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Europe's working-age population has been declining
since 2010, reducing annual GDP per capita growth
by around 0.4 percentage points across the EU, and
up to 0.8 points in some countries. While the EU
population is projected to fall by 11% by 2100, no
single solution exists. Sustainable adaptation requires
a combination of higher labour participation,
particularly among women and older workers,
targeted migration, productivity gains through AI, and
measures that support fertility. Longevity should be
viewed as an opportunity, supported by housing,
work-life balance and AI literacy. The European
Commission's Demography Toolbox and Union of
Skills provide coordinated responses tailored to
national and regional needs, while intergenerational
fairness remains essential to ensuring today's
decisions do not unfairly burden future generations.

IMAGINING EUROPE’S FUTURE IN AN
AGE OF DEMOGRAPHIC CHANGE

HEALTH AS A FISCAL STRATEGY:
RETHINKING PUBLIC INVESTMENT IN
AGEING EUROPE

Health should be recognised as an economic
investment rather than solely a public cost. In
Germany, the health economy contributes around
€500 billion and 8 million jobs annually, while poor
health may account for over 10% of Europe's
projected GDP decline. With labour shortages
replacing unemployment as the main challenge,
improving health to extend working lives is
increasingly important. The European Investment
Bank invested nearly €5 billion in health and life
sciences last year, supporting hospitals, innovation
and biotech. Upcoming EU funding programmes
provide an opportunity to strengthen Europe's health
sector, supported by better evidence linking health
investment to economic outcomes.

With Europe's workforce shrinking by one million
people annually and large numbers of healthcare
workers nearing retirement, labour shortages require
a comprehensive response. Talent partnerships with
countries including Morocco, Tunisia, Egypt,
Bangladesh and Pakistan promote mutually
beneficial mobility through training and fair
recruitment while improving qualification
recognition and integration. At the same time, the
EU's Union of Skills aims to expand training from 10
to 25 million people by 2030. Success depends on
aligning migration, workforce upskilling and refugee
integration through coordinated action between
employers, education providers and public services.

FEWER WORKERS, SMARTER WORK:
SKILLS, PRODUCTIVITY, AND
INCLUSION IN EUROPE’S
DEMOGRAPHIC TRANSITION

HIGH-LEVEL KEYNOTE SPEECH BY
SÉAMUS BOLAND, PRESIDENT OF THE
EUROPEAN ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL
COMMITTEE
Housing has become the greatest concern for young
Europeans, with affordability increasingly
threatening social cohesion and trust in democracy.
While some regions face depopulation and others
overcrowding, existing housing policies have failed
to meet current demand. Rising construction costs,
labour shortages, underinvestment since 2008 and
housing financialisation have worsened affordability.
Better monitoring of data on rents, tourism and
industry is needed to inform policy. What was once
described as a crisis should now be treated as an
emergency, given repeated delays in placing it on
the political agenda; A unified approach at EU level,
bringing together its different institutions, is the only
way forward, with the upcoming Irish presidency set
to make housing a priority.
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Many Europeans have fewer children than they
desire due to economic insecurity, housing costs,
unstable employment, limited childcare and
healthcare, and unequal caring responsibilities.
Access to fertility treatment also varies significantly
between countries. 
Furthermore gender equality is central to this
debate. Women still carry much of the biological,
professional and economic cost of parenthood and
fertility treatment whilst male infertility remains
often overlooked. This is why demographic
sustainability cannot be built through pressure on
women to have more children. It requires trust,
security and social justice. Supporting fertility means
investing in the conditions that allow people to
imagine a future with children.

THE RIGHT TO CHOOSE: FERTILITY,
EQUALITY, AND DEMOGRAPHIC
SUSTAINABILITY IN EUROPE

Refugee talent across Europe remains widely under-
utilised because of barriers in access: delayed work
authorisation, unrecognised qualifications, and weak
coordination between employment, housing,
healthcare and education all contribute to
widespread "brain waste," with refugees facing a
significantly higher risk of poverty than other
migrant groups. Faster labour market access delivers
measurable economic benefits and employers
running dedicated integration programmes report
stronger retention and engagement among refugee
hires. The European Commission is working to
improve qualification recognition and extend
support to smaller employers, while universities are
being encouraged to offer scholarships and
structured pathways for refugees. Any simplification
or deregulation of these processes, it was stressed,
must not come at the expense of workers' rights.

UNLOCKING REFUGEE TALENT: FROM
POLICY GAPS TO REAL PARTICIPATION

The mismatch between affordable housing and
employment opportunities is pushing workers,
including essential public sector staff, out of the
market. Mixed-income models combining market-rate
and below-market housing, such as Brussels' Calico
project, and long-standing public investment in cities
like Vienna, show how housing can remain affordable
without splitting society into separate tiers.
Although housing remains a national competence, it
has become an EU priority as prices continue to
outpace incomes. Europe requires around 650,000
new homes annually, largely financed through private
investment. The EU's housing plan, building on
growing momentum since the Liège Declaration and
the Letta report, facilitates exchange between
member states, mobilises blended public-private
financing, including "patient investors" such as
pension funds and insurance companies, and
improves data on issues like vacant housing. 

FIRESIDE CHAT: THE GEOGRAPHY OF
DISCONTENT – HOUSING, REGIONS,
AND COHESION

FIRESIDE CHAT: NATIONAL RESPONSES
TO RURAL DEPOPULATION
Spain and Latvia face the same core drivers of rural
decline, ageing, low birth rates, the outmigration of
young people and skilled workers, and the
concentration of services in cities, despite differing
national circumstances. Spain's new rural strategy
focuses on encouraging people to stay through better
connectivity, remote work opportunities and
immigrant integration. Latvia has highlighted the
political difficulty of maintaining infrastructure in
shrinking regions. Both countries agreed that
decisions on local investment and service provision
should be made locally, weighing infrastructure costs
against each area's realistic potential.

CONTACT
FELICIA BALAN

HEAD OF HEALTH & DEMOGRAPHICS DEPARTMENT
FELICIA@EBSUMMIT.EU

QUESTIONS OR REMARKS ON THE
SUMMIT?
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