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Abstract

:

Globally speaking, Asian countries, especially East Asian countries, are facing acute national depopulation situation and severe rural shrinkage development. Based on the continuous surveys of town and village development in Japan, South Korea, and China, this study aims to provide an overview of social policies that have been implemented in the past or more recently in these three countries in response to rural shrinkage, and to outline the core philosophy of these practices to cope with the repercussions. In this paper, we analyze the overall process of rural depopulation and the present features of town and village development in three countries. We subsequently present the social policies over the last few decades and summarize them into four major groups. Furthermore, we highlight that the focus of social policies is not to seek possible ways to reestablish growth but to provide positive support and effective reform to adjust and satisfy the changing needs of towns and villages under the circumstances of shrinking development, including the optimization of public resource allocation, exploring institutional innovation to valorize abandoned assets, and developing endogenous potentials for future sustainable development. Qualitative methods from a combination of literature review, policy review, and field surveys have mainly been adopted in this research. The study of East Asian practices may be instructive for other Asia-Pacific countries, as well as European countries that have been experiencing or will eventually face the challenges of rural shrinkage.
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1. Introduction


A shrinking region is a region that has been losing a significant proportion of its population over a period greater than or equal to one generation [1]. Rural shrinkage, most directly characterized by a drastically reduced and highly aging population, is a pervasive global phenomenon [2]. In Europe, most rural regions are losing population due to legacy effects, including age structure, low fertility rates, and high mortality rates [3,4,5]. In Asia, a very substantial proportion of rural areas are experiencing depopulation, which is driven by the massive migration from rural to urban areas and the distorted age structures [6,7]. In some hilly and peripheral rural areas, the disadvantages of location and traffic accessibility further exaggerate the outflow of local inhabitants [8]. Due to demographic decline and aging, shrinking rural areas suffer from economic contraction, dwindling job opportunities, and ever-decreasing cultural attractiveness. In addition, many rural communities are faced with severe social erosion and the weakening of common identity and collective capacity [9].



In this regard, there is a growing consensus that rural shrinkage reflects not only the loss of population but also complex social problems, which call for broader societal objectives than economic growth [10]. However, either in practice or academic research, growth-oriented rural development theories and initiatives have long been the focus [8,11,12]. The narrow focus on economic development has been increasingly criticized due to its failure in solving many of the underlying causes of rural shrinkage [13,14]. On the other hand, relatively few studies have provided deep insight into the growing importance of social mechanisms in dealing with the issue of rural shrinking. Therefore, in this paper, we focus on the social policy perspective. We adopt the original concept of social philosophy by the German economist Adolf Wagner in promoting the economic and social-reform policies of Bismarck—that social policies are “state legislation and political interventions to eliminate the inequivalence in distribution”, in order to promote the overall welfare of society and achieve social justice and social stability [15]. Clearly, state intervention and general social welfare have been addressed in the composition of social policy. In this paper, we take a broad look at the scope of social policy, which includes the policies that are related to land, population, social welfare, spatial planning, and other relevant aspects.



The focus of this article is on East Asia, which can be seen globally as a pioneer of an aging and shrinking society [16]. Japan has the highest aging population rate in the world; meanwhile, South Korea has the lowest fertility rate. Due to the official population statistics in 2022, like its neighboring countries, China has seen a decline in population for the first time on record since 1970. Therefore, depopulation has been an issue of public concern, which is happening in both urban and rural areas in East Asia. (It has been reported that in 2022, Tokyo saw its first decline by 0.43% in 26 years, and seven major cities, including Seoul and Busan, in Korea also faced a downhill trend in population in 2022. In addition, China has witnessed urban depopulation recently, including the population decline in Shanghai, Beijing, Guangzhou, and Shenzhen, the four most developed cities, in 2022). While the negative population growth in metropolitan cities that mainly started in the last 10 years in these countries is mostly due to a natural decline, with population aging and extremely low fertility [17], high living costs, and suppressed influx interventions in some situations [18], rural shrinkage is the comprehensive outcome of national modernization and urbanization. In this case, how rural depopulation occurs and influences the national economic and social development in East Asian countries might enlighten us about future prospects for other Asia-Pacific countries experiencing similar post-war trajectories, such as Thailand, Malaysia, and New Zealand. Particularly speaking, the adaptive responses that have been made in these countries will be instructive for other European and African countries in that the trend of rural shrinkage is becoming increasingly prevalent on a global scale [19,20].



Therefore, we take Japan, South Korea, and China as examples. These three dominant economies of Asia are experiencing unprecedented rapid population aging. In 2021, 28.9% of the population in Japan was over 65 years old, while 16.6% in South Korea, and 14.2% in China were in this age group. Furthermore, the aging problem is much worse in rural areas. In Japan, the average age of agricultural workers in 2022 was 68.4 years old, about 2 years older than in 2010. In South Korea, the rural population declined to only 2,166,000 in 2022, and the proportion of the population over 65 years old in rural areas reached 49.8% in 2022, which was 32.8% higher than that of the whole population. In China, the proportion of people aged 65 and over in rural areas in 2020 was 17.7%, which was 6.6% higher than that in urban areas. In recent decades, these three countries have made great efforts to ameliorate the repercussions of rural shrinkage using a range of financial instruments, spatial planning, and integrated initiatives or policies. In particular, we can observe that the orientation of state interventions has been gradually shifted from revitalization oriented to a more general approach, enhancing social welfare provisions by targeting social justice and vitality [21,22]. Although a number of articles have discussed the rural policies of these three countries separately, there is a relative lack of comprehensive studies involving East Asian countries in cross-country research. We therefore investigate the philosophy of social policies in mitigating rural shrinkage and its commonalities as well as the distinctions among the three countries.



The goal of the paper is to provide an overview of the state social policies for town and village development in response to rural shrinkage in three Asian countries—Japan, South Korea, and China. In this context, the article is intended to be a contribution to the international discussions on the priority of policies in dealing with rural shrinkage, introducing the frontier practices in Asia. On the one hand, we investigate the impact of changes in rural areas experiencing shrinkage, and on the other hand, we introduce the social policies that have contributed to the alleviation of repercussions due to various policy concentrations.



The article is structured as follows. Section 2 presents the materials and methods of empirical research. Section 3 presents the overall process of rural shrinkage in three countries, including the rural depopulation situation and the latest statistics (Section 3.1), and the main features of town and village development under the conditions of demographic and economic decline (Section 3.2). Section 4 presents the main content of social policies in response to rural shrinkage in three countries based on four orientations. In Section 5, the main findings of the three case studies are summarized in order to highlight the critical policy intentions of promoting sustainable development in shrinking rural areas. Finally, Section 6 presents conclusions and discussions on how rural areas can best adapt to structural change. Furthermore, the contribution of this article to the international discourse about rural shrinkage is highlighted.




2. Materials and Methods


2.1. Material Collection


The study is informed by the indigenous literature of Japan, South Korea, and China, and the English-language literature. Literature resources involve academic papers, policy documents, and other grey literature (technical reports), as well as statistical data collected from government agencies and affiliated groups. The demographic data of the three countries are collected from the statistical database or yearbook, which have been officially published by the Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communication of Japan, the Korean Statistical database (KOSIS), the National Bureau of Statistics of PRC, and the annual population census report. The sources of the data in the tables and figures are indicated.




2.2. Methods


To compare and summarize both the policy and practice in the three countries, this research mainly adopted qualitative methods with a combination of literature review, information gathering, and field surveys. The first stage of literature review involved relevant researches on rural shrinkage—including discussions on the definition of rural shrinkage, causes and consequences, global situations, and other related research topics—in order to have an overview of current academic progress. In the second stage, we took an in-depth focus on rural shrinkage situations in Asian countries. Special attention was paid to the historic and current conditions of rural development, issues and challenges about the development of towns and villages, as well as key academic approaches and areas of interest.



In parallel with the literature review, we reviewed policy documents and reports about rural development in the post-war period in the three studied countries. The policy review explored the aims of policies that have been introduced to address rural depopulation, the assessments of policy implementation, and the ways in which policy aims have shifted and changed during the development process.



Most of our qualitative materials (relevant municipal, regional, and state development programs and plans) were acquired from repeated field surveys in Japan, South Korea, and China since 2014, which were conducted by the Department of Urban Planning of Tongji University in China and assisted by local universities in Japan and South Korea, respectively. The joint research surveys were mainly undertaken in rural towns and villages, including towns and villages in the Tama areas in Tokyo, Oita prefecture and Kunisaki city in Kyushu in Japan, towns in three cities in South Gyeongsang in South Korea, and towns and villages in 13 provinces in China. During the field surveys, interviews were held with the administrative officials of the town and village, members of local council, residents including native villagers and newcomers, entrepreneurs, leaders of local associations, and scholars from universities (Figure 1). Our interviews centered around what the main issues in rural communities or areas were, how local governments understood the changes and effects of rural shrinkage, what actions were taken in response to rural depopulation on the national and local levels, and what the residents’ attitudes were towards the current situation. Furthermore, roundtable discussions and small academic gatherings were held during the process of the survey, with the participation of academics, local authorities, and social associations, in order to have detailed discussions about the problems associated with town and village development under the circumstances of rural shrinkage and policy implications from the perspective of different subjects. The information gained from the surveys was recorded and was further documented in reports.





3. Rural Shrinkage in Japan, South Korea, and China


3.1. Overall Process of Rural Depopulation


	(1)

	
Japan







Rural depopulation, often presented within the context of Japan’s modernization and industrialization, is the outcome of a combination of social migration and natural decline. During the post-war period, rapid urbanization led to a polarization of the population and the economy in Japan’s three largest urban agglomerations, particularly during the era of high economic growth (1950–1970). Meanwhile, the remote countryside experienced continuous outmigration and economic recession, driven by the fast-developing urban industries and poor rural working conditions [23]. The large number of social migrants from rural to urban areas caused severe demographic shrinkage in rural areas and local communities with increasing extreme low population density, which has been officially identified as the phenomenon of “rural depopulation” since the late 1960s. In the 21st century, the population of Japan’s rural areas has been declining at an even faster rate, which is known as the period of “new rural depopulation” [24]. Compared to the last period, the natural decline in population, which is the result of both distorted age structures and low fertility observed across Japan as a whole, was the first driving factor for demographic decline in this period (Figure 2).



Overall, the main drivers of contemporary rural depopulation in Japan have shifted from social migration to natural decline (which is exacerbated by rural youth outmigration). The root cause of this phenomenon is that the huge gap between urban and rural employment has not been mitigated well. The surplus labor released by industrialized agriculture in the countryside failed to be adequately absorbed in local urban industries, accelerating the concentration of young labor workers in neighboring cities, while demographic issues such as low fertility and high aging further exacerbated the contraction and created a vicious circle of constant outflow.



According to the official definition of depopulated areas (kaso chiiki) in Special Law Promoting Independence in Depopulated Areas, revised in 2010, and the latest survey, in 2021, there were 885 depopulated municipalities nationwide, which accounted for 51.5% of all municipalities and made up 63.2% of all administrative areas in Japan while accounting for only 9.3% of all population (Table 1). In terms of rural areas, over half of all the towns and villages are experiencing outmigration and a decline in vitality. Among them, some rural communities have been described as “genkai shuraku” or “communities on the edge” due to their extremely high proportion of the elderly population, which accounted for 20.6% of villages in the designated depopulation areas in 2014 [23,25].



	(2)

	
South Korea







South Korea has experienced rapid population changes since the industrialization period, which started in the 1960s. The maximum number for rural population was recorded in 1966 due to the post-war baby boom, after which a declining trend continued until 2010. Unlike Japan, most of the villages and towns in South Korea did not have a long history due to recent wars. Because of the lack of cultural attachment to rural settings and radical urbanization, which heavily depended on export-oriented industries and urban enterprises, the waves of outmigration from rural areas were induced in a compressed chronology; thus, the population in rural areas in South Korea declined more rapidly during the urbanization process than that in Japan. The robust population loss of the 1960s was followed by continued rural outflow in the next decades, driven by both pull effects from urbanization and push effects from restructuring of the rural economy. It is believed that the rural areas in South Korea have been disintegrating faster than in any other developed capitalist country in the world [22]. The share of rural population decreased sharply from nearly 60% of the total population in 1970 to only 19% of the total population in 2020 (Figure 3).



	(3)

	
China







China has experienced a decline in its rural population since the mid-1990s, albeit at a slower rate than that in Japan and South Korea (Figure 4). In recent years, however, it has also experienced an accelerated decline, roughly corresponding to the period in Japan in the 1970s and that in South Korea during the 1990s and 2000s. At present, China still has a huge potential for a higher urbanization rate. According to the latest data from the 7th National Census in 2020, over 63.9% of the total population were living in urbanized areas, which means that China has entered the middle and late stages of urbanization and that the trend of migration from rural to urban areas will remain unchanged for a long time. Given China’s large population, the future number of migrants could still be enormous [19,26]. Meanwhile, future rural shrinkage will not only occur in backward and remote areas but will also become a widespread problem nationwide.



In addition to the demographic shrinkage, another major challenge facing rural China is the growing number of elderly and empty nesters. According to the mapping survey by the Ministry of Civil Affair in 2016, there were 16 million empty-nest elderly in rural areas nationwide, accounting for about 12% of the total elderly population in rural areas. Meanwhile, the 2020 report of the National Health and Welfare Commission showed a significant divergence of the aging level between urban and rural populations, which was much higher in the rural areas. The proportion of the elderly population aged 60 and above and 65 and above to the total population in rural areas was 23.81% and 17.72%, respectively, which was 7.99% and 6.61% higher than that in urban areas, respectively. In addition, the 2021 4th Sample Survey on the Living Conditions of the Elderly in Urban and Rural China showed that the number of empty-nest elderly exceeded 100 million, accounting for over 25% of the total rural population.




3.2. Features of Rural Shrinkage


Observing the process of rural shrinkage in these three countries reveals a vicious circle of intertwined and accelerated outmigration, aging, and worsening fertility rates. Due to the demographic decline and aging, rural towns and villages suffered from a number of interrelated challenges for development. Japanese scholars have described the process of rural shrinkage as “the collapse of productive and living institutions” [27] and have argued that it essentially represents the disintegration of rural society as a productive and living space [10]. Overall, the direct negative effects of depopulation on the development of rural areas include the economic downturn, the loss of original community functions, the decline of community vitality, the pressures in providing public services such as educational facilities, and the merging of municipalities. Some pressing problems facing shrinking rural communities have attracted further attention.



(1) Vacancy of housing and public facilities. According to data released by Japan’s Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications in 2018, 8.5 million of the country’s 60.6 million dwellings in rural areas were vacant, representing a vacancy rate of 14%. A similar situation also occurred in China. According to the survey of the Ministry of Agricultural and Rural Affairs of PRC, 9.3% of rural houses are constantly vacant (vacant for 10 months or more) in China. Korea’s 2010 National Housing Census also shows that the vacancy rates in rural towns and villages were significantly higher than in cities (Figure 5). Among them, more than half of the vacant houses were long-term (over a year) vacancies, revealing a persistent situation of rural housing abandonment. In addition, the latest data in 2021 showed an increase in the vacancy rate of rural houses, which was 10.6% in towns and 14.5% in villages.



(2) Farmland abandonment. The exodus of the labor force has had a direct impact on traditional rural agricultural production. On one hand, the decline in farming laborers has led to the abandonment of a large amount of farmland or conversion of farmland to other uses, especially in South Korea, where the control of rural farmland is more flexible [28]. A higher proportion of abandoned agricultural land has been converted to non-agricultural land. On the other hand, in Japan and China in particular, as the farming capacity of individuals and families declines and the cost of farming rises, the trend to consolidate agricultural land on a larger scale under the operation of new farming communes or external enterprises instead of individual farming families is becoming increasingly prevalent.



(3) Decline in endogenous capacity. In addition to the lack of human resources, the disruption of the endogenous capacity of rural communities is also reflected in the weakening of the local economic capacity, particularly in terms of revenue. Taking Japan as an example, the local taxation is mainly comprised of residential tax and real estate tax for individuals and households. With the population being an important tax base, the potential impact of declining population (households) is the reduction in the local taxation capacity. As we learned from interviews in Otama Town, Tokyo, in 2014, local taxes contributed only 12% to the fiscal revenue, with the remaining 88% of fiscal revenue coming from subsidies from the central government and the Tokyo Metropolitan Government, while livelihood costs accounted for a large proportion of local fiscal expenditures.





4. Orientation of Social Policies in Response to Rural Shrinkage


4.1. Develop Rural Towns as the Connecting Link between Urban and Rural Areas


Rural towns have traditionally been vital elements of settlements to provide services, goods, and employment opportunities, and offer access to public transport not only for its inhabitants but also for the hinterland [29,30]. However, affected by the shrinking population and challenges from the constant growth of urban centers, rural towns inevitably face problems such as the inability to attract capital investments, as well as inadequate public service provisions and, as a result, a loss of attractiveness for both urban and rural populations [31]. However, rural towns still have a number of advantages. Their dual attributes of urban and rural characteristics enable them to serve as a hub, linking rural and urban areas, and an important strategic site for public resource allocation.



Therefore, policies in all three countries have reinforced the central role of rural towns in fulfilling multiple societal functions, in particular, acting as network nodes. Since 1995, the concept of “strengthen the function of rural towns to serve farmers” has been repeatedly emphasized in the national development or urbanization policy in China [32]. Meanwhile, the aim of developing rural towns has shifted from promoting rural development through township industrialization to selectively developing specialized towns with certain characteristics through the fiscal and land support, and preferential investment policy. In 2016, 127 rural towns were designated as specialized towns by the Ministry of Housing and Urban-Rural Development of PRC, shouldering the responsibility to better serve the surrounding rural areas and promote urban-rural linkages [33]. In Japan, the development of rural towns has long been an important strategy in the successive configurations of the National Spatial Plan and regional policy measures, with the purpose of integrating rural towns by developing metropolitan areas and promoting balanced regional development. Other than spatial planning, national governments have adopted a range of supportive policies by state investment in utilities, regional support programs [23], and fiscal redistribution [8], such as the introduction of local allocation tax systems, which enable financially weaker local governments with low tax incomes to obtain subsidies to achieve an adequate level of public services.



In South Korea, the Rural Town Development Project is a long-term state policy that has been in place for 40 years, from 1972 to 2012. (Table 2). The project was proposed by the Korea Rural Economic Institute, and it targeted the eup (town) and myeon (village) areas, which are classified as rural areas. The main goal of the project was to develop rural towns as nodes linking urban and rural areas in order to reduce urban-rural disparities. The first three phases of the project adopted similar approaches, focusing on the renovation and upgrading of the infrastructure and public facilities in rural towns. The fourth phase focused on exploring the development potential of rural towns and emphasized the “quality” of policy implementation over “quantity”. Priority was given to supporting rural towns that made substantial improvements during the first three phases before providing universal benefits. The 10-year plan of Integrated Rural Town Cultivation Programme (2002–2012) further indicated the progressive allocation of subsidies: The government took responsibility for funding infrastructure construction in the first three years, while in the following seven years, private investments and spontaneous construction were the main financial sources for rural towns to develop independently [34].




4.2. Establish Local Life Circle System to Allocate Public Resources


In considering how to allocate public services and infrastructure equitably and effectively in shrinking rural areas, the concept of the “life circle” was originally proposed in Japan and then successively introduced in the social policies in South Korea, China, and other Asian countries. The aim of building multi-level life circles is to plan hierarchical levels of public service allocation according to population size and spatial scale and integrate the rural areas into the service range of large towns and cities, in order to compensate for the lack of capacity to provide services in shrinking rural areas as a result of population decline.



Since the first national comprehensive development plan in 1965, Japan has been working on the construction of local life circles. A basic life circle refers to a basic living unit that can meet the primary production and living needs of residents [35,36]. A system of life circles with four levels has gradually been established through four national plans from 1965 to 1992. On the macro regional scale, a wide area life circle has been put forward as the basic unit of regional development. In 1975, in order to coordinate the relationship between people and the environment in the third national comprehensive development plan, the Japanese government intended to control the population and industries in large cities and established a new living circle, which was divided into three types, including residential areas (basic living units), fixed residential areas (composed of several residential areas), and settlement circles (composed of several fixed residential areas, equivalent to a city). At the municipal scale, a system of local life circles is comprised of four zoning levels, corresponding to various service ranges and levels of facility provisions (Figure 6). In addition, local life circles have become an important way of optimizing the community structure and administrative division of rural areas in Japan.



Based on the original concept from Japan, a regional cooperative approach has been gradually emphasized in practice in South Korea, making life circles a zone for better cooperation beyond jurisdiction at a larger spatial scale. The concept of life circle systems was first introduced in South Korea in 1990 in the third Rural Town Development Project, and it has been continuously developed and integrated into the plan of regional development. The concept of a rural 365 living zone has recently been proposed, with the purpose of strengthening the basic functions of town and rural centers and improving the accessibility of surrounding villages to guarantee that residents can use basic public services. A system of public services has been planned according to various spatial distances. Retail, health, and childcare services should be allocated within a 30-min driving distance; higher level services of culture, education, and medicine should be provided within a 60-min driving distance; and safety and emergency networks should be accessible within a 5-min driving distance to accommodate senior citizens living alone (Figure 7).



During the process of regional development, a practical need for regional cooperation for sharing development was proposed by local authorities. In 2013, happy living zones were introduced in response to the need for sustainable and efficient public service delivery in rural areas. Different from the previous plan, this project is initiated every five years by the association of local governments in the zone. It covers various interlocal cooperation projects such as economic revitalization, education, culture, welfare, and basic infrastructure. In 2016, 21 agricultural and fishing village life circles and 14 urban-rural life circles were proposed nationwide, which has greatly improved interregional cooperation [37]. However, the project has also been criticized for the lack of a careful review of regional settlement characteristics such as regional economic infrastructure, social exchanges, and public services, and the lack of public consensus on the social necessity and feasibility of linkages and integration between regions in each case [38].




4.3. Propose Systematic Strategies to Encourage Migration from Urban to Rural Areas


To optimize the aging demographic structure, effective in-migration is of critical importance to increase the vitality of rural areas. In this regard, encouraging urban residents to settle in rural areas has been an important policy design to promote urban-rural mobilities [39]. In Japan’s policies, the in-migration of residents from urban to rural has been categorized into three areas: U-migration refers to the migrants of rural origin who move to the city and then move back to their rural hometowns; I-migration refers to migrants of urban origin moving to rural areas; and urban-rural amphibious residents refer to people who have houses in both urban and rural areas and move between the two areas depending on their living conditions. To promote U-migration and I-migration, the central government has set up an online bank of vacant houses to provide a platform for housing transactions, and many municipal governments have introduced various levels and forms of housing subsidies to encourage urban residents to settle in rural areas (see also Atterton et al. [40]).



In addition, the subsidies for new residents are progressive, meaning that the amount of subsidy is closely related to the number of years of actual residency. In the case of Okutama Town in Tokyo, given its difficulty in large-scale development due to its hilly location, three different measures have been taken to provide housing for new residents. (1) Selling the residential land at a low price. A third party, which is organized by the town government and other interested parties, purchases the land with local government funds and develops it, and then offers the subdivided land to new resident families at a low price in order to cut the cost of building a house. (2) Home purchase subsidy for young people. The government rents houses to young people at a reduced rate, charging a monthly rent of around 30,000 yen (this price is very low compared to the average monthly rent of 80,000 yen in the neighboring city of Aomori) for a two-room flat with a usable area of 70 m2. (3) Banks of vacant houses. The local government proactively purchases or leases vacant houses in good condition and rents them out to groups who are willing to rent. For example, artists might rent the houses as small creative bases. Based on the fieldwork in Okutama Town, these governmental policy houses for sale and rent were basically fully occupied, which means that the policy objective of in-migrating new residents has been well achieved.



In South Korea, the strategic project of Returning to Farming and Villages is a systematic and comprehensive combination of a range of supporting policies, including providing professional education and training for new farmers, and offering social benefits in terms of housing purchase, health welfare, economic activities, tax support, etc. [41]. Since 2007, local governments such as that in Kangjin County have spontaneously introduced a range of policies to support the trend of people returning to villages and taking up agriculture. In 2012, based on the practice of local governments, the central government officially launched the Returning to Farming and Villages program and its related regulations and legislations, in order to promote migrations from urban to rural areas in a planned way. Over the past decade, the policies have proven to have a positive effect on nurturing young agriculturalists and promoting urban-rural exchanges [42].



In China, although the formal migrations from urban to rural areas have been strictly controlled due to the restrictions of the dual hukou system (urban and rural) (see more in Chan and Zhang [43]) and the dual land system (nationalization land and rural collective land) in the past few decades, many efforts are in their infancy in eliminating institutional barriers for encouraging more mobility from urban to rural areas. In terms of land systems, land property rights and their roles in promoting rural-urban integration have recently been identified as key reform areas by China’s leadership. In 2013, The CPC Central Committee put forward the reform proposition of establishing a unified construction land market for urban and rural areas in the Decision About Comprehensively Deepening the Reform on Some Major Issues. In 2014, improving the system of integration of urban and rural development was proposed in the Policy Advice on Comprehensively Deepening Rural Reform and Accelerating the Process of Agricultural Modernization, which was a momentous development concerning national land issues [44]. In 2020, the equal market entry of rural collective construction land was once again emphasized as an important support for promoting market-based allocation of elements in urban and rural areas. In this case, several experiments have been carried out on the provincial and city levels to explore approaches to eliminate migration restrictions and exploit the value of rural land effectively on the basis of protecting the villagers’ profits. These experiments include the integration of construction and collective land markets in Shenzhen, land security in Chongqing, and the rural-urban integration in Chengdu [45].




4.4. Strengthen Endogenous Impetus to Promote Cultural Self-Confidence


In response to rural shrinkage, a critical question is what kind of development the residents in shrinking areas may want? Since the 1990s, there has been a clear turn towards endogenous development (i.e., locally differentiated and bottom-up development; see, for example, Gkartzios and Lowe [46]; and OECD [47]) in Japan, practiced by the One Village One Product Movement and Specialized Towns and Villages Development policies Although both policies have a strong focus on endogenous factors, they differ slightly in orientation. The One Village One Product Movement policy emphasized the importance of local product and brand development, while the Specialized Towns and Villages Development policy aimed to strengthen the full development of the local community and revitalize towns and villages by making the best use of local skills and resources, including history, geography, local customs, and culture. The creation of specialized towns and villages required not only typical endogenous resources but also the common will and cultural self-confidence from residents, as well as a unique strategy for planning and development. The cooperation of residents, government, and social organizations was encouraged during the cultivation of specialized villages. Nowadays, concepts for endogenous development continue to be a primary principle for the design of regional policy, as is the case internationally (see, for example, Gkartzios et al. [48]).



Because of the considerable number of successful cases in Japan, the concept of endogenous development has been widely followed by South Korea and China in their later policies. Based on the problems that have arisen from past development policies for backward regions, in 2014, South Korea proposed the New Vitality Project to activate the local development impetus and lessen financial dependence on state government. In contrast to the previous policy, which focused on the renovation of facilities and the built environment, the New Vitality Project focused more on the concept of “soft environment” development, emphasizing the development of local characteristics and resources [49,50]. In China, the ongoing Rural Revitalization Strategy also emphasizes the adherence to the primary role of local villagers. At the same time, the prevalence of modern technology innovation, including mobile internet and online shopping, is rapidly revolutionizing production and consumption in rural areas [51,52]. This new trend has provided the unprecedented opportunity for towns and villages that are in decline to find unique options for development by promoting and exploiting their existing advantages in ecological environment and scenery, organic agricultural products, cultural specialties, and so on, through the platform of online social media, instead of only depending on governmental and external support.





5. Interpreting the Policy Philosophy of Promoting Sustainable Development in Shrinking Rural Areas


5.1. Acknowledging Depopulation While Maintaining Rural Vitality


Over the past decades, a range of projects, initiatives, and plans have been implemented in rural areas, both at a national and a local level, which have had a positive effect on increasing agricultural productivity, improving living conditions, and facilitating the return of migrants. However, in general, rural population decline caused by demographic structural changes is difficult to avoid. For example, in Okutama Town in Japan, the total population decreased by 32.6% between 2000 and 2015, despite the continued promotion of revitalization initiatives. The limited achievement in population growth over has led some scholars to believe that most rural areas in Japan, South Korea, or China will inevitably continue to shrink, assuming that communities currently on the verge of collapse will disappear in the near future [53,54]. Therefore, instead of discussing how to revitalize communities, it is more important to discuss how to better “live beyond growth” [13]. In this context, rather than seeking to reestablish growth, effective management of the problems created by depopulation and a focus on achieving community stability may be the most constructive response (see also Dilley et al. [39]).



In a more profound sense, social policy should play a role in preparing for the future of shrinking but more sustainable societies. Under the general trend of rural shrinkage, it is necessary to objectively acknowledge the development and evolution of villages and towns and seek an appropriate balance between spatial agglomeration and social justice, focusing on the creation and maintenance of rural vitality rather than just the importation of population. In terms of policy priorities, policies should recognize the need to provide a nuanced and adaptive-oriented focus, and pursue adaption and management in order to maximize the quality of life [55,56]. The scope of social policy should involve a broadening of goals beyond economic and population growth to address territorial inclusion, spatial justice, and well-being, and to present alternative opportunities and options of development for shrinking rural regions.




5.2. Optimizing Resources Allocation by Strengthening Central Function of Rural Towns


Given the long-term demographic trend of population aging and outmigration in rural areas, initiatives like life circles have become increasingly essential, as it is no longer feasible to provide comprehensive public services in all municipalities and fiscal challenges are expected to increase. In this regard, policy initiatives that further mobilize regional linkages to enhance the quality of residents’ lives, deliver services more efficiently, and cooperate to pursue economic opportunities should be prioritized.



The main idea of life circle policies implemented in three countries is to build a hierarchical spatial model for the allocation of public service facilities. This idea strengthens the level of public services in rural centers, as well as differentiating investment of resources. In addition, it integrates the system of public services in both rural and urban areas to improve the efficiency of governmental supplements in depopulated areas. On the one hand, basic necessities should be guaranteed at the lowest level; on the other hand, services and facilities can be provided and shared in the higher settlement tiers. Thus, the planning of rural towns and cities should take full consideration of the needs of surrounding rural communities. This also provides an important empirical reference to explore how to establish a linkage between urban and rural areas on a larger scale.




5.3. Exploring Institutional Innovation to Valorize the Abandoned Resources


The experience of Japan and South Korea shows that the response to rural shrinkage should not simply be the relocation of people and space; it requires active institutional innovation. Based on our surveys in three countries, it is a common situation that many closed rural schools, obsolete factories, old administrative offices, and other rural public assets are in a dormant state, without a plan for demolition or renovation. Under this scenario, a proactive plan for the preservation and renovation of local assets should be an important part of the response to rural shrinkage, including the valorization of rural assets, the reuse of vacant houses, and the redevelopment of rural land, in order to effectively grapple with the negative effects of shrinkage.



Currently, in response to the growing number of vacant houses, many governments in Japan have launched online housing banks to provide a platform for residents to trade houses and encourage households with vacant houses to rent out their houses on their own initiative, so as to promote a combination of supply and demand in the rental housing market. In South Korea, abandoned schools and vacant housing assets in rural areas are suggested to be renovated to provide multiple public functions for local residents (Figure 8). In China, the revolution of rural land regulation is under incremental exploration. In 2019, the usage rights of rural-collective-owned industry-used land, most of which is used inefficiently, were legally permitted to be sold in the urban-rural land market, which will undoubtedly promote the utilization of rural inefficient land and the assets on it.




5.4. Developing Endogenous Potentials and Emphasizing the Local Value


While rural shrinkage is a prevalent social phenomenon, it means a complete structural transformation for each town and village community. State policies have limitations in recognizing the heterogeneity of local needs, which could be the reason why there was a reluctance in some rural areas to adopt them. On the other hand, despite the decline in population, unique characteristics of rural areas must be preserved as part of the region’s identity [16]. Therefore, place-based policy-making approaches are increasingly indispensable in the search for solutions to rural shrinkage. Japan witnessed a policy shift from top-down to bottom-up in the 1990s, while South Korea and China have been continuously emphasizing the importance of local values and the stimulation of collective will. In the rural development practice of these three countries, locally tailored strategies are required.



In terms of governance, the future development of rural shrinkage will inevitably involve the participation of many parties, and there is an urgent need to establish a network of multiple actors, including the government, the rural community, and society [47]. Therefore, a public-private-civic coalition is of great importance to cope with the inability of the local community. For example, the involvement of social organizations is an important support for the dynamism of Japan’s rural policy. As the problem of rural shrinkage remains serious, aid from social sectors has become increasingly diversified. Non-profit organizations and social enterprises play a central role as coordinators to improve the communication and exchange between urban and rural areas. In this case, a “local welfare community” with the symbiosis of external impulses and local actors can gradually be developed.



In addition, faced with the reality of an aging population, an important shift in local participation is to provide the elderly with more opportunities to engage in community activities. In shrinking rural areas, the senior population has become the major group. However, most of them still have the willingness to contribute to the development of local villages and towns, based on our observation. In a visit to Japan, it was found that there are organizations, such as the “Longevity Association”, which are formed by local senior citizens over 70 years old who volunteered to undertake landscaping work, such as weeding and cutting branches in villages, after technical training (Figure 9). As can be seen, the Japanese government is actively encouraging and supporting the activities of senior citizens’ associations and fulfilling their desire to contribute to their hometown rather than being treated as a burden to society. At the same time, the engagement of the elderly strengthens their sense of belonging and well-being.





6. Conclusions and Discussions


6.1. Conclusions


A shrinking population has become a major trajectory for many rural regions around the world. Among them, rural areas in Asian countries, especially in East Asian countries, have been disintegrating at a faster rate than those in the western and northern parts of the world, due to the megacity-centered urbanization and industrialization, and unprecedentedly rapid population aging. The resulting decrease in the young and educated population directly leads to difficulties in employment and agricultural production, inducing the downward spiral of economic downturn, farmland abandonment, and declining social functions. In this regard, shrinking rural areas are recognized in crisis [39] and seem to be chronic targets of national and regional policy [8].



Continuous efforts have been made in the social policies of three countries—Japan, South Korea, and China—to tackle rural shrinkage. An overview of relevant policies shows a common trend in social policies in these three countries; that is, the scope of policies is not limited to boosting the population growth, but also to accepting and adapting to the changing dynamics, responding early to new opportunities, and contributing to the sustainable development of towns and villages by enhancing the central roles of rural towns, improving public resource allocation, exploiting abandoned facilities and resources, and developing endogenous values. In addition, various features can be reflected in the policies of these three countries.



In Japan, there is much awareness for the need to support the development of shrinking rural areas, both at the central and the local government levels, as well as among local residents. Concerning the lagging problems of shrinking rural areas, the government has made financial investments and provided policy incentives to improve the ability to develop depopulated communities. The creation of local life circles established the idea of sharing resources between urban and rural areas at a larger scale. An endogenous development concept with a bottom-up approach—stressing the competence, capacities, and capabilities of towns and regions—was emphasized in the implementation approach.



In South Korea, a series of policies, from the Rural Town Development Project to the Central Area Development Project, have contributed to the overall improvement of both the built environment and economic activities in towns and villages. These projects aimed to mitigate the gap between urban and rural areas by developing rural centers, improving the rural environment, and valorizing local characteristics. Although, generally, bottom-up participation in the development of South Korean villages and towns is not as well developed as in Japan, top-down support by a combination of state and local governments is relatively systematic. The ongoing encouragement of Returning to Farming and Villages has already had a major positive impact on the revival of rural areas. According to the KOSIS statistics, the rural population in towns and villages gradually increased in the last few years, mainly due to the growing opportunities for economic activities and better living environments in rural areas.



Unlike Japan and South Korea, China is still experiencing higher levels of urbanization and modernization. Although it is estimated that China’s urbanization growth rate will slow down by 0.4–0.5% from the current rate [57], the overall trend of rural depopulation will continue. Given the enormous size of the population and huge regional disparities, the challenges and problems resulting from rural shrinkage are more complex, requiring even more caution, as well as proactive government intervention. China is taking steps to contribute to healthy and sustainable rural development by strengthening the central functions of rural towns and counties, improving public facility provisions, promoting urban-rural integration development, and increasing the social welfare of rural residents [58]. Reforms of the land management and transaction system, the rural housing system, and the fiscal distribution system to enhance urban-rural mobilities are being carefully explored. With the growth of modern information technology, mobile internet, and online economy, more endogenous development approaches have provided unprecedented opportunities and alternative options for the future development of shrinking rural areas.




6.2. Discussions


Objectively, the social policy system itself cannot completely reverse the macro trend of rural shrinkage. However, the ongoing practices in East Asian countries have gradually established a comprehensive social policy system that strengthens both external support and endogenous growth in response to rural shrinkage. Overall, it should be acknowledged that population policy objectives interrelate very closely with other policy objectives. Therefore, a holistic approach is required to cope with rural depopulation challenges. In East Asia, on the one hand, social policies aim to strengthen the infrastructure and welfare provision in shrinking areas and build local cultural self-confidence; on the other hand, they aim to integrate the shrinking areas into the wider urban-rural network, by encouraging more population flow and resource sharing. Continuous social policies have played a role in adjusting and bridging the urban-rural relationship in general terms.



The purpose of this article is to promote the international comparative study of social policies in response to rural shrinkage. Recently, East Asian countries have been facing the prospect of an end to their modern expansion and the emergence of a post-growth society and economy. Other Asia-Pacific countries—such as Thailand, Malaysia, and New Zealand—may follow [6]. Meanwhile, rural shrinkage has also been interpreted as part of wider trends in European territorial restructuring. A careful study of how economic and demographic changes interact and of the responsive measures and policies in present-day Asia will provide essential knowledge for responding to similar circumstances in other parts of Asia and beyond in the decades to come. Since this paper has taken three neighboring countries as examples, future researchers are encouraged to include countries with different social traditions and forms of government, in order to substantiate the opinions made and propose suggestions that are applicable on a worldwide scale.
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Figure 1. Reviews with villagers (a), local council (b), and roundtable discussions (c) in Japan and South Korea. Source: Authors. 
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Figure 2. Demographic change (social migration and natural decline) during 1987–2021 in depopulated areas in Japan. Source: Japan government report, https://www.soumu.go.jp/main_sosiki/jichi_gyousei/c-gyousei/2001/kaso/kasomain8.htm, accessed on 22 April 2023. 
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Figure 3. Population in rural areas and the proportion during 1970–2020 in South Korea. Source: Korean Statistical Information Service, https://kosis.kr/, accessed on 22 April 2023. 
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Figure 4. Comparison of the rate of growth (decline) of the rural population in China, Japan, and South Korea. Source: World Bank data 2021, accessed on 22 April 2023. 
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Figure 5. Survey of the proportion of vacant houses in South Korea in 2014 (%). Source: Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Rural Affairs of Korea. Housing Census. http://kostat.go.kr/portal/eng/surveyOutline/7/1/index.static, accessed on 22 April 2023. 
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Figure 6. Theoretical model of local life cycle systems in Japan. Source: Author. 
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Figure 7. Theoretical model of the self-sufficient rural 365 living zone in South Korea. Source: Author. 
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Figure 8. Closed primary school (a) and its new function as a community center (b) in villages visited in South Korea. 
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Figure 9. Local senior citizens over 70 years old who volunteered to do landscaping work in villages in Kunisaki City in Japan. 
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Table 1. Comparison of municipality number, area, and population between the depopulated area and the non-depopulated area in Japan in 2021.
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	Area
	Municipality (%)
	Area (1000 km2,%)
	Population (1000 Persons,%)





	Depopulated area
	885 (51.5%)
	239 (63.2%)
	11,669 (9.3%)



	Non-depopulated area
	834 (46.1%)
	132 (34.9%)
	114,185 (90.7%)



	Nationwide
	1719 (100%)
	378 (100%)
	114,477 (100%)







Source: Japan government report, https://www.soumu.go.jp/main_sosiki/jichi_gyousei/c-gyousei/2001/kaso/kasomain8.htm, accessed on 22 April 2023.
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Table 2. Four stages of the Rural Town Development Project in South Korea.
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Stage

	
Small Cities Cultivation Program

	
Rural Town Nurturing Program

	
Rural Town Development Program

	
Integrated Rural Town Cultivation Program






	
Time

	
1972–1976

	
1977–1989

	
1990–2001

	
2002–2012




	
Target

	
To develop a rural center

	
To develop rural towns as cities

	
To alleviate the urban-rural disparity

	
To balance regional development




	
Objectives

	
Developing rural towns as hubs of life, culture, and logistics in surrounding rural areas

	
Improving the backward living environment of small towns and fostering the production capacity to enable them to develop comprehensive functions as small cities

	
Optimizing the regional economy and improving local residential and living infrastructure to balance welfare provision and reduce the urban-rural disparity

	
Expanding the function of small towns as complex centers, making them new production hubs and new residential spaces in order to contribute to balanced regional development




	
Measures

	
Focus on improving the basic environment, and the street and market environment (roads, rivers, buildings, billboards, car parks, roadside gutters, narrow alleyways, power grids, etc.)

	
Focusing on the improvement of the basic environment such as streets and markets, the scope and scale of the project has been expanded in comparison with the “small cities cultivation project”

	
Street improvement: road and sewerage improvements, etc.

Environmental improvement: improved housing, etc.

Market and logistics facilities improvement: cleaning the central commercial street, etc.

	
Developing representative and highly competitive local industries;

support for modern and professional construction projects such as markets and central shopping streets;

upgrade of urban infrastructure;

preservation of traditional cultural and historical resources and revitalization of tourism




	
Numbers of participating towns and villages

	
Selected

	
150

	
1458

	
1443

	
194




	
Implemented

	
397

	
844

	
606

	
100




	
Amount of subsidy (billion KRW per town/village)

	
0.1

	
1.65

	
12.4

	
300








Source: Collected by authors from interviews.
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