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Béatrice von HIRSCHHAUSEN et Guillaume LACQUEMENT
Models from the West, territories in the East: 
Local development and rural legacy in the east German countryside

The territorial changes under way in the countryside of eastern Ger-
many result from the conjunction of three major trends. The rupture owing 
to decollectivization fifteen years ago combined with a slower process of 
diversifying socioeconomic activities in line with a change in public policy 
objectives. The deep recession in rural areas in the new German Länder
draws attention to issues having to do with the redefinition of rural life 
and new types of governance. This introduction presents the eight articles 
in this special issue devoted to local development in Germany and to the 
transfer of a model of planning and development to the new German sta-
tes.

Günter HERFERT
Town and countryCoping with demographic decline 
in eastern German – New issues for planning and development

The drop in the population owing to migrations out of eastern Ger-
many has caused significant regional differences that raise new issues for 
regional planning and development. Regions contrast: population growth 
versus a sharp decline, not to forget in-between areas with uncertain pros-
pects. The balance of migrations in favor of western Germany and the few 
poles of growth that exist in the east are factors contributing to the ageing 
of the population and an imbalance in the sex ratio in areas of emigration. 
Contrary to expectations, suburbanization is waning while downtown nei-
ghborhoods in certain towns are gaining population thanks to the econo-
mic upturn, a diversified supply of services and modified patterns of social 
behavior. Geographical contrasts in demography lead us to ask questions 
about the current reorientation of policies for providing basic facilities, 
amenities and services to the population.

Karl Martin BORN
Questions and issues about local development in the new Länder: 
Living conditions in rural areas

How to ensure basic services in rural areas where the population 
is ageing and decreasing? What effects do new population patterns 
and socioeconomic changes have on peripheral areas in the new 
German states? What political issues are at stake? The theory of 
“central places”, which has been used to analyze and manage access 
to services, is unsatisfactory. A case study of the small Prignitz area 
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draws attention to the flexibility and inventiveness of local initiati-
ves for coping with the drawbacks of isolation and distance. It is ne-
cessary to pay more attention to local actors’ ability to react. Demo-
graphic ageing and the requisite services provide an opportunity for 
studying this problem from a geographical dimension. Depending 
on the type of “space”, the question of services for the elderly ari-
ses in radically different terms; and political issues change. To find 
solutions, close attention must be paid to the territorial, social and 
behavioral dimensions of these differences.

Gerhard HENKEL
Rural renovation in Germany: 
The assessment and prospects of a successful program

Devoted since the 1960s to modernizing farming and adapting villages 
to highway traffic, the Federal Republic’s rural renovation policy unde-
rwent a deep change during the 1980s, as emphasis was laid on a “global” 
approach to rural geography and on restoring buildings and preserving 
the natural environment. Since reunification in 1990, the policy of helping 
the east catch up with the west has exposed the limits of programs mainly 
based on exogenous interventions. Given the current objective of sustai-
nable development, Federal policy is paying closer attention to the needs 
for local amenities and services and to the promotion of endogenous ini-
tiatives.

Guillaume LACQUEMENT
Local development as an endogenous political process in the new German 
Länder: Models and actors put to the test of reunification

Introduced in the new German states in 1990, the Federal government’s 
rural planning policy aims at improving the socioeconomic situation in 
areas severely hit by the transition to the market economy. Public inter-
ventions for diversifying local economic activities provide incentives for 
endogenous initiatives and for the development of new rural resources, 
in particular tourism. However, the endogenous model of local develo-
pment is advancing selectively in the formerly collectivized countryside. 
The geography of “project areas” depends on how local communities are 
involved.
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Christophe QUÉVA
Actors and areas in rural development: 
Regional development projects in southwestern Thuringia

Local actors in eastern Germany, who used to abide by the German De-
mocratic Republic’s centralized planning, now have to take an active part 
in development projects under the 1998 Federal Regional Planning Act, 
which explicitly names “projects of regional development” as new tools 
for local development. Whether subsidized with public or private funds, 
these projects, drawn up locally, rely on traditional planning authorities. In 
particular, the region has become the level for coordinating local projects. 
The switch from the old to the new system of planning has raised several 
issues. Seeing actors in terms of relations and networks helps us better 
understand the many complex projects under way, in particular under re-
gional planning in southwestern Thuringia.

Samuel DEPRAZ
The countryside and nature: Redefining the relation to nature in 
rural areas in the new German Länder

German reunification in 1990 entailed a first-order change in politics 
and society in the new Länder. Ambitious projects for protecting up to 
nearly 10% of the former German Democratic Republic’s surface area 
have significantly changed policies related to nature conservation. This 
ecological program, very strict at times, has caused friction among local 
actors about the question of which areas to protect. An ecological duty 
was thrust upon rural areas that had just recovered local autonomy and 
democracy – areas with development projects that might be far from com-
patible with conservation. Apart from conflict, creating parks has set off a 
debate about the German countryside’s new identity and the inevitable in-
tegration of environmental concerns in rural development policies. Some 
participatory forces, catalyzed by these national parks, are evidence of a 
growing convergence in perceptions of the territoru. 

Olivier CHARLOT
The Harz National Park: Actors’ rationales and local development 
along the former inter-German border

In central Germany, the Harz mountain range is a conservation site; and 
Mount Brocken is still a powerful symbol of the German people’s history. 
A new interpretation of this symbol, which has been revived in the reunited 
Federal Republic, is emerging out of conservation and the development of 
tourism by local institutions. In the Harz National Park, we observe the 
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reinforcement of an environmental authority and the gradual emergence 
of a “territory/laboratory” and an “actor/model”. The Park is intended to 
serve as an example for rural areas in contemporary Germany – an exam-
ple of how to make sustainable development and mass tourism compatible 
and of how to create a feeling of belonging to a homeland, Heimat that 
crosses the former East/West border. Furthermore, the Park has pursued 
innovative strategies for tapping local resources, actors and landscapes.

Hélène ROTH 
Rural areas and the legacy of manufacturing: Becoming a wasteland or an 
industrial heritage? 

The socioeconomic changes in rural areas of Germany are examined in 
relation to industry’s legacy there. In eastern Germany, rural areas are torn 
between a massive, rapid loss of industry and a new rural development 
model that values local resources. This tension revolves around manufac-
turing: should the industrial past in rural areas be erased or developed? By 
focusing on Vogtland in Saxony, an area along the former border between 
East and West Germany specialized in textiles, special attention is paid to 
how locals promote and use immaterial aspects of the legacy left by indus-
try in current development strategies.
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