclusion of migrants in rural/mountain territories is a multi-
level and multidimensional process.

7 International migration has to be considered as one expression
among diverse mobilities.

W

On the basis of the data produced and their analysis in the MATILDE Proj-
ect, each thesis aims to discuss a different aspect of the possible, or already-
ongoing, renaissance of Europe’s remote, mountainous and rural areas. For
this renaissance to be possible, environmentally and socially sustainable, as
well as be based on a fair redistribution of territorial resources, each thesis
highlights the role that new inhabitants can play in these regions, and with
a specific focus on foreign immigrants. This role can be active if it is sup-
ported by local and supralocal policies. But it also requires negotiation with
already-present inhabitants, and it must also integrate needs and options for
the inclusion of all types of newcomers, i.e., immigrants, national migrants,
returnees, etc., in order to harness their potential and promote innovative
alliances and creative synergies.

The presentation of the ten theses is followed by three authoritative
comments by internationally known scholars who have long dealt with
territorial inequalities, rural and mountain development and international
migration issues. These comments should make it possible to extend our
views beyond the MATILDE Project with reflection that contextualizes our
propositions within the scientific debate and literature of reference.

Finally, the book’s concluding chapter takes up the arguments and pathos
of the Manifesto in two parts. While the “Symbolic battles for the core of
Europe” paragraph examines the people-places nexus in the perspective of
the interplay of policies and politics in remote regions, “The dialogical
cocreation of living together” restructures the impact of immigration along
the axis integration-innovation and governance-citizenship.

This book is primarily aimed at policymakers, local activists, citizens
and professionals involved in regeneration projects in marginalized con-
texts. It is a tool to act and intervene, on the basis of data and scientifically
founded analysis, within the framework of a fundamental value orientation:
that orientation which sees value in Europe’s remote, rural and mountain
areas, and in all the citizens who deliberately choose to move to, return to
or remain there.
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Notes

1 The MATILDE consortium has taken an active part in the open consultation launched
by the EC to guide the process of defining and drafting the “Long-term Rural
Vision”, European Commission (2021) https://ec.europa.cu/info/strategy/priorities-
2019-2024/new-push-european-democracy/long-term-vision-rural-areas_en

2 “Dispersal policies” concern the scheme adopted by several European countries
to distribute asylum seekers and refugees across the country, sometimes with the
aim of counterbalancing negative demographic trends, sometimes in order to
reduce pressure on urban centres. This may result in their relocation to relatively
disadvantaged areas, where accommodation is cheaper but labour demand is
weaker. See Fasani et al. (2018).
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2.1 Thesis 1

Reframing remote places and
remoteness as a collective resource
and value for Europe

Andrea Membretti, Thomas Dax
and Ingrid Machold

Marginalization as a result of neoliberal
globalization and the “revenge of the state”

Neoliberal globalization takes space and opportunities away from people,
subordinating them to global networks of capital: it contributes to an accel-
erated exchange of goods, and thus establishes wide-ranging sociospatial
subordination to hegemony power (Harvey, 1985a). Within this economic
and political process, physical space tends to be treated as a mere sup-
port, an infrastructural platform for the development of productive and
service activities that temporarily exploit geographical positions, only to
soon abandon them and move to other locations more profitable in terms
of labour costs, workers’ rights, antipollution laws, taxation, etc. (Jessop,
2000; Amin, 2001). In many respects, concrete and communitarian places
are considered by global capitalism to be interchangeable “non-places”
(Augé, 1992), where distinctive local features are reduced to those that are
functional and convenient for the exploitation of the contexts in which the
economic activities are temporary located (Gough, 2014).

These dynamics produce (unstable) territorial hierarchies, competition
among territories at global level, shifting alliances between global cities seek-
ing to prevail on the planetary or macroregional economic chessboard. At
the same time, these same processes favour the marginalization of large por-
tions of the planet. They affect spaces already exploited and then abandoned
by transnational economic actors as they relocate their activities elsewhere.
These processes of displacement impoverish local economies and reduce the
capacity for self-determination of local communities relying on systems of
production that never really take root in their territory but constantly threaten
to leave for more convenient locations elsewhere (Gray and Barford, 2018).

At the same time, marginalized areas tend to be both neglected and dis-
possessed of their prerogatives of self-government also by national political
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actors often committed to neoliberal models of development. In fact, while
the state has been weakened by the long-lasting economic globalization, on
the other hand it now seems reinforced in some respects (e.g., in its control
over territorial resources and exercise of power at different scale) by the
multitude of crises that have occurred in recent years, like those related
to migration, the COVID-19 pandemic and climate change. Therefore, in
the emergence of the so-called “neo-post-Westphalian order” in Europe,
some see a “revenge of the state” (Krasteva, 2020) that privileges the cen-
tral power versus local autonomy, despite the old and new claims for more
self-determination and control over their own territory advanced by remote
localities, even more so amid the ongoing pandemic (OECD, 2021). Pres-
sures on local actors are reinforced by national states and other institutions
(like the European Union), powerful economic players, stakeholders, etc.
These forces are especially experienced by remote and mountain regions —
as clarified by the concept of “mountain pressures” (Klein et al., 2019) for
mountain social-ecological systems — thus demonstrating the close depen-
dency of such remote places on extralocal dynamics.

Remote places, between cultural removement
and alterity

The word remoteness derives from the Latin verb removeo, which means
“to remove,” move something (or someone) away from something else.
Remote places are the ones perceived, at least by those not living there, as
removed from everyday life, far away (culturally, even more than physi-
cally) from the shared social space and the constructed world of meanings
that belongs to those societies and groups that define themselves as “the
core,” the centre of (at least) a large part of the globe. This is what the
Europeans have always claimed to be on a global scale, but this cultural and
social mechanism does not operate only on an international and wider scale:
remoteness is also something perceived by people living in metropolitan
areas with respect to some mountain and rural regions of the same state or
even the same region represented as remote.

As the anthropologist Edwin Ardener (2012) argues, “the remote is com-
pounded of ‘imaginary’ as well as ‘real’ places” (Ibid., p. 521). For Europeans,
“remote” areas are conventionally physically “removed,” but this obscures the
conceptual phenomena associated with “remoteness” (Ibid., p. 522). However,
if it is necessary for remoteness to have a topographical location, it “is defined
within a topological space whose features are expressed in a cultural vocabu-
lary” (Ibid., p. 523): “it is first of all a conceptual experience” (Ibid., p. 524).

As a consequence, according to Ardener, “remoteness is a specification,
and a perception, from elsewhere, from an outside standpoint; but from inside
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the people have their own perceptions — if you like, a counter-specification
of the dominant, or defining space, working in the opposite direction” (Ibid.
p. 531).

The lesson of remote areas is that this is a condition not related to
periphery, but to the fact that certain peripheries are by definition not
properly linked to the dominant zone. They are perceptions from the
dominant zone, not part of its codified experience. Not all purely geo-
graphical peripheries are in this condition, and it is not restricted to
peripheries.

Ibid., p. 532

Within marginalization processes driven by neoliberal globalization,
remote places therefore seem to constitute a category different from that of
“periphery”: they represent, in cultural terms, an alterity posed out of the
spatial and conceptual continuum lived and enacted in metropolitan spaces.
Remote places can be, and often are, marginalized territories; however, their
distinctive feature is neither marginalization nor peripherality, but instead
remoteness. This characteristic — attributed mainly through processes of
hetero-signification from the “outside world” — has huge potential in terms
of innovation, creativity and attractiveness that other territories, perceived
as peripheral and marginal, usually do not possess. It is the potential of
counter-specification especially apparent when local people are aware of it.

New momentum for remoteness and remote places:
climate change and the COVID-19 pandemic

Despite the above-recalled long-lasting processes of territorial marginal-
ization and socioeconomic exclusion which hit mountainous and rural
regions particularly hard, it seems that Europe is experiencing unprece-
dented momentum for remoteness and remote places. Remote areas, and the
meaning of the concept of remoteness, are in fact acquiring unprecedented
value, on the basis of two global macrophenomena: climate change and the
COVID-19 pandemic (see Thesis 10).

Remote areas, and mountains most of all, are often particularly suscep-
tible to the dramatic consequences of climate change: a stronger impact of
changes in local temperatures and precipitation; hydrogeological instability
and extreme weather events; rains and droughts that hit with particular vio-
lence mountains, small islands, inland areas and fragile ecosystems. Among
the European macro regions, the Alps are experiencing these phenomena
even more dramatically (Schneiderbauer et al., 2021). Outside Europe, in dif-
ferent parts of the globe, these are all factors driving (forced) out-migration
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from fragile territories, whether temporary or permanent. The consequences
are evident in terms of the overcrowding of neighbouring or even distant
urban areas, as well as in terms of transregional or international move-
ments of people (often crossing other remote regions located on migration
routes), with the further effect of an increasing number of environmental
refugees (Piguet et al., 2018). As a consequence, many remote places seem
to be increasingly affected by striking phenomena of mass abandonment
and population ageing, with disastrous effects both on local economies and
societies and on the possibility of preserving ecosystems often dependent on
constant human maintenance and care (Dax et al., 2021; Copus et al., 2021).

Yet it is precisely remote areas — in particular the ones preserving their
natural and environmental resources — that in recent years have attracted
increasing interest by important sectors of the population in many parts
of the world, principally the richest ones of Europe and the Global North.
Middle-class and well-educated people from urban areas see them as liv-
ing spaces away from the “chaos” of the metropolis, with a wide range of
ecosystem services provided, and high ecological quality. At the same time,
the growing realization that it is possible to work in an innovative manner in
these areas has triggered interest in (g)local development (Lardies-Bosque
and Membretti, 2022; Barbera et al., 2019).

The ongoing COVID-19 pandemic has contributed since 2020 to a ret-
hematization of remoteness, not only in terms of “social distancing” (and the
social role of physical distance), but also with regard to perceptions and uses
of space — at the physical, symbolic and normative levels. The relationship
between “central places” and “marginalized” localities has been attributed
new value, albeit not without an ambiguity that reflects socioeconomic dis-
parities among different sectors of the population. For some, remoteness is
the attractive counterpart of overcrowded, polluted and often-unsafe metrop-
olises. For others (often local populations remaining in those territories and
fragile categories like immigrants), it denotes sociospatial confinement,
having to live “far away from” and cut off from services and opportunities,
with an even more severe impact in times of lockdown and reduced mobility
(Rodriguez-Pose and Hardy, 2015; Perlik, 2011). It therefore happens that the
very same place can be perceived as “remote” (with a positive meaning) by
newcomers, and as “marginalized” (negatively) by its original inhabitants.

Multiple processes such as migration, climate change, the dissatisfaction of
certain social groups with respect to urban life, digitalization, and the return to
rurality by the younger generations in some European areas are highlighting
how less-anthropized, marginalized and remote territories have an unprec-
edented potential attractiveness due to their natural resources, the extensive
space available and their (relative) distance (at least perceived) from urban
areas (Steinecke et al., 2009).
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Places matter! Inequalities and opportunities
in the regions facing remotization

A reflection on remoteness and its changing cultural attributes needs to start
from the spatial dimension, recognizing that “place matters” (Dreier et al.,
2004; Gieryn, 2000; Massey, 1994), in particular in a globalized world,
despite any attempt to represent the world itself as “flat” and the territory
as “fluid” and a-dimensional. The spatial dimension and local contexts, in
fact, frame societal reproduction and change (Goffman, 1974), shaping con-
tinuous sociocultural negotiation among a variety of social structures and
groups in territories and involving different groups of inhabitants: estab-
lished and new, temporary and permanent, nationals and foreigners (Mem-
bretti and Viazzo, 2017).

It is the place-based and spatial reflection on remote areas that highlights
how different and intertwined factors are accentuating processes of “remo-
tization” worldwide in relation to the growing global urbanization and
hyperconcentration of socioeconomic activities and households. This hap-
pens together with the progressive detachment of many metropolitan areas
from their “rural outback™ in relation to the dynamics of “disembedded”
competition among global cities (Sassen, 2001). According to Membretti
(2021), remotization can be described as the increasing physical and
symbolic distance between and within rural/mountain and urban areas and
their populations. This ambivalent process of reciprocal (cultural and physi-
cal) removal and sociospatial rarefaction, accompanied by a widespread
perception of unprecedent remoteness, the widening of everyday living
spaces and the stretching/weakening of connections/ties, can lead both to
social resentment/isolation and to the opening of new opportunities for local
development, innovation and new lifestyles.

Even though new, positive meanings have been attributed to remoteness
in recent years, the fact remains that the process of remotization tends often
to coincide with marginalization, accompanied by new trends of social
exclusion, growing territorial inequalities and widespread resentment
expressed — often in terms of populism and xenophobia — by the inhabit-
ants of the “places that do not matter” (Rodriguez-Pose, 2017) against the
elites of “central places” (also targeting different scapegoats like immigrants).
Although a number of European policies have provided support to rural and
mountain regions, perceptions of being “on the margins” of economic and
social development are growing stronger within these “remotized” commu-
nities (Perlik et al., 2019).

Remotization does not affect only rural and mountainous regions,
however. The widespread phenomenon of shrinking postindustrial
regions and the growing number of cities abandoned by their inhabitants
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(often due to the collapse of industrial economies) show how urban areas
can also become marginalized and increasingly perceived as remote,
even cast away, both by their inhabitants and by the outside world (Pal-
lagst et al., 2013; Martinez-Fernandez et al., 2012). In declining cities
(e.g., in Eastern EU countries), as in many suburban and rural areas, and
especially among the impoverished middle class, resentment towards the
central elites is growing, together with unprecedent inequality exacer-
bated by the COVID-19 pandemic. The perception of being subject to an
undesired process of remotization coinciding with sociospatial exclusion
is leading to populism, to the “revenge of the places that do not matter”
(Rodriguez-Pose, 2017).

At the same time, remotization is a two-way process in terms of percep-
tion and representation: while the declining regions and the areas physi-
cally and symbolically removed perceive themselves as distant from “the
centre,” it is “the centre” itself (coinciding with the metropolitan and urban
areas) that is increasingly perceived as remote (removed) by those living “at
the margins.” The large metropolitan areas — where political, economic and
cultural power is exercised — are beginning to be seen as extremely remote
(as regards spatial connections and in terms of imagery) with respect to
those regional or local microcosms to which their inhabitants are attribut-
ing a growing social value as places of refuge, in some cases, or spaces of
(resistant/defensive) identity. The COVID-19 pandemic has even revealed
the consequences of a “compulsion to locality” — that is, a strong push
to remain in specific portions of territory due to lockdown and mobility
restrictions but also as a consequence of personal choice (Membretti, 2021),
particularly affecting those that are already in most precarious and fragile
positions within the society and, thus, experiencing the local dimension of
inequality more dramatically (Gruber et al., 2022; Kordel and Membretti,
2020; Galera et al., 2018).

However, it is precisely the remote, rural and mountainous areas that
throughout Europe are gaining growing interest during the pandemic as
opportunities, due to better environmental quality and the possibility of liv-
ing and working in an innovative way on a “glocal” scale, using new technol-
ogies and digitalization (smart working, e-commerce, homeschooling, etc.).
Thus, new population movements have emerged in terms of in-migration to
remote areas by so-called amenity migrants, new highlanders and neoru-
rals (Moss, 2006; Membretti and lancu, 2017; Gretter et al., 2017). While this
is happening in some European regions (like the Alps and the Pyrenees), other
rural and mountainous territories (e.g., in Eastern Europe and Scandinavia)
are still witnessing constant out-migration to metropolitan areas (Price et al.,
2019). In terms of migration processes, remote areas have for several years
emerged as new destinations (McAreavey, 2017; see Thesis 7). But a number
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of emerging types of migration respond to, and are fuelled by, the complex-
ity of contemporary spatial dynamics. In this process, also remote regions
increasingly find appropriate “niches” as specific and pulling-in regions.

Thus, it is the ambiguity with respect to the value and disvalue of remote
places in relation to what they can offer as opportunities for certain social
categories in certain places, or with respect to the limits they can impose on
other social groups, that merits attention, as does the concept of remote-
ness and the related process of remotization.

Promoting social justice in remote places: a new
territorial balance

In recent years, the socioeconomic, cultural, and environmental importance
that remote places are gaining has been shown by several studies explor-
ing aspects of inequality, territorial justice, marginalization, and sustainable
mountain development (e.g., in the H2020 projects of MATILDE, Welcom-
ing Spaces, RELOCAL, SIMRA). These studies underline the need for fur-
ther research and innovative actions in order to identify a different balance
between urban and rural, centres and peripheries, and to furnish a renewed
connection able to foster social inclusion, widespread well-being, and fair
access to the resources of territories for all the various groups of the popu-
lation interested in their use, within a framework of sustainable develop-
ment and social justice and equity.

While considering the old and new socioeconomic disparities increas-
ingly affecting all the regions of Europe, and when seeking innovative gov-
ernance strategies to tackle these challenges, there seems to be space for a
rediscovery of remote places in relationship with a rethematization of
remoteness, as a lens through which to understand some of the most radical
changes in everyday life.

COVID-19 and EU recovery plans offer the occasion for putting remote
areas at the centre of the debate on the future of Europe. This involves
new discourses on and approaches to social and territorial justice, territori-
ally balanced and sustainable development. It is an opportunity to question
mainstream views on globalization that conceal strategies that lead to a
dead end by adopting a reversal of gaze: from the “margins of the planet” to
what claims to be the centre of the globe.

At the same time, it is an opportunity to reconceptualize the theme of
remoteness: building on semantic implications and the inherent value of this
concept that may be linked to the cultural legacy rooted in local experiences,
including inspiring views of indigenous people (Wilder et al., 2016) and
avoiding the return of any Eurocentric temptation. These new approaches are
fundamental in their search on finding place-sensitive responses (Sotarauta,
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2020) in order to secure proximity and overcome distance, individual per-
sonal development and community life and interlinkages and collabora-
tion, even when living “apart.” Importantly, those localized views extend
to human/nature relationships, imploring a balance in our complex resource
use systems. In comparison to ever-increasing densities of urban and rural
places, this altered perspective seems a key requirement.

A balanced view on community life, social contribution and the critical
role of local actors is not only a precondition for social and territorial justice
but also a foundational element of democratic participation. Remoteness
and remote places offer an unexpected and unique opportunity to restore
places and spaces to the people, putting territorial equity and translocal soli-
darity at the very core of “next-generation Europe.”
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2.2 Thesis 2

Rural, mountain and remote
regions should be treated as the
core of Europe, and the role of
migration need to be considered for
recovery and development

Susanne Stenbacka and Ulf Hansson

Introduction

Rural and mountain regions can be considered (in many respects) as the core
of Europe — that is, in the sense that these areas are vital for the functioning
of the European continent. A bird’s-eye view of Europe and its diversity of
countries makes the region’s geographical structure visible. It shows its
vast extent and areas where upland as well as lowland landscapes meet
mountain areas, but also large cities and their surroundings. The network
that connects all these places is both visible and invisible. It is physically
visible in the form of roads, railways and airports, and invisible in commu-
nication links such as individuals’ networks, thoughts and intentions. The
transformation of rural areas from productivist to multifunctional places
has been both acknowledged and promoted since the late 1990s. In general,
it means emphasizing rural diversity, from a single focus on agriculture to
acknowledging the rural as “post-productivist” (Wilson, 2001). Examples
of post-productivist indicators are in line with what Wilson and Rigg (2003,
p. 681) refer to as “policy change; organic farming; counter-urbanization;
the inclusion of environmental NGOs at the core of policy-making; the con-
sumption of the countryside; and on-farm diversification activities.” Mar-
key et al. (2008, p. 411) emphasize that rural areas, while struggling with
certain challenges, “contain many assets that are highly valued within the
contemporary global economy, such as: access to resources, natural ameni-
ties and high quality of life, and inexpensive land.” Furthermore, climate
change means that interest in the countryside is increasing even more, and it
accentuates the importance of the countryside as a producer of raw materi-
als such as wood and energy, but also food and recreational environments.
Rural areas are, for example, crucial for leading the world to a bio-based
and fossil-free economy (SOU, 2017, p. 1).! In this chapter, we discuss how
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the function of rural areas should be understood in a context that comprises
not only how these areas provide resources but also their access to resources
and how international migration relates to this relationship. In this endeav-
our, we proceed by first elaborating on the concept of rural stress, its content
and how it might relate to international migration.

Stress in rural areas may stem from the imminent threat of the downsiz-
ing of services and cuts in welfare provision. Another source of stress is
the increased expectation on rural areas functioning as a supplier of energy.
The physical environment transforms through the presence of, for example,
windmills, and tensions or disagreements might arise locally when differ-
ent standpoints meet with regard to the impact on the landscape. Stress will
eventually make it difficult to provide these assets and functions, whether
they be energy production, recreation or people’s health. However, in
specific and demanding situations, stress can generate extra strength and
energy. In a rural village, this can be expressed in actions intended to pre-
serve or transform the place. Such aspects also intersect, because mobiliza-
tion to save a school, for example, or demonstrations against agricultural
reforms may be means to change the future, as well as to preserve some-
thing that already exists. Similarly, a mobilization to prevent the deportation
of immigrants who are denied asylum and who have settled in a village
could be seen as affirmation of something new, and where maintaining a
certain population number is necessary to preserve a certain structure. Thus,
situations causing stress may, in certain circumstances, constitute a point of
departure for dynamic processes.

Situational stressors — structures and room for manoeuvre

There is a broad range of stressors that may arise and be experienced in a
rural context. For this reason, it might not be appropriate to speak about rural
stress but rather to think about stress in a rural context, “implying a particu-
lar rural manifestation of more general stress” (Lobley et al., 2004, p. ii).
According to the Rural Stress Review (Lobley et al., 2004), the same stress-
ors may occur in diverse contexts, but people living in remote rural com-
munities may experience stress differently because of their stoical outlook
and cultural norms, being content with a lower level of support involving
limited help-seeking when, for example, experiencing deteriorating health
or finances. Gender and occupation are factors that affect subjective experi-
ences of stress. It has also been pointed out that deep-seated structural fac-
tors (such as socioeconomic class) affect stress experiences (Lobley et al.,
caused by an economic crisis, may generate feelings of social isolation and
hopelessness among the community (Lobley et al., 2004, p. 89). In the book
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Stress in the European Union, the authors argue that new governance struc-
tures and a shifting balance of power cause serious stress at national and
international levels (Cramme and Hobolt, 2014). Input factors may be a
reduced scope for action and the perception that decisions are made further
and further away — as also discussed in terms of remotization in Thesis 1.

Issues that unite many of the individuals who live their lives in rural areas
are ones that concern access to public and private services. Political deci-
sions and the allocation of resources affect the distribution of public services
such as healthcare and schools, and the prerequisites for the establishment
of private services. Failure to make financial investments and thereby —
indirectly — convey images of places and regions that are not worth invest-
ing in affect both the current life and the belief in the future. Woods (2016)
argues that the inability among national governments to deal constructively
with the problems associated with rural areas has led to disillusionment
in many rural places (Woods, 2016, p. 627). Disillusionment and resigna-
tion to the fact that a place’s resources are increasingly limited have also
been found to be followed by a decline in welfare services related to safety
and security (Stenbacka, 2022). In addition, experiences of economic and
political dependency on decision-makers in the metropolitan centres may
contribute to increasing the symbolic distance to the city and the political
elite (Cramme and Hobolt, 2014; Stenbacka, 2020).

The relation between stress and social cohesion can be understood by
focusing upon individuals and/or structures. Before the COVID-19 pan-
demic, “stress” was primarily related to gainful employment. However, in
the EU, the pandemic’s effects on mental health have received attention. The
report “Health at a Glance: Europe 2020” discusses evidence that there are
higher rates of stress, anxiety and depression, in particular among specific
groups, and that while the stressors may be common and shared, the expe-
riences differ. Some observers label this a “second” or “silent” pandemic
(Scholz, 2021). Groups that are mentioned are, for example, elderly persons,
children and adolescents and healthcare workers. Stress can thus be identified
and discussed according to different human contexts; it may affect individu-
als, families or households and communities. Among researchers using the
framework of resilience, it is common to differentiate between rapid cata-
strophic trauma and slow-paced traumatic stress. The latter, also labelled
“slow distress” (Yamamoto, 2011), refers to long-lasting conditions. Exam-
ples of slow distress are prolonged industrial restructuring, ageing population
and infrastructure deterioration — disturbances that are cumulative, insidious
and endogenous (Foster, 2006).

Rural areas have experienced longer periods of financialization of the
economy (Hansen, 2021), such as the privatization of services and infra-
structure, in parallel with the downscaling of such services. These processes
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may also be defined as a substantial challenge or threat for well-functioning
rural areas. In MATILDE, we have identified disappointment over cuts in
public services and public noninvestment (Mathisen and Stenbacka, 2021).
The demand for society to mobilize when receiving a high inflow of immi-
grants was initially accompanied by both state support and civil society
mobilization. The reasons for this mobilization can be related to humanism
and caring for others, a desire for a growing population, and local dynam-
ics, such as an increase of schoolchildren. The stress was thus counteracted
partly by government financial injections (grants) and partly by the feeling
that the engagement of working with immigrants had both an immediate
and a more long-term significance. In some cases, public service expanded
during the period of high refugee reception, but when the establishment
period was over, resources decreased. On the local level, networks grew
strong both among and between public institutions and civil society orga-
nizations. However, doubts were expressed, also on a local level, with
regard to the national policies. The territorialization of what is experienced
as social injustice in terms of access to material and symbolic resources
can contribute to increased local cohesion in parallel with weak regional or
national cohesion (Stenbacka, 2022).

Stress in rural areas thus impacts on both societies and individuals, and
there is a risk that the countryside may lose its ability to thrive and develop
when the prerequisites change or when a lack of state support and recogni-
tion is experienced. The significant value potential found in the physical
environment, a resilient and adaptable population and a social small-scale
context that may enhance integration needs a basic structure to be mean-
ingful. Such a basic structure entails, in line with the foundational econ-
omy approach (also discussed in Thesis 9), the material domain and the
providential domain. The material domain consists of, for example, water,
electricity, transportation, communication and food; and the providential
domain refers to welfare services, including education, health and social
care and public administration — services available to all citizens (Nygaard
and Hansen, 2020). If mountain and rural areas are to function as the alter-
native core of Europe, such fundamental conditions should be fulfilled.

The role of migrants in counteracting stress in rural areas

As a consequence of events in 2015 and 2016, countries all across Europe
experienced large-scale immigration. In this chapter we consider the case
of Sweden, a country that received a large number of immigrants (more
than most other European countries). Immigration has led to population
increases in remote and rural areas. Furthermore, it has also brought with it
an increase in government funding for housing, education and integration.
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In terms of demographic changes, one particular aspect highlighted in
previous studies is that immigration may rejuvenate ageing rural commu-
nities suffering from youth out-migration and population ageing, because
immigrants often have younger age structures than native-born populations
(Hedberg and Haandrikman, 2014). There may also be the case that immi-
gration helps to balance female out-migration, thereby counteract unbal-
anced sex ratios, and reduces fertility rates in rural areas, because younger
immigrant women are drawn to rural areas as new labour or marriage
migrants (Hedberg and Haandrikman, 2014). As highlighted elsewhere —
see Lardiés-Bosque and Del Olmo-Vicén (2021) regarding the situation in
Aragon (Spain) and Spenger et al. (2021) regarding Austria — Sweden is not
unique in this respect. International migration has had a positive influence
on the demographic balance in Sweden, though not necessarily in terms
of gender balance. As highlighted in the case of the county of Dalarna, for
example, between the years 2008 and 2018, the number of foreign-born res-
idents increased from 21,893 to 37,163, an increase in the share of foreign-
born citizens from 7.9% in 2008 to 12.9% in 2018.

Municipalities may see receiving refugees and labour migrants as an
important strategy for creating a resilient economic and social environment.
Thus, rural places cannot be viewed as passive recipients or defenders of
the local but as agents of globalization (Stenbacka, 2013). The revitaliza-
tion and rejuvenation of sparsely populated areas through immigration is a
narrative discussed by several researchers. Westholm (2016), for example,
writes that the arrival of third-country nationals/migrants can be seen as an
injection for society at large and whereby, for example, dormant clubs and
societies have been able to find new members. People open up to help the
new residents. Shops obtain new customers who ask for other goods. This
has given hope for the future not just to the refugees arriving in these small
communities but also to the small rural municipalities themselves. Simi-
larly, Hedberg (2016) refers to the contribution by migrants to a “dynamic
countryside” where local residents appreciate — in the case of Thai berry
pickers — “an international presence” as well as the “bringing of life onto the
streets” and adding “a feeling of globalization” to the countryside. She also
adds a cautionary point: when immigrants arrive, be they asylum seekers or
labour migrants, society needs to focus on the incoming individuals prefer-
ably through an established reception process, but also through validation
of schooling and previous work.

While it is possible within the just-described context to refer to an injec-
tion and revitalization of the countryside in terms of a changed demographic,
as well as to the issues highlighted above, it is also necessary to refer to
the challenges related to immigration and integration. Vallstrom (2020),
for example, refers to immigrants who encounter stronger and deeper
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socioeconomic and geographical segregation. They have been allocated
apartments left empty as a result of population decline and in areas already
experiencing disadvantage with increased pressure on welfare and education
systems. These also tend to be areas already disadvantaged and in which
municipalities tend to offer reduced services and fewer resources. This was
echoed in a research carried out under the remit of the MATILDE Project,
which recorded a sensation among the interviewees that rural areas might
not always be well equipped to fulfil the needs of the population. In one par-
ticular municipality, young people were seen as existing “outside of society”
because they lacked education and opportunities for work (Mathisen and
Stenbacka, 2021). Interviewees at both local and national levels reflected
on this issue of access to resources and wondered whether it might induce
people to draw simple conclusions where migrants were used as scapegoats
for unwanted developments.

The importance of individuals and structures for recovering
from rural stress

Population decreasing and ageing are among the greatest contemporary
challenges facing rural, mountainous European areas today. Insufficient
infrastructure, e.g., healthcare facilities, educational services and communi-
cation means, including public transport and broadband, leads to decreased
well-being and dissatisfaction among the inhabitants concerned. So far, the
material conditions, in addition, social constructions of regions or places,
contribute to creating diverse kinds of distance, in social and cultural terms
(Eriksson, 2010). In-migration of people from the world outside to areas
sometimes facing population loss and an infrastructure that risks disassem-
bling constitute an injection. The effect of the injection can be hindered by
rural stress, but it is possible to recover from stress. Within the rural context,
this would involve sufficient infrastructure and institutions that form the
basis of people’s ability to develop and become part of a society.

The perception of rural areas as crucial for leading the world into an
environmentally sound economy, as an environment that contains the assets
needed to provide for increased sustainability, is gaining ground. Rural
areas provide raw material for food production, construction and energy, as
well as areas for recovery and well-being. Such activities and businesses are
place-bounded and run by humans. People are thus central to the future of
rural Europe, and research as part of the MATILDE Project has highlighted
what a demographic “refill” means for the ability to provide certain services
such as schools and shops and to fill vacancies necessary for performing
work in the healthcare sector. While it is the people that constitute the basis
for providing public and private services and engagement in civil society,
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governmental structures that allow for connections and opportunities are
crucial. Material and symbolic functions of the rural are still to be managed
in a sustainable manner.

Note

1 However, it is disputed whether such uses really lead to increased sustainability,
because, in parallel, they can mean reduced areas for food production and energy-
intensive consumption of rural environments (McCarthy, 2008).
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2.3 Thesis 3

It 1s time for a new rural and
mountain narrative

Thomas Dax, Cristina Dalla Torre
and Ingrid Machold

Narratives: structuring a specific vision of reality

There is a perception of persistent “gaps” between the socioeconomic per-
formance of rural and mountain areas and that of urban or agglomeration
contexts. This view increasingly upsets local activists raising questions on
how “effective” policy adaptation for these areas could be brought about to
fill this gap. A discussion in the aftermath of the European election results
revealed the increasing “discontent” of local voters in remote rural places —
a feeling among local inhabitants that they live in “places left behind” and
which do not matter (Rodriguez-Pose, 2018). Although this refers to declin-
ing places with a past manufacturing history, it would also apply to remote
rural places that are generally losing vitality due to many factors. To some
extent, these electoral reactions were seen as responses driven by emotions,
perceptions and feelings of “exclusion” among rural people. It appeared as
if a convincing negative narrative was built around personal and community
experiences in those places.

Narrative is one of the key modes of knowing for human beings, who can
be recognized as homo narrans (Fisher, 1985), in contrast to former assump-
tions of seemingly rational decisions driven by features of the homo eco-
nomicus. Humans learn about, make sense of and act in the world through
“stories.” It is through narrative structures that human beings think, perceive,
imagine, make moral choices and create “meaning.” Wittmayer et al. (2019)
distinguish between narratives that are constructed “top down” and those
that are formed in more or less participatory manner by individuals and
communities. But independently from the process of construction, narratives
have a performative dimension because they carry value, reinterpret the past,
and guide current actions in anticipation of a different future. Hence, they
can also be seen as part of the wider process of social construction of reality.

However, this is not a homogenous process. Depending on societal dis-
course patterns, a plethora of divergent narratives compete with each other,
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evolving over time, places, social structures and different levels of analysis.
“These dominant cultural narratives, even if they are very negative, remain
so powerful that despite their own desire to escape from them it is difficult
to find alternative personal or community stories to replace them” (Rap-
paport, 1995, p. 803).

Mainstream narratives as obstacles to socially needed
transformation

Currently, mainstream narratives adopt simplistic views on the socioeco-
nomic potential of rural regions, or they focus on romantic perceptions of an
idyllic rural life. The problem with these widely shared defensive perspec-
tives is their presentation of stereotypes as the inevitable fates of rural areas
(Dax, 2014), attributing almost no decision-making power to rural regions.
They instead depict them as devoid of attractive social and economic oppor-
tunities and may thus induce populist and reductionist visions of the local
space. Indeed, remote rural areas, like many mountain contexts, are experi-
enced as marginalizing. This happens when “urban” assessment standards
conceive rural contexts largely as peripheral places. At the same time, there
arises closer attention paid to remote regions by specific categories of peo-
ple, such as “new highlanders” and amenity migrants (see Theses 1 and 5).

The main problem with the hindering features of the prevailing narratives is
not just their backward orientation; it is particularly the impetus that they give
to “downward-spiralling” processes. Inherently, this creates separation and
the hierarchical dependence of mountain and rural population on urban para-
digms, depleting their potential and capacity to change. It maintains and rein-
forces the existing power relations in societies and does not touch upon spatial
dependence, inequality, and the pressure on human-nature relationships.

Hence, the most common features of present-day positions on rural/
mountain areas are:

»  Seeing rural amenities as strengths. Rural areas in general, and moun-
tain places in particular, have been assessed as places of “harmony,”
with a multitude of amenities and assets that shape them as attractive
locations. This flattering and overstated attribution includes the notion
of extended resilience and propounds the return to rural areas as a cre-
ative way out of urban predominance. Presenting rural areas as rich in
amenities may enhance rural resilience particularly in times of crises,
and it contributes to attracting in-migrants of various origins. On the
other hand, the renewed interest in rural and mountain places amid the
ongoing COVID-19 pandemic may also reflect a pragmatic assessment
with regard to living standards and freedom of movement. Rural areas
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have been perceived as more resistant and persevering against depriva-
tion and poverty compared to urban areas, where the concentration of
poverty is more visible (Woods, 2005, pp. 268-269). However, this
overstated positive view hides the risk of not considering instances of
underemployment, social deprivation and proletarization in rural and
mountain areas.

Polarization between peripheries and core. This aspect appears as
the other side of the coin, i.e., the strong dependencies of peripheries
on thriving centres, which are perceived as “engines of growth.” The
widespread approval of this concept is supported by decisive features
of peripheralization discourses (see also Thesis 1, process of remotiza-
tion): those discourses are exacerbated by the “badmouthing” or dis-
paraging remote regions, which means that negative views are repeated
more often than inspiring initiatives. This attitude is expressed through
the use of “fuzzy language” driven by the complex situation of uneven
processes and the neglect of social inequalities within peripheries (Pugh
and Dubois, 2021). Such adverse discourses and challenges for remote
places are fuelling stereotypes and downward trends instead of combin-
ing forces to alter perceptions and focus on alternatives (Dax, 2014).
Rural areas as loci for social innovation. Narratives promoting a nor-
mative approach to (social) innovation are functional for the neoliberal
growth paradigm. The mainstream discourse places a heavy burden
on innovation by local actors and increasingly calls for social inno-
vation in support of market mechanisms. Responsibility for change is
transferred to local actors so that spatial reform processes often turn
to (implicitly) legitimate neoliberal public policies. In contrast, social
innovation as invoked by political and social movements at a local or
regional level could go beyond mere adaptation modes and aim at fun-
damental changes in human relationships to tackle social and territorial
inequalities (Moulaert and MacCallum, 2019), proposing new ways of
doing and organizing, of framing and knowing.

Celebrating individual heroes for the community. In search of effec-
tive rural policies and taking account of the tremendous diversity of
rural regions, good practice in local action and policy implementa-
tion is often presented as a key element in learning models (Galera
and Baglioni, 2021). It tends to epitomize individual actions as core
responses at the expense of community engagement and enhanced
participation. Even though participation has been an important feature
in rhetoric for local and regional policy and particularly in LEADER
approaches, the concern to achieve measurable (short-term) outcomes
of rural policies has prevailed. Swift project elaboration and a focus
on quantitative evaluation have been the prime arguments in building
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a narrative of individual agency, while the local capacity to cooperate
and achieve success through place-based action has been given less
consideration.

*  Neglected places as socially homogenous, ageing regions with no
future. Despite the strong attractiveness of some (accessible) rural and
mountain regions, peripheral places are treated as residual areas and
tend to be overlooked or just “compensated” in public policies. The
aforesaid features concur with a view of peripheral regions as places
of out-migration, leaving an ageing society with little capacity to inno-
vate and integrate into modern economy and cultural life (Copus et al.,
2020). Even if young people are perceived as a diminishing social group
that can see a personal future only outside mountain areas, regional
analysis, in general, fails to address specificity, divergence and stimuli
for new life approaches and attractive initiatives for young people and
incomers. Narratives adopt homogenous perceptions of work and life
contexts, neglecting seeds for change (Machold and Dax, 2017).

New trends and challenges for rural and
mountain regions

Growing challenges for mountain and rural areas — ranging from social
crises to those concerning climate change or resource depletion — urge a
large-scale transformation of policies and action, at all levels. Some trends
of change started a long time ago; others, such as “new immigration desti-
nations,” have gained momentum only recently (see Thesis 7). The assump-
tion here is that a simple juxtaposition of what is considered old and new
oversimplifies the complex interrelations among economic, sociodemo-
graphic, cultural and environmental factors. These factors do not occur only
within rural and mountain areas; they are also linked to other areas with
which rural and mountains are connected (e.g., urban, periurban, global).
Besides climate change effects, digitalization and technological innova-
tions, rural and mountain regions have been deeply affected by global socio-
economic changes, such as economic liberalization and tertiarization and
related policies, demographic growth, increase in goods and people’s mobility.
A progressive penetration of global economic interests at the local level
determines every aspect of rural life, and the interdependency of rural/
mountain and urban areas is apparent in many aspects of economic devel-
opment. Global penetration on a local scale engenders restructured market
relationships and accelerates both the abandonment of traditional eco-
nomic activities and the selective intensification of resource exploitation
in response to market signals. It thus increases the disparities among and
within less-attractive and profitable territories (Jodha, 2000). On the other
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hand, from a resource dependency point of view, the megatrend of urban-
ization means that the needs of cities for resources and ecosystem services
can rarely be satisfied locally; rather, they depend on extensive and often-
distant biosphere support areas, including mountain areas especially.

As a consequence of the megatrend of urbanization, remote areas are faced
with depopulation, ageing of the population and a “brain drain” in less attrac-
tive places (often high-altitude, nontouristic villages) as highly skilled peo-
ple “escape” to cities and urban lifestyles. However, in recent decades, many
mountain regions have also experienced increases in goods and people’s
mobility in the form of both in- and out-migration (e.g., seasonal migration,
permanent rural exodus, amenity immigration and the incoming of “new
highlanders” [Bender and Kanitscheider, 2012]), because sociocultural and
technological changes facilitate greater geographical and social mobility.

The above-described demographic, socioeconomic and mobility trends
also impact on gentrification processes associated with sociocultural, land-
use and housing-related conflicts in rural communities (see Thesis 7).
They affect rural property markets, generating inflation in real estate val-
ues, including the value of agricultural land. Simultaneously, they open up
spaces for negotiation on rights to resource use between “new” and “old”
inhabitants, between global needs and local ones. The new ideas expressed
in these change processes result in cultural change and a rearrangement of
social and human resources. At the same time, they may provoke conflicts
over land use and access to resources, power imbalances, and the distribu-
tion of access to resources.

As a consequence, rural and mountain regions are confronted with a
pressing need for socio-ecological transformation, a need exacerbated by
demographic change, economic structural adjustment, biodiversity loss and
a growing number of long-term social-ecological challenges (Klein et al.,
2019). Those who address these transition demands as separate processes
fail to understand their interlinkages and dependence on solidly anchored
power relations. This applies at all policy levels.

Designing provident and promising narratives

The commitment to revising and adjusting policies in such a way that they
actually enhance the development of rural and mountain regions is hence
increasingly discussed in policy circles and by experts as well. This is most
evident in the current high-level concern for “Functional Rural Regions”
in EC and OECD expert discourses. Grasping opportunities to revaluate
rural regions has gained especial importance in discussions during COP26
in Glasgow in November 2021 and in the Long-Term Vision for Rural Areas
approved in June 2021 by the EC Commission.
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As many studies have underlined, policy reform is not shaped solely by
good ideas and conceptual frames devoid of public engagement. It also
has to interact with societal needs and discourses. Elaborating “alternative
narratives” is therefore an initial step in policy processes, but it is easily
neglected because of short-term aspirations for, and exaggerated expecta-
tions of, “immediate” results. The selection of appropriate narratives will
therefore have to be based on the following aspects:

*  Awareness, engagement and participation of local people to enhance
community cooperation and integration, and thereby construct and shape
place-sensitive views, strategies and visions (narratives of change).

*  Acknowledge the complexity of socioecological systems and incite
action to enable the regeneration of space.

*  Enhance regenerative relations between rural/mountain and urban areas
that focus on the diversity of people and places, and interdependence of
spaces, as well as the consequences for the attractiveness of places.

»  Consider place specificity as central, appreciating the uneven sets of
opportunities for diverse groups of people (incomers, local people,
out-migrants).

* Reflect on place-specific challenges and reconceptualize rural/
mountain spaces as places of destination and not just of departure.

*  Renegotiate space by discussing potential conflicts due to change in
mobility, economy, culture, climate and transition, but also include per-
ceptions of opportunity (e.g., narratives on systemic design, circularity,
decolonialization and the role of commons).

This process of searching for and constructing alternative narratives requires
that the status quo be questioned and reframed by challenging and confront-
ing dominant norms, values and beliefs. These “alternative narratives” stress
the following evolving aspects: the crucial role of interdependencies; new
views on functional perspectives and interaction for rural places (Membretti,
2021); participation by large groups of local inhabitants, including recently
arrived migrants and newcomers and care for nonhuman elements and natu-
ral resources, which seems decisive.

The crucial aspect is to generate authentic transdisciplinary discourse and
action that extends beyond knowledge and policy exchange in silos. For
this reason, the MATILDE Project aims at producing shared narratives by
means of a multistakeholder approach and participatory action research in
local case study regions that involves broad discussion by local and regional
actors of different backgrounds on local and regional opportunities and
challenges. Only then will it be possible to create new narratives that reflect
the place specificity of mountains and the needs of local actors.
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Deliberately shaping new narratives

Policies and action for rural development and enhancement of mountain
regions are deadlocked when they remain in predominant polarizing develop-
ment frameworks. The shift towards a better integration of emerging needs has
proved to be the decisive change to enhance the action and performance of these
undervalued areas. Applying place-specific narratives, it is suggested to reflect
the changes in mindsets and advance a promising framework for strategies and
action in these contexts. The renewed perspective would also encompass set-
tings of greater attractiveness and places of community building suitable for
new immigrants. Rural and mountain places would be presented as:

*  Places that conceive attractive living modes, considering in a balanced
way challenges and opportunities linked to location. This may involve
a larger number of in-migrants and strategies to involve them without
great delay in community life.

*  Places that enable the empowerment and participation of all inhabitants
disregarding or modifying existing power relations. Defensive perspec-
tives of rural areas should be transformed into place-based narratives of
“self-efficacy.”

»  Places not seen as stand-alone locations but rather considered in their
interdependence with urban contexts. Rural/urban exchange would be
captured as a fluid interchange of diverse functions.

It is important that such narratives use a positive language carefully reconsid-
ering the emerging options and presenting visions for a “good life” in rural
and mountain places. They would focus on their own deliberative, internally
discussed and developed and iteratively constructed narratives of change.
These would be built on social innovation and an understanding of transfor-
mation oriented to empowerment, participation and community development
which enhances local strengths and is open to new ideas and exchanges with
other places.
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2.4 Thesis 4

International migration to rural and
mountain areas is an important but
neglected phenomenon

Ulf Hansson, Ingrid Machold,
Thomas Dax and Per Olav Lund

Introduction

Over the past century, rural regions have been viewed as areas experiencing
demographic decline. However, there has been a partial shift in migrants’
destinations towards rural/mountain regions, and the increasing number of
incoming migrants has induced manifold demographic and socioeconomic
transformation processes in those areas (Kordel and Membretti, 2020). Since
the 2000s, this phenomenon has gained more attention, both in national
studies (e.g., Kasimis et al., 2010) and at a European level (Copus et al., 2021;
Jentsch and Simard, 2009; McAreavey, 2017; Natale et al., 2019).

However, there is still the problem of the visibility and social recognition
of foreign immigrants in these areas (Perlik and Membretti, 2018), probably
because of their relatively small share of the population. Whilst in the whole
of the EU, foreign-born residents account for 14.5% of the total population
in cities, they represent 10.2% in towns and 5.5% in rural areas (Natale et al.,
2019, p. 5). However, it is important to note that third-country nationals
(henceforth TCNs) account for more than half of migrants in rural regions
(Kordel and Membretti, 2020). The geographical distribution of these popula-
tion movements is highly unequal, with positive net migration in large parts
of Western European rural regions for more than two decades. Furthermore,
the sheer numbers of TCNs (2.7 million in the EU in 2019, ibid.) make a
crucial contribution to local economies and demography in these territories.
Hence, the perception that foreign immigration to rural and mountain areas in
Europe is a widely neglected phenomenon may also derive from correspond-
ing narratives which describe rural areas as “neglected places” (see Thesis 3).

Previously, flows to mountain areas were conflated with the rise of des-
tinations for second homes (with the focus on amenity migration, see e.g.,
Steinicke et al., 2012). More recent developments of migration to mountain
areas concern a much wider range of types of migrants, including migrants

DOI: 10.4324/9781003260486-7


https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003260486-7

44  Ulf Hansson, Ingrid Machold, Thomas Dax and Per Olav Lund

in need of protection. Concern for integration and efforts to establish appro-
priate “welcoming structures” has increased, at least in specific regions that
place particular emphasis on achieving the smooth integration of, and the
benefit from, the contributions of in-migrants (Gretter et al., 2017).

This chapter focuses on the widespread and increasing impact of interna-
tional migration to peripheral areas of Europe. In 2015, with the enhanced
refugee inflow to Europe, there was an explicit interest in the central and
northern regions to distribute asylum seekers to rural areas in order to
equalize the burden. This led to a balanced or even larger share of asylum
seekers settling in rural areas (Proietti and Veneri, 2019, p. 172). In contrast,
in the case of Spain, the ability to participate in the labour market was the
main factor in dispersal and integration. By considering regional examples
in Norway, Sweden, Austria and Spain, this chapter explores the extent to
which awareness has been raised in contexts particularly affected by immi-
gration and where activities to enhance integration are observed.

Sweden

Between 1970 and 1985, the importance of refugee and family migration was
rising, and the shift to share burdens and improve social cohesion increased
the number of refugees received by rural municipalities in Sweden (Kordel
and Membretti, 2020). A study on immigration during the 1990-2010 period
showed that net migration was, as in other Nordic countries, the main driver
of population growth (Hedlund et al., 2017), and that Sweden issued the most
residence permits in Nordic countries, mostly for asylum seekers and reuni-
fied family members (Karlsdottir et al., 2018). In sparsely populated areas and
remote regions of Sweden, a positive international net migration was paral-
leled by a negative interregional net migration and a negative net fertility rate.
Many of the small municipalities saw this as creating new opportunities, not
only in terms of jobs in refugee reception facilities, but also as a basis for local
services and increased tax revenues (Galera et al., 2018; Westholm, 2016).
However, opportunities for employment were more numerous in urban areas
(Vogiazides and Mondani, 2020), and as a result the lack of job opportuni-
ties for particularly forced migrants made them leave. Thus, using refugee
reception as a strategy for municipal survival may only have limited potential,
giving rise to what has been described as “social dumping.” Once the flow
of refugees has decreased, the municipalities receive reduced compensation.
As a result, the surrounding infrastructure is likely to disappear, which may
lead to a deterioration of services and employment opportunities. Herein lies
a challenge for migrants and locals alike, because this may induce people
to draw simplistic conclusions in which migrants are viewed as scapegoats
(Mathisen and Stenbacka, 2015).
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Mathisen and Stenbacka (2021) highlight aspects of tolerance and mutual
respect regarding the reception of, and attitude towards, migrants/migration.
They are grounded in multiculturalism and what has been described as a
“generous nature” towards multiculturalism and newcomers’ access to wel-
fare. In light of developments in 2015 and 2016, the positive role played by
civil society is important. Osanami Térngren et al. (2018) has pointed to the
fact that government agencies were unable to cope with the situation in 2015
and 2016 without the support of civil society. For example, the Swedish
Church played an active role by organizing language courses. Furthermore,
the government allocated funding to civil society organizations in order to
strengthen their support work for asylum seekers and newly arrived refugees
(Arora-Jonsson and Larsson, 2021).

Norway

Immigration into Norway has increased in recent years. In 2021, 18.5%
of the population were immigrants, or Norwegians born to immigrant par-
ents, where approximately 11.5% were from non-EU27/EEC countries,
and approximately 4.5% had a refugee background. Compared with other
OECD countries, Norway is among those with the highest immigration rate
relative to population size (OECD, 2018).

In 2003, Norway enacted an introductory programme intended to increase
the opportunities for newly arrived immigrants (granted asylum seekers and
UN transfer refugees and their reunified family members) to participate in
working life, become financially independent and participate in society
(Introduction Act, 2003).

Since the influx of refugees in 2015 and 2016, the political climate towards
refugees has become more restrictive, and in the government’s 2019-2022
integration strategy, resettlement is more targeted on education, qualifica-
tions, skills and the needs of the regional labour market (Lerfaldet et al.,
2020). In 2021, part of the reform to tighten the immigration policy for asy-
lum seekers and refugees, i.e., the Introduction Act, was replaced with the
Integration Act, 2020. In the latter act, greater emphasis is placed on educa-
tion, training and work, and expectations and responsibilities are clarified
vis-a-vis regional/county authorities and the municipalities. As highlighted
above in the case of Sweden, the settlement of migrants has been a strategic
means with which to curb population decline and stagnation.

By cooperating with neighbouring municipalities on the services offered
to immigrants, rural and remote municipalities can curb the negative conse-
quences of the new resettlement policy. If they are able to improve the results
of the introduction programme, rural and remote municipalities can still
yield benefits from immigration, but this requires further efforts. Norway
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and its policies of integration have, on the one hand, aimed to ensure the
access of minorities to equal social rights and opportunities for social mobility,
while on the other they have encouraged diverse forms of cultural and
religious identity, leading to debates and controversies concerning social
participation as a precondition for integration. There is a perception that
access to, for example, social security is increasingly conditioned (Djuve
et al., 2017). Thus, integration is more and more linked to conditions which
are supposed to strengthen opportunities for participation and inclusion.

Austria

International migration has led to a steady rise of the foreign population
throughout Austria, particularly since the turn of the millennium: at present,
about 15% of the inhabitants of Austria are foreign citizens and about 24%
are of foreign origin (2020). The positive international migration balance has
contributed to a persistent population increase in Austria, which also applies
to the majority of its rural regions. These considerable immigration surpluses
at least mitigate local population losses due to internal out-migration and
ageing in most of these areas (Machold and Dax, 2017).

In 2015, immigrant numbers increased substantially due to the high num-
ber of asylum seekers, who accounted for almost 40% of all immigrants in
that year (Statistics Austria, 2016, p. 41). Like other Federal States of the EU
(e.g., Germany, Finland or Sweden), it was the explicit aim of the Austrian
Federal State to establish accommodation facilities for asylum seekers in all
regions. Through a dedicated legal act, the constitutional power of the fed-
eral state bypassed municipalities when establishing accommodation facili-
ties, even if provinces, and districts of municipalities, opposed such plans
(Rutz, 2017). There was a national agreement on an allocation formula of
1.5% asylum seekers in relation to total inhabitants of a municipality, which
gave rise to an increased number of TCNs also in most rural parts of Austria.

In 2015, Austria’s administration and civil society was alerted to migration
and integration issues. Initially, public opinion was dominated by the acute
needs of asylum seekers. Voluntary work and support concentrated on hosting
and accommodating large numbers of people. To tackle the upcoming chal-
lenges better, in September 2015 a conference of Austrian mayors was held
to discuss how to cope with the increasing number of refugees in Europe and
to share good practices and experiences. Attitudes towards asylum seekers
and refugees improved considerably in municipalities with fewer than 5,000
inhabitants (Bretschneider, 2016). Similarly, Schwabl (2015) highlighted that
almost one in four Austrian inhabitants was engaged in refugee relief.

Despite this initially positive response, conservative beliefs and secu-
rity concerns took over and impacted significantly on public discourse and
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politics, as exemplified by increasingly restrictive regulations. Furthermore,
the legal employment of asylum seekers, which is only allowed under strict
regulations, has been additionally restricted at the very local level, something
that has intensified the impression among locals that asylum seekers are
“lazy” (Machold et al., 2021). As a result of the strong centralization of regu-
lations, this has had a hampering effect as activities for integration processes
need also the consideration of the local and regional framework conditions.

Spain

In the sections prior, the focus has been on forced migration, and more spe-
cifically on refugees and asylum seekers. However, it is important within this
context to flag up the experiences in Spain for the purposes of comparison.
In Spain, the focus has been on labour migration. The economic and finan-
cial crisis of 2008 marked an important turning point in migration dynamics
especially in Southern Europe. While in the case of Austria and Sweden a
certain focus has been placed on forced migration, the case of Spain is slightly
different in regard to the emphasis on labour migration. Spain, like Sweden,
can be described as a supportive country in terms of access to services and
equipment. Research, such as that by Aysa-Lastra and Cachén (2013), has
highlighted the fact that the majority of immigrants may be able to improve
their situation the longer they stay in the Spanish labour market.

With regard to integration, and similarly to Sweden, Spain also struggles
to define an established integration model. Immigrants have found jobs that
are not in demand by the native population, particularly in agriculture, con-
struction and hospitality. Gaining employment equates these immigrants in
relation to the social rights of citizens, guaranteeing a climate of remarkable
coexistence.

As highlighted by the foregoing three case studies, a country like Spain
is also vulnerable to economic crises that may halt this progress, since
employment is considered an important factor in integration. Immigrants
and their associations maintain a low profile in their social and political
representation (Gobierno de Aragon, 2021).

International migration to rural and mountain areas
can no longer be ignored

Multiple factors are at play in the context of migration and rural areas, regard-
less of the type of migration. In all the four case studies, there are challenges
as well as opportunities. In the case of Sweden, challenges such as “social
dumping” and “organizational fragmentation” regarding the administration
of, for example, forced migrants, and short-term objectives in terms of state
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integration policies, highlight challenges on an institutional level. On a societal
level, in 2015 there was a mobilization of civil society and a general welcom-
ing attitude towards refugees in both Austria and Sweden. Since then, however,
as highlighted above, the public discourse has shifted to a more restrictive one,
and the perception of migrants — forced or labour — has changed, particularly
in the case of Austria. Dispersal policies need to be accompanied by measures
encompassing all dimensions of daily life if they are to be successful and long-
lasting. Although civil society engagement since 2015 has made up for admin-
istrative reluctance, there is a particular need in mountain regions for political
commitment at all levels if sustained integration is to be achieved.

Throughout these changes, the social diversity and attractiveness of
mountain areas have remained an important driver of spatial movements.
The argument that mountains (and other remote places) represent unique
and highly valued assets which act as pull factors for new immigration
groups has been taken up in local development strategies, like the LEADER
program, LA21 or other good practice actions. As a matter of fact, also,
COVID-19 restrictions have contributed to shifting national narratives
towards valuing those places and providing inspiring examples of new
activities in formerly marginal areas.
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2.5 Thesis 5

Migration impact assessment as

a powerful tool for evaluating the
comprehensive effects of migration
on local societies and economies

Birgit Aigner-Walder, Marika Gruber
and Rahel Schomaker

Relevance of migration impact assessment

Migration Impact Assessment (MIA) evaluates the impacts of immigration
in a broad, systematic economic and societal context (Nijkamp et al., 2012).
In political and public debate, the focus is often on the challenges of migra-
tion and integration. Unless migrants are urgently needed on the labour mar-
ket, worries of increased crowding-out processes, as well as concerns about
the public costs of integration, fear of foreign infiltration or safety aspects
dominate (OECD, 2011). Yet cultural diversity accompanied by immigration
has great potential regarding innovativeness or creativity. There is a need to
assess the combined effect of the aforementioned features of migration as
a whole. Both, positive and critical, direct and indirect, impacts should be
captured.

From a spatial point of view, MIA can be applied to nations, but also at a
regional or local level, and it may reveal quite different impacts at different
scales and among types of regions. The focus is on the advantages and dis-
advantages of migration and the attendant cultural diversity in the long run,
and qualitative as well as quantitative techniques are applied. The effects of
immigration on the host country or region may differ greatly — due not only
to the heterogeneity of immigrants but also to differences among migra-
tion and integration policies or economic and societal circumstances in host
countries or regions. MIA can be a powerful tool with which to enhance
migrants’ integration and local development. Moreover, when MIA com-
prises participatory tools, it is a means of empowerment and engagement of
local communities and migrants.

By revealing shortcomings of existing literature and reflecting alterna-
tive, or supplementary methods for MIA, the thesis intends to increase
the potential of comprehensive migration impact assessment in regard
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to integration and community development issues in rural and mountain
regions.

Standard measurement methods: insights and limitations

The scientific evaluation — as well as the public debate — in the context
of migration tackles different dimensions of migration. On the one hand,
economic as well as socioeconomic or social effects are distinguished, but
also specific effects, e.g., in rural or urban areas, or more differentiated
effects for specific social groups (e.g., low-skilled workers). The literature
mostly focuses on the economic effects of labour migration, while the other
forms of migration remain somewhat neglected, and so do the sociocultural
aspects and territorial dimensions of migration (Caputo et al., 2021).

The methodological approaches of extant scientific studies comprise in
particular single case studies, comparative case studies and quantitative
econometric analyses using, e.g., different types of regression models or
spatial models (Nijkamp and Mickiewicz, 2012; Bianchi et al., 2021). As
for the indicators, different measures are used to capture the economic, fis-
cal and social dimensions of migration (see Table 2.1 below).

As regards the indicators used to date, several shortcomings are apparent.
Firstly, many of the indicators delineated above are available on a national
level only, and not on a regional or local one. Thus, analyses necessarily focus
on the national level — a fact that may bias the respective outcomes because

Table 2.1 Standard MIA dimensions

Economic dimensions Fiscal dimension Socioeconomic/
social dimensions

Labour market Costs for education Demography
(wage levels, or accommodation
employment rates,
unemployment
rates)
Education, training, Social benefits Housing market
skills
Productivity Administrative Education system
expenses
Entrepreneurship Tax contributions Social
infrastructure
(Social) Innovation Social security Social mobility /
contributions social cohesion

Gross domestic
product (GDP)

Source: Own compilation
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the impact of migration is significantly characterized by regional differences
depending, e.g., on demographic developments or the urbanization of a region.
Secondly, a problem of particular relevance to comparative research is the fact
that comprehensive data for country comparisons are often missing because
many countries do not collect statistics for all spatial levels or all dimensions of
migration. Moreover, different measurement methods for indicators constitute
a problem, e.g., regarding (un)employment rates. While these factors may be
less significant in the European Union, they still exist and particularly hamper
quantitative research based on comprehensive databases.

Moreover, several important aspects of migration effects, particularly
important in rural regions, remain underresearched. Data problems as well
as the focus on the above-described dimensions may be the reasons. While
many “hard” facts, as delineated above, can be quantified relatively easy
and are covered by databases, other, “soft” facts remain hidden. This applies
particularly to effects discussed in the context of a “foundational economy”
(see Thesis 9 of this Manifesto; also The Foundational Economy Collective,
2017). A foundational economy can be understood as comprising all public
or private activities that provide the goods and services essential for the
everyday lives of people, independent of the social status of single consum-
ers. It is only partly covered by major databases. Many possible indicators
are either more qualitative by nature or have not been collected by national
statistics, e.g., when it comes to access to local social infrastructure, or food
retail services in a specific area.

Especially in rural areas, migrants may have an important role with
respect to local resilience and revitalization. Thus, important dimensions
of the socioeconomic effects of migration remain obscure in the scholarly
literature. Consequently, to capture the effects of migration on the founda-
tional economy — e.g., social and health services, food production, energy,
construction, retailers or tourism — new indicators and assessment methods
should be taken into consideration.

Another issue that must be acknowledged is the fact that in recent years
migration flows have become more diverse regarding the geographical and
the sociocultural background(s) of migrants. While existing research pri-
marily focuses on the educational or professional background of migrants,
further studies may bring more sociocultural factors (e.g., social attitudes,
cultural attitudes, ideals) to centre stage.

Advancing (participative) self-assessment/self-evaluation:
relevance and benefits

An important method with which policymakers, administrative staff or NGO
representatives can gain insights into immigration/emigration processes and
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the related intercultural coexistence of their inhabitants is self-assessment.
In general, assessment means the “systematic collection, review, and use of
information (about the respective object of study) for the purpose of qual-
ity improvement, planning, and decision-making” (Fredonia, 2021). Even
though assessment is often used in the sense of “evaluation,” the two words
mean different things. Evaluation is not just assessment of the status quo of
a situation; it also tries to measure the effects, impacts and unintended con-
sequences of policies, programmes, strategies or measures so that policies
and programmes effectively based on the results can be designed (Mertens
and McLaughlin, 2004). OECD (2021) has defined six evaluation criteria
which should help to guide evaluations and evaluative judgements: rele-
vance, coherence, effectiveness, efficiency, impact and sustainability.

Evaluations are usually carried out in order to foster the accountability of
an intervention (policy, measure, programme, etc.) or to facilitate learning.
The results of the evaluation are used primarily to improve the intervention
evaluated, to decide about its continuation or about the design of a new one.
However, evaluation is not only about learning from experience, i.e., under-
standing something in retrospect and measuring changes ex post, or check-
ing whether the intervention strategies used have had consequences. It also
serves to control and steer complex social systems, as well as to counteract
ongoing processes and enable changes when necessary. Overall, this notion
of evaluation could foster a culture of learning (Batra et al., 2022).

In order to steer social development and to intervene with concrete
(political) measures, the first requirement is fact-based knowledge creation
to ensure the procedural character of learning and the constructive nature
of knowledge (vs. an objective “fact”) about the current situation in the
municipality, district, province or federal state. Hence, an assessment of
the current situation is the starting point. Within the H2020 MATILDE
research project, different types of participatory evaluation methods are
used: peer-to-peer exchange via local case study working groups and
(policy) roundtables, or coevaluation approaches based on participatory
action research methods and conducted via productive interaction between
researchers and local partners. Moreover, a toolbox has been developed in
order to foster the peer-to-peer approach as well, and to enable practitio-
ners to assess and analyse the situation in their community by themselves.
This activity can be called “self-assessment.” If not only the current situ-
ation is to be assessed but also (political) measures implemented to trans-
form this situation are to be evaluated for their effectiveness or impact,
then “self-evaluation” is pertinent. However, a single perspective often
cannot adequately capture the complexity of a certain social situation. In
such cases, multiperspective participatory self-assessment/self-evaluation
is advisable.
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The foundation of participatory evaluation is Kurt Lewin’s participatory
action research theory. Lewin aimed to “raise the self-esteem of minority
groups” (Adelman, 1993, p. 7), which should foster their “independence,
equality, and co-operation” (Lewin, 1946, as cited by Adelman, 1993, p. 7).
“The focus was transformative in nature and embraced concepts of empow-
erment, emancipation, liberation and self-determination, designed in large
part to ensure that the least powerful would play a key part in the knowl-
edge creation process” (Chouinard and Cousins, 2014, p. 6). Consequently,
evaluation processes should be participatory, democratic and interactive in
order to identify hidden points and include different stakeholder perspec-
tives (Racino, 1999).

With the MATILDE Practitioner Toolbox, a step forward in data/information
collection is carried out by the practitioners themselves (self-research)
where possible, in collaboration with other experts participating in the par-
ticipatory self-assessment/self-evaluation. Moderation of the process is car-
ried out by a participating practitioner (who, in the case of more complex
tasks, may take part in tailored trainings before or bring in an evaluation
expert). The aim is to give as much self-responsibility as possible to the
institutions concerned by empowering them through special tools, which
should help them gain more knowledge about the current situation and start
a process of participatory action development.

One example of participatory self-assessment is the development of a
municipal profile. The aim is to gain an overview of the current and future
demographic situation, the economy and labour market situation, the edu-
cational background of the population, the infrastructure (including, e.g.,
education and healthcare facilities or public spaces), the budgetary situation,
the municipality’s specificities and the social climate in the municipality.
The procedure is based on quantitative and qualitative data. All stakeholders
participating in the self-assessment contribute to the data provision, which is
summarized by the moderator. During a round-table discussion, qualitative
information, e.g., about the social climate in the municipality, is collected.

Participatory assessment/evaluation does not only include internal (e.g.,
programme staff) and/or external audiences (e.g., programme participants).
If the evaluation is additionally designed to be inclusive and empowering
by involving the participants in methodological decisions on the assessment/
evaluation, power imbalances can be addressed and groups who often experi-
ence oppression and discrimination get the chance to express their opinions
(Mertens and McLaughlin, 2004). “Empowerment Evaluation” does not only
bring an innovative approach to evaluation; it can help to “create an environ-
ment conducive to the development of [people’s] empowerment” (Fetterman
and Wandersman, 2007, p. 182), which aims at “gaining control, obtaining
resources, and understanding one’s social environment” (Fetterman, 1995,
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p. 2). Moreover, the participatory and a-hierarchical evaluation process cre-
ates space for learning and controversial debate and fosters the self-controlled
management of evaluation results (Lucchini and Membretti, 2016). “Empow-
ered communities” with their different types of stakeholders, such as poli-
cymakers, administrative staff, service providers and inhabitants, are able to
promote equal knowledge exchange and production; they foster commitment
to jointly agreed decisions and the resulting sustainable policies and services
(Banks et al., 2013). Therefore, practitioners from the different disciplines
as well as other civil society actors with and without migrant backgrounds
become experts in their respective disciplines/everyday life.

Empowerment also strengthens minority people’s agency, i.e., the “abil-
ity to take action or to choose what action to take” (Cambridge Dictionary,
2021), hence to “influence others, to negotiate, to affect change, and to make
decisions” (Kwan and Walsh, 2018, p. 375). This ability is the key to self-
evaluation. However, self-evaluation requires the actors involved to possess a
high level of (self-)reflectivity. The degree of reflectiveness may differ among
people, as well as among different local and national cultures. It presupposes
cultures and governmental systems that allow and enable critical thinking,
(self-)reflection, dissent and codetermination. This is a process that has to be
learned (as early as possible). Different instruments to measure, e.g., intercul-
tural competence or an organization’s/individual’s tolerance of ambiguity, are
available (e.g., the Beliefs, Events, and Values Inventory; CILMAR, 2021).

Conceptual framework for interdisciplinary
migration impact assessment

MIA should not be carried out by a single discipline or method. Only the
integration of different fields of study enables a broadening of the knowl-
edge base. Interdisciplinary research can lead to novel research aspects, to
the development of new approaches or to furnish innovative insights within
as well as among the participating disciplines (Morss et al., 2021). For this
reason, an interdisciplinary migration impact assessment is indispensable,
exemplarily focusing on economic, social and cultural dimensions.
Moreover, a combination of quantitative and qualitative assessment
tools (mixed methods) yields instructive understanding of a research area.
Furthermore, triangulation helps to validate research results. Quantitative
and qualitative data should be collected at the same time and be treated as
equally relevant to MIA. The results of the qualitative and the quantitative
analysis are complementary, and they provide a comprehensive overview
of the effects of migration. While quantitative data are used to analyse the
socioeconomic and demographic situation of migrants (e.g., age, gender,
labour force participation, education, income), qualitative approaches make



Thesis 5 57

it possible to gain in-depth information on the migrants’ lives, satisfactions,
fears, etc. An interdisciplinary approach can lead to new indicators devel-
oped across disciplinary boundaries.

Interdisciplinary research is generally marked by a strong need for coor-
dination. Hence, for a successful interdisciplinary MIA, the following pro-
cedure is recommended:

»  First, an interdisciplinary team must be created to carry out the MIA.

* Second, the framework for cooperation should be established; this
includes (i) specification of the research questions and the research
design, and (ii) explicit definitions of terms to avoid misunderstand-
ings in the later research process.

*  Third, the methods to be used should be defined, and indicators to be
evaluated should be operationalized. In an interdisciplinary setting
with mixed methods, coordination among researchers/disciplines is of
great importance, because different concepts may be used to measure
the same indicator.

»  Start the collection of data with quantitative and qualitative methods
simultaneously; interact regularly across disciplines to exchange ideas
and perspectives.

*  Assess the data within your discipline and discuss the results within the
interdisciplinary team.

While the focus on the above-mentioned hard facts seems insufficient for
an overall assessment of the effects of migration on the host country, the
inclusion of “soft facts,” e.g., indicators for foundational economy or socio-
cultural aspects, as well as other interdisciplinary indicators, seems of great
importance.

Moreover, a MIA conducted solely by experts may underexpose relevant
effects of migration. Self-evaluation in the context of self-assessment of
the effects of migration, as well as migration and integration policies at
local, regional or national level by politicians or civil servants themselves,
may shed completely new light on the discussion and allow evidence-based
decision-making.

Lastly, migrants as well as national inhabitants themselves should be
included in the research process, because it is they that directly experience
the consequences of successful / less successful integration.
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2.6 Thesis 6

Inclusion of migrants in rural and
mountain territories is a multilevel
and multidimensional process

Jussi P Laine

Premise

The governance of human mobility, Mbembe (2019, p. 16) argues, is the
most important challenge of the twenty-first century. Although written
before the current COVID-19 pandemic, his argument still holds true, espe-
cially in terms of durability. Although surprisingly persistent, there are rea-
sonable grounds to expect that the pandemic itself will one day be brought
to an end, even if its impacts endure for a long time. In turn, human migra-
tion has been a persistent feature of human history and will continue to be
so for years to come. For most of history, migration has been considered
normal. Only recently have people on the move been depicted as a major
problem. It is time to reverse this perception and, as Shah (2020) writes,
turn migration from a perceived crisis into the solution for manifold socio-
ecological changes. To follow Mbembe’s (ibid.) argument, human mobility
is normal; its governance is the challenge (see Thesis 7).

Formal laws, regulations and policies have been put in place in various
countries to facilitate the settlement of immigrants and their integration into
the host society. Various indicators have been defined to measure the level
of integration (e.g., OECD/European Union, 2015), with the aid of which
immigrants tend to be categorized in relation to their success in achieving
the predefined integration benchmarks set against a normative framework
and the presumably agreed, often nationally defined, standards. A glance at
the prevailing public and political rhetoric suggests, first, that integration —
understood as a sort of an ideal end state — is indeed a desirable, if unfeasible,
goal and that success in this regard is still often considered to depend more
on the immigrant’s characteristics and actions than on those of the receiving
society. Society here usually refers to the “country” into which immigrants are
expected to incorporate themselves socioeconomically and adapt to its socio-
cultural norms, values and customs. Used as a yardstick, integration thus con-
tinues to be assessed predominantly with quantitative measures of migrants’
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socioeconomic performance, commonly in contrast with the “nonmigrant,”
“native” population (Ersanilli and Koopmans, 2011; Alba and Foner, 2016).
Less attention is paid to who and what constitute the host population and
society to which a migrant is expected to aspire. Central to the idea of a
host population as a “norm” is that it consists of a homogeneous group into
which immigrants should integrate (Saharso, 2019), that is, a nation state. It
is argued here that this expectation is extremely biased and only accentuates
the unfeasibility of the goal of integration by distorting the reality.

Integration — an end in itself?

Many of the dominant academic approaches continue to remind us that
integration is a two-way process, in which both parties take an active part.
Acknowledging this two-wayness has also become popular in the associated
policy circles. However, while unquestionably valuable in terms of checks
and balances, the mere realization itself does little to blur the social bound-
aries and binaries between “us” and “them,” “insiders” and “outsiders,”
those who belong and those who are perceived not to belong. As Klarenbeek
(2019) argues, the concept of two-way integration remains underdefined,
and its mere endorsement is not enough to avoid or resolve the problems
of one-wayness. As she convincingly shows, despite their good intentions,
many dominant theoretical approaches to the two-way nature of integration
have led to internal contradictions, only adding to and reinforcing, even if
implicitly and unintentionally, a one-way integration discourse (ibid., p. 2).
In other words, they have reconfirmed the existential separation between
those who are considered to constitute “society” by default and those who
do not, and who therefore need to “integrate” further (Schinkel, 2018).
Even if it is bidirectional, the process of change that the two parties are
experiencing often remains completely unbalanced. This implies uneven
power relations, normatively different responsibilities and thus different
degrees of control over the process (Miller, 2016; Klarenbeek, 2019). In mov-
ing up the social ladder, being “well integrated” becomes the highest possible
achievement for an outsider (Schinkel, 2013). Yet by this logic, even “well-
integrated” immigrants can never truly become insiders, for if they could do
so, they would not be “well integrated”: integration would not even be an
issue (Horner and Weber, 2011). As long as the unquestioned image of an
“insider” continues to function as the benchmark against which the achieve-
ments of “outsiders” are compared, the reproduction of social boundaries,
inequality and the perceived difference that they imply will continue to down-
play any rhetorical commitments to the contrary. Such a reconfirmation of
differences tends to divert attention from the deep-rooted structural factors
that maintain inequality to individual ones perceived as beyond our control.
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The broadly established and increasingly elaborate systems of monitor-
ing, categorizing, and bordering reproduce otherness, maximizing its vis-
ibility in seeking to preserve and reconfirm a continuous positive version of
the self, and the durability of the invisible social glue that is taken to hold
“us” together. A “drawing self” is constantly present behind portraits of
others (Chernobrov, 2016, p. 596). The more negative the qualities attrib-
uted to “them,” the more positive “we” seem in comparison (Laine, 2020a,
p. 75), and these representations seldom seek accuracy. Indeed, following
Ahmed (2000, p. 19), strangers are not those we do not recognize but those
we recognize as strangers. It is these subtle forms of sociocultural bordering
to which attention must be paid, instead of fixating on integration in order
to advance our societies’ resilience, well-being, and fairness. Certainly, the
immigrant’s integration is not only shaped by explicit integration policies
(Miigge and van der Haar, 2016); informal institutions among immigrants,
e.g., religion and culture, can also determine its success, and immigrant
groups may become either an accepted part of society on the same level as
comparable native groups or they may isolate themselves or remain unrec-
ognized and excluded (Garcés-Mascarenas and Penninx, 2016). However,
more integration does not necessarily equate to more harmony, since chang-
ing power relations cause social friction (Klarenbeek, 2019, p. 13). An inte-
grated society is not automatically “better” or more socially just.

Instead of continuing to fine-tune the analytical approach or fashioning
yet another conceptualization of integration, this thesis claims that the entire
premise from which the key postulation guiding our thinking stems needs
to be re-evaluated. Like the nocturnal drunkard looking for his lost keys
under a streetlight because that is where they are easiest to see, so have we,
too, continued to seek solutions to the challenges that we are facing in the
areas illuminated by our past state-oriented practices. Correspondingly, the
key problems that European societies are addressing with their immigrant
integration logics cannot be resolved through redefinitions or reappropria-
tions of the term itself (Meissner and Heil, 2020). More fundamental read-
justment is needed, and a key element of this endeavour is to advance the
notions that people are not from a particular territorially bounded place and
that the politics of belonging cannot be reduced to mere citizenship. Social,
political and territorial demarcations persist largely because of the collec-
tive reproduction of their underlying essentialist conception and logic, yet
belongingness and the conception of home are increasingly formed in a
relationship to movement. In an increasingly mobile world, it is necessary
to acknowledge the multilayer aspects of belonging, which often straddle
the boundaries of nation and state.

The inclusion of migrants therefore needs to be understood as both a
multilevel and multidimensional process, in which the different layers — if
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intertwined — may also have their own dynamics. While belongingness often
still has to be enacted in the frame of the respective nation state and belong-
ing to a certain nation continues to have an undeniable appeal (Laine, 2016,
p. 471), the assumed deeply rooted ideal linkage between these concepts needs
to be rethought — just as it is necessary to rethink the relationship between
citizenship and the state. As Yuval-Davis (2006, p. 199) argues, people
can simultaneously “belong” in many different ways and to many different
objects of attachment. Belonging, she reasons, is not only about social loca-
tions and constructions of individual and collective identities and attachments
but also about how they are valued and judged (ibid., p. 204). Belongings are
seldom clear-cut; rather, they are fragmented and coincidentally rearticulated
into constellations in which national identification plays only a part (Laine
et al., 2020). This argument is put forward here in full acknowledgement of
the incontrovertible fact that the idea of people being able to carry “bundles of
rights” with them across nation state borders is one of the first lines of attack
by nation states when a perceived “crisis” emerges (Collins, 2019).

To confront the simplistic relapse into state-centric thinking in times of
“crisis” (Laine, 2020b), it is necessary to highlight the shifting power rela-
tions at the global, regional and local levels (Garcia Andrade, 2018). Here,
the increasing significance of the global level at the expense of regional
integration and bilateral agreement has reawakened interest in interstate
cooperation (Panizzon and van Riemsdijk, 2019). The rapid changes asso-
ciated with globalization have decentred the state in some respects (Laine,
2016), yet the legal power to determine who is and who is not admitted to
the territory of a particular country and recognized as a citizen is an endur-
ing arena of state control (Weber and Tazreiter, 2021). European Union
member-states have insisted on maintaining absolute control over “security
matters” — a category into which migration is too often considered to fall.
Despite the intra-EU levelling process intended to recommit member-states
to the duty of solidarity, an extra-EU cooperation strategy for third coun-
tries has gained ground as the member-states have sought to renegotiate
their obligations to the Union in order to maximize policy space around
migration and asylum — that is, to reaffirm migration as “foreign policy”
(Panizzon and Riemsdijk, 2019, p. 1228).

While numerous scholars have urged both the moral and economic impera-
tive of migration be recognized in line with what Juss (2006) calls the “global
public interest,” pleas for unbounded inclusiveness (Laine, 2021) have fallen
prey to renationalized populist politics and methodological nationalism.
Within contexts of socioeconomic stress and geopolitical instability —of which
a prime example is the current crisis inflicted by the persistent pandemic —
a strong state tends to be offered and broadly accepted as a solution to the
perceived chaos, and simplistic politics as a cure for the complexities that it
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has cultivated. These increasingly emotional reactions have not only largely
overshadowed the scientific evidence pointing to the benefits of immigration,
especially in rural and remote regions, but also allowed a blind eye to be
turned to the increasingly evident notion, advocated by Jones and Wonders
(2019; also Wonders and Jones, 2021), for example, that the policies of nation
states often produce migration, harm and even violence.

Renegotiation, rejuvenation, resilience

While inclusive legal frameworks and efforts for effective global change
are needed — the Global Compact being the first intergovernmentally nego-
tiated agreement aimed at holistic and comprehensive change — the local
level has been gaining importance as a setting for interethnic coexistence
and participatory action. In contrasting the rise of crisis frames and a politics
of exclusion, human agency deserves to be restored to the centre to redefine
the meaning of belonging in a globalized world (Wonders and Jones, 2021).
In this endeavour, the place-bound social relations of individuals offer great
potential. Ultimately, despite globalization processes, place continues to be
an object of strong attachment (Gustafson, 2014) and an inescapable aspect
of people’s everyday lives and its experiences (Butler and Sinclair, 2020,
p. 64). However, once again, countering migrant exclusion requires more
than universal appeals to inclusive egalitarian principles: abstract principles
and norms need to be translated into concrete action, which is often more
easily said than done. By illustrating opportunities associated with migra-
tion to rural areas and modes to revitalize them by alleviating the common
challenges that many of these regions face, MATILDE’s research aims to
provide pragmatic paths to the kind of inclusivity envisaged by the Sus-
tainable Development Goals and the long-term vision for the EU’s rural
areas adopted by the European Commission on June 30, 2021, which seek
to make rural Europe more robust, connected, resilient and prosperous.
Achieving inclusivity requires concrete knowledge and practical guidance
that encourage local administrations and other stakeholders to see this as
part of their responsibility and fulfil their role in this respect.

The rural and remote regions of Europe — regions often left behind — offer
great potential not only for immigrants themselves and their respective new
host societies but also, and above all, for something new to be created jointly
and shared with others in the process itself of redefining “we.” Placemaking
by migrant populations has long been seen as an essential strategic response
to the alienation, isolation and discrimination experienced by newcomers,
because it helps cement new identities and sustain and empower marginal-
ized communities (Phillips and Robinson, 2015, p. 414). However, these new
places may be accompanied by negative implications of heightened ethnic
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difference through placemaking (Gill, 2010). It is argued here that a new
understanding of being local, of belonging, should be sought through pro-
cesses of inclusion and mutual recognition. These require continuous negoti-
ation, but they fuel a social innovation in which the focus can be shifted from
integration and assimilation to the cocreation of new transcultural spaces,
economies and communities. This approach promotes social inclusion as
nonlinear and reciprocal interaction through which new population groups
negotiate new cultural meanings and concrete rights of citizenship with the
existing populations, doing so within systems of socioeconomic, legal and
cultural relations whose basic characteristics need to be considered if a sus-
tainable, equitable and resilient society is to be created for all. The resulting
communities will not only be different but will also be better adapted to
thrive in the context of the current era’s seemingly endless uncertainty.
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2.7 Thesis 7

International migration has to be
considered as just one form among
diverse mobilities

Tobias Weidinger and Stefan Kordel

Introduction

European rural and mountain areas were long considered to be areas of
out-migration and demographic decline. Accordingly, discourses on “rural
exodus” (Graham, 1892) or “rural flight” (Beetz, 2016) predominated in sci-
entific and political debates. Immigration processes, both from abroad and
from urban centres, in contrast, were often neglected despite the fact that they
existed in areas in Europe considered to be peripheral, rural or mountainous,
and despite the fact that immigration could be one solution for depopula-
tion. When focusing on those regions today, one finds places that are char-
acterized by a rapid change of (ethnic) diversity, while infrastructures and
services able to adequately respond to it are lacking (Kordel and Weidinger,
2020c, p. 25). Hence, those regions could be classified as relatively novel
destinations for immigrants — in other words, “new immigration destinations”
(Winders, 2014; McAreavey, 2018; Kordel and Weidinger, 2020b, p. 507).
Other places, instead, have already developed a certain migration history with
continuous flows of immigrants that have led to a path dependency of immi-
gration (Rodriguez-Pose and von Berlepsch, 2020). As a result of relation-
ships forged during colonial times and spatial proximity to non-EU countries,
specific migration regimes have been established and are continuously main-
tained, for example, between Spain and Latin American countries, between
Italy and Spain and North African countries or between Scandinavian coun-
tries and Russia (Kordel and Weidinger, 2020b, pp. 507-508).

The remainder of the presentation of the thesis comprises an overview
of the diversity of protagonists and processes of international immigra-
tion and domestic in-migration to new and established destinations in rural
and mountain areas. To adequately understand the processes and resulting
impacts on local development, however, one needs to consider the blurring
and shifting boundaries of migration and mobility trajectories, as well as
categorizations.
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Rural mobilities and immobilities

In light of the increasing mobility of persons in Western societies, sociolo-
gists Mimi Sheller and John Urry (2006) criticized sedentarist assumptions
about everyday lives and proclaimed a “new mobilities paradigm.” Assum-
ing mobility to be “normal,” this paradigm had a considerable influence on
migration scholarship. As a consequence, we must not consider migration
as one single act but acknowledge ongoing negotiations of mobility and
immobility (Halfacree and Rivera, 2012). Moreover, the paradigm also sug-
gests a broader view on mobility, since migration processes only constitute a
relatively small part of spatial movements, and blurring boundaries between
residential mobilities and habitual/everyday mobilities are observable. For
rural areas, the geographers Paul Milbourne and Lawrence Kitchen (2014)
introduced the term rural mobilities, which encompasses “movements into,
out of, within and through rural places; (...) linear flows between particu-
lar locations and more complex spatial patterns of movement (...) jour-
neys of necessity and choice; economic and life-style based movements;
hyper- and im-mobilities” (ibid., pp. 385-386). Current debates also stress
unmarked categories of migration, e.g., they consider staying as an active
process and a deliberate act (Schewel, 2019; see “rural staying,” Stockdale
and Haartsen, 2018) (Kordel and Weidinger, 2020c, p. 21). A distinctive
feature of migration processes in rural and mountain areas today is its tran-
sient nature. Temporary movements, including cyclical, circular or seasonal
mobilities, result in temporary presence of protagonists in rural and moun-
tain areas. Protagonists may establish place attachments and belongings to
those places but also to others, leading to the emergence of transregional or
transnational social spaces (Glick-Schiller et al., 1992).

Human mobility to rural and mountain areas is also regularly described
not only in terms of temporal and spatial characteristics but also with regard
to the sociodemographic and socioeconomic profile, as well as the moti-
vations of the protagonists. Regarding the latter, the distinction between
voluntary and forced movements often predominates in public debates. Due
to the cumulative causation of migration (Massey et al., 1998) and the fact
that “both force and choice — structure and agency — are expressed within
all migrations” (Barcus and Halfacree, 2018, p. 234), it is better to think
of “voluntary” and “forced” as the two ends of a continuum (Weidinger,
2021, p. 16). Furthermore, “the interplay between agency and structure(s)
often does not lead to migration from place A to a strictly defined destina-
tion B, but is better understood as a fragmented journey or trajectory” (Van
der Velde and van Naerssen, 2011). To capture the complexity of migra-
tion histories of protagonists, “onward (im)mobilities” is regarded as more
appropriate (Kordel and Weidinger, 2019).
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New faces in rural and mountain places: a brief overview of
processes of temporary/seasonal and permanent mobility

In what follows, we show the diversity of international immigration and
domestic in-migration to rural and mountain areas, and we present the most
important processes, i.e., humanitarian migration, student and labour migra-
tion, amenity/lifestyle migration and family migration.

Humanitarian migration

In accordance with allocation schemes and dispersal policies, many human-
itarian migrants were and are mandatorily accommodated in European rural
and mountain areas, at least for the duration of their asylum procedures,
e.g., Austria, Finland, Germany, Italy, Norway, Sweden, Turkey and the UK
(OECD, 2016). Other countries also assign a municipality or rural region
to a humanitarian migrant after recognition of their status (e.g., Finland,
Germany, Norway and Sweden, ibid.). Political justifications stem either
from a policy of burden-sharing of costs and pressure on the housing market
or from the assumption that small places are preferable sites for integration
(Kordel and Weidinger, 2020a, p. 39).

Those third-country nationals who continue to stay in rural and mountain
areas prefer small towns characterized by short distances. The reasons cited
for doing so are a workplace or a language course for oneself and a (second-
ary) school for the children, established social ties and the friendliness of
the local population. With regard to families, in particular, rural and moun-
tain areas are constructed as safe places to raise children (ibid.). In everyday
life, moreover, temporary absence and presence was and is common, for
instance, to commute daily or weekly, or to go to cities to buy culturally
appropriate food, visit friends and relatives or participate in religious feasts
(Kordel and Weidinger, 2019). However, individual or household-related
life events, such as a changing legal status, family reunification or the
beginning of work, can result in a renegotiation of the residential location.

Student and labour. migration

Student migration is of minor quantitative importance. The temporary pres-
ence of guest students from a variety of countries is based on cooperative
agreements of rural schools. Certain groups of university students may
mandatorily move to rural and mountain areas on a temporary basis, e.g.,
to complete their clinical clerkships at rural hospitals or teacher-training
courses at rural schools. Parallel to this, and based on the application of
decentralization policies and the resulting instalment of higher education
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infrastructures, rural and mountain areas may also attract national and inter-
national students. In Germany, Scotland and Sweden, for instance, new
universities were founded in rural and mountain areas in the past, whilst
nowadays, research institutions and campuses of existing universities have
branches in these areas. Per se, student migration is a temporal process
of young individuals. Companies, municipalities and regions, however,
endeavour to increase staying aspirations among high-skilled graduates
and simultaneously prevent brain drain by smoothing the transition from
university to work. As such, student migration is closely associated with
labour migration, since residence permits may change once students gradu-
ate (Kordel and Weidinger, 2020a, pp. 41-42).

International and domestic labour migration is an important process in
rural and mountain areas, especially for economic sectors characterized by
a lack of workers, such as in mining, construction, industry, (health)care,
domestic work, cleaning and hospitality. Agriculture, fishery and food pro-
cessing are often entry points into the rural employment market and spring-
boards to other sectors. Moreover, self-employment among newcomers is
particularly important, e.g., in commerce or hospitality, where entry barriers
are comparatively low.

Temporary or permanent labour migration from third countries is sup-
ported by specific visa regulations and bilateral labour arrangements,
memoranda of understanding, as well as unilateral programmes that allow
employers to recruit necessary workers (ibid., pp. 36-37). Apart from that,
migrants also illegally overstay their tourist or study visas. Moreover,
migration and cross-border commuting on a weekly, monthly or seasonal
basis is facilitated by the freedom of movement in the European Union.
Word of mouth and networks are often driving forces in identifying com-
panies, while recruiting is supported by contractors and other intermedi-
aries. Recently, rural municipalities and private organizations have started
to engage in marketing efforts to attract qualified employees, e.g., doc-
tors (ibid.). Nevertheless, the majority of migrants are not employed in
knowledge-intensive sectors; instead, many of them work in poorly paid,
temporary jobs, often in precarious circumstances. Some occupations are
also highly gendered, e.g., men in construction or women in (health)care
and domestic services; others, in turn, are strongly ethnicized. In the case
of Turkey, for instance, Georgian men work in tea and hazelnut picking,
Azerbaijanis gather fodder for animals and Afghan men work as shepherds
(Dedeoglu and Bayraktar, 2019).

Apart from permanent forms, migrant employment in rural and moun-
tain areas is regularly characterized by short-term presences or marked by
a distinct seasonality. In Italy, for instance, many migrants move across the
country from one harvest to another or seek to find anticyclical jobs, which
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allow them to stay put in a place, while others return to the same company
from abroad every year (Semprebon et al., 2017).

Labour migration can also be related to the existence of religious com-
munities, military and school infrastructures or government agencies.
International and domestic newcomers like priests, commanders, soldiers,
teachers or state employees may (temporarily) be sent to rural and mountain
areas on a no-choice basis by their institutions. Besides, permanent remi-
gration to the place where oneself or one’s parents grew up is a noticeable
phenomenon, especially among middle-class migrants who have acquired
their professional qualifications and plan to start a family. The motivation
of migrants is a mixture of work-related aspects, lifestyle-related reasons
or family needs, such as (anticipated) care of (grand)parents or takeovers
of parental businesses. Some are also attracted by cheap building ground,
inherited real estate or incentives aimed at young families. During the
financial crisis in the mid-2000s, moreover, counter-urban movements
arose especially in Southern Europe, whereby family support was an asset
(Gkartzios, 2013). A similar trend has been apparent during the COVID-19
pandemic, facilitated by opportunities for remote working and the existence
of digital infrastructures.

Amenity/lifestyle migration

Another group comprises consumption-led immigrants and in-migrants,
i.e., amenity/lifestyle migrants. They are motivated to relocate to coastal
regions (sea, lakes) and the hinterland, mountain villages, rural spa towns
or the surroundings of metropolises both at home and abroad. Some of these
migrants are induced to move temporarily or permanently by the availabil-
ity of amenities such as high cultural and environmental quality or attrac-
tive landscapes and infrastructures (“amenity migration”: see Moss and
Glorioso, 2014). Others, instead, seek rural and mountain destinations in
order to pursue a better way of life or to realize certain life goals (“lifestyle
migration”: see Benson and O’Reilly, 2009), often inspired by an idealized
perception of these areas, i.e., the “rural idyll.” Common to all of them is
their relatively privileged socioeconomic, i.e., financial and time, resources,
as well as legal status (e.g., freedom of movement, investment visa), which
allow them to decide quite freely where they would like to live. Ame-
nity/lifestyle migration can comprise different protagonists: (pre)retirees,
middle-aged persons or young families and right-wing extremist settlers.
Amenity/lifestyle migrants purchase real estate to be used during week-
ends or holidays or as second homes or permanent places of residence.
These purchases may be motivated by a certain cultural tradition, e.g., in the
Czech Republic, Nordic countries or Russia, or by regular tourist stays in
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the destinations. Others instead are induced to buy property by differences
in living and housing costs and good accessibility by car or low-cost carri-
ers. Separation and divorce from, or the death of, a partner, loneliness and
a lack of social contacts, as well as failure of one’s life project, can result in
reflection on the migration decision. Consequently, individuals may move
on to other destinations (Kordel and Weidinger, 2019).

Family migrants

Family migrants are people who usually have no or few biographical ties
to rural and mountain areas but who are closely related to the processes
presented above. They move to such areas together with their partners
or parents, or they join them months or years later. Family migrants are
the partners and children of refugees, student migrants, labour migrants,
return migrants, amenity/lifestyle migrants, as well as rural stayers. Regard-
ing international migrants, family reunifications can be subject to certain
requirements whereby relatives have to prove that they have the means of
subsistence, sufficient housing space or a valid residence permit (Kordel
and Weidinger, 2021).

Migration and mobility as new normality in rural and
mountain areas

As was shown above, sociodemographic changes in rural and mountain
areas are not limited to foreign migrants. Instead, international migrants are
only one group of people among the many that, for various reasons, are cur-
rently on the move. It is also clear that the migration of diverse protagonists
to rural and mountain destinations is not a one-time event, which includes
place A and place B; rather, it is characterized by complex mobility path-
ways and results in the temporary and permanent connection of multiple
localities.

Given the ubiquitous presence of residential and everyday mobilities and
their intermediate forms, a new idea of mobility is proposed here: migration
and mobility are the new normality in rural and mountain areas. For munici-
palities and practitioners on-site, it may be difficult to accept the transient
decision-making processes of individuals and the temporary nature of resi-
dential location choices. However, migration and mobility, on the one hand,
and temporary immobility on the other, should be regarded as a new norm,
while communities must decide themselves whether they consider new-
comers to be an additional burden that gives rise to fear or as a potential
for local development (see also Thesis 5, Migration Impact Assessment).
Regarding the latter, accordingly, communities should subordinate their
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actions and policies to the question of how to create an environment that
motivates people to stay in rural and mountain areas not for the short run
but the long one.
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2.8 Thesis 8

Rural-urban relationships are a
fundamental asset in terms of
policies aimed at the inclusion
of remote places within a metro-
montane framework

Ayhan Kaya, Anna Krasteva and
Susanne Stenbacka

Introduction

The spread of populist movements across Europe in recent years has been
explained from a geographical perspective by changing political behaviour
in rural, mountainous and remote areas rooted in socioeconomic differences,
and with a theory of “revenge by places that do not matter.” Rural-urban
relationships consist of material and immaterial flows: people, economic
resources, information, cultural and social capital, skills and practices. We
shall focus on the drivers of populism in remote places, the politics of dis-
traction formulated and implemented by various political actors, and the
reterritorialization and revalorization of remote places in (post-)COVID
and post-urban times.

Populism in remote places: socioeconomic, spatial
and nostalgic deprivation

Populism is sometimes defined as a response to and rejection of the order
imposed by neoliberal elites, an order that fails to use the resources of the
democratic nation state to harness global processes for local needs and
desires (Mouffe, 2018). Such populism originates in the deep-rooted struc-
tural inequalities and general impoverishment that mainstream political
parties — on both the liberal right and the liberal centre-left — have actively
contributed to in their embrace of neoliberal governance. In what follows,
the focus will be on the dynamics of rural-urban relationships that constitute
a fundamental asset of policies aimed at the inclusion of remote places by
offering spatial justice within a metro-montane framework (Barbera and De
Rossi, 2021).
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In the past decade, especially since the global financial crisis hit the Euro-
pean continent as well as other regions of the world, one can observe differ-
ent kinds of radicalization enacted by right-wing populists on the basis of
antimulticulturalism, antidiversity, Islamophobia, antiglobalism, Euroscepti-
cism and antivaccine prejudice. Right-wing populist parties and movements
often exploit the issue of migration, especially the migration of Muslims, and
portray it as a threat to the welfare and the social, cultural and even ethnic
features of a nation (Ferrari, 2021). Populist leaders tend to blame a soft
approach to migration for major problems in society, such as unemployment,
violence, crime, insecurity, drug trafficking and human trafficking.

As Andrés Rodriguez-Pose (2018, pp. 196—198) put it:

Populism as a political force has taken hold in many of the so-called
spaces that do not matter, in numbers that are creating a systemic risk.
As in developing countries, the rise of populism in the developed world
is fuelled by political resentment and has a distinct geography. Populist
votes have been heavily concentrated in territories that have suffered
long-term declines and reflect an increasing urban/regional divide.

It is therefore not surprising that right-wing populism has become a recur-
rent phenomenon in remote places that “no longer matter” for the neoliberal
political parties in the centre preoccupied with international trade, migra-
tion, foreign direct investment and urbanization. The perception of being
“left behind” in remote places that “no longer matter” for the political centre
may sometimes lead to what one might call spatial deprivation, or spatial
injustice.

Citizens residing in remote places which “no longer matter” tend to be
more attracted to antisystemic parties like right-wing populists because of
their growing socioeconomic and spatial disadvantages. However, socio-
economic deprivation is not the only factor explaining populism’s appeal.
There are also some cultural factors that play an essential role. Many people
nowadays experience what Gest et al. (2017) call “nostalgic deprivation,” a
term which refers to an existential feeling of loss triggered by the dissolution
of established notions of identity, culture, nation, and heritage in the age of
globalization. A growing number of people now crave job security, stability,
belonging, a sense of future and also solidarity among workers, peasants and
others. Similarly, those who live in remote, mountainous, rural places may
also become dissidents against the neoliberal political centre (Droste, 2021).
Those who have experienced long periods of decline, migration and brain
drain, those that have seen better times and remember them with nostalgia
and those that have been repeatedly told that the future lies elsewhere have
used the ballot box as their weapon. Their sons and daughters are no different.
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Those unable to go elsewhere for education or work have few options to find
a compensatory form of control over their everyday lives apart from ethnon-
ational radicalism, populism, nativism and sometimes White supremacism.
Different forms of deprivation have been prevalent among the native young-
sters who live in socioeconomically deprived remote places.

Populism, politics of distraction and rural-urban relations

The condition referred to above — i.e., rising populism in rural areas — is
sometimes recognized and sometimes questioned. Whatever the case, it
should also be understood in relation to parallel metropolitan problematics
manifested in, for example, pronounced housing segregation, an increased
concern for safety and security, marked poverty and vulnerability. In other
words, associating populism with rural areas and emphasizing its connec-
tion to specific rural features may also be understood as a way for politi-
cal holders of power to shift the focus from nearby urban shortcomings to
unwanted processes in more remote, rural places.

This is not to deny that populism exists in rural areas; it is rather to ques-
tion the sometimes-pronounced tendency to frame populism as intrinsic to
rural regions or places, and indeed also to rural people. The concept of “dis-
traction” can help shed light on this tendency. Distraction can be explained
as a process whereby something prevents someone from concentrating on
something else. One definition states that politics of distraction work in
order to shift “the public’s attention from the essential to the superficial”
(Samwick, 2004, p. 5), where politicians are celebrities and politics become
a form of entertainment. Such processes can take shape in any country or
culture. A more extensive understanding concerns “a more or less conscious
strategy pursued by those in politics who wish to accomplish their essential
goals without excessive press scrutiny or any public awareness whatsoever”
(Weiskel, 2005, p. 407). Of specific importance for the MATILDE Project,
therefore, is an understanding of politics of distraction as involving a limited
set of potential solutions to policy problems and where lived experiences are
neglected, thereby diverting attention from complex structural forces.

Given the theme of this thesis, focusing on the message of rural populism
as something that is attached to the rural population involves “moving the
limelight from the close to the distanced” (Pred, 2000). The crisis of the
urban and the inability to cope with urban problems thus constitute reasons
for a reawakened interest in the situation and attitudes of rural people. In a
work on racism with a focus on Swedish conditions, Pred (2000) argues for
an understanding of the public debate that associates racism with the Swed-
ish countryside — in parallel with failed integration processes in urban areas.
He finds that at a time when a populism movement is gaining ground in
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Sweden, specific rural places play leading roles in a debate and are labelled
as if they are historically connected to right-wing movements.

The identified practice of locating racism and intolerance in specific
places with excessive clarity can be seen as a way to mark the problem as
concerning a very limited part of the population and the country. They are
in fact processes that take place across regions and nations. Pred states that
the stigmatization of such places rests on “the misrepresentations of dif-
ferences and the silencing of similarities” (2000, p. 218). His point is thus
that, with regard to openness towards newcomers as well as expressions of
intolerance and racism, such approaches or attitudes are distributed across
the country (albeit not evenly).

The separation of the rural and the urban is visualized in both spatial
and temporal terms: geographical difference is accompanied by temporal
difference; different places are separated by belonging to different tempo-
ral locations. Pred continues his analysis by stating that there is selective
memory of selected places. Localizing, for example, Nazism or right-wing
populism in a specific geographical area helps to hide the connection to
other geographical areas. On the other hand, modernity — understood as
educated, culturally developed and tolerant (people) — is closely connected
to the urban, implying a discourse that rewards the urban over the rural. The
urban is what may represent the modern nationalist self-image.

Distraction might thus be a tool for those who train the spotlight on subur-
ban violence and crime and use this as an argument for equating migrants with
criminals. On the other hand, it is a tool used to locate unwanted features, such
as racism or intolerance, which are not considered to fit with the self-image
of the modern human, in areas at a distance, a phenomenon also discussed in
terms of “remotization” (see Thesis 1). From a rural standpoint, a recurrent
description of an area as marginalized, and of its population as uneducated
and afraid of change, leads to the invisibility of the real problems as well as “a
spectacularly exaggerated denigration” (Ching and Creed, 1997, p. 4).

Rural-urban relationships are a fundamental asset for policies designed to
create spatial cohesion, but these relationships may also work in a direction
where spatial differences are used to explain larger political shortcomings
and unwanted processes. A territorial stigma, arising from a communicative
demarcation of a region or a place, has real consequences for those who
feel the stigmatizing gaze focused upon them. To deal with such processes,
one strategy might be to distinguish and demarcate spaces and groups of
people (Meyer et al., 2016). A demarcation of international migrants is one
example. Thus, we return to the issue of populism in relation to migration
and to areas characterized by decline, loss of services and lack of faith in
the future. The contemporary challenge is to turn the table and identify and
communicate how migration may act as a vehicle to escape marginalization
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and a downward spiral. One way is to emphasize the opportunities that
migration can bring, the role of migration as a means of connection where
flows of people, cultures and resources can be sources of social innovation.
In this endeavour, policymakers and public authorities are vital for evening
out differences and enabling migration as a resource.

Local citizenship for the revalorization of remote places

The downward spiral trend of marginalization of remoteness can be reversed
by the revitalization and revalorization of remote places through reterrito-
rialization, migration, mobility, engagement, social innovation and citizen-
ship. “Citizenship remains a significant site through which to develop a
critique of pessimism about political possibilities” (Isin and Nielsen, 2014,

p.9).

Acts of citizenship

To act...means to take an initiative, to begin (as the Greek word archein,
‘to begin’, ‘to lead’, and eventually ‘to rule’), to set something in motion.
The beginning is not the beginning of something, but of somebody who is
a beginner himself.

(Arendt, 1998, p. 177)

For Hannah Arendt, acting blends together agency, initiative, beginning,
change — of the world and of the active self. This conceptual blend underlies
the concept of citizenship as commitment, participation and transformation.

Volunteering and volunteers are acts and actors of local citizenship. The
explosion of civic engagement during the migration crisis and the numerous
intercultural initiatives in less dramatic times build the solidary citizenship,
which impacts on both the local public sphere and the formation of actors-
for-others. Solidary citizenship leads symbolic battles against the hegemon-
ization of the populist discourses of b/ordering and othering and aims to
transform the public space through the alternative discourses of solidarity,
human security, human dignity and politics of friendship.

Refugees and migrant volunteers are the other figures of local citi-
zenship. Translators, intercultural mediators, trainers of school football
teams, participants in associations — of their community, but also various
local organizations, etc. — and active migrants demonstrate the transfor-
mation of vulnerable individuals into empowered activists who assume
participatory citizenship without/before legal citizenship and contribute
to inclusive intersectionality and the transformation of the local public
sphere.
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The reterritorialization and revalorization of remote regions through
migration and mobility in (post-) COVID, post-urban times

COVID-19 is an incentive for change in the symbolic attractiveness battle
between remote and urban places. Digital nomads enjoy the advantages of
“global” work combined with the charm of choosing oneself where to live.
The local becomes more globalized; the global becomes more individually
localized. The attractiveness battle started before the pandemic. New actors are
entering the arena. Finns in a small Bulgarian village, already one-tenth of the
local population, have transformed its image from a depopulated to an attrac-
tive place: several Bulgarians stopped selling their family homes, an IT expert
created a village site to entice conationals to join the expat community. Sun
and housing are the attractions for amenity migrants, who enjoy a mild climate,
tranquillity, fresh air and cheap real estate. The symbolic impact is crucial —
they change both the appearance and the image of remote places and rebalance
the deterritorialization-reterritorialization nexus. Urban-rural mobility, the new
ruralism in pre-, post-COVID times, is another phenomenon in the changing
symbolic relationship between big cities and small towns and villages.

New actors of reterritorialization — migrants and mobile nationals — have
started to counter the feeling of being “left behind” by revitalizing remote
places, promoting the attractiveness of small settings and revalorizing
remoteness (Gretter et al., 2017).

Diversity actors of social innovation in rural and urban settings

The actors of change are the vanguard of a politics of transformation that
generates social innovations and — even more importantly — opens new ven-
ues for change. PlaySchool is an Oxbridge methodology introduced by a
young British woman into a refugee centre on a Southern EU border. It is a
triple educational and social innovation — in terms of methodology, crowd-
funding and interculturality. Greening intersectionality is another emerging
trend. The initiative called “Intercultural Gardens as Green Bridges” unites
teachers and pupils, refugee and migrant children with children from minor-
ities and the majority, mayors, migrants and locals, academics and NGO
activists — all are equal and equally responsible for our shared life with
nature.

From rural populism and politics of distraction to active
citizenship

The global financial crisis, the “refugee crisis” and the COVID-19 pan-
demic have posed many challenges for citizens residing in both urban and
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rural spaces. There is an intense drain on social, cultural and economic
capital in remote, rural areas, creating the so-called “spaces of emptiness.”
Those residing in remote places are likely to punish the political cen-
tres by aligning themselves with antisystemic, populist political parties.
The politics of distraction has become prevalent in both rural and urban
spaces. It has been revealed that the politics of distraction has become
predominant because rural spaces are more often described by various
political actors as marginalized, uneducated and afraid of change. It has
also been argued that citizens residing in remote places generate active
forms of citizenship that make it possible for them to reterritorialize and
revalorize those remote regions through migration and mobility in (post-)
COVID and post-urban times. Current developments such as the finan-
cial crisis, the “refugee crisis” and the pandemic make it clear that there
should be stronger connections between urban and remote regions as far
as policymaking processes are concerned. A metro-montane approach is
needed to revalorize agricultural, mountainous and remote places distant
from urban spaces.
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2.9 Thesis 9

The social and economic
development, attractiveness and
collective well-being of remote,
rural and mountain regions closely
depend on the foundational
economy

Filippo Barbera, Maria Luisa Caputo
and Simone Baglioni

Becoming a citizen in rural, mountain and remote areas

MATILDE believes that the socioeconomic development and the well-
being of rural and mountain regions is fostered by those areas that promote
a practice of community belonging based on people’s actual contribution to
economic, social, cultural and political life instead of one grounded on only
legal (e.g., based on formal citizenship) and normative (common origins
or ancestry) assumptions of belonging. Hence, newcomers are considered
to be part of the community when they perform “acts of citizenship,” i.e.,
when, through their work provision, civic engagement, cultural sharing and
appropriation, they take an active role in the provision, defence and repro-
duction of local commons.

A conceptualization of the economic inclusion of migrants which consid-
ers the “economy” not only as the usual sphere where the market, private
interests and profit prevail but also as one which comprises all aspects related
to the everyday needs of a community — from public service provision (like
healthcare and education) to infrastructure (roads, communication networks,
etc.) — is functional to such an understanding of community belonging and
commons generation. This conceptualization of the “economy” goes under
the name of “foundational economy.” If we widen our notion of commu-
nity belonging and economic inclusion practices to encompass “acts of
citizenship,” commons generation and the foundational economy, we can
better assess the role that newcomers play in communities, and in particular
in inner areas (e.g., areas that lie outside the “central” spatial focus of the
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economic, social and political activities of a country), such as MATILDE
remote and rural regions.

The foundational economy provides an insightful approach with which,
on the one hand, to address the challenges of remote areas and, on the other
hand, to appreciate how migrants contribute to the wider dimensions of a
community life. In fact, the foundational economy comprises those sectors
in which migrants play a key role in keeping remote and rural regions alive:
it includes welfare services (social policy), grounded services (housing, utili-
ties, health, education and care), mobility networks (transport systems), “pal-
aces for the people” (libraries, community centres) and green infrastructures
(parks, outdoor opportunities) (Collective for the Foundational Economy,
2018). These are the goods and services necessary for everyday life that are
consumed by all citizens, whatever their wealth or income. Hence, if new-
comers contribute to producing them and/or maintaining them economically
and socially sustainable, they are better appreciated in society. Without such
services, people’s formal rights as citizens do not generate well-being and
material freedom; consequently, newcomers work together with locals and
sometimes on their behalf for such rights and well-being issues to be pre-
served. On the same ground, the foundational economy shelters those sec-
tors of the economy that supply essential goods and services. At the general
level, then, they are the material and the providential domains which are key
to citizen entitlements (Gough, 2017). From this standpoint, these domains
are of two main kinds. The first, the material one, comprises the infrastruc-
tures and services (pipes and cables, networks and branches) which connect
households to daily essentials. These domains include the provision of water,
electricity, retail banking and food. The second domain, the providential
one, comprises crucial welfare activities like healthcare, education and basic
income. Both domains require a long-term strategy and action, away from
myopic policies towards long-term ones (see Krznaric, 2020), and able to
take care of the interests of sometimes-voiceless subjects, such as migrants.

Furthermore, the importance of the foundational economy for the under-
standing of remoteness is connected to its spatially grounded nature: foun-
dational economy goods and services are delivered to people through
networks and branches which are spatially grounded (Schafran et al., 2021).
This spatial significance may concern the between and within city level, as
in Klinenberg’s work, or regional disparities, as in the economic geogra-
phy of inequalities (Rodriguez-Pose, 2017, 2020). In the following, we will
illustrate how the foundational economy matters for a new conception of
citizenship based on the active defence and management of local commons.
To do so, we will first illustrate in some detail the connection between the
foundational economy and rural, mountain and remote places.
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Regrounding remote places

Since the financial crisis of 2007, regional disparities in growth and
employment have widened, as confirmed by the Sixth Report on Economic,
Social and Territorial Cohesion (CEC, 2014). In general, the dominant one-
size-fits-all policies approach for lagging regions has not been the solution
for regional development because it has proven unable to catch-up, less
developed regions relative to metropolitan European regions (T6dtling and
Trippl, 2005; Rodriguez-Pose and Ketterer, 2020). Besides the city level,
territorial disparities are a key dimension for social infrastructure. Consider,
for instance, the lack of formal social infrastructure that characterizes remote
places, i.e., those areas which are far away from core citizenship services,
such as schools, hospitals and public transport. The civic infrastructure of
services like education, healthcare and transportation is framed as a precon-
dition for a decent living, as much as it is for the creation of employment
opportunities. This civic infrastructure is transscalar and is built through the
enactment of social practices that unfold in daily life. In rural and remote
communities, this civic infrastructure is described as “services of general
interest” (SGI) and it is unlikely to prove economically viable, as the neo-
liberal ascendancy would maintain. SGI are first and foremost connected
to the exploitation of citizenship rights and to the quality of life of (old and
new) inhabitants. Accordingly, migration processes to rural regions — with
the inflow of economic migrants — can contribute to alleviating those chal-
lenges. This is remarkable in the case of the departure of the working-age
population and the “counter-urbanization” that involves movements from
urban areas into accessible rural areas by people of retirement age, both of
which phenomena are bound up with demographic ageing processes (see
also Thesis 7 of this Manifesto on how international migration is one among
the many types of mobilities from/to rural areas).

Within a context of ongoing rationalisation and privatisation (...) the
issue of service provision in remote and sparsely populated areas has
thus become extremely problematic. Often the need to cut expenditures
has coincided with increasing demands, due to an ageing population.
Retirement migration also tends to place exceptionally heavy demands
for health and care services on recipient areas. The provision of accept-
able levels of public and private services in order to sustain adequate
quality of life is one of the key policy challenges for rural areas.
(Copus, 2011, p. 8)

In this context, migrants are important both for assuring service provi-
sion and for sustaining traditional fundamental economic sectors in remote
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regions (Natale et al., 2019; Bianchi et al., 2021), because they make it
possible to respond to three critical needs. Firstly, they help to respond
to the shortage of labour strictly related to an ageing population and to
the out-migration of the working-age demographic classes, notably in tra-
ditional local foundational economic sectors, like agriculture or fishing,
and in essential services like the care sector — as shown by MATILDE’s
assessment of migrants’ economic impact (Caputo et al., 2021) as well
as by earlier literature (Cangiano et al., 2009). Secondly, they contribute
with their networks to the in-migration of young workers and young peo-
ple, thereby counteracting the ageing and depopulation processes (Caputo
et al., 2021). Thirdly, because of their different demographic profile (e.g.,
younger age and therefore a higher natality), they support the economic
sustainability of the essential services and goods that constitute the civic
infrastructure.

Poor accessibility to essential services due to marginalization is not the
only feature that defines those territories. Low economic potential due to
the distance from centres of economic activity, and a lack of relational
proximity — understood as a disconnection with centres of power, which
may discourage the active participation of local stakeholders in develop-
ment policy — also define rural, remote and mountain regions (De Toni
et al., 2020). In recent years, the concept of accessibility has shifted away
from an economic perspective towards one centred on the quality of life,
or the well-being of rural inhabitants (Noguera and Copus, 2016). In this
sense, the marginality of these areas helps demonstrate the concept of spa-
tial justice (Soja, 2010) with explicit consideration of space as an agent of
social inequality reproduced by socioeconomic mechanisms that organize
society in space. While urban areas generally provide essential services of
adequate quality, rural areas are rich in unenhanced natural assets and cul-
tural resources. They are rich in natural assets (water resources, agricultural
systems, forests, natural landscapes) and cultural resources (archacological
sites, small museums, craft centres), and they have a complex territory
shaped by diverse natural phenomena and human settlement processes.

To support territories as “living places,” development strategies should
not be space-neutral (Barca et al., 2012), because the geographical context
matters in terms of its social, cultural and institutional features. Accord-
ingly, place-based planning to support the way a grounded foundational
economy constructs people-as-citizens requires formal institutions like
local authorities and community organizations and initiatives to coordinate
infrastructure provision, with schooling, business development, as well as
the promotion of economic and social innovation. Policies such as these are
directed towards reconstructing the nexus between local economic develop-
ment and people’s needs of social reproduction.
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The foundational economy and performative
citizenship

The foundational economy approach is rooted in a conception of citizenship
rights and obligations that are derived from human needs. Needs are met
through “intermediate satisfiers” that are context-dependent and responsive
to sociotechnical system change — that is, they are social, cultural and place-
specific, and they require agreement through continuous political negotiation
and dialogue over time. The foundational economy thus requires citizenship
to be considered as a localized set of practices geared to the management of
common resources at a local level (Araral, 2014). Commons are character-
ized by the presence of a rival and nonexclusive common resource, a set of
rules on access, withdrawal and uses of the resource shared by members
of the commons (commoners), a regime of collective property or civic use
(Ostrom, 1990). In this light, the foundational economy can be the basis
for developing new practices of citizenship that revolve around the defence
and management of local commons in rural, mountain and remote areas
(Barbera et al., 2018; on rural commons, see Dalla Torre et al., 2021). Cases
showing the specificities of the foundational economy in these areas are the
so-called “community cooperatives.” These are territorially bounded com-
munities that share resources, work opportunities and services to improve a
specific territorial context, binding this supply to a collective construction
of the future. Although the phenomenon is still limited, community cooper-
atives (i.e., social cooperatives with a local focus) represent a key example
of the defence and management of local commons in rural, mountain and
remote areas (Bandini et al., 2014). In community cooperatives, the defence
and management of local commons is directly linked to the guarantee of
a range of services and goods able to satisfy the everyday needs of the
community. To be a citizen means being involved in the social practices of
defence and management of the local commons that constitute the backbone
of daily life. Therefore, also, migrants who are not legally citizens of their
country of settlement can claim that they belong to the local community.
Community cooperatives are witnessing the participation of migrants that —
through their active role and work — take care of local commons and thus
“become” citizens in the eyes of others. Within this framework, commu-
nity cooperatives are owned and managed by their members on the basis
of inclusive principles: to be “one of us” requires actively participating in
the reproduction of local commons. These principles are rooted in a com-
munity of people understood not only as residents on a given territory but
also as a group of people who share interests, resources and projects for the
well-being of that territory. The stakeholders are of different kinds (pub-
lic, private for-profit, and nonprofit), and the production process involves
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the members of the local community as both producers and buyers. Thus,
actions taken in defence of the local commons, as understood in light of
the foundational economy, provide the basis for an inclusive local commu-
nity. This is not confined to community cooperatives, for it includes other
forms of cooperative organizations. A case in point is “SIPA,” which was
established in 1994 in South Tyrol (Bolzano) as a “type B” social coop-
erative for the inclusion of disadvantaged people in accordance with the
Italian Law 381/91 on social cooperatives. SIPA is mainly active in the
sector of cleaning services and collective catering, and it has a range of
action covering the entire South Tyrol. Its clients are principally retirement
homes for elderly people, hospitals, offices and public administrations. The
cooperative has 110 members, of whom 100 are working members, and 62
of them are foreigners. The annual budget of the company is 1.5 million
euros. Another example is “Il Frutto Permesso,” an agricultural cooperative
founded in 1987 and located in Bibiana (Pellice Valley), within the territory
of the city of Turin, in a predominantly mountainous area characterized by
a mixed economy of which agriculture accounts for 14%. In this area there
is a prevalence of livestock raising but also a component of agricultural
production, especially fruit growing. The cooperative was one of the first
in Piedmont to convert its activity entirely to organic farming. It produces
fruit and vegetables, as well as fodder for animals, with a client base cover-
ing the whole metropolitan area of Turin, and an annual budget of 2 million
euros. The company has 25 permanent workers, 10 of whom are foreigners
(40%). During harvest time, foreigners account for 50% of the manpower,
including several temporary workers.

Overall, through the lenses of the foundational economy, people
belonging to local communities stand in stark contrast to the neoliberal
notion of migrants’ active citizenship, a prescriptive and depoliticized
“tick-box” exercise based on law-abidingness and individual respon-
sibilization, as in the case of the British naturalization test introduced
after the civil disturbances in the northern towns of Oldham, Burnley
and Bradford in 2001 (Bassel et al., 2021). Yet migrants’ participation in
local commons may be limited by their legal status, and it may also be
the subject of a debate between a universalistic access to local resources
versus a communitarian one. Hence, the arrival of new populations in
rural and remote areas prompts rediscussion of the ownership of common
goods, such as land, water, landscape and local knowledge (Membretti
and Viazzo, 2017), and a review of the boundaries of the “local commu-
nity.” Nevertheless, by being actors of citizenship and therefore actively
participating in the life and management of local commons, migrants and
local communities work towards building a shared community vision and
strive for its realization.
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2.10 Thesis 10

The COVID-19 pandemic:
threats and opportunities for
remote, rural and mountain
regions of Europe, and for their
inhabitants

Marika Gruber, Nuria del Olmo-Vicen
and Raul Lardiés-Bosque

Introduction

Rural areas and their populations, in particular migrants, have been espe-
cially hard-hit by the COVID-19 pandemic due to their fragile and pre-
carious living conditions. A recent study conducted by the International
Organization of Migration (Guadagno, 2020) analysed the specific ways
in which migrants have been affected by the pandemic. It has identified
a variety of conditions which make migrants more vulnerable in times of
such a pandemic: limited awareness of recommended prevention measures
(also due to linguistic barriers); limited right to receive healthcare; inability
to respect social distancing because of crowded, multigenerational homes;
reliance on public transportation; employment in close-contact profes-
sions; limited access to hygiene items (Guadagno, 2020). Liem et al. (2020)
identified international migrant workers as a special vulnerable group and
suggested measures such as public health campaigns in multiple languages
to protect migrants and help them receive adequate healthcare, as well as
avoid community infection.

Owing to natural demographic development but also because of the low
pay and bad prestige of some jobs, there is also a general shortage of rou-
tine or skilled workers for certain sectors in some rural regions, which is
partly, or sometimes largely (as in agriculture or tourism), compensated
by migrants. The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the dependence
on migrant labour of these sectors, a dependence which became especially
evident with the closure of borders. The border closures caused by the
COVID-19 crisis have had various impacts on rural areas and the immigrant
populations living in them. Firstly, COVID-19 is generating a stagnation
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of migratory flows (Ardis and Laczko, 2020) that impacts on the hiring of
temporary workers in rural areas, but also the arrival of refugees. Secondly,
the closure of borders also makes return migration to countries of origin
impossible (Landis MacKellar, 2020).

However, it should not be concluded that rural areas in general provide
more difficult conditions, in particular for migrants. While metropolitan cit-
ies and urban areas have become hotspots of the pandemic, followed by
lockdowns all over the world and high numbers of COVID-19 victims, rural
areas have received (especially during the first COVID-19 wave in 2020)
increased attention as places of higher safety and liveability and as produc-
ers of regional food and utility items in times of border closures (Dettling,
2020; Membretti, 2020).

This chapter discusses the challenges to rural areas and their immigrant
population caused by COVID-19, as well as the advantages generated
during and after the waves of the pandemic. It outlines new pull factors
that may enhance the attractiveness of rural areas to migrants, as well as
socioeconomic and environmental advantages that have increased or even
emerged for these areas in times of (post)-COVID-19. The chapter also
makes some policy recommendations which should help to attract new set-
tlers and immigrants to rural areas in Europe.

Impact of COVID-19 on immigrants in rural areas

The pandemic has highlighted certain characteristics of rural and mountain
areas that have impacted, both positively and negatively, on their inhabitants
and, particularly, on immigrants (Gruber et al., 2021). The main impacts on
labour and training activity, on health and on the processes of integration
and social cohesion are briefly outlined in what follows.

Negative impacts

Vulnerable populations are doubly affected by the crisis. First, because they
are often more at risk from a health standpoint. Second, because they are
particularly hard-hit by the economic crisis (OECD, 2020b). Indeed, the
COVID-19 pandemic has had particularly negative socioeconomic impacts
on migrants residing in rural and mountain areas, and particularly on those
who are unskilled workers.

The reduction (or stagnation) of sectors of activity typical of rural and
mountain areas — rural tourism and winter sports — has had a significant
impact because they usually employ a significant percentage of foreign-
ers (Gruber et al., 2021). In fact, the COVID-19 crisis has not only caused
a loss of jobs, especially in the services sector, but has also permanently
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reduced the number of vacancies and complicated the application process
(Machold et al.: “Austria,” in Laine, 2021). Moreover, at the beginning of
the pandemic in 2020, the closure of administrative services prevented or
slowed down the renewal of residence and work permits, thereby reducing
job opportunities for foreigners.

Regarding health risk, the impossibility of teleworking increases the risk of
infections for workers in the agricultural and food processing sectors, which
also employ a larger number of immigrants in rural European areas, as shown
by studies on the impact of COVID-19 based on territorial differences (OECD,
2021). The risk has especially increased for women immigrants working in
elderly care activity, because of the high rates of older people living in rural
areas and who have been widely affected by COVID-19. Moreover, the most
vulnerable people have been those with irregular jobs, who, lacking a con-
tract, have not been able to justify the commute for work reasons.

The COVID-19 pandemic has also impacted on the training and develop-
ment of human capital, particularly in linguistic immersion and specialized
professional training, which may have a negative impact on job placement.
The increase of online training has also constituted an important barrier for
TCNs (Caputo and Baglioni: “United Kingdom,” in Laine, 2021).

Finally, the health alert has had a detrimental impact on social integration
and cohesion due to the decrease in personal interactions between locals and
newcomers, which in some rural regions were already difficult before COVID-
19 (Gruber et al.: “Austria”, in Caputo et al., 2021). Moreover, COVID-19
measures have increased physical distances between people, nor does the use
of masks help, because they intensify social and intercultural distance.

Positive impacts

On the other hand, it is important to highlight that the pandemic has also had
positive effects in rural and mountain areas for all their inhabitants, both
indigenous and immigrant.

Firstly, the pandemic has demonstrated the constant need for “essential”
workers in sectors that provide crucial services — such as healthcare — and
that keep supply chains running (e.g., agriculture) (OECD, 2021; Papa-
demetriou and Hooper, 2020). Moreover, the difficulty of hiring new and/
or receiving foreign seasonal workers due to the closure of borders has
favoured migrants residing in rural areas, making them less vulnerable than
their compatriots residing in urban areas.

Secondly, the increase in the number of people moving from urban to rural
areas after the lockdown during 2020 has been one of the most significant
processes. The influx of other residents has increased the income of retail
stores in rural and mountain areas. Similarly, the impossibility of going to
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urban areas has forced locals to buy directly from the closest small retail
stores (Bianchi et al., 2021); these include small businesses owned by immi-
grants who have found the opportunity to expand their products and services
beyond their cultural group. Critical conditions have also triggered innova-
tion in rural and mountainous areas, accelerating the digitization process, so
that these services can now more easily overcome the barrier of remoteness
and access wider markets (Gruber et al.: “Austria,” in Caputo et al., 2021).
For this reason, the COVID pandemic can also be seen as an opportunity that
has enabled many immigrants to develop or learn digital skills.

The various waves of the pandemic have highlighted the complex chal-
lenge that migration management represents. On the one hand, for the most
recent unskilled immigrants (mostly TCNs with a less stable legal adminis-
trative situation, like Latin American women caregivers in Southern Euro-
pean countries or others working in bars and restaurants), the pandemic has
limited their work activity and mobility. Nevertheless, this has also evi-
denced the need for these essential workers and placed them at the centre of
policies intended to improve their access to services, their legal administra-
tive situation and their training.

On the other hand, immigrants with longer settlement in the country
(with permanent residence and work permits) and highest training (espe-
cially those with jobs in the knowledge society) have been able to leave the
urban centres to move to rural and mountain areas.

In any case, the negative impacts can be transformed into positive ones
through appropriate policies, as now described.

Resilient strategies to cope with the COVID crisis in
rural and mountain areas

As stated above, foreign immigrants living in rural areas have been among
the most vulnerable and affected groups during the pandemic. To deal with
this situation, national, regional and also local governments have approved
several economic and labour measures since the onset of the pandemic. The
measures identified in this section are selected examples taken from differ-
ent countries participating in the MATILDE Project.

The agricultural sector is considered to be an essential sector in many
countries. Hence, many measures were enacted in 2020 and 2021 to ensure
the collection of primary products and the hiring of seasonal immigrants
for the fruit picking (European Commission, 2020). On 30 March 2020, the
European Commission asked member-states to guarantee and facilitate the
movement of seasonal workers in order to avoid serious labour shortages
in production sectors characterized by seasonality, expressly including agri-
cultural. As a consequence of the shortage of these workers, many European
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countries opted for the partial regularization of foreign nationals already
present on their territory (Caprioglio and Rigo, 2020). For instance, in some
countries, instructions were given to extend work permits for migrant work-
ers among immigrants with permits that ended in the period covered by the
state of alarm. Moreover, the hiring of immigrants and the unemployed was
made more flexible so that they could take these jobs (Cinco Dias, 2020).
During the state of alarm, the agrarian organizations sometimes opened job
banks to cover the jobs that hitherto had been occupied by seasonal workers
coming especially from Eastern Europe and North Africa (Heraldo, 2020).

The tourism sector has been another sector seriously affected by the cri-
sis. After the lockdown, national governments recommended that people
should spend their summer holidays inside their countries. Thus, national
tourism was able to support the domestic hotel and restaurant industry fac-
ing border closures and the lack of international mobility (Riss and Sizget-
vari, 2020). Between 2020 and 2021, rural tourism destinations benefited
from the good booking situation, and visitor numbers were even higher than
before the crisis in many rural areas (Diaz, 2021; OECD, 2020a).

One of the things most changed by the pandemic has been the way people
travel. The restrictions, the sense of security offered by rural areas and the
uncertainty have favoured the arrival of tourists in rural areas in Europe.
Many people have discovered destinations that, without the COVID crisis,
they would not have visited (Diaz, 2021).

Other measures focused on the social protection of immigrants, especially
during the socioeconomic recovery in 2021. The majority of EU and OECD
countries applied some exemptions from health measures for migrant work-
ers in essential occupations and sectors to facilitate entry into the territory
and rapid access to the labour market (European Commission, 2020). By
that time, some regional governments (like the autonomous communi-
ties in Spain) developed social protection actions, being concerned with
maintaining the living conditions of the immigrant population. According
to national legislations, certain groups of immigrants were not covered by
health assistance, but these governments temporarily included those people
in the health system.

Moreover, during 2020 and 2021, other measures taken to promote com-
munication and information for immigrants were also major issues for the
inclusion of TCNSs. In this regard, several national governments, public insti-
tutions like regions and provinces and third-sector organizations carried out
actions in order to spread guidelines and information. The initiatives were
diverse, such as making videos and brochures in different languages to sup-
port COVID-19 prevention and access to social services (ASGI, 2020). Fur-
thermore, legal and health information on Corona provisions for migrants
and regulations was translated into several languages (Aragén Hoy, 2020).
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As a consequence of the COVID-19 crisis, in October 2021 governments
such as that of Spain approved a change of the immigration regulations that
will facilitate the granting of residence and work permits to minors and young
foreigners who have immigrated alone to Spain (Euronews, 2021). It is a mea-
sure for young immigrants — between 16 and 23 years old — that will allow
them to live and work legally in Spain, many of them employed in essen-
tial activities and in rural areas. This measure focuses on essential workers
and also on preventing vulnerability among immigrants.

New opportunities for immigrants in rural and
mountainous regions of Europe

Foreign immigrants within these regions have been more affected by
COVID-19 pandemic than the local population. This is due to the charac-
teristics of their jobs and to their living and working conditions: job precari-
ousness, overcrowded housing, ghettoization or due to the lack of linguistic
understanding that limited their access to information and services. For
instance, many of those who were working in the tourism sector — hotels and
restaurants — in personal and domestic care, suffered the closure of many
companies and mobility restrictions in the territory and were fired from
their jobs. Moreover, they are often at risk of becoming scapegoats in times
of crisis, due to stereotypes and general mistrust within local communities.

The measures mainly developed by the public sector but also by some
private and third sector institutions have helped people to cope with the new
challenges, and they have supported rural regions and their inhabitants in
becoming more resilient.

Presently, and from a resilience point of view, the COVID-19 crisis
seems to have not only negative impacts, since it has created new oppor-
tunities for several rural and even remote regions, fostering new narratives
and lifestyles appreciating alternative spatial behaviours: (a) to ensure
safety distances and to manage social distancing and health security in a
way radically different from that adopted in the city, all related to low popu-
lation density; (b) to define new, place-based policies and new forms of
local participation based on renewed regional autonomies; (c) to promote
more sustainable lifestyles, reducing human environmental impact related
to hypermobility and fostering the rediscovery of the role of the community,
nature / the environment, and face-to-face relationships. As a consequence
of these measures, rural areas can gain in attractiveness to present to resi-
dents and to newcomers like internal and international immigrants.

The COVID-19 crisis has clearly shown the importance of the foreign
population residing in rural areas for the functioning of the entire economic
and social system, at national as well as EU level.
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Consequently, the COVID-19 crisis can accelerate new trends in regional
development policymaking. It has considerably accelerated several mega-
trends, such as digitalization (OECD, 2021). The increase in remote working
could be a game changer for the spatial equilibrium between urban and rural
areas, which could have significant implications for regional development
and rural policy.
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3.1 Clearing the “smoky skies”

Fabrizio Barca

The time has come to “imagine another world,” unless, as Arundhati Roy
(2020) fears with reference to the postpandemic phase, we want to tackle
migration, climate, viruses and authoritarian challenges by “dragging the
carcasses of our prejudice and hatred...our dead ideas, dead rivers and
smoky skies behind us.” Rural and mountain areas — let us call them inner
areas, as we do in Italy, to underline their distinguishing feature, which
is remoteness — and their relation to urban areas can and must be at the
centre of such radical rethinking. The MATILDE Project makes a long-
awaited step in this direction by considering immigrants as a broad category
of “people on the move” in search of a better way of life, and by connecting
this phenomenon to the unused potential of inner areas and the failure to
recognize the rights of their inhabitants. Rather than addressing the anger
of rural people with compassionate money transfers and tackling migration
as an emergency while ignoring migrants’ rights and values, MATILDE
provides a solid basis on which to address the aspirations and rights of both
human groups by using the same policy approach.

In the ten theses that MATILDE offers the public, there is not a hint of
the rhetoric or “hard-core cosmopolitanism” whereby the understanding of
other people’s culture comes at the cost of disregarding one’s own (Appiah,
2006). The theses are drawn from the encounter between highly qualified
academic research and the evidence furnished by innovative experiences
and movements throughout Europe. They represent a call to the authorities
at both national and EU level to pay greater attention to their societies, to
take a deep breath, sweep away all the wrong tools and “smoky skies” of
the last decades, and reframe “remoteness” and “migration” as a value for
Europe by starting from existing experiences. The “smoky skies” which
have for decades obscured the concern for people living in inner areas are
immediately apparent. They are not the result of fate but of culture and
policy action. Let me lay a few facts on the table by drawing on my paper
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entitled “Place-based Policy and Politics” (Barca, 2019). Three policy
approaches have dominated the scene for far too long.

First, space-blind institutional reforms. This approach starts from the
widely accepted premise that institutions matter for development. But it then
proceeds by arguing that institutional changes can and should be entrusted
to technocrats and experts at national or supranational level, designing and
recommending / enforcing one-size-fits-all “best practice.” The following
assumptions are implicitly or explicitly made: a single “institutional model”
independent of contexts exists; the technocrats know what that model is; it
can be implemented by writing complete contracts, i.e., where the possibility
exists to predict all possible contingencies for the future; local elites are either
benevolent in implementing recommendations or they can be made to behave
in compliance with the contracts; finally, the role of citizens consists mostly in
exiting from places if institutions are not adequate, thereby creating the incen-
tive for their reform. No opportunity is given for the people living in a specific
place to voice their knowledge and their preferences during the process of
policy design. This approach has repeatedly failed to tackle the problems of
“left-behind” areas because its assumptions are wrong: context matters for the
effectiveness of institutions; technocrats have limited knowledge; contracts are
inherently incomplete; local elites are often unwilling to innovate since they
derive power and income from a condition of local backwardness; most citi-
zens do not have the means either to assess whether exiting is good for them
or to actually do so. While failing to design reforms and investments suited to
places, this policy has also produced resentment because of its systematic and
deliberate failure to consider local people’s aspirations and knowledge.

These negative effects have been compounded by a second approach:
corporation-led agglomerations. This approach starts from the correct
observation that agglomeration — the concentration in cities of business
activity and living — is a primary driver of growth, and large global firms
are “machines” for collecting and recombining knowledge. However, this
approach makes two unwarranted assumptions: that the negative externali-
ties of agglomerations can eventually be balanced and brought under con-
trol — they cannot — and that corporations take decisions that balance the
interests of all stakeholders, an assumption made even more unreasonable
by the dominance of a “shareholder-value” culture. Based on these assump-
tions, the approach calls for policy action, i.e., major public investments, to
accommodate the agglomeration choices made by corporations — a de facto
spatial policymaking led by them — and to promote people’s mobility. Whilst
this approach contributes to the growth of cities and to the fortunes of many
people within cities, it is also responsible for major inequalities within and
among cities and has actively contributed to the rural/urban divide by not
taking into account the potential and aspirations of people in noncity areas.
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Faced with the territorial inequalities produced by these two approaches,
governments have repeatedly adopted a third approach aimed at “com-
pensating” for those inequalities, mostly in peripheries, deindustrializing
towns and rural areas. The objective has been to avoid — or, as it has turned
out, to postpone — the social consequences of the two main policies while
obstinately pursuing their implementation. While sustaining employment
and income in the short term, compassionate compensations have produced
perverse effects by turning local elites into intermediaries of public funds
and rentiers, weakening people’s motivation for mobilization and change
and impinging on their dignity and self-respect.

People living in inner areas have been the first victims of these three inter-
connected approaches, which have led to a deterioration of fundamental ser-
vices, the designing of rules (at both national and EU level), that persistently
ignore people’s specific features and aspirations, a failure to understand their
opportunities and an improper relation between urban and rural areas and
between mountain and metropolitan towns. Major recognition inequalities
have accompanied economic and social injustice: people of inner areas have
perceived that neither their values and norms (sameness) nor their needs,
aspirations and role as guardians of the land, environment and paysage, and
as labourers engaged in agriculture, forestry and pasture (oneness), were
being recognized. When new migrations took place, when migrants or refu-
gees were suddenly bussed into empty village buildings or abandoned hotels,
or when inadequate services were opened to them, the local people felt that
both their sameness and oneness were being mortified — further mortified — by
diversity. Thus fuelled was an authoritarian dynamic which called for tough
authorities sanctioning “deviant behaviours.”

This does not have to be the case. Experiences and studies throughout
Europe show that an alternative exists, one which can address the rights
and the aspirations of both local inhabitants of inner areas and of migrants.
MATILDE provides us with new lenses through which to see the founda-
tions of this alternative. The diversity of both cultural and natural resources
within a short distance — the distinguishing feature of most inner areas — is
an extraordinary resource with which to improve well-being, and it pro-
vides a “lateral vision” that enhances innovation. The scarcely populated
space between places responds to a need for less anthropic pressure. An
accelerated digital transformation enables a redesign of life-work organiza-
tion whereby remote areas are no longer seen as just providing a temporary
escape from “the real world.” Adjusting to climate change and investing in
the circular economy opens up new opportunities to many rural and moun-
tain areas.

Wherever these new opportunities have been harnessed, we see at work
a policy approach that is radically different from the past. A place-based
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approach whereby people in inner areas are given the power and the knowl-
edge to expand their sustainable, substantial freedom, i.e., to overcome
the obstacles to the full development of their own potential “without com-
promising,” as Amartya Sen puts it, “the capacity of future generations
to have similar, or more, freedom” (Sen, 2009). This takes place through
an improvement in the access and quality of essential services and in the
opportunity to innovate. Active citizens’ organizations and movements, cre-
ative local leaders, engaged teachers, doctors and administrators, innovative
entrepreneurs and other agents of change are always behind these experi-
ences, as the MATILDE Project stresses and as the Forum on Inequality and
Diversity in Italy keeps rediscovering. However, for these experiences to be
sustainable, to produce lasting trust and not to be ruled out as “niche epi-
sodes,” the active engagements of national governments and, behind them,
of European institutions are necessary.

This is the innovative framework within which international migration
can become part of the solution, not of the problem. From the point of view
of inner areas, international migration is seen by MATILDE as part of a
general flow of people on the move: young people moving in search of
freedom and work while maintaining links with their origins; young peo-
ple moving in so that they can apply their knowledge acquired “outside”
to local idiosyncratic resources; professionals redesigning their life-work
organization; seasonal work in agriculture and tourism sectors; elderly per-
sons from the middle and upper working classes looking for a place where
their savings are worth more. All these individuals are called upon to play
a game-changing role which can be brought to the fore by a place-based
approach. In this context, international migrants can add significant value,
contributing to the renaissance of abandoned places with their skills, values,
sentiments, commitment, entrepreneurship and networks.

Within a place-based framework, the inclusion of migrants can cease to
be — as MATILDE stresses — a “one-way integration” and become a “non-
linear and reciprocal interaction through which new population groups
negotiate new cultural meanings and concrete rights of citizenship.” It can
grow into a win-win situation for both old and new inhabitants. International
migrants can fully express their value without confining themselves to their
own inner circles, a tendency due to breed resentment in the EU-born chil-
dren of the second generation. The inhabitants of inner areas, rather than
being presented by well-to-do “hard-core cosmopolitan” urban elites with
their duty to accommodate diversity, are given the chance to see their own
social rights as the primary concern of authorities and to perceive the fulfil-
ment of migrants’ social rights as complementary to theirs.

This is the ultimate fulfilment of Kwame Anthony Appiah’s idea of “par-
tial cosmopolitanism,” whereby, in a context where we feel commitment
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to care and closeness to any human being, it is reasonable to be “partial to
those closest to us” (Appiah, 2006). A concept also expressed recently by
Pope Francis in the Encyclical “Fratelli Tutti” (2020):

Just as there can be no dialogue with “others” without a sense of our
own identity, so there can be no openness between peoples except on
the basis of love for one’s own land, one’s own people, one’s own cul-
tural roots. I cannot truly encounter another unless I stand on firm foun-
dations, for it is on the basis of these that I can accept the gift the other
brings and in turn offer an authentic gift of my own. I can welcome
others who are different, and value the unique contribution they have to
make, only if I am firmly rooted in my own people and culture.

Inclusion thus becomes a process whereby those furthest from us become
gradually part of those closest to us, a two-way process that can only start if
the original local community feels recognized.

Let us not fool ourselves. We are not there yet by any means. We have
only understood from research, evaluation and experiences that this “other
world” can be imagined and achieved. This is the remarkable step forward
made by the MATILDE Project. But in the majority of cases around Europe,
both the rights of rural and mountain communities and those of international
migrants are ignored. Old-fashioned top-down, space-blind policies are still
the order of the day. More than 13 years since the “Agenda for a Reformed
Cohesion Policy,” which, thanks to the foresight of an EU Commissioner,
Danuta Hubner, proposed a radical shift of EU regional policies towards a
place-based approach, the funds of the Resilience and Recovery Fund very
often risk being used with no attention paid to the aspirations, knowledge
and voices of many inner-area communities (Barca, 2009). And in several
rural areas of Europe, international migrants are indeed being treated as
slaves and live in dwellings that are unacceptable by any human standard —
as | have witnessed in my own country. Even when immigrants are treated
with decency or have regular contracts, they very rarely have the chance or
are given the reassurance needed to speak out and truly participate in the
decision-making process within their new communities.

This state of affairs makes the MATILDE Report and its ten theses even
more valuable. They should be brought to the attention of national and EU
authorities and become part of the advocacy activity of civil society orga-
nizations of all sorts. They should also be shared among the local com-
munities that are venturing into new terrain, among the new ruralism and
new highlander movements, as well as among every movement currently
mobilizing in order to clear the “smoky skies.” They can be the catalyst for
a growing body of ideas and practices. They can reduce the solitude of, and
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provide support to, young local administrators emerging throughout Europe
who are generating some hope that the existing, conservative and exhausted
political elites can be renewed.
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3.2 Tying territory, society and
transformation together

A Manifesto with an integral
approach

Manfred Perlik

Why a Manifesto?

The EU-funded MATILDE Project was launched after the peak of the so-
called refugee crisis of 2015. Besides its humanitarian focus, it examines
territorial inequality and spatial justice in light of examples of mountainous
areas as a kind of laboratory of peripheral living conditions.! In European
mountain and peripheral areas, the hosting of refugees has not until now
been of major public concern. It can be assumed that peripheral areas are
not the places that refugees most want to live in. Nor is it an easy task for
the original local population to host overnight larger number of immigrants.
Therefore, the hosting of refugees in mountain areas can be considered a
social innovation. In addition, the coincidence of various global crises (cli-
mate, pandemic, global value chains) superposed and strongly influenced
the project, especially when considering their interdependency and mutual
self-reinforcement. In this way, the MATILDE Project links three key
themes together: mobility, territorial development and social innovation.

Mobility and uneven territorial development

At least since the forced development of the social division of labour, i.e.,
since the colonial conquest of the world, territorial development has proceeded
unevenly, with certain territories either gaining or losing importance. Asso-
ciated with this have been population movements of immense proportions
through flight and displacement driven by both explicit violence and economic
pressure. Since the onset of modern capitalism, the concentration of people in
cities has repeatedly registered new peaks, but these have been interspersed
by contrary processes due to political, economic and humanitarian crises and
which are manifest in both political mass movements and political-economic
paradigm shifts. There is a recurrent pattern: in times of rapid economic
growth, here are market expansion, an increasing social division of labour and
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the concentration of residence in urban areas. By contrast, in times of reces-
sion, crisis and subsequent social paradigm shifts, marginalized areas consoli-
date, but without regaining their former political and economic significance
(Bairoch, 1985; Pumain, 1999; Schuler et al., 2004). By adopting the approach
of evolutionary economics and its concept of “trajectory,” one can explain why
prosperous societies gain new development options while, at the same time,
certain windows close so that there is no movement in reverse. Hence, the cit-
ies at the top of the territorial hierarchy today are those that in the past have
managed to maintain urban and metropolitan growth amid unbridled global
competition. This development has been enabled by a certain constancy of
those cities’ ruling class over time and their continuous attraction of all sorts
of capital generated elsewhere, combined with a flexible alternation of invest-
ment, disinvestment and reinvestment. The MATILDE Manifesto depicts
these two key elements in its chapters on inequal development, the explanation
of migration and the search for social and spatial justice.

Transformative social innovation

Still missing is the third element that might explain transformative change
in society: social innovation. I prefer to speak explicitly of transformative
social innovation, i.e., innovation that triggers changes in the relationships
between social actors and institutions and not just improved regional busi-
ness models. Crucial for the definition of social innovation is the scale
applied to decide what is really new and what social means to avoid social
and greenwashing. In this respect, the benevolent reception of migrants is
frequently a social innovation, as has been shown in Italy in the cases of
municipalities such as Riace (Reggio Calabria), Pettinengo (Biella) and oth-
ers (Perlik and Membretti, 2018): local populations connect to humanitarian
experiences of the past and reject ethnic/nationalist/identitarian instru-
mentalization.? Engaging in the reception and inclusion of migrants may
enhance cohesion within mountain communities and may increase regional
identity to stabilize them. With its focus on the reception of refugees (The-
ses 4-7), MATILDE clearly distinguishes itself not only from ethnic nation-
alism but also from national pseudosocialist concepts of regional identity
(in the literature often euphemistically termed “left” populism). MATILDE
thus offers a strong counterforce against regional egoism (Davezies, 2015),
individual exclusion and racism.

Socioterritorial relationship

The Manifesto therefore brings together three issues that are usually sepa-
rated. Migration experts typically tend to consider the positive or negative
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impact of migrant reception for the benefit of the interest groups represented
by them, i.e., immigrants, or in the opposite case, incumbent inhabitants.
Regional developers have adopted “best practices” in promoting identity
and distinction, and they seek to expand on international markets. Innova-
tion experts hope for an entrepreneurial competitive advantage. This sectoral
view obscures the causes of the current crises; it quickly favours particular
interests and clientelism, and it ultimately inhibits progress in achieving the
UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The Manifesto breaks up this
sectoral view. It has the merit of showing in a condensed form to a broader
public the interdependence among territorial disparities on a global and a
regional scale, migrant flows and new options for transformation.

Critique

However, this integral approach is only partially successful, primarily
because the ten theses have been written by individual authors and are thus
conditioned by a heterogenous sectoral logic. The theses are additive rather
than interrelated or interlocking. On the one hand, this means that part of the
overall view is lost; on the other hand, it loses concreteness. This has con-
sequences for the substantive positioning of humanitarian refugee reception
and generates an overly optimistic view with regard to the development of
peripheral areas:

» The message is not self-evident. There is no consensus in European
societies that peripheral spaces should not be left to themselves; there
is still a strong belief in market forces. The same applies to the recep-
tion of migrants: European societies are divided as never before; the
debate is only mitigated by reduced migrant flows and the predominat-
ing topic of the COVID crisis. This problem cannot be remedied with a
new narrative (i.e., a better communication).

* Indeed, COVID has given new functions to peripheral areas as tempo-
rary escapes from the sanitary insecurity of cities, as in the 14th cen-
tury. However, it is completely unclear whether this can halt or even
reverse the loss of importance that has occurred in recent years. On
the contrary, there is a danger that the observable tendency towards a
monofunctional, selective use of mountain areas will be reinforced.

»  Therefore, although we see certain signs for transformation, the overly-
ing euphoric stocktaking obscures the view for the missing link in the
analysis of territorial disparities and the search for spatial justice.

In regard to the development of mountain regions, neoclassical economists
rely on regulation by market forces, architects discover new creativity
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through art and aesthetics instead of production and the ecological main-
stream advocates a strict separation of cultural space and biosphere, i.c.,
tends to abandon sparsely populated territories. The metrophilia mentioned
in the Manifesto (a very good term!) is an indicator that the connection
between the well-being of the mountain periphery and the metropolitan
cores — a prerequisite for a prosperous society — has fallen out of sight (as
Thesis 8 clearly states). The appeals by the community of alpine research
and development for an upgrading of the periphery — in recent years con-
stantly repeated — do not help, because it remains unclear who (which social
actors) should engage in such upgrading. The problem lies deeper. The hope
that an immediate and enduring trend reversal will start with the COVID
crisis seems too short-sighted and premature. It is true that, as a result of
the pandemic, the population figures of the big cities are currently stag-
nating.? This reflects that, if a big city can no longer exploit its structural
advantages of manifold social interaction, it becomes too expensive for its
citizens, and economic agglomeration advantages turn into disadvantages.
The advocates of the free market might feel vindicated. But nobody should
be deceived. With the recovery after lockdown, the city also may regain
its structural advantages, not only via the greater opportunities for interac-
tion, but also via the concentration of the built environment and infrastruc-
tures that impacts as a lock-in factor (“too big to fail”). When these cities
develop problems, their weight — grown over decades — is so heavy that
costly innovations are introduced first and foremost in them.* Conversely,
we see the selective valorization of mountain areas through aesthetization
and gentrification under the label “landscape,” whereby an environmentally
destructive infrastructure is built at the same time (for the example of the
Himalayas: Jacquemet, 2018; Naitthani and Kainthola, 2015; for the Alps:
Perlik, 2019). The generation of new dynamic hotspots and new peripheries
is thus reproduced again and again. It therefore makes sense to look for
the missing link that brings together migrant flows, spatial disparities and
transformative social innovation.

Searching for the missing link

It is worth re-reading Rosa Luxemburg’s seminal 1913 work The Accumu-
lation of Capital, which deals with one of the fundamental contradictions
of capitalist societies: the compulsion to achieve perpetual growth for per-
petual accumulation and the search by capital owners for ever new ways
to privatize the commons. The book begins with an in-depth critique of
Marx’s second volume of The Capital, which ideally assumed a completed
penetration of market relations for 19th-century Europe. Not at all, Lux-
emburg says. Once the reproduction of the population has been achieved
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(including measures for the damage caused by environmental degradation),
it is necessary to find new investment opportunities for the surplus accumu-
lated previously. In the 19th and 20th centuries, this expansion of markets
took place as colonialism through the destruction of indigenous cultures
and social practices — Luxemburg describes in detail the destruction of pre-
colonial peasant societies in Algeria, India and China, as well as that of the
smallholder settlers in North America. Today, in postcolonialism, the global
instabilities are generated by geostrategic interests driving migration flows,
as well as disinvestment from industrial production sites (relocations) and
individual habitats (rural-urban domestic migration) to new places: for
example, with the widespread introduction of second homes and the social
enforcement of multilocal living practices. In short, capitalist market pen-
etration (and also its territorial expression, urbanization) is never complete.
It is a regularly recurring “primitive accumulation” that takes place when-
ever established products no longer generate the necessary profit margins,
but depending on political regulations. The modern expression for it is “the
paradigm of permanent growth” with the fascination of the buzzword inno-
vation based on Schumpeter’s “creative destruction.”

Why this excursus into political economy? Because the logic of creat-
ing new commodities to reinvest overaccumulated benefits may serve as
the missing link to build a coherent critique for the transformation of spa-
tial and social relations. Consequently, the brief COVID-induced trend
interruption of metropolitan concentration evaporates. On the contrary,
the current new functions of mountain areas become highly selective and
dependent on the development of the new platform economy invented in
the metropolitan regions. New commodified functions are the following:
mountain retreat for reasons of personal security, the investment of value in
real estate because the other investment vehicles have lost performance or
the search for additional tourism models because guaranteed snow cover-
age and the demand for ski tourism are declining. These specializations on
global leisure markets follow a logic of economic autonomy, but they rein-
force the dependence on external developments; in this sense, they narrow
the future options for action instead of widening them. Breaking with this
liberal-productivist® logic, developed after the Fordist crisis of the 1980s,
would once again necessitate a change of regime, i.e., a profound transfor-
mation of the conditions under which social wealth is produced (accumula-
tion) and distributed (regulation).

Thesis 9 in the MATILDE Manifesto presents the foundational economy
as an economic approach tailored to peripheral regions and the reception
of migrants. However, this does not change the fact that the dominant eco-
nomic processes follow a liberal-productivist logic which even the multiple
crises cannot immediately put into question. But the foundational economy,
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together with similar approaches, like the solidarity economy and a revital-
ization of the cooperative movement, may contribute to creating counter-
tendencies for a change of regime. There is a considerable research potential
in the entire range of alternative economic and political models beyond the
current offer-oriented regional competition.

For a new relationship between the collective and the
decentral, between identity and solidarity

Although it does not seem justified to be optimistic in a short-term change
in favour of the peripheries, the current cumulation of several different cri-
ses offers the political potential for more profound emancipatory changes,
i.e., transformative social innovation. They can be successful in the long
run if the current division of societies into privileged centres and low-
value-creating peripheries can be overcome. This requires abandoning the
illusion that peripheries can manage on their own only if they are particu-
larly innovative in commercial terms and compete with each other in an
offer-oriented manner. Today’s split between so-called “rural” areas and
the internationally oriented metropolitan areas has produced devastating
distortions, of which the USA, Brazil and Eastern Germany / Europe are
only the most prominent examples (many of the Manifesto theses refer to
them by citing Andrés Rodriguez-Pose’s Brexit analysis). Representatives
of mountain areas have long insisted on the superiority of decentralized
structures and on strengthening regional identities. However, the current
political polarization in many European countries, based on spatial types
with their different life chances, puts this recurrent mantra into perspec-
tive. The result is often a mere shift of political power in favour of other,
more assertive groups of actors, grounded in nationalist-regionalist think-
ing which promote social exclusion and racist discrimination against even
more disadvantaged people. At the same time, they do little to change the
fundamental structural strength of metropolitan regions and their domi-
nance over the peripheries.

Rather, the reverse conclusion should be drawn: if decentralized struc-
tures today favour fragmented identities and milieus in which both “city”
and “countryside” feel exploited by each other, then they must indeed be
fundamentally questioned. This includes the strengthening of lowland/
mountain linkages so that differences in productivity are mitigated with, for
example, a possible conclusion to abandon regional business models mainly
based on high-end long-distance tourism.

How this transformation of an offer-oriented, identity-based competition
into more solidary structures in larger territorial units could come about —
especially under conditions of worldwide migration flows that will not
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decrease — requires a great deal of further research like that, for example,
being currently conducted in the German-speaking area by the “Critical Land
Research Working Group” (Maschke et al., 2020) for peripheral areas. In
regard to social innovation and a solidarity economy, the CIRIEC network
of the University of Li¢ge has carried out significant groundwork. There is a
multitude of such initiatives. Many of them do not know about each other. It is
important to fill this lack of networking for further, cross-national migration
research in mountain areas. For this, a wide spreading of this first version of
the Manifesto is very desirable.

Notes

1 Many European mountain ranges are well developed, especially the Alps, but
compared to metropolitan regions, they are peripheries.

2 It is assumed that hosting institutions practice honest arguments and try to find
good solutions for the people involved on both sides. But we should always be
aware that remote places may also be used to “hide” refugees to avoid integration
and to get rid of them easily.

3 For example, school enrolments have declined in Paris, Lyon and Marseille.

4 This is the diagnosis for the current liberal-productivist regimes. Conditions may
change. There are strong arguments for innovation due to peripherality (Gliickler
etal., 2022; Mayer et al., 2021) which may become, under changed regimes, more
than a niche.

5 I prefer this term to the common “neoliberal” because, on the one hand, neo-
liberal has become a very common pejorative term, although it is not precisely
defined, and on the other hand, this term does not treat the fundamental question
of what is produced and under what conditions for the (animate and inanimate)
environment.
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3.3 The need for a less territorial,
more people-centred and
relational approach

Annelies Zoomers

Background

After many decades in which attention has been one-sidedly concentrated on
the “urban future,” since 2021 closer attention is being paid to the “left-behind
areas,” where the remaining populations have increasingly been left to look
after themselves. According to the EC’s rural vision document (and based on
public consultation in rural areas), a large proportion of “local people” are dis-
contented: almost 40% of respondents said that they felt left behind by society
and policymakers (in spite of having advantages linked to farming and agritour-
ism). About 50% of respondents stated that infrastructure was the most pressing
issue for rural areas, and 43% said that access to basic services and ameni-
ties, such as water and electricity, as well as banks and post offices, was an
urgent requirement. Around 93% believed that the attractiveness of rural areas
depends on the availability of digital connectivity, 94% said that it depends on
basic services and e-services and 92% stated that it rests on improving the cli-
mate and the environmental performance of farming. Due to limited connectiv-
ity, underdeveloped infrastructure and a lack of diverse employment, rural areas
are less desirable for younger people to live in (EU, 2021).

The MATILDE Manifesto and the EU’s long-term vision coincide in their
plea for closer attention to reinvestment in rural “left behind” areas, which
are home to 137 million people (almost 30% of the EU’s population). In call-
ing for the “renaissance of remote places,” MATILDE highlights the need for
local autonomy — and also the need to move away from neoliberal develop-
ment in the direction of alternative development while being explicit about
the positive role of immigration and newcomers. Remoteness is presented as
a “strength” because it makes it possible to rethink “business as usual” and
take the “local” as the new point of departure for rebuilding society. This is
different from the EU’s long-term approach, where much emphasis is given
to “improving connectivity both in terms of transport and digital access”
and making these areas contribute to “green growth.” The top priorities are
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making rural areas more prosperous by diversifying economic activities and
improving the value added of farming and agri-food activities and agritour-
ism and enhancing resilience by “preserving natural resources and green-
ing farming activities to counter climate change while also ensuring social
resilience through offering access to training courses and diverse quality job
opportunities” (EU, 2021). The goal is to foster economic, social and territo-
rial cohesion and “respond to the aspirations of rural communities” (which
is less strong than the Manifesto’s call for local autonomy), but community
empowerment is acknowledged to be important for successful interventions.
There are a number of dilemmas and risks which need to be resolved before
rural remote areas are flooded by projects coming from the outside to contrib-
ute to sustainable, cohesive and integrated “green” development. What are
the core challenges and how can it be ensured that “local” people benefit?

Challenge 1: Remoteness versus connectivity: how to prevent
resource-grabbing, displacement and gentrification

MATILDE’s call for the “renaissance of remote areas” comes at a time
when large numbers of projects are awaiting implementation for “green
growth” and/or achievement of climate goals. Given that there are currently
billions available to be spent on the “green transition” and climate change,
how to prevent the projectification of landscapes and outsiders taking over,
and what will be the long-term for possibilities to achieve integrated, cohe-
sive and inclusive development? What are described as “remote” areas with
potential for alternative development in the MATILDE Manifesto can easily
be seen as empty areas by policymakers and investors, providing cheap land
suitable for green investments. The “green deal lobby” is extremely pow-
erful, and investors are eager to find places in which to install large-scale
windmill and solar parks or acquire large tracts of forest land for ecotourism
or inexpensive land to be given back to nature (space for reforestation or as
flood zones). Since COVID-19, urban residents are increasingly interested
in buying second homes, raising prices for land and real estate, there is a
risk that local people are not powerful enough to counterbalance futures that
are projected by outsiders (Zoomers et al., 2021).

Assessing the possible consequences, it might be interesting to draw a par-
allel with the global “land rush” — the rapid increase in large-scale land acqui-
sitions following the 2007-2008 world food price crisis as the consequence
of large-scale investments in land for food and biofuels, but also with tourism
complexes, hydro dams, infrastructure, nature conservation, etc. (Borras and
Franco, 2014; Cotula, 2012, 2014; Deininger and Byerlee, 2011; Zoomers,
2010; Kaag and Zoomers, 2014). It is apparent that local populations are often
not well-informed or powerful enough to play a real role in decision-making,
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and landscapes have experienced rapid transformations, restricting people’s
access to open commons (land, water, forests, etc.). Investments generate new
employment opportunities, but jobs are often given to outsiders (with better
educations) or are poorly paid, temporary jobs. Local groups are penalized
by their loss of access to commons, or displacement and compensation is
often not enough to buy new land, due to rapidly increasing prices. This leads
to gentrification and pushes people towards more marginal, low-cost areas
and makes them more vulnerable to climate risks of flooding and drought.
It is now commonly acknowledged that large-scale land investments have,
in many places, been at the cost of local livelihoods and local landscapes,
leading to enclosures, displacement and resettlement of vulnerable groups
and the fragmentation of landscapes. Given the lack of an underlying mas-
terplan, the global land rush has, in many places, led to the “projectification”
of landscapes, which has limited local people’s manoeuvring space (Zoom-
ers, 2010). Large-scale land investments in plantations for biofuels, mining,
dams, solar and windmill parks, etc. have resulted in landscape destruction —
loss of biodiversity and deforestation — and the exclusion of local populations
(the rapid growth of “no go” areas).

In conclusion, the inflow of projects will not automatically generate posi-
tive results. Given the EU plans to improve connectivity — both in transport
and digitally — this is supposed to go hand in hand with the creation of new
employment opportunities. But before implementing any “new rural vision,”
it is important to protect the rights of existing people (including the provision
of compensation arrangements) and carefully reflect on what investments
are required, taking communities’ priorities into account and considering the
entire range of intended and unintended consequences, also in the long run.
According to the EU’s new vision, a necessary requirement for the socio-
economic enhancement of rural areas is to improve their accessibility (to
make them more attractive), but this may go hand in hand with rising land
prices and gentrification (see also Thesis 7), pushing vulnerable groups aside
(Zoomers et al., 2016a, 2016b). In other words, paying closer attention to
“remote areas” and putting the “local community” at centre stage in decision-
taking requires time and good preparation so that communities can take an
active role in attracting the right type of investments, anticipate the intended
and unintended consequences and find ways to benefit from profit-sharing.

Challenge 2: Local communities are not homogenous — how to
deal with diversity and how to define community-based
development?

In the MATILDE Manifesto, as well as in the rural vision document, much
emphasis is given to local communities — giving them a key role as agents of
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change. Whereas the MATILDE Manifesto stresses the need to base “local
development” on the foundational economy, the European Commission
seems to focus on the potential benefits of green growth. Local development
impacts are mainly described in terms of income and employment genera-
tion, while rural areas are described as target areas. “Local” is conceived
as spatially bound and small, and local “communities” are seen as “homo-
geneous, territorially fixed, small and homogeneous wholes with shared
norms” (Agrawal and Gibson, 1999, p. 633), able and willing to make desir-
able collective decisions such as when negotiating with investors. The chal-
lenge is how to deal with diversity: local communities, even if they existed
as homogeneous “wholes” — which is, in reality, never the case — are increas-
ingly fragmented due to differential impacts of influences from the outside
as well as differences in the abilities of diverse locals to link to nonlocal
opportunities. What does “local development” mean, and how can invest-
ment plans be brought into alignment with local people’s priorities?

Given that remote areas host various groups with usually different needs
and aspirations, the question is how to make sure that plans are compat-
ible with (local) views on “local development” and how to contribute to
improved levels of well-being. To conceptualize “development” and gain a
better understanding of rural dynamics (going “deeper” than “local commu-
nity”), it is useful to employ two interlinked concepts influential in devel-
opment studies: (i) the notion of “development as freedom” advocated by
Amartya Sen (1999) and his “capability approach,” for which the basic con-
cern of human development is “our capability to lead the kind of lives we
have reason to value,” and (ii) the Sustainable Livelihood Approach (SLA),
which captures how people build their livelihood using different kinds of
capital (Bebbington, 1999; De Haan and Zoomers, 2005; Kaag et al., 2004;
Zoomers et al., 2016A).

Typical of the livelihood approach is that — in contrast to the earlier
tendency to conceive poor people as passive victims — it highlights the
active, and even proactive, role played by the (rural) poor. The emphasis
is on seeing people as agents actively shaping their own future, focusing
not on what poor people lack but rather on what they have (their capital)
and on their capability (Sen, 1999; de Haan and Zoomers, 2005). Given
this reality, opportunities for (people in) remote rural areas to take the lead
in defining their own future will depend on whether they are able to build
consensus on what “development as freedom” is about and make strategic
use of the various capitals.

More than elsewhere, people in remote, resource-poor areas are often
obliged to combine a range of strategies in order simply to survive; indi-
viduals may engage in multiple activities, and the various members of a
household may live and work in different places or opt for a development
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path characterized by multitasking and income diversification. There is a
tendency towards livelihood diversification, i.e., “a process by which...
households construct an increasingly diverse portfolio of activities and
assets in order to survive and to improve their standard of living” (Ellis,
2000, p. 15). In many cases, the bulk of the income of the rural poor no
longer originates from agriculture; people have multiple income sources.
Distinctions between rural and urban livelihoods are increasingly difficult
to make: on the one hand, rural people (who are formally registered as “vil-
lagers”) live and work in the city for most of the year (staying with family
members and working in construction, housekeeping, etc.); the better-off
in the rural areas buy parcels in the cities in order to be able to give their
children a better education (exit strategies). On the other hand, people in
the urban sphere start growing food crops in the cities (new types of urban
agriculture), whereas urban elites are increasingly expanding into the rural
sphere by becoming the owners of rural land. Affluent urbanites obtain the
land by foreclosing on loans. Increasing land values have led them to look
upon land as an attractive commodity for investment purposes.

In addition to multitasking and the blurring of the rural/urban interface,
there is a trend in which rural people increasingly develop multilocal liveli-
hoods. Rapid urbanization and the improvement of communications and
transport technology have significantly increased mobility. Growing num-
bers of rural poor now engage in urban and rural life, commuting from the
countryside to urban centres on a daily basis, sometimes travelling large
distances to earn additional money as temporary migrants, and also, interna-
tional migration is rapidly increasing. Considerable numbers of rural poor
are no longer rooted in one place; although they maintain relations with
their home communities, they are also attached to other places and function
in larger networks.

Challenge 3: People do not live in containers — the importance
of linkages and corridors

In endeavouring to achieve spatial justice, targeting remote, deprived areas —
and providing them with projects — will not work. It is important to look
outside: people in remote areas do not live in containers, and inspection of
their capitals and capabilities evidences that they have geographically dis-
persed networks — even the smallest groups. Part of the potential for new
ways forward arises from the inside, from the locally available resources
which could become the basis for new developments, but the dynamics will
in the longer run largely come from the outside. Understanding the broader
spatial networks — and positionality of remote areas — is a sine qua non for
understanding the potential dynamics, even in the most isolated places. We
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argue that in “rethinking Europe,” it is time for a “mobilities turn” (Sheller
and Urry, 2006) that challenges the sedentarist assumptions often still in the
minds of policymakers and practitioners trying to plan for the future (Mani-
festo, thesis 7). Discussions on how to stimulate local development usually
end up by calling for actions within fixed and confined settings (“the project
area”), but globalization connects even distant people and places (Zoom-
ers and van Westen, 2011). Rather than depending essentially on “local
resources,” livelihood opportunities are increasingly shaped by positionality
and the way people are attached to and participate in translocal and transna-
tional networks.

In conclusion

We very much support the MATILDE Manifesto’s plea to put remote rural
areas back on the policy agenda while stressing the need for community-
based development and contributing to social and spatial justice. Since the
summer of 2021, these areas have also been targeted by the EU as focal
points for implementing “green growth” strategies — and billions of euros
are ready to be spent on the “green deal” and projects related to climate
change (see Thesis 1). EU recovery plans offer the occasion to put remote
areas at the centre of the debate on the future of Europe. This is positive, but
it also has risks. Citing the global land rush, we have shown the danger that
remote (“empty”) areas may be invaded by large-scale investment projects
from the top down (e.g., solar and wind parks, ecotourism projects and/
or biofuel plantations, etc.) which do not offer space for “new rural and
mountain narratives” (Thesis 2) and without really taking root in the terri-
tory concerned.

In order to achieve MATILDE’s goal of turning remote areas into breed-
ing grounds for alternative development and social innovation, priority
should be given to strengthening the self-determination capacity of local
communities. Communities are, however, not homogeneous, and commu-
nity empowerment is required in order for priorities to be set (and con-
sensus to be built) in regard to the desired pathways of change. Given the
characteristics of these areas (i.e., the high incidence of inflow and outflows
of people), community building should be seen as a moving target. The
“renaissance” of remote areas requires an open approach: rather than defin-
ing a “local” community on the basis of belonging to a particular territori-
ally bounded space, it is important to include the people moving in and out
of it. Given current realities — especially in rural and remote areas — part of
the population will constantly cross boundaries (and be regularly outside)
but can still make important contributions to the flourishing of the so-called
“foundational” economy.
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We agree with the MATILDE Manifesto (Thesis 9) that we need new
criteria for a community belonging based on people’s actual contribution
to economic, social, cultural and political life, instead of one based on only
legal and normative assumptions of belonging. Hence, newcomers are part
of community as long as they perform “acts of citizenship” and take an
active role in the provision, defence and reproduction of the local commons.
Adopting this stance means that we need to distance ourselves from pre-
established ideas about “integration” and “assimilation.”

Finally, the dynamics and development potential of remote areas will usu-
ally not depend on local factors. Rural and mountainous areas cannot be
seen as stand-alone places (Manifesto Thesis 3). They form part of wider
networks, and positionality is one of the major determinants for being able
to attract the human and financial resources required for alternative develop-
ment or not. We argue that instead of focusing on the (socially constructed)
confined space in which local people live, more attention should be paid to
the relational aspects of livelihood and development, acknowledging that
there is a need (even urgency) to deal also with transformations coming from
the outside. Instead of trying to keep people in place and focusing on local
assets, the challenge is to have a trustful and productive relationship with the
outside. Establishing an extended network with people in different locali-
ties will help to mobilize resources in multiple directions, getting the best
from various worlds. A less territorial, more people-oriented and relational
approach could help to achieve a more sustainable and inclusive society.
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Reconstruction of remoteness
as a new centrality and
dialogical cocreation of living
together

Anna Krasteva, Andrea Membretti
and Thomas Dax

“There is a place for everybody and everybody should be in their place,”
states a well-known saying. Remote and rural regions have been taught
to know their place (Ching and Creed, 1997). This Manifesto challenges
this social, political and representational status quo and engages in a
theoretical reconstruction of remoteness as a new centrality. Manifesto
is a specific genre which mixes analytical insights with strategic visions
of what is and what should be a pathos for change and confidence in
change-makers.

The conclusion structures the arguments and messages of the Manifesto
in regard to remoteness and to migration in remote, mountain and rural
regions. The “Symbolic battles for the core of Europe” section examines
the people/places nexus in the context of the interplay between policies and
politics or how the remoteness of mountain and rural areas is de- or recon-
structed by European, national, regional and local policies on the one hand,
and local actors on the other (see Theses 1, 2, 3, 8,9 and 10.). “The dialogi-
cal cocreation of living together” section structures the impact of immigra-
tion along the axes from integration to innovation and from governance to
citizenship (see Theses 4, 5, 6 and 7).

While the thrust of the Manifesto is synthesized within these two lines
of argumentation, it should be underlined that all theses should be seen as a
joint manifestation of altered conceptual positions, new emphasis on emo-
tional foundations and reappraisal of intrinsic potential of remote spaces
and people, attributed through their diverse aspects in the various theses.
The conclusion is an elaboration of the insights of all authors of the Mani-
festo. Their theoretical, empirical and policy-oriented ideas and contribu-
tions are gratefully acknowledged here.
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Symbolic battles for the core of Europe

From remotization to sense-making policies for territorial justice
and translocal solidarity

The notion of political remoteness is dominated by the image of a powerful
centre that defines places outside and distant as peripheral and marginal-
ized, the spatial fringe interfering with the political deficits. This imaginary
constructs remoteness as downgraded and deprived of self-government.
The marginalization of remoteness leads to “remotization” (Membretti,
2021) — the increasing physical and symbolic distance between and within
rural/mountain and urban areas and their populations. This Janus-faced con-
cept encapsulates the ambivalent process of reciprocal (cultural and physi-
cal) removal and sociospatial rarefaction. This process is accompanied by a
widespread perception of unprecedented remoteness, a widening of every-
day living space, and a stretching/weakening of connections/ties that can
lead both to social resentment/isolation and to new opportunities for local
development, innovation and new lifestyles (see Theses 1, 2, 3, 8, 9 and 10).

The Manifesto pleads for the restoration of places and spaces to people
so that territorial equity and translocal solidarity become the core of “next-
generation Europe.” Remote places are reconceptualized as:

*  People’s vital and multifaceted world of experience, resisting neolib-
eral globalized homogenization, grounding their future on the diversity
of their cultural and positional resources, values and potential.

* The basis for place-sensitive and place-based policies capturing the
option of physical distance as a benefit and appreciating the space in
between that characterizes scarcely populated areas.

The Manifesto is an urgent call for a new and different public voice, a “lat-
eral vision” rich with potential to overcome weak social capital and com-
munity development and respectful of a wider range of themes and spaces
otherwise dominated by the logic of “central places” and agglomeration.

Reterritorialization — from being crisis-driven to being
driven by values and social innovation

COVID-19 is an incentive for change in the symbolic battle for attractive-
ness between remote and urban places (see Thesis 10). Digital nomads
enjoy combining the advantage of “global” work with the charm of choos-
ing by oneself where to live. The local becomes more globalized; the global
becomes more individually localized. The more detached and distant,
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Source: Elaboration by the author

the more attractive: this is the new normality in pandemic times. Europe
is experiencing the unprecedented momentum of remoteness and remote
places. While local populations can still critically and negatively conceive
their places as cut off from essential services for health crisis management,
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newcomers positively evaluate remoteness as an escape from overcrowded
and dangerous urban centres. Crises — pandemic, but also climatic and
economic — are major triggers of the reterritorialization, reconceptualiza-
tion and revalorization of remote areas.

The Manifesto is even more interested in the second, long-term reterrito-
rialization of deterritorialized places. These are less crisis-driven and more
driven by values and social innovation. Young educated neorurals aspire to
a green and balanced lifestyle, high ecological quality and the possibility to
live and work in an innovative way (Lardies-Bosque and Membretti, 2022;
Barbera et al., 2018). Digitalization and the return to rurality transform
some less anthropized, marginalized and remote territories into new poles
of attraction (Steinecke et al., 2009).

The deterritorialization of remote regions means a loss of the youngest
and the best, of demographic and social capital, of brain drain (see Thesis
8). It is still a major trend. However, new actors of reterritorialization —
migrants and mobile nationals — have started revitalizing remote places,
promoting the attractiveness of small settings and revalorizing remoteness
(see Thesis 2, 4 and 7).

In a radical transformative change, remoteness as distance from the cen-
tral power is reconstructed not as powerlessness but as an opportunity for
empowerment, a potential source of innovation and creativity and a new
horizon.

Politics of distraction or how to redirect the
public attention

Devalorized images of remote rural places are usually interpreted as the arro-
gance of the urban. The Manifesto proposes an alternative interpretation:
the fundamental weaknesses, conflicts, tensions, unbalances of the urban are
invisibilized by switching attention to the rural — the politics of distraction.
Instead of policies addressing and managing metropolitan challenges such as
housing segregation, increased concern for safety and security, marked pov-
erty and vulnerability, the politics of distraction shifts the public attention
and debate to rural issues. The rural is redefined as secondary in a twofold
way: in terms of temporality, whereby the urban is associated with moder-
nity, development, enlightenment and the rural with tradition, identity and
roots; in terms of politics, whereby far-right populism is exported to rural
regions more sensitive to their identity politics because of their more homo-
geneous ethnocultural fabric. Placing populism in rural areas and emphasiz-
ing its connection to specific rural features may be understood as a way for
political power-holders to shift the focus from nearby urban shortcomings to
unwanted processes in more remote, rural places (see Thesis 8).
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For countering these distorted images, the Manifesto proposes active
forms of citizenship that revalorize the neglected remote regions (see The-
sis 8).

Spaces of emptiness, socioeconomic, spatial and nostalgic
deprivation and populism in remote places

There is an intense drain on social, cultural and economic capital in remote
rural areas which creates “spaces of emptiness.” Populism is not a patho-
logical matter; it is the consequence of the social-economic and political
disparities that have haunted Europe in the past few decades, an expression
of socioeconomic, spatial and nostalgic deprivation. In times of crisis, indi-
viduals tend to establish communities in order to protect themselves and to
cope with uncertainty, insecurity, unemployment, exclusion and poverty in
the age of deindustrialization. This need becomes even more impelling in
remote places, where it takes the form of an appeal to homogeneity, the past,
heritage, culture, and religion. The growing affiliation of the supporters of
right-wing populist parties in remote places with culture, nativism, authen-
ticity, religiosity, traditions, myths and civilizational rhetoric provides
them with an opportunity to establish solidarity networks against structural
problems.

The Manifesto sends a threefold message. The European Commission
should recognize that the EU’s “unity in diversity” motto does not success-
fully translate into the lives of lower-educated, geographically immobile
and socioeconomically and spatially deprived social groups, which tend to
see both “diversity” and “unity” as challenges to be tackled. Policymak-
ers should interpret right-wing populism as the consequence of long-lasting
social-economic and political inequalities rather than as a pathological
matter. Mainstream political parties should focus on social-economic and
psychological issues to communicate better with their electorates, who are
likely to feel socioeconomically, spatially and nostalgically deprived (see
Thesis 8).

Dialogical cocreation of living together

European policies for resilient rural areas and the Manifesto’s
contribution

“Rural areas are the fabric of our society and the heartbeat of our economy.”
Thus, Ursula von der Leyen, President of the European Commission, per-
suasively launched the long-term vision for stronger, connected, resilient
and prosperous rural areas.'
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The Manifesto makes a fourfold contribution to the new strategic vision
by:

* Framing, formulating and promoting a new narrative on rural and
mountain areas, from places left behind to places of social innovation,
transformative social change and attractive lifestyles.

* Providing a bottom-up perspective on active, solidarist and creative
citizenship, participatory action research and local engagement.

*  Enhancing the new trend in European policymaking for policies to
be based on citizens’ values and identities, and thereby complement
evidence-informed policies.

*  Expanding local agency with an inclusive approach that involves also
newcomers, in-migrants, international migrants who contribute to cre-
ating the place and shared life worlds.

Participatory action development and self/assessment for
empowering local stakeholders

The local level, where governance meets the “vital worlds,” is the primary
one for creative sense-making policies and innovative practices. The Mani-
festo promotes policy tools and practices that can bring together citizens,
migrants, local authorities and participatory research to pursue the goals of
connecting, collaborating and creating. They help to maximize the contribu-
tion of diverse local actors to tailor-made practices of integration and social
cohesion.

“Policies need to take into account and reflect the values and identities
of citizens,” a recently published report states (Sefkovic, 2021). Values
are core drivers of change. A better understanding of diverse values and
multiple identities enables policymakers to design more resilient, mean-
ingful and inclusive policies (ibid.). The Manifesto promotes this new
trend in European policymaking by endorsing participatory policy tools
(see Thesis 5).

One of these tools is the participatory evaluation of policies and prac-
tices (see Thesis 5). Its roots are in Kurt Lewin’s participatory action
research theory. Lewin sought to “raise the self-esteem of minority
groups” (Adelman, 1993, p. 7) that foster their “independence, equality,
and co-operation” (Adelman, 1993, p. 7). Evaluation processes should be
participatory, democratic and interactive so as to reveal blind spots and
include different stakeholder perspectives (Racino, 1999). The MATILDE
Project implements various participatory evaluation methods (Kordel et
al., 2021), such as peer-to-peer exchange via local case study working
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groups and (policy) round tables, or coevaluation approaches using par-
ticipatory action research methods conducted via productive interaction
between scholars and local partners. The MATILDE Practitioner Toolbox
fosters the peer-to-peer approach and enables practitioners to assess and
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analyse the situation in their community by themselves. This activity is
called “self-assessment.” The aim is to give as much self-responsibility as
possible to the institutions and actors by empowering them to gain more
knowledge about the current problems and to be able to start a process
of participatory action development (Thesis 5, Aigner-Walder, Gruber,
Schomaker).

Foundational economy and performative citizenship

“Citizenship remains a significant site through which to develop a critique
of pessimism about political possibilities” (Isin and Nielsen, 2014, p. 9).
It is precisely the active and positive capacity of citizenship to generate
change and change-bearers that makes it a crucial pillar of the Manifesto’s
conceptual cluster (see Thesis 8). The inclusive and activist understanding
of citizenship covers all actors who contribute to “constructing the place,”
including newcomers and international migrants considered as members of
a local community regardless of their legal status.

The Manifesto embraces the foundational economy approach rooted
in a conceptualization of citizenship rights and obligations derived from
human needs. A foundational economy is the basis for developing new
practices of citizenship that revolve around the defence and manage-
ment of local commons in rural, mountain and remote areas (Barbera
et al., 2018; Dalla Torre et al., 2021). Reliance systems and foundational
infrastructures are key devices with which to build citizenship rights in a
bidirectional sense: places construct people, and people construct places.
Formal social infrastructures such as utilities, welfare services, schools,
libraries, hospitals, public parks connect people to places and are the
backbone of citizenship rights: namely, the material and providential set
of foundational goods and services that support the effectiveness of social
citizenship. In the latter case, social infrastructures are to be understood
not only as “pipes” conveying foundational goods and services to people
but also as meaning-maker devices through which people construct places
and the symbolic repertoires of their social identity and capacity for col-
lective voice as a community. This bidirectional process is of key impor-
tance for place-based policies and organized experiments that support
citizenship in rural, mountain and remote places. Newcomers are consid-
ered as part of the community when they perform “acts of citizenship,”
that is, when through their labour, civic engagement, cultural sharing and
appropriation, they take an active role in the provision, defence and repro-
duction of the material conditions that feed citizenship and basic needs
(see Thesis 9).
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Citizenship rights, foundational economy and spatial justice are the mini-
mum building blocks of a place-based planning perspective on citizenship
rights and the dynamics of newcomers’ inclusion in rural, mountain and
remote areas (see Thesis 9).

Innovating and cocreating the living together

The rural and remote regions of Europe offer great potential not only
for immigrants themselves and their respective host societies but, above
all, also for something new to be created together and shared with oth-
ers in the process itself of redefining “we.” The inclusion of migrants is
a nonlinear and reciprocal process in which both parties must not only
take an active part but also be prepared to change in order for the social
boundaries to become effectively blurred. A new understanding of being
local, of belonging, needs to be sought through processes of inclusion and
mutual recognition. These require continuous negotiation, but they fuel a
social innovation in which the focus should be shifted from integration and
assimilation to the cocreation of new transcultural spaces, economies, and
communities. Migrants can have a remarkable social and also economic
impact long before they are considered to be properly integrated. That is
to say, impact does not automatically necessitate integration; integration
does not automatically imply impact. The pertinent policies could yield
greater benefits for all with a more pragmatic focus on the incorporation
of migrants into the local social life and culture. It is time to centre the
conversation on inclusion, engagement and belonginess rather than the tra-
ditional concept of integration, which gives migrants the responsibility to
“integrate” into local society and often punishes those who fail to do so,
thus wasting valuable means to reinvigorate rural and remote regions for
the sake of normative ideals which have been shown to obstruct rather than
facilitate inclusion. This approach promotes social inclusion as a nonlinear
and reciprocal interaction through which new population groups negotiate
new cultural meanings and concrete rights of citizenship with the exist-
ing populations within systems of socioeconomic, legal, and cultural rela-
tions whose basic characteristics need to be considered if a sustainable,
equitable and resilient society is to be created for all. The role played by
existing migrant communities in welcoming and easing the inclusion of
newcomers should be more effectively utilized in the process. The result-
ing communities will not only be different but will also be better adapted
to thriving in the context of the current era’s seemingly endless uncertainty.
Through such a broad positive impact, the prevailing — often reserved —
attitudes towards migration can be improved, and a virtuous circle created
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whereby migrants are likely to be considered not as burdens but as valu-
able resources for local development (see Thesis 6).

Note

1 https://ec.europa.ecu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_21 3162.
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