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ABSTRACT The impact of the global financial crisis and the economic recession on

Southern European countries has threatened the rural welfare of many regions. The loss by

emigration of the young population, austerity policies, and the territorial concentration of

essential services have led many of rural areas into a spiral of decline. The growth of regional

disparities, even among rural areas, is confirmed by the European official reports. Depopu-

lation and rural decline are highly associated with remoteness. Accessibility is one key issue

to mitigating this erosion of socio-territorial cohesion; another is mobility, which is the usual

way to confront the scarce opportunities and limited services in deeply rural territories. This

paper pays attention to socio-territorial inequalities and considers as working hypothesis that

social rights are differentiated by the habitat structure; as a result, territory determines

different degrees of citizenship. Traditional perspectives focused on the access to productive

resources and material opportunities as the source of disadvantages, but we suggest that a

more comprehensive approach is needed to address the rural gap: the difference between

living conditions and living expectations in rural areas in contrast with urban ones. We

address two main processes involved on it. On the one hand, there are strong inter-

connections between physical and social mobility, such as commuting to distant labor

markets and educative centers, which could increase the social mobility of rural youth. On the

other hand, the maps of the provision of services, infrastructures networks and investments

not only reshape the territories but also their sociological morphologies. Accessibility and

mobility are strongly linked with rural well-being and social sustainability. We explore and

illustrate these questions with examples from the Spanish case. The text is structured into

four issues regarding the rural gap: the territorial imbalance and social cohesion, the

demographic imbalance and rural welfare as the product of the inter-generational equilibrium,

the rural disparities in accessibility and the challenges of mobility transition. Finally, we

conclude with a discussion of the rural policies and governance required for achieving social

and territorial balance.
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Introduction

I
n twenty-first century Europe, the rural world continues to be
seen as a problem. However, the diagnosis has tended to
consider its causes today, not so much in the under-

development, but in the lack of attractiveness to avoid out-
migration by the youth and women (Shucksmith, 2010;
Vidickienė, 2017), to attract new residents (Elshof et al., 2017), to
compete in attracting business and jobs (Meijers and van der
Wouw, 2019), to retain professionals (Fleming and Sinnot, 2018)
and for the maintenance of services such as health professionals.
In 1998 the European Commission expressed their concern about
the situation in rural areas with the report “The future of rural
society”. Almost three decades later, the new 2016 Cork 2.0
Declaration, pointed again to the importance of the rural ques-
tion. The first report brought about the implementation of rural
development policies, but the last Cork Declaration demonstrates
the insufficient economic development, which despite improving
and adapting rural economies, has been unable to reduce popu-
lation loss. Now the challenge is to improve the conditions for the
quality of rural life.

In terms of vital opportunities, rural habitat continues to
maintain notable differences over urban areas. In this sense, we
can speak of the rural gap. On the one hand, in the sphere of
economic development because of the persistence of the rural
penalty. As noted by Hite (1997) or Malecki (2003), distance and
low population density affect socioeconomic differences. On the
other hand, these features of rural habitats—small villages, dis-
persed population, and low density—have not allowed an equal
integration in the conditions of the welfare state (Shucksmith and
Chapman, 1998). That is, in rural areas, there are not only fewer
employment or consumption opportunities but also regarding
welfare conditions, for example, greater difficulties in the work
and family reconciliation and accessibility to public services and
resources. The 2016 OECD report insists on pointing out the gap
produced by distance to urban centers in terms of economic
dynamism and its extension to living standards and well-being.

The rural gap is primarily a problem of social inequality and,
politically, it has turned from being considered as a question of
economic development, to being seen as an issue of social
cohesion. For example, depopulation has been introduced into
the agenda and into the traditional actions of the first and second
pillar of the Common Agricultural Policy. Modulations have been
established in the application of European Structural and
Investment Funds (ESI funds) for sparsely populated regions with
less than 50 inhabitants per km2, and for very sparsely populated
with a density of less than 8 inhabitants per km2—(Margaras,
2016).

Social inequalities are not only of an economic nature; they also
include the conditions of social reproduction and cultural dis-
tinction (Savage et al., 2005), as well as those of appropriation and
social production of space (Lefebvre, 1967; Soja, 2010). This paper
is an approach to the rural gap from the understanding that social
inequalities are not static but determined in every moment and
place and, as Green and Hulme (2005) pointed out, are con-
tinuously produced. For over a decade we have been addressing
the issue of rural sustainability in Spain (Camarero, 2009) and
have further develop this analysis through different papers
(Camarero et al., 2016). From these findings we elaborate here the
question about the “rural gap”, which links up with the open
public debate in the country on the policies to deal with rural
depopulation. On the one hand, the crisis has accentuated the
situation, revealing the scope and complexity of the problem
(Bayona-i-Carrasco and Gil-Alonso, 2013; Collantes et al., 2014;
Sampedro and Camarero, 2018; Oliva and Camarero, 2019). On
the other hand, the importance acquired by these issues has led
the Spanish government to the creation of a special

Commissioner and a National Strategy against the Demographic
Challenge (Ministerio de Política Territorial y Funciónn Pública,
2019).

The text explores this idea—the rural gap—as a source of
citizen inequality by focusing on four concatenated issues: habitat
structure, demographic imbalances, accessibility, and mobility
transition. Today urban-rural differences are expressed in
demographic terms: rural and urban populations are groups with
very different living conditions that involve also very different
demands for economic participation, consumption, and well-
being. The principle of a uniform configuration of the supply of
services in the face of the real diversity of territorial situations
predetermines the accessibility to public goods and resources
aimed at the reduction of inequalities. The decrease in accessi-
bility involves a greater demand for mobility and makes mobility
a source of new inequalities that feedback the vicious circle of the
rural gap.

Social cohesion and territorial imbalance
The process of progressive of-agrarization and the creation of
multifunctional rurality have been generating a situation of strong
territorial imbalance in the demographic distribution. It is not
just a mere transfer of the rural population to urban and indus-
trial areas, but a rural restructuring (Marsden, Lowe and What-
more, 1990) that has meant a process of true regional
differentiation. For example, in the case of the Iberian Peninsula,
during the last decades of the twentieth century, a territorial
concentration of the population has been observed in large urban
areas, as well as in the coastal regions; this contrasts with a
progressive emptying of the interiors of Spain and Portugal.
Although these countries are where there has been a greater
intensity, it is a generalized process in other Mediterranean
countries such as Greece, southern Italy, Bulgaria, Romania,
Northern and Eastern Europe, and inland Germany (vid. ESPON,
2017).

It is evident that the depopulation of inland regions has
repercussions for the vital capacity and the economic develop-
ment of the territories. Nevertheless, within the context of the
welfare state, the loss of political weight of the territories and their
inhabitants has become even more remarkable. The territorial
imbalance brings important inequalities in political opportunities,
and lower demographic weight implies less political strength. In
practice, it means a weak construction of citizenship in the small
towns and regions because the territorial balance and the regular
maintenance of the population in the territory is a condition of
social cohesion. Different studies coincide in pointing out that the
European zones in terms of depopulation show, for example, a
higher school dropout rate and a higher proportion of people at
risk of poverty (Delivorias and Sabbati, 2015). These areas con-
trast with regions of strong population attraction and economic
activity.

In this sense, the rural gap can be interpreted in terms of social
cohesion. On the one hand, the demographic shortfalls prevent
rural areas from achieving critical volumes of social capital as
stated in the Cork 2.0 declaration. In the current context of
progress toward a knowledge-based economy, this social capital is
especially crucial and the lesser disposition of it in rural areas
ends up concentrating innovation processes in urban areas. As a
consequence, the marginalization of rural areas increases (Li,
Westlund and Liu, 2019). On the other hand, the distribution of
welfare policies based on aggregate demand criteria, in the face of
territorial equilibrium criteria, implies unequal access by the rural
population to public services (Shucksmith and Brown, 2016,
Bock, 2019).
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The territorial characteristics—density and dispersion—
increase the inequality of the rural inhabitants. The rural gap
conditions the notion of citizenship insofar as it is recognized,
due to the place of residence, access to different conditions of
collective well-being.

There is a principle of basic equality in the commitment of the
population and territory. The issue is that political rights acquired
as citizens are universal but in practice are territorially modu-
lated, because these rights become both exercised and enjoyed
upon registration in a place. Not all territories and places have the
same capabilities or offer the same resources for equal problems.
Equality of rights requires territorial equality. Nonetheless, it is
also relevant to address the biunivocal nature that is established
between population and territory. The presence and distribution
of a population throughout the territory allow it to control the
resources that it houses and the environment. The victims of
depopulation are not only rural inhabitants but the whole of
society.

Different reports from the EU (ESPON, 2017) point out the
importance of addressing territorial inequalities. The analysis
shows a demographic “long winter” and the futility of thinking
about regional rebalances in the medium term. The idea of
coexisting in a Europe with strong territorial and demographic
imbalances is the most probable scenario.

Demographic imbalance: rural welfare and generational
composition
Within the inequalities generated by depopulation combined with
territorial disadvantages, demographic imbalances are central. It
is not simply the loss of population, particularly of young people,
but that the relationship among the generations become pro-
foundly altered. Depopulated areas are heavily aged but also
masculinized at a young age. This phenomenon is evident in
Spain and Portugal; however, it is deeper and more generalized in
the eastern regions of Germany (Weist and Leibert, 2013).

The rural areas are in a situation of clear demographic
imbalance that is the result of a very selective migratory balance.
Rural masculinization is only a sample of the gender differences
in opportunities produced by some factors that characterize the
rural areas, like the restricted labor markets for women and
particularly for qualified jobs and the reduced opportunity of
access to care resources for children and elder people (Camarero
et al., 2016). Aging and masculinization define rural family
structures.

Within the configuration of what has been called “society of
ageing” the cases of very high proportions of elderly people living
in rural areas in southern and Mediterranean countries are
especially notable (Goll, 2010). In these regions, the weighting of
those over 65 exceeds the figure of 20% and it is near to the
quarter of the total. The list of rural ageing is usually led by Spain
with 26.8% of the population over 65 years and Portugal 24.7%,
followed by the Mediterranean countries of Greece 24.2%, Italy
23.3%, and France 22.8% (Predominantly rural areas. 2017 data.
Eurostat serie: urt_pjanaggr3). In the Spanish case, its effects can
be glimpsed, for example, concerning caring needs. As the
Eurostat data showed in 2014 (see Table 1), residents in rural
areas reported greater dependency and, at the same time,
increased needs due to the effect of chronic pathologies. The gap
between rural—92% need personal asisstance—and urban, less
than 80%—is prominent.

Beyond its strictly biological aspects, ageing must be under-
stood as the specific product of a certain demographic sequence,
in which there is a significant increase in life expectancy at all ages
with a significant decrease in fertility. This demographic regime,
known as “the second demographic transition” (van de Kaa, 1987;

Lesthaeghe, 2007), has the effect that older generations take much
longer to disappear and, therefore, their ageing and longevity
process lengthens. This demographic process requires a new life
stages map.

Low fertility is a second aspect of the “second demographic
transition” that conditions the size of the new generations and
directly affects the numerical imbalance among the generations.
This imbalance entails the reorganization of relations among the
generations through systems of interaction, among which the
family stands out. In this way, the changes related to the care of
the elderly deeply affect the way in which families organize
themselves. It is not only fertility has been reduced, but also the
age for commencing motherhood has been delayed in a way that
the distance between generations is greater. This increase in the
distance between generations can be understood from the per-
spective of the chains of care as an adaptive process. The children
will not be so old when the parents reach the fourth age and in
turn; those parents who become grandparents will also help with
the upbringing of their grandchildren.

To a large extent and especially in rural areas, the upkeep of the
ageing population process has been transferred mainly to families
and particularly to women and groups such as the denominated
“support generation”. As a general rule, the weakness of southern
welfare systems is that they favor more extensive family models.
The Mediterranean family model has been highlighted by the
classic work of Saraceno (1994) who considers that the impor-
tance of familism as a characteristic of Mediterranean societies
that even affects the lack of development of certain social pro-
tection and social policies.

This causes the vicious circle of depopulation. Less population
leads to the reduction of services and, therefore, family overload.
Both situations generate even greater depopulation. The rural
question is then a matter of social reproduction and depopulation
has acquired the status of public debate and may be considered as
kind of state issue.

Accessibility: crisis, rural disparities, and services
desertification
Also parallel to the population desertification of certain territories
may be the perceived desertification of services (such as the
“medical desertification”, (Legido-Quigley, et al., 2013) lack of
bank services, low-quality internet). As illustrated by the case of
Spain, investments in the railway network focused on high-speed
connections between some main cities, while the budget to
maintain the rest of the network has been progressively con-
strained; Spain boasts one of the most extensive in the world in
relation to the ratio per inhabitant. In this country, the demands
of regions and localities without investment in infrastructures,
apart from train networks and with minimized services, gave rise
to important local mobilizations that have sought to put the
territorial problem onto the state agenda.

The impact of the crisis and the cuts derived from the austerity
policies upon European rural areas have been significative
(OECD, 2016; Congress of Local and Regional Authorities, 2017).

Table 1 Need for help with personal care activities in the age

group of 65 years or over by degree of urbanization (Spain)

Cities Towns and suburbs Rural areas

No need for assistance 20.6 17.3 8.8

Get enough assistance 34.7 37.0 36.9

Lack of assistance 44.7 45.7 54.3

Source of data: Eurostat serie: urt_pjanaggr3, European Health Interview Survey, 2014
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This is particularly the case in the southern countries subject to
expenditure control, where austerity policies have reduced the
public and private rural services networks—postal offices, banks,
public transport, social services, etc.—divestments in projects and
infrastructures have led to a growth of disparities even among the
rural regions themselves. Disparities may be noted both in terms of
disconnection to urban processes and low accessibility to services.

The data—Table 2—bring us closer to the persistence of the
accessibility gap in rural areas. In general, one-fifth of rural
households say they have difficulties accessing food shops,
banking services, health or education, being comparatively very
small in metropolitan areas. But the gap is even greater in public
transport. We should not only look at the fact that one-fifth of
rural households indicate that they do not have easy access but
especially that only a third of rural households use public
transport. The difficulties of accessibility must be added to the
deep lack of transport, as will be seen in the next section.

Throughout the twentieth century, different generations of
rural modernization policies aimed at integrating these regions
into national economies through the creation of connection
infrastructures (roads, telephony, trains, bus lines). However, the
criticism of the welfare state in favor of the rationality of the
market under the neoliberal paradigm led from the 1980s
onwards to the privatization and concentration of many rural
services. Accessibility, which has traditionally defined the rural
challenge (Moseley, 1979), remains today as a determining factor
of its futures. Moreover, as a principal instrument for social and
territorial cohesion, accessibility defines the degree and levels of
citizenship, as it is a basic premise of modern societies. In this
sense, the planning of rural accessibility has changed towards
more holistic perspectives, and social inclusion is today the main
objective of these policies (Farrington and Farrington, 2005). The
Green Paper on Territorial Cohesion (Commission of the Eur-
opean Communities, 2008) considers three interrelated aims:
overcoming differences in density (concentration), overcoming
distance (connecting territories) and overcoming division
(cooperation). The lack of accessibility and mobility are con-
sidered the determining factors of rural decline and regional
development (OECD, 2006, European Commission, 2008, 2011).

However, as the Congress of Local and Regional Authorities
(2017) pointed out, the crisis has shown the vulnerability of rural
areas, even in relation to global shocks. All the processes that we
are discussing here favor the increasing differentiation of rural
areas (demographic ageing, the global financial crisis, technolo-
gical disruptions). This, together with the reconfiguration of the
maps for the provision of services or the deployment of infra-
structures, results in true socio-territorial engineering that
determines the personal projects and vital trajectories in the
territories. The differences organized by the new accessibilities
provided by socio-technical hybridizations and networks (roads,

speed trains, broadband internet) produce specific types of rural
landscapes (such as smart ruralities and remote regions, peri-
urban areas and commuting districts). These very processes also
include the possibility of relegating other territories to being a
kind of new excluded periphery, remotely managed and mon-
itored; for example, mountain and sparsely populated areas,
border and coastal regions, inner peripheries.

Automobility and mobility transition
Although mobility is not the only source of accessibility or
inequality, it becomes related to them in such a strategic way that
it becomes substantial to the processes of transformation, resi-
lience and hybridization of rural areas. The continuous mobili-
zation acquired by modern life has changed the factors for the
development, sustainability and decline. Daily mobility plays an
essential role in the support of economic, residential and labor
relations. For example, few technologies have so extensively
reconfigured the socio-territorial relations as the car. Many resi-
dential and migratory patterns, labor strategies of long-distance
commuting and ways of taking care of family responsibilities, can
only be currently developed on the basis of the provision of the
private automobile.

Accessibility to public transport is another of the characteristics
that define the rural gap. As shown by Table 2 the population that
does not use public transport is very high in 2012 and increased
to 63.7% in contrast to 11.6% among residents in metropolitan
areas. Besides the few rural users have great difficulty to access
and 21.7% of rural users declare problems, five times more than
the reduced 4.3% of metropolitan users.

Rural people need to use the car as the main alternative to move.
There are sociological profiles and social conditions where the car’s
dependence to live in rural areas is essential. Table 3 shows the
weight that it acquires in the Spanish case, for example, for young
women, a group where the possession of the car is universalized, in
deep contrast with the same group in the cities. The same is true of
family groups with dependent children, in sharp contrast to the
immobilized situation of women 65 and older.

Access to the personal car has led to a progressive permeability
of the territory, blurring the countryside and the city, as well as
some of the traditional rural disadvantages. But it is its general-
ization that exceptionally increases accessibility for many and
allows for the settlement of strategic groups (such as the youth
and women); it also establishes its own forms of exclusion and
immobilization for others, and it erodes the public transport
systems. Automobility options are crucial for stimulating social
cohesion and jumping the rural gap. However, because of this
fundamental importance of the car in rural areas, it has also
become a key driver in the creation of new social inequalities.

The significance of mobility in disadvantaged and demo-
graphically vulnerable regions has been stressed by the

Table 2 Rural accessibility gap in Spain

% of household with some and great

deal difficulty of access

% households using the service

Rural Spain Metro-politan Accessibility Déficit Rural Spain Metro-politan

Food shops 22.6 12.3 5.9 16.7 96.4 97.2 97.8

Banking services 22.7 13.7 6.7 16 97.6 97.8 97.5

Postal services 19.7 16.3 11.3 8.4 62.3 62.8 68.9

Public transport 21.7 10.0 4.3 17.4 36.3 58.9 88.4

Primary healthcare services 22.0 14.0 7.4 14.6 95.6 95.8 96.2

Compulsory education centers 18.8 13.8 9.5 9.3 24.3 26.3 21.8

Rural: Municipalities less than 10,000 inhabitants. Metro: Municipalities bigger than 500,000 inhabitants

Accessibility deficit: %metro-%rural

Source: EU-SILC. 2012

ARTICLE PALGRAVE COMMUNICATIONS | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-019-0306-x

4 PALGRAVE COMMUNICATIONS |            (2019) 5:95 | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-019-0306-x | www.nature.com/palcomms

www.nature.com/palcomms


Committee of the Regions (2014). The challenges presented by
public transport in these regions accumulate the effects of all the
processes we have been discussing here. On the one hand, most
ageing and sparsely populated areas, mountain regions and
regions with problems of accessibility, areas that undergo dete-
rioration of services and local economies, are those which depend
to a greater degree on the efficiency of public transport systems.
On the other hand, the costs of these services due to the previous,
aforementioned characteristics, the fluctuation of the demand and
the erosion that the private automobile entails, make their orga-
nization especially problematic.

The traditional considerations regarding the immobilism of
rural societies have prevented an appreciation of how they have
become configured during recent decades to an intensification of
the daily mobilities. Furthermore, some studies (Milbourne and
Kitchen, 2014) have described rural daily mobility as hypermo-
bility. In this sense, we can consider that the deployment of forms
under which the transition to other paradigms of mobility
(shared, autonomous, unconventional) that are currently under-
way; these will largely determine the future of these areas and
rural groups. A transition that, due to its characteristics, offers
good opportunities for addressing the pressing mobility needs of
these regions (on-demand buses and taxis, shared transportation
systems and collective cars).

An essential issue is how this transition and its governance will
be deployed in rural areas since, due to its core nature in these
regions, the question should be considered as the management of
a public good. Note, as Table 2 indicates, the strong lack of public
transport in rural areas, a lack that clashes with the high mobility
needs of residents in depopulated areas. Given the structuring
function of mobility for accessibility to welfare and the rights of
modern citizenship, it should be organized from an integral
planning perspective within the regional systems.

Conclusions: rural governance for socio-territorial balancing
The budgetary constraints and austerity policies in Southern
Europe have eroded the futures of the lagging regions in these
countries (Boyer, 2012). The Spanish case, where ageing and
poverty are often combined with the disadvantages of the habitat,
has become an illustrative example of this process. Rural devel-
opment policies aim to slow depopulation, organize the social
agents in the territories and revitalize local economies. However,
after the crisis, many territories have not managed to consolidate

clear futures for the young. Almost half of the Spanish munici-
palities are threatened by depopulation, and even some inland
regional towns have been losing inhabitants and show an outward
migration of young trained people; this is connected to the lack of
investments in services and infrastructures (Sáez et al., 2016).

The progressive rationalization of public services since the final
decades of the last century and the impact of the recent economic
recession have in a specific way deepened these socio-territorial
fragilities (Woods, 2005; Moseley and Owen, 2008; Cheshire
et al., 2012). While the rural areas that are better connected with
the urban centers experience an important development due to
the counter-urbanization, productive relocation or second resi-
dences; those less accessible regions show obvious disadvantages.
In these last regions, the rural gap turns many of its inhabitants
into a kind of ‘second class citizens’, as its consequences amplify
internal social inequalities and the exclusion of the most vul-
nerable groups. As pointed by Woods, “Notably, many of the
services that are most distant from the majority of rural com-
munities—including hospitals, job-centers and benefit offices—
are those whose users are least likely to have access to their own
private transport” (2005, p. 104).

Furthermore, demographic ageing has a widespread impact on
the social organization, from the adaptation of housing envir-
onments to the provision of rural services or the reconfiguration
of urbanized spaces. The complexity acquired by these processes
can be observed in the demographic vulnerability of many rural
border areas, where the problems of spatial accessibility are added
in a process of cumulative causality; i.e., the groups immobilized
or with a significant erosion of skills related to driving and
movement at the same time have a strong demand for services
such as health and welfare. These border areas are often located in
the regional and state peripheries and they constitute the margins
of the central economies. In this sense, European policies point to
the need to implement transnational cooperation strategies,
which would overcome the fragmentation and ineffectiveness of
geographically limited approaches. Thus, these spaces, in spite of
the social and geographical diversities could share similar solu-
tions for its demographic and socioeconomic problems.

In rural areas, there is not only a greater demand for mobility
due to the greater distance between places and habitat dispersion,
but also due to a significant lack of public transport; furthermore,
rural regions have much more fragile demographic structures and
are characterized by more intense ageing than the urban ones are.
Discriminatory geographies are neutralized in urban areas

Table 3 Households with car by degree of urbanization (Spain)

% Houesholds with car

Predominantly urban Intermediate Predominantly rural

One-person household: men less than 30 56.9 53.7 70.1

One-person household: men between 30 and 64 years 70.3 82.2 84.9

One-person household: men aged 65 years and over 46.5 44.4 55.6

One-person household: women less than 30 67.0 100.0 93.6

One-person household: women between 30 and 64 years 57.9 78.7 72.8

One-person household: women aged 65 years and over 12.1 23.4 15.7

Two adults without dependent children at least one person aged 65 or over 67.0 71.7 73.3

Two adults without dependent children both aged under 65 years 83.8 92.5 92.2

Other household without dependent children 86.0 91.1 90.9

One adult with at least one dependent children 62.0 82.1 85.3

Two adults with one dependent children 91.6 92.9 97.5

Two adults with two dependent children 94.8 95.4 98.8

Two adults with three or more dependent children 90.1 94.4 89.9

Other household with dependent children 89.2 96.2 94.8

TOTAL 73.3 81.8 81.2

Source: EU-ILCS 2017. Own elaboration
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through infrastructures and collective transport networks, which
make the right to mobility effective. However, in rural regions, the
mobility question has become a more complex problem. Rural
areas as a whole make up sociological environments that are more
isolated and vulnerable, but that are highly demanding of services
such as health, care and mobility. Finally, it is a world largely
supported by private motoring. It is a dependence on the car that
allows inhabitants to face up to and rebalance some of the pre-
vious disadvantages; for example, access to employment or
external training, although this also leads to new inequalities.

The adequacy of mobility and the transition to new models can
provide more equal conditions for the inhabitants of rural areas.
However, just as the commitment to innovation and economic
development has been unable to stop the depopulation and rural
decline, it may in the same way be presumed that mobility and
attention to accessibility cannot guarantee territorial rebalancing
either. The rural challenge shows the depth of territorial imbal-
ances and the strong association they have with demographic
imbalances. The social agenda to face this challenge must interpret
the demographic imbalances in terms of the generational rela-
tionships that constitutes the basis of social sustainability. Beyond
the material issues of economic opportunities and access to well-
being, what really shows the generational gaps and the strong
asymmetry between men and women in areas of low density and
population dispersion, is the difficulty of establishing, maintaining
and developing vital projects in rural areas. Rural policies need to
include the question of improving the attractiveness of rural areas
for the development of life projects. With regard to this objective,
the transition of mobility must be included. The transition should
be considered within the logic of not only of the management of
displacements, but also of a key mechanism to favor gender
equality and generational diversity. Mobility must be thought out
and organized for the purposes of conciliation, health, education,
leisure etc., which attend to the different ways of life purposes.
Mobility is a way to lessen the rural gap.

As we have tried to show, from the premise of the right to
equal social conditions, the very territory produces disadvantages
in terms of accessibility. Therefore, we can say that welfare is
territorially distributed, and that mobility systems and con-
nectivity are decisive to providing balanced social capital in rural
regions. In other words, both rural-urban hybridizations through
mobilities and global virtual proximity favored by tele-
communications are the fundamental drivers for social cohesion
and rural development.

Data availability
All data used are indicated in the paper.
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