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Economic and demographic circumstances as well as the 
momentum of local stakeholders bring about change processes 
in smaller settlement units. Various funding programmes, 
planning and implementation instruments aim to support 
sustainable village development. 
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1 Village development as a concept 

The development of villages (▷ Village) is shaped by their spatial location and transport 
connections, historical development as well as social and economic circumstances. On the one 
hand, the term village development has a process-related meaning: change processes that occur 
in small settlement units in both rural and urbanised areas are referred to as village development. 
On the other hand, village development means the active promotion of changes by local or 
external stakeholders using various instruments of spatial planning and policy. The fields of 
action in relation to village development cover a wide range issues, from structural, functional 
and environmental development, as well as social and cultural matters through to economic 
development (cf. Dehne 2010; Kötter/Voß 2012). 

2 Trends in village development 

Losses in relation to the supply of goods and services and employment opportunities as well as a 
rise in the purely residential character, often as a result of monofunctional settlement expansions 
in new build areas, present fundamental challenges for many villages. In particular, demographic 
ageing as well as migration processes in a number of regions are impacting village life as well as 
the sustainability of institutions, the provision of basic services and ▷ Provision of public services. 
Reduced utilisation of services and infrastructures, such as local public transport, grid-based 
infrastructure or schools, together with growing needs, e.g. the care of older people, need to be 
managed (▷ Technical infrastructure; ▷ Social infrastructure). Safeguarding the provision of public 
services in rural areas in particular (▷ Rural areas), both at the national and international level, 
presents a huge challenge (cf. BMVI [Federal Ministry of Transport and Digital Infrastructure] 2015).

Working life has been shaped in rural areas over the past decades in particular by the 
structural changes in ▷ Agriculture, the trades and commerce (cf. Henkel 2012). The number of 
people employed in agriculture in particular has considerably declined, even though the energy 
transition and the rising prices for agricultural products have once again intensified agricultural 
land use. During these change processes, agricultural facilities and commercial operations were 
relocated to the outskirts of the village. Some of this happened as part of land consolidation 
processes. Today, former agricultural buildings are empty in many places. Vacant structures are a 
feature not only of historical village centres and agricultural buildings, but also of the settlement 
expansions of the 1950s and 1960s in some regions (cf. Spehl 2011). Both structural as well as 
social and functional ▷ Inner development are required and are often the focal point of village 
development strategies (cf. Büchs/Magel 2010; Bavarian Administration for Rural Development 
[Bayerische Verwaltung für Ländliche Entwicklung] 2014). The aforementioned trends impact 
the various regions in Germany differently and sometimes even result in highly divergent 
development patterns of shrinking communities (▷ Shrinking cities) and growth (▷ Demographic 
change; ▷ Disparities, spatial) (cf. BBSR [Federal Institute for Research on Building, Urban Affairs 
and Spatial Development] 2015; Berlin Institute 2015). 
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3 Stakeholders in village development 

Social relationships in smaller settlement units are particularly intense, not least because there 
is less anonymity, deeper regional roots and the upkeep of traditions. Social change trends, such 
as increasing individualisation, more flexible labour markets and increasing spatial mobility, also 
bring about changes to the social structure of villages. Increasingly heterogenous lifestyles, a 
greater tendency to retreat into the private sphere and the predominantly residential character 
have been observed (cf. Henckel 2012). Unlike the highly contrasting lifestyles of town and country 
in days gone by, rural and urban ▷ Lifestyles are becoming more alike (‘urban-rural continuum’, 
cf. Stiens 2002).

When it comes to defining stakeholder types, a distinction can essentially be made between 
individual stakeholders, who primarily act in their own interest, e.g. individual landowners or 
business enterprises, and stakeholders who ideally act in the interest and from the perspective 
of larger entities, for example the local council or civic associations (cf. Fürst 2010). The sphere 
of influence of the local stakeholders is determined by specific social, cultural, political and 
economic circumstances, such as planning law regulations for building development or formal 
and informal forms of civic participation (▷ Participation). Village development processes tend 
to take the form of informal participation processes, which means that the threshold for active 
citizens to get involved is low. However, depending on the nature of the decision, democratically 
legitimated committees, such as local councils and landowners, have to be incorporated into 
processes according to the Land Consolidation Act (Flurbereinigungsgesetz) by way of participant 
communities. 

Local stakeholders make vital contributions to village development by organising key projects 
within the framework of a holistic strategy for the future, involving the population on a project-by-
project or ongoing basis and networking with other stakeholders such as sponsors or neighbouring 
local authorities. Projects that improve the local quality of life and use endogenic potential, 
such as cultural and educational projects, are particularly helpful in creating a sense of identity 
(cf. Schröteler-von Brandt/Krämer 2014). The initiative and commitment of individuals is often 
very significant for encouraging the village residents to get involved in village development. Active 
mayors, association boards and creative planners in particular are considered key motivators for 
successful village development processes (cf. Schaloske 2013). The private and public owners of 
plots and buildings, who in some federal states even subsidise village renewal measures and are 
known as a community of participants, have a particular influence on the implementation of key 
building projects (cf. Ritzinger/Groß/Magel 2011). 

4 Steering and supporting village development

Local authorities have extensive instruments at their disposal for organising settlement 
development within the scope of their own responsibility and planning autonomy (▷ Local 
self-government) and integrated in the context of higher planning levels (▷ Federal state spatial 
planning, federal state development; ▷ Regional planning; ▷ Spatially-relevant sectoral planning) 
(▷ Urban land-use planning). Local authorities are, however, limited by their finances (▷ Municipal 
finances). 
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In addition, there are various instruments at the federal and state levels to help local 
authorities manage village development processes. These range from participation processes by 
way of planning and legal instruments to financial subsidies. In terms of programmes, support 
for the development and regeneration of villages takes the form of either agricultural or urban 
development programmes. These support options for sustainable village development have been 
extensively studied in past decades and have been addressed in political and planning contexts 
(cf. Dehne/Schäfer/Schmidt 1990; Magel 1991; Grube 2006; Kötter 2008; Ritzinger 2010; Voß/
Güldenberg/Kirsch-Stracke et al. 2011; Henkel 2012; Peter/Fengler/Moser 2013; Schröteler-von 
Brandt 2015). 

In most federal states, a clear division of tasks has been agreed between the responsible 
ministries based, for example, on the population of the municipalities; only a few federal states 
have autonomous state programmes for village development or village renewal. 

The instruments of village development in relation to town planning are established in the 
Special Urban Planning Law of the Federal Building Code (Baugesetzbuch) and can help eliminate 
building deficits in particular (▷ Urban development promotion; ▷ Special Urban Development 
Law). In the past, town planning strategies have focused on issues such as the conservation of 
historic buildings and monuments in urban development, social ▷ Urban development, the 
promotion of inner development and the vitalisation of village centres. Since 2010 a new federal 
programme has aimed to revitalise smaller towns and municipalities in sparsely populated areas 
affected by demographic change and the establishment of supra-local networks (cf. BMUB [Federal 
Ministry for the Environment, Nature Conservation, Construction and Nuclear Safety] 2014; 
Gatzweiler 2011). 

Agricultural structure programmes for village development are generally the responsibility 
of the agricultural ministries of the federal states and promote both agricultural measures and 
the development of smaller settlements by way of village renewal processes. In some federal 
states, the processes are legally based on the Land Consolidation Act and help to implement land 
reallocation plans by reorganising land holdings (cf. Rill 2008). Financial subsidies are provided 
from European, federal and state funds with co-financing from the local authorities. Focal points 
of the programmes are determined at EU level (▷ European Union) by the European Fund for 
Rural Development (EAFRD) and at federal German level under the Joint Task ‘Improvement 
of Agricultural Structures and Coastal Protection’ (GAK) and have been centralised since 2004 
in the existing ▷ Integrated rural development task force. Both investment measures, such as 
the regeneration of buildings, and non-investment measures, such as planning strategies are 
promoted (cf. BMEL [Federal Ministry of Food and Agriculture] 2014). The focal points of village 
renewal have evolved over the years from primary support for agricultural structures and 
mobilising the population through to inner development and renovation projects as well as the 
provision of public services. 

Many competitions reward the commitment of local stakeholders for their village development 
through these programmes (cf. ‘Unser Dorf hat Zukunft’ [Our Village has a Future] (BMELV [Federal 
Ministry of Food, Agriculture and Consumer Protection] 2011); ‘Land und Leute’ [People and 
Country] (Wüstenrot Stiftung 2015); ASG [Agrarsoziale Gesellschaft e. V. (Agri-social Association)] 
2015). There are networks for a wide range of issues in the European context (cf. ARGE [European 
Association for Rural Development and Village Renewal] 2015). 
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5 Village development in the future

Critical discussions on advancing village development strategies relate to both the substance of 
those strategies and the methodical approach (cf. Dehne 2010; Kleine-Limberg 2012; Ritzinger/
Groß/Magel 2011; Schröteler-von Brandt 2015). Indeed, the focal points in promoting village 
development have increasingly shifted over past decades with the emphasis tending to be placed 
on strengthening processes and social responsibilities rather than the highly criticised exclusive 
promotion of building measures. The inter-municipal coordination of development strategies is 
also emphatically called for and is progressively leading to the implementation of joint projects. 
However, there are still some points of criticism that call for structural changes in the way such 
promotion take place: the formal instruments have not yet managed to sufficiently encourage 
innovations and to ensure the focus on non-growth-oriented approaches as well as the mobilisation 
of local civil society and the economic sphere. In addition, improving the interdisciplinary 
coordination and dovetailing of the instruments of promotion instead of always creating new 
ministry-specific strategies for effective village development is particularly important. 
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