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Abstract. In the current context, the situation of the Spanish rural environment,
its depopulation, as well as the alternatives that must be addressed from the public
administration to address this problem, possesses within the agenda of the State
to find a way to revitalize the countryside, in particular to light of the most recent
world events that have occurred since 2020, which have evidenced that the food
strength of the country goes hand in hand with the generation of strategies that to
serve the increasingly depopulated rural environment. We intend to make a brief
illustration of this phenomenon, making a global analysis of the situation to then
focus on the province of León, analyzing the causes of the depopulation of its rural
environment, the negative vegetative growth that has been experienced in recent
decades and that still impacts the region today, the consequences that this situation
has brought to the countryside, as well as the strategies, public actions and policies
developed at the administrative level to address this a problem that is spreading
more and more throughout the various Spanish Autonomous Communities. With
this panorama in mind, we will review the trends related to sustainable tourism,
the viability of implement a sustainable tourism strategy aimed at demographic
revitalization for the Province of León, the responsible use of its resources natural
resources, as well as the guarantee of their survival, within a component of public
policy for the sustainable growth of environments.

Keywords: Sectoral economy · Social change and development · Evolution of
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1 Introduction

The Spanish rural scenario has been strongly affected by various phenomena that have
led to its depopulation, consolidating what is now commonly known as “empty Spain”
[1]. Among them we have the abandonment of agricultural work, its reduction by mod-
ernization [2], the attraction of the city towards the inhabitants of the countryside derived
from industrialization and the growth of new urban centers [3], the decrease of social,
labor, educational and cultural opportunities in less productive environments [4], as well
as the progressive devaluation of the rural world derived from the perception of the rural
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way of life as a space of cultural backwardness and lacking value [5, 6]. At the same
time, the poor communications network that the country has been dragging for some
time [7], makes the rural space even more distant both physically and temporally from
the current Spanish reality, which ultimately has led to an aging of the rural population
[8], and loss of employment [9].

Since the 1960s, various strategies have been designed to guarantee the sustainability
and survival of the ruralworld, aswas the case of the vacationprograms in farmhouses [7].
On the other hand, tourism has become an axis of economic development in the country,
with the objective of generating social and inclusive development, a link between the
economic, institutional and environmental sectors, to diversify economies, generating
new demands for services for the community, reducing the exodus of the population,
consolidating new employment opportunities for women and young people.

Thus, we propose to review the general context related to the genesis, phases and con-
sequences of the depopulation of the Spanish rural environment, the programs associated
with rural activity, the state of public actions in terms of attention to the demographic
challenge. Subsequently,wewill enter into the study of public policies and actions related
to the promotion of rural development and the regulatory framework that supports the
sustainable development of the rural environment, together with the characteristics of
sustainable tourism.

Finally, we propose to present the strategy of sustainable tourism as an essential
public action for demographic revitalization, a strategic axis for rural territorial devel-
opment, especially in the most economically and socially depressed areas, diversifying
the industry, within a productive cycle and responsible consumption that allows fac-
ing the demographic challenges, taking advantage of the resources destined to consoli-
date employment opportunities and stable work, providing homogeneously distributed
socioeconomic benefits.

2 The Abandonment of Rural Areas

The first enlightened experiences of colonization in the interior date back to the nine-
teenth century, with the approval of agricultural colonies, and later with the concept
that emerged in 1866 of “coto redondo acasarado” as the basis for an individualist colo-
nization system [3]. Later we had the presence of agrarian liberalism and the search for
agrarian reform. Then, in 1907, we had the approval of the colonization and repopulation
of the interior (distribution of land among poor farmers) of little practical significance.

From 1905 onwards, the Canalejas (1911) and Alba (1916) projects followed, which
was succeeded by the Dictatorship of Primo Rivera and the actions of the Second Repub-
lic: focused on land distribution. These were followed in time by the 1931 Constitution,
the 1932 Agrarian Reform Law, and Royal Decree 118 of 1973, to name but a few.

As has been analyzed in recent years, the low effectiveness of these actions is well
known, as they have not addressed at all the crisis generated by the depopulation of
the Spanish countryside in areas of large abandoned agricultural areas, a paradoxical
situation in comparisonwith theEuropean scenario, inwhich the areas of greatest poverty
are located in urban centers, finding that in today’s globalized economy local territories
are discovered as the main sources for promoting [3].



The Role of Public Policies and Sustainable Tourism … 39

From the mid-twentieth century onwards, the situation has not changed much, with
depopulation advancing because of a prolonged historical process in which migratory
movements can be framed as a result of two parallel processes [2]. On the one hand,
we have the development of industrialization models centered basically in the urban
and capital area with little implementation in medium-sized cities or rural areas, and
on the other, the imbalances derived from the unjustified difference in the provision of
essential public services, which were reduced in accordance with the decrease in the
point of equilibrium necessary to make their maintenance profitable.

For this reason, life in the Spanish countryside has gradually become an impossible
and uprooted option that is economically uncertain and highly discriminatory because,
among other things, local administrations are not equipped to offer the conditions that
motivate citizens to establish permanent residence in the rural environment [2]. The
migration of the rural population has been constant towards urban environments, as they
aspire to a better quality of education, better employment, health, housing, in short,
to substantially improve living conditions. Among the multiple causes that have led to
depopulation in rural environments we have:

• Impossibility of maintaining an active and competitive primary sector in the food
demand, together with the inadequacy of soils, the lack of capital and the bad structure
of the properties of the agricultural exploitations.

• Inadequate supply of cultural, recreational, and social services.
• The industrialization of the agricultural sector, which in some areas drives urban
migration due to the decrease in job opportunities.

• The reduction of the labor market.
• The aging of the population.
• Loss of labor force.
• Reduction in the number of inhabitants of municipalities with the consequent
suppression in the provision of public services.

• Negative vegetative growth.

This is why, although in principle Spain has experienced significant demographic
growth, since between 2001 and 2019, the country went from 41.1 to 47 million inhabi-
tants, increasing by almost 6 million more people, which represents a growth of close to
15%; the truth is that in the twenty-first century the process of depopulation has inten-
sified, and this process of loss has accelerated in the last decade. This is especially the
case in four autonomous communities that have lost population during the twenty-first
century (Extremadura, Galicia, Castilla y León and Asturias). Especially at the munic-
ipal level, since of the 8131 municipalities in Spain, 5102 have lost population since
2001. Similarly, in the last decade, 6232 municipalities have lost population. This phe-
nomenon, as has been mentioned, is eminently rural, with 926 municipalities with a
density of less than 12.5 inhabitants/km2, the threshold considered by the EU to be at
demographic risk, which has consequently translated into negative vegetative balances
since the 1980s [10].

In the case of Castilla y León, the community has an area of 94,225 km2, almost
undoubtedly the largest region in Europe, reaching 19% of the national territory but with
a population of less than 2,500,000 inhabitants, with a great dispersion of the population
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essentially in the rural world with 2116 municipalities with less than 2000 inhabitants,
1981 with less than 1000 inhabitants and 1724 with less than 500 inhabitants, and on
the other hand only 15 cities in the community have more than 20,000 inhabitants [4].

3 Status of Public Actions to Address the Demographic Challenge

Thus, the objective of the demographic challenge must be equal rights and opportunities
for people wherever they live, which is also a symbol of social cohesion and due legal
protection in basic guarantees that the State must provide to all citizens. It is not possible
to reverse economic trends if it is not initially clear how the rural territory is to be
sustained and developed. With such a perspective, there is a need for change in the
public policy framework of the economic and territorial development models in both
urban and rural areas [2], insofar as it is intended to preach a true social cohesion that is
basically impacting the democratic models on which society is based.

The union between law and these problems is reflected in the use of administrative
instruments to motivate and activate the actions of the administration in search of the
necessary social cohesion in these territories, as well as the guarantee of constitutional
rights, thus ensuring the effective realization of the social rule of law model such as:

• Real equality (Articles 14 and 9.2. C.E.)
• Dignity of the population of rural areas (article 10 C.E.)
• General interest (article 103.1 C.E.)
• Economic progress (articles 40.1, 130.1, 131.1 C.E.).

The demographic evolution of the last decade may affect the sustainability of the
welfare state and jeopardize social cohesion, territorial structuring and the model of
coexistence [3]. For this reason, the Ministry of Ecological Transition and Demographic
Challenge has pointed out that the demographic challenge is a fundamental dimension
of social and territorial cohesion in our country and one of the priority axes in the agenda
of pending reforms.

In the short term there are no clear, rapid and uniform solutions to combat it, so it is
essential to establish plans and programs that articulate actions at all levels of territorial
power, combating the complex web of economic, social, environmental and cultural
causes described above. These solutions must be based not only on rural migration [11],
but also on the generation of capital, large investments, public sector decisions, personal
desires for liberation and process, as well as the generation of productive and sustainable
environments.

It is necessary to bear in mind that the problem of depopulation is, above all, a legal
problem because it is largely based on inadequate normative regulation and the formu-
lation of strategies and public policies that govern not only the relationships between
people but also between people and public authorities and between citizens and their
environment. It is becoming increasingly evident that the administration, with its exces-
sive legal regulations, contributes to further aggravating the problems of the rural world,
making its revitalization more andmore difficult, partly because the formulation of these
regulations is never based on the reality of the territories they are intended to regulate.
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4 Public Policy for Rural Development and Sustainable Tourism
Strategy

Policies to address demographic challenges do not refer to the analysis of social factors
in the explanation of variations in the so-called natural movement of the population
(birth rate, mortality, municipality), but precisely the opposite: the attempt to modify
the demographic structure of a population to improve its situation, development, or
processes of inequality [3].

Despite the antiquity of the phenomenon, it is only in recent times that attention has
been paid to it through the following instruments:

• 2015 Senate Report on the adoption of measures in relation to rural depopulation in
Spain [12].

• VI Conference of Presidents of January 2017, in which the need to address
demographic changes or challenges is determined [13].

• Creation of the government commissioner to address the demographic challenge:
Royal Decree 40/2017 of January 27 [14].

• Report 1 of 2018 of the Economic and Social Council on the rural environment and
its social and territorial structuring [15].

• General Guidelines of the National Strategy for the Demographic Challenge [16].
• Creation of the Ministry for Ecological Transition and the Demographic Challenge:
Royal Decree 139/2020 of January 28 [17].

• Creation of the General Secretariat for the Demographic Challenge by Royal Decree
500/2020 of April 28 [18].

In turn, with the General Guidelines of the National Strategy for the Demographic
Challenge [16], 7 cross-cutting objectives have been established, which are:

• Guarantee full territorial connectivity,with adequate co-opening of broadband internet
andmobile telephony throughout the territory, in accordancewith theEuropeanDigital
Agenda 2020.

• Ensure an appropriate provision of basic services to the entire population in conditions
of equity, adapted to the characteristics of each territory.

• Incorporate the impact and demographic perspective in the preparation of laws,
plans and investment programs, favoring territorial redistricting in favor of greater
social cohesion.—Advance in regulatory and administrative simplification, for small
municipalities, in order to facilitate the management of municipalities.

• Eliminate stereotypes and enhance the image and reputation of the territories most
affected by demographic risks.

• Improve mechanisms for greater public–private collaboration, enhancing the incor-
poration of demographic factors in the social responsibility of the private sector, to
turn all territories, without exclusions, into scenarios of opportunities.

• Align the lines of action and purposes of the Strategy with the fulfillment of the
Sustainable Development Goals and the 2030 Agenda.
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Among the measures promoted is the promotion of tourism, and within this, mention
should be made of Law 45/2007 of December 13 for the Sustainable Development of
the Rural Environment (LDSMR), which is an ambitious instrument that has sought to
reverse the situation of depopulation. Its purpose, as stated in its first article, is to regu-
late and establish measures aimed at promoting sustainable rural development as a suit-
able mechanism for counteracting the growing territorial differences and guaranteeing
equality among Spanish citizens as a whole.

According to the second article of this law, the aim is to support and progressively
expand the economic base of the rural environment, maintain and improve the demo-
graphic situation of rural areas by increasing the well-being and quality of life of the
citizens through the conservation and recovery of the heritage and natural and cul-
tural resources of these areas. In addition, Article 22 establishes specific and particular
objectives that must be included in the policies adopted and developed by the different
administrations.

The realization that the Spanish rural environment continues to show a development
differential with respect to the urban environment, especially marked in certain rural
areas, revealed the shortcomings of this essentially agrarian model and the need for a
change in the focus of public policies,which, in order to attend to frequentlymarginalized
territories and populations, should move from an agrarian and sectoral approach to a
fundamentally territorial and integral approach.

Territorial cohesion, and with it environmental sustainability and human habitability,
must then be understood as an opportunity within a new country model aligned with the
international sustainable development agendas—Agenda 2030 of the Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals, the Paris Agreement on climate change and theNewUrbanAgenda—that
place people at the center of their actions, since the main challenge must be to combat
inequality in access to services.

In this set, 130 measures were proposed in response to the demographic challenges
facing Spanish communities, with sustainable tourism being one of the axes of develop-
ment, seen as an economic and social engine and a lever for the sustainable development
of the territory, which can contribute to halting the depopulation of the rural environ-
ment and its consequent deterioration, to the protection and promotion of heritage and the
natural environment and to the improvement of the quality of life of people, promoting
among others 7 measures for its promotion [19]:

• Tourism Sustainability Program in Destinations
• Sustainable Tourism Product Development Plan
• Plan for the Promotion of the Circular Economy in tourism
• Maintenance and sustainable rehabilitation of historic heritage properties for tourist
use

• For a healthy tourism: cultural and natural heritage and sports activities
• Plan for the Digital Transformation of Tourism Destinations
• Plan for the Digital Transformation of Companies in the tourism value chain through
Artificial Intelligence and other enabling technologies.

Despite the above, the instrument, although ambitious, has not had the corresponding
investment from the administration to carry out its initiatives that would allow to reverse
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the situation of depopulation of rural areas in a decisive and forceful way. This has meant
that, for example, new activities planned to promote the sector, such as rural tourism or
the recovery of historical and cultural heritage, have been lost. Additionally, the lack of
coordination and planning at the time of designing the actions to develop to revitalize
the rural environment by the public administrations are in frank retreat, which, added
to the gradual forgetfulness of the organisms in charge of the citizen participation, have
made unfeasible, in spite of the multiplicity of instruments, strategies, the construction
of a true model of sustainable territorial development.

Finally, we consider that all these actions should be urgently reviewed in order to
adapt them to the concrete and specific needs of small and medium-sized municipalities.
Indeed, as a national strategy, the obvious rule of territorial, cultural and population
diversity of the Spanish territory. For this reason, although as an incipient framework
it may be indicative, in practice, like so many other regulations, it does not meet the
needs of rural areas. It is imperative to make the requirements more flexible in order
to implement the various lines of action, to promote economic activities and to favor
regulations that take into account the various municipal realities, along with a more
flexible regime for achieving the objectives set forth therein.
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