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Abstract: The COVID-19 pandemic could be driving more households to migrate out of cities and to
the countryside, but this might result in an increased demand for access to green space which, in
the long run, may cause a widening of social inequalities in rural areas. On the contrary, if planned
for, it could provide an opportunity for repopulation and regeneration. This article explores the
underlying causes and impacts of current rural in-migration, and further, it touches on how planning
can balance development while supporting communities for a rural renaissance. By using a case
study area in Sweden, it examines evidence of amenity-driven in-migration flows before and during
the pandemic. The findings show an increased usage of part-time housing as a result of demand for
space and nature; however, this was made possible through already well functioning infrastructures.
Acknowledging that it is crucial to maintain and enhance natural capital, this study suggests that the
supply of services and infrastructure is essential to achieve a rural renaissance beyond temporary
tourism. As people are increasingly dividing their time between their urban permanent home and
their rural second home, this may further suggest that there is a need to improve the connections
between urban and rural areas.

Keywords: rural in-migration; urban–rural linkages; counterurbanisation; the COVID-19 pandemic

1. Introduction

In the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic there has been an increase in interest from
city residents wanting to relocate to the countryside. Restrictions appears to have driven
and may still be driving more households to migrate out of towns and cities across Europe,
North America and Russia [1–3]. As social distancing restrictions and isolation has forced
a great part of the global population to stay at home for longer periods of time, the access
to green space and nature has become an inaccessible luxury for many. The forceful
increase of households that sought to ‘counterurbanise’ during the pandemic was referred
to by Malatzky et al. as a “disaster gentrification”, highlighting the temporality of this
change. Although these may be temporary changes, with people seeking to short-term
‘counterurbanise’, they could also represent a possibility for regrowth in rural communities.

Alongside the emergence of the crises, opportunities for rural territories have been
widely discussed in newspapers all across Europe [4–6]. In Sweden the measures during
the pandemic were not as strict as in many other countries, as there were never any severe
lockdowns or mobility restrictions. Still, there has been a discussion whether this will lead
to an increased counterurbanisation similar to the 1970s cultural movement Gröna vågen,
which translates to the Green Wave, an important cultural marker where young families
chose to move to the countryside [7]. The pandemic has made many people dream about
access to green areas and larger private spaces, not unlike the 1970s moment. Remote
working has opened new doors, exposing an alternative future for many workers and
providing increased flexibility to their life situations. Taking this into consideration, it
could be a substantial opportunity to repopulate and regenerate rural areas all around the
globe [8]. The demand for green residential space as a motivational pull for in-migration to
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rural areas, could be viewed as a strength to further build on. As emphasised in the EU
Biodiversity Strategy for 2030, “the recent COVID-19 pandemic makes the need to protect
and restore nature all the more urgent, the pandemic is raising awareness of the links
between our own health and the health of ecosystems” [9], and this could also be viewed as
a moment to invest in rural landscapes. This should unmistakably be a planned process, as
the COVID-19 pandemic may cause a widening of social inequalities since mainly wealthy
urbanites, who maybe already have access to a second home in the countryside, have
had the opportunity to relocate to rural areas during the pandemic. Though possibly an
opportunity for a true rural renaissance, it could also trigger unwanted socio-economic
inequalities and displacement in fragile locales.

Much of the ongoing debate on possible rural changes during and beyond the
COVID-19 pandemic has been based on occasional observations, qualified guesses, or
summaries of newspaper articles [1]. Deriving from this notion, this study seeks to under-
stand what effects the COVID-19 pandemic may have caused, by studying a rural area
in Sweden that already is exposed to the pressure of tourists and second-homeowners.
The article aims to look at the increase of in-migration to rural areas and the possible
motivations behind this relocation. In the introduction, lines are drawn between rural
in-migration motivations and attractive landscapes. The second section looks at how
COVID-19 may be a driver and enabling condition for rural regeneration and in-migration.
In the methodology and the findings, the Swedish case study is introduced. Through focus
group meetings and census statistics, it looks at the possible effects that the increasing
interest in the countryside has had throughout the last one and a half years in the Swedish
case study. Based on the findings, this study further makes suggestions beyond the ongoing
pandemic and how local authorities could possibility build further on this.

Conceptualising the Role of the Landscape in Rural In-Migration

As a result of a long urban focus, counterurbanisation and post-urban in-migration
into rural areas has not necessarily been in the spotlight within the field of planning.
Nonetheless, there has been emerging research for the last decade on the topic. Works in
the UK [10–18], North America [19–23], Australia [24], and China [25–27] have demon-
strated the migration of comparatively wealthy urbanites into rural areas, in search of
rural lifestyles.

Studies suggest that rural in-migrants are often attracted by specific rural amenities,
particularly those associated with the natural environments and access to private space.
Along these lines, Phillip and Smith coined the term “greenification”, arguing that certain
rural in-migration is stimulated by ”the demand for, and perception of, “green” residential
space” [10]. The importance of demand for green amenity and space in rural in-migration
processes has been continuously explored [17,23,28–31], where for example, Argent et al.
calls this amenity driven in-migration. Post-urban migration into rural locales can be
connected to appealing landscapes and cultural and countercultural trends where the focus
is rather on achieving a certain lifestyle. In contrast to an urban lifestyle, a rural life is
often connected to certain ideas of a simpler life, free from stress and societal pressures—a
rural idyll to which many aspire [32]. The “rural idyll” can offer land-based recreational
activities, an opportunity to reconnect with our rural past and thereby provide a higher
life quality set in a visually attractive landscape [16,17,33,34]. In a study by Richard et al.,
the sense of freedom and lack of visual obstacles was also highlighted with the idea or
rurality [31]. Post-urban in-migration thereby often occurs in more aesthetically appealing
parts of the countryside which offer a backdrop to the desired idyll.

2. The COVID-19 Pandemic as a Possible Reaction-Driven Incitement for a
Rural Renaissance

During the COVID-19 pandemic, connections have been drawn between pollution and
density, feeding a discussion on how high urban density may contribute to the spread of the
virus [35,36]. As a reaction, the countryside has for some taken the shape of a shelter from
disease—a means of maintaining physical and mental health—or as Shucksmith argues, “as
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a vision of a good place to live or as a repository of values” [32]. Indeed, urban inhabitants
with adequate means moved to their second homes during longer periods of the COVID-19
pandemic to enjoy the comfort of private space and a possible increased sense of freedom.
Comparatively, wealthy urbanites migrating to the countryside, both seasonally and full-
time, in search of a rural lifestyle and recreation is not something new [3,8]. Yet latent
tensions between urban and rural dwellers surfaced in many areas, beyond the seasonal
pressures related to local services, e.g., congested roads and overwhelmed water supplies.
These could almost be considered relatively mild inconveniences as rural doctors and
hospitals were not equipped to deal with the unfolding crisis and increased pressure [1,3].

The COVID-19 pandemic is possibly an enabling condition of the in-migration of
middle-class migrants into specific locales and accordingly, the interest in investing in rural
property increased during 2020. Across the UK, inquiries about buying a home in a village
jumped by 126% from the year before (BBC, 2020) and a report from the Office of National
Statistics suggests that 1.15 million people are considering ‘leaving [the] city to escape to
the country or coast’ [37,38]. In a Swedish survey, a third of those interviewed said that
their living preferences have changed during the pandemic whereas every third person
had changed their housing preferences since the pandemic. A total of 5% would like to
relocate to the countryside full-time from their urban homes [39].

The COVID-19 pandemic may not cause a rural renaissance but might accelerate
already ongoing cultural trends. A 2018 book called, City Quitters, portrays creative
pioneers pursuing post-urban life, with the aim to spot new patterns in people’s attitudes
before they develop into mainstream concepts, when there is no longer a need to make
a choice between rural living and a professional job thanks to technology [40]. Another
aspect of the rural lifestyle that was highlighted during the pandemic was an increased
awareness of locally produced products, while food insecurity was made more aware of
due to food disruption in cities [41–44]. On social media, the romanticisation and longing
for the countryside, green space and nature, has resulted in a phenomenon with a specific
a hashtag—cottagecore—a trend that has slowly become the standout aesthetic of the 2020
according to the BBC [45].

In accordance with the initial ideas behind the Green Wave, the countryside could be
connected also to an aspiration of a more sustainable life, on a household level as well as
on a larger scale. In a time of climate change in parallel with worries regarding the growing
intensification of the productive countryside, similar ideas as during the Green Wave have
arguably emerged [46]. It was also shown during the pandemic that more intensively
used landscapes showed higher numbers of infection during the pandemic [36]. As more
willpower and pressure is put on the countryside, it is important to carefully plan and steer
the changes occurring in the countryside, ensuring a sustainable growth and in-migration
that encompasses economic, social, cultural, and environmental aspects.

It can be said that the COVID-19 pandemic may, just as cultural and countercultural
trends and appealing landscapes do, contribute to rural in-migration. Human geogra-
pher Sutherland identifies a number of motivations for post-urban in-migration to rural
locales, among these being the abovementioned trends and aesthetic landscapes, but also
land access, household mobility, and infrastructure, as important factors [17]. Given the
circumstances and the motivations behind relocation during the pandemic, migration
to rural areas during the COVID-19 pandemic could be classified as a reaction-driven
condition, motivated by “disaster” [47]. Besides the underlying (I) enabling conditions
mentioned above, in-migration is, according to Sutherland, also driven by (II) individuals
and households who want to pursue a certain idea, as well as (III) the construction of
attractive rural space that is tangibly made available by property developers, estate agents,
or even authorities. A combination of these three factors creates a driver for migration into
rural areas.
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3. Methodology

The findings and analysis presented in this paper are part of a larger research project
on the island of Gotland, Sweden, which is assessing the processes of in-migration and
landscape change within the local community. The findings presented are derived from
four datasets, the first from a traditional data analysis based on traditional data sources
such as census data and real estate prices that were collected for the entire island. It
further looked at the building permits that have been approved on the island since 2010
and compared it to how many residents there are. The other two datasets are based
on perception data gathered through one survey and focus group meetings that were
undertaken during 2021.

The empirical analysis focuses on three agricultural areas on Gotland. Three coastal
zones have been recognised by the local authorities to be exposed to the high pressure of
tourism and part-time residency as they are considered among the most attractive places
both to visit, and live full- and part-time in, on the island. These areas are located as
remotely as possible from the only city, Visby, on the island. This confirms what has been
suggested in previous research on rural in-migration studies, e.g., that rural in-migration of
wealthy urbanities tends to manifest in the most remote sites, such as individual farms and
hamlets [16]. The territorial size of Gotland is 3140 km2 and it was up until 1951 ordered
into 92 municipalities. There are today 60,124 inhabitants within administratively both a
municipality and a region. Therefore, statistics are generally gathered for all of Gotland
and local-based data is harder to access; however, the surveys and focus group meetings
took place in three selected areas (see Figure 1) [48,49]:

• Östergarnslandet: A peninsula, located around 40 min from the city. The peninsula is
experiencing a high percentage of part-time residential property estimated to be 68.8%
of all housing. Property prices were also estimated to the be the second highest in the
rural parts of the region. Östergarnslandet has the lowest average age (53.77 years) out
of the selected areas; however, it still has an age average that is average of 8.77 years
higher than the whole island.

• Sudret: A peninsula, located around 80 min from the city. The peninsula is experienc-
ing a high percentage of part-time residential property estimated to be 66.7% of all
housing. Property prices were also estimated to the be the third highest in the region.
In Sudret the average age is 54.47 years.

• Fårö: A small island reached by a transportation ferry. The island is located about
1–1.5 h from the city depending on the ferry. The small island is experiencing a high
percentage of part-time residential property estimated to be 74.5% of all housing.
Property prices were also estimated to be the highest in the rural parts of the region.
Property prices on Fårö were only exceeded by those of the inner-city in Visby. Fårö
holds both the highest average age and also has had the most evident increase over the
last 20 years. There is an average age of 57.46 years, which has increased by 11.13 years
since 2000.

It must be noted that the development in the case study area is highly affected by
second-home ownership, which is far from new in this setting, nor specific to Sweden.
Recreational second-home ownership has a lengthy heritage in Scandinavia, where recent
estimates suggest that more than half of the population (54%) have access to a second
home [50] and is a prominent feature in Swedish society. Second homes have traditionally
been small houses that are not designed to be lived in all year round [51] and are often
located in more amendable parts of the landscape with a higher accessibility to nature, e.g.,
following the coastline or mountains, in accordance with the case study areas. Second-
home ownership is also a growing phenomenon around Europe and North America [23,52].
From this point of view, information and dialogue are important aspects not only involving
temporary inhabitants in the creation of a local society [50]. Therefore, second-homeowners
were also invited to take part in the survey and focus group discussions.
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side (authors own elaboration).

This study has also looked at property prices in the study area since the beginning
of the pandemic. All properties in Sweden have been given an estimated value by tax
authorities based on sold properties in the nearby area in recent years. The estimated value
is used for tax, insurance, and loan reasons, but can also be useful to understand rapid price
development. To calculate the real estate price development, this study uses the purchase
price coefficient, which is the ratio between the purchase price and the assessed value of
the transferred properties. By using this method, it is possible to define how much more
than the assessed value of a property a buyer has paid [53]. Yearly statistics are gathered at
the end of the year and, therefore, the final sum of 2021 could not be collected when this
paper was written.

The focus group interviews and questionnaires were conducted in Swedish. The ques-
tionnaire received complete responses from 129 people recruited in the three areas, which
had a total of 2234 inhabitants in 2020 [49]. Forty-six of these people had their permanent
residency in the area. Before participating in the questionnaire, all participants agreed
with a consent form which informed them of their privacy, in line with the GDPR and the
University of Bologna ethic regulations for data collection. Moreover, three in-presence
workshops were organised in the same areas, with a total participation of 24 people. The
participants age varied between 28 and 83 years old. In both studies, interviews were
undertaken with as wide a range of inhabitants or part-time residents as possible. The
workshop’s participants and the interviewees were reached through local social media
pages, and through short project introductions during local meetings such as the ones
organised by the local history society and the farmers’ association. The workshops and
interviews were both recorded and transcribed in full and analysed using NVIVO qualita-
tive data software. For this paper, transcripts from the datasets were analysed, with the
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text grouped into themes based on evidence of changes due to rural in-migration: land
price, housing price, infrastructure change, external capital investment, in-migration from
urban areas, decision-making processes, landscape change, and displacement of people
and natural environments. In accordance with the GDPR, all participants were asked and
agreed to being recorded for research purposes. Quotations have been anonymised in
order to protect the delegates’ privacy. Direct quotations in the text represent the authors’
translations from Swedish.

4. Findings
4.1. The Landscape as a Pull Factor for Regrowth

The COVID-19 pandemic has clearly shown an increased interest in green space and
rural living in general. This is not a new cultural phenomenon but well-established as a
driver of counterurbanisation. Some of the focus group delegates moved to the study areas
during the 1970s and the Green Wave period:

“I’ve been waiting for a renaissance, for there to be a new “group” arriving. Maybe now is
the time: I’ve talked to some people and yes, young people come here but they move to the
town [Visby], they do not actually come here. But now with this connection [fibre-optics
network], things are possible. If you have children, it’s fantastic to live like this.”

(Long-term resident, 65+)

The motivation behind the Green Wave was often driven by the same motivations as
suggested by the present study on rural in-migration such as a search for an alternative
lifestyle, land-based recreational activities, or a quieter life (see Section on Conceptualising
the Role of the Landscape in Rural In-Migration). The survey indicates that quality of life
is the main reason why respondents choose to settle in the area besides using the property
as a second home (see Figure 2). There was no response indicating choosing to move
somewhere for education and only one response deciding to move due for work reasons.
For the ones that selected other, most added a comment indicating a decision to move
for nature and/or the local culture. During the workshops it was evident that there is a
sense of freedom and sense of emptiness that also brings people to the place. One resident
described in a positive tone what it was like when he came to Gotland 40 years ago:
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Figure 2. Graph based on survey: “What was your motivation to move to the area?”.

“When I got here, it was empty. There were not people. [ . . . ] Here it is free. It is a big
thing. Yes, I think it is that [sense of freedom].”

(Part-time resident, 50+)
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The idea of emptiness was generally perceived as positive and pointed out by several
participants in the focus group discussions. The emptiness was also referred to regarding
the isolating effect caused by remoteness. This was believed to conserve the landscape and
its features:

“It [the difficulty of reaching the area] has an isolating effect. It [the area] is well preserved
because it’s hard to get here.”

(Part-time resident, 35+)

The motivations for choosing to purchase a home for living in full-time or use as a
second home in the three areas appeared the same regardless of the intention of its use.
There was a unity in the way of valuing the landscape and its qualities. Part-time residents
were neither considered a negative impact. An increased number of part-time residents was
perceived as positive by almost half of the respondents to the questionnaire (43.1%) and
neutral to almost a third (30.8%). Many of these part-time residents spend greater periods
of the year here. A report on second homes in Nordic countries suggests that second homes
are primarily considered a positive asset for local inhabitants, as the second-homeowners
and seasonal tourists, termed ‘voluntary temporary populations’ are another opportunity
for positive rural development in addition to permanent residents [50]. The same was
suggested in a report conducted by regional authorities on Gotland [54]. In agreement,
during all focus groups discussions, a general positiveness towards part-time residents
was expressed. This positive development is connected to job creation, planning of cultural
activities and the provision of services. In fact, it can be argued that without a temporary
population, these areas would have a weaker demand for services, and they would have
fewer people to maintain the social fabric and encourage economic activities. It has been
estimated that about 6000 more people have lived and worked from their part-time houses
in the last year [55]:

“There are more cars outside houses. And that was noticeable already last spring. And I
have spoken to people who have said “we are working from here now and it is working
really well.”

(In-migrant resident, 35+)

The argued in-migration, as a result of the Green Wave during the 1970s on Gotland, did
show a positive net migration in statistics from the time. Since the 1950s, there has been a
decreasing population on the whole island (58,995 inhabitants in 1950). Gotland has shown
a slow regrowth since the 1990s, reaching approximately the same numbers as 50 years
before in the year 2000 (57,313). Since 2000, the number of inhabitants has remained stable
(around 57,500); however, in 2020 the numbers hit 60,124 inhabitants which is the highest
measured number of inhabitants than previously reached [56]. Simultaneously, the number
of tourists is rapidly increasing. In 2020 there were reported to be more tourists than usual,
although it was suggested not to travel [57]. During the summer of 2021, 76,000 people
were visiting the island at once which were the highest numbers ever shown [58]. For
the survey participants, there is a clear awareness of this increased tourism; however, it
is not necessarily perceived as being negative, with about as many people replying that
they view it as something positive. It was noted though both in the survey and by the
focus group participants that during the pandemic, there has been a noticeably higher
number of camper vans and cars. Although tourism per se was not perceived as negative,
the camper vans and the increased traffic were viewed as harmful, especially in relation to
the landscape picture. What was further noted was that tourists tended to spread out to a
larger extent. Especially in areas that previously had seemed private and/or less commonly
known, tourists had found their way:

“There are more people coming to learn more about nature where I work. But a lot of
people do not seem to know how to behave in nature. They tell me things that they’ve
done or where they’ve been, and these are not good things in accordance with how one
should behave in nature.”
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(Long-term resident, 50+)

Besides a larger presence of part-time residents for a longer period of the year, several
focus group participants had noticed an increase in short-term tourist stays being more
spread out. The tourist season seems to have been prolonged compared to previous years:

“We are used to tourists this time of the year. Maybe not this much. Now it is almost
all day around. If you can put it like that. Usually this is the day when it (the tourist
season) is all over, almost like cutting something off. There is usually literally no one out
here. But this year . . . .”

(Long-term resident, 50+)

4.2. An Inaccessible Housing Situation

In a report on the housing market, regional authorities recognised that the pandemic
had an effect on the housing market which has especially struck already vulnerable citizens
such as young people, elderly and migrants [59]. As a response to the increasing number
of visitors, residents, and part-time residents, the housing market has shifted throughout
the years. Figure 3 shows that in 2001, both a part-time residence and any other type
of property would be sold for about half the present estimated value. It should also be
noted that the prices of year-round properties were closely estimated to those of part-time
housing. In 2002, the prices of a second home (0.52) were lower than a full-time house
(0.58), and since then second homes have exceeded full-time residences in pricing. In 2007,
housing for both types of occupancy exceeded the estimated value for the first time. From
the mid-2010s housing prices started to increase quite rapidly and in 2019, second homes
were sold for more than double their estimated value (2.11) while residential properties
were sold for notably less (1.8).
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Figure 4 shows a closer look at the evolution of the housing market on Gotland
over a two-year course, from June 2019 until May 2021. Part-time houses show a stable
increase over the two-year period moving from 2.1 to 2.46. Residential properties seemed
to vary more over the year, decreasing during the winter months for both years, while
prices increased during the spring and summer of 2020 and 2021. The prices of residential
properties rose from 1.94 to 2.43 over the period of mid-2019 to mid-2021. With reference to
Figure 4, the numbers indicate an equal interest in the purchase of residential properties
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and part-time houses. There was no obvious increase in the number of sold properties
between 2019 and 2021 [60]. The difficulty for the local population to invest in housing,
could result in younger people having to leave their small villages, and instead move to
cities [33]. This inaccessibility to the housing market and increasing of the ages of residents
were present in both the survey and during the focus group discussion and was generally
found worrying:
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“Housing is too expensive here for young people. We were many that came during the
last green wave, and this may be another one. But I’ve been speaking with people and the
younger people are moving to town [Visby], not here.”

(Long-term resident, 65+)

“the problem is finding somewhere to live . . . that’s what it is . . . that it is too expensive.”

(Long-term resident, 65+)

“I must say that it is a very strange age composition here. Surely, there are families
during the summer holidays. But then, there are only elderly left.”

(Part-time resident, 50+)

The new turns that the delegates of the focus groups could see was believed to have
changed in the last couple of years. Although tourism and second-home ownership were
not perceived as negative in themselves, as acknowledged in the previous section, there
was a consistent worry that these would have a devastating impact in the future. The
changing climate needed to be navigated to not cause further displacement:

“I am afraid of where we are heading. I am myself a part of the mass tourism. That is
undeniable. But at the same time, it must be steered somehow.”

(Part-time resident, 50+)

4.3. Infrastructure and Service Could Open New Doors

The possibility to reside in the countryside, both temporarily and full-time, is sug-
gested to be a result of improved infrastructure such as mobility, work and living situation:
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“We have a completely new infrastructure that opens new doors. During the pandemic
now, there are many who are here all year around and work and live, even though they may
have their office in Stockholm or other cities. So that’s just the start of something, maybe
. . . these are opportunities that now we have thanks to the new fibre-optic connection,
solar panels, and the desalination system.”

(Part-time resident, 25+)

In the long-term vision for rural areas in Europe, the European Commission (EC) claim
that connectivity is a human right today that goes beyond rural development programmes.
They suggest that there could be a tax on global IT firms which would allocate money to
those without internet connection [61]. In 2017 fibre-optic networks had been installed over
the island, connecting the most remote areas, and had at the time the highest connectivity
in the country, exceeding connectivity even in the bigger cities [62]. It was the result
from local initiatives, building on a bottom-up approach, where locals organised paying
a common fee to connect. One workshop delegate had chosen to work from his second
home during 2020:

“[name] was here until Saint Lucy’s Day since we have better WIFI connection here than
in central Stockholm. With WIFI you can be connected to the entire world from here. But
you can also go down to the beach. That is something one does not have in a city.”

(Part-time resident, 65+)

Along the same line, a local non-profit organisation pushed through a desalination
system, which was the biggest one in Sweden at the time, in one of the locales. The system
has a capacity of 450 households, and 350 households have so far signed up whereas 265 of
these have already installed the system. An estimated 70% of these households are not
for permanent use meaning that the system will only be fully utilised for a few weeks
each year. Authorities recognised the possibilities of the system, which has supported
the possibilities to build “new residential and part-time properties” [63]. Besides saving
the water supply for households that were fully dependent, this has also created many
economic opportunities for local landowners to make a profit of selling their land:

“That’s why we could sell land, there was water and sewage, fibre-optic internet connec-
tion, electricity, everything. This was not there five years ago. Then we couldn’t have sold
it, in this way . . . but we have to be careful with the housing development. Densification
where it is suitable but no more than this . . . .”

(Long-term resident, 65+)

The decency of access to a car as a weak spot for rural communities is something
relevant all over Europe [61]. In accordance, transport infrastructure was also highlighted
during the workshops. It is not only the time it takes to reach these isolated areas—in the
most northern case area it requires a smaller transportation ferry of only a few minutes—
but the weaknesses lie in the lack of reliance on services such as timing and also pricing.
The only means of reaching Gotland is via ferry or airplane, where the prices of transport
infrastructure to the mainland have manifested in public demonstrations for the last
decades [64]. This does not only affect the mobility of reaching the island, but may also
lead to an exclusion of people with less economic means:

“If it wasn’t for the transportation, one would be here much more . . . given also better
prices . . . it is cheaper for a family to go on holidays abroad than to come here. Therefore,
there are only people with money that can get here.”

(Part-time resident, 65+)

On one side, there is an improved and increased number of infrastructures and
services, supported by bottom-up approaches. At the same time, there can be challenges in
adapting infrastructures and services to larger flows of temporary inhabitants [65]. Since
2010, 2184 new houses have been granted building permits. Of these, 410 are located in the
case study areas. The number of granted building permits amounts to a total of 410: Fårö,
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168; Östergarnslandet, 134; and Sudret, 108. In about 10% of these households, someone
maintains a permanent residence, while 90% are used as second homes. Alike other rural
areas, tax revenues from second homes, whose owners have their residency somewhere
else, can represent a burden on local services [33,52]. Certain types of infrastructure
are exceeding urban standards (e.g., digital connectivity); however, under the ‘Shaping
Europe’s Digital Future’ strategy, the European Commission notes that it is important that
although digitalisation is an opportunity for businesses and entrepreneurship, the benefits
must extend to all those living in rural areas [66]. At the same time, a low number of
inhabitants and noticeable ageing of the population is seriously threatening or has already
forced local schools in the locales to close. The types of services and infrastructure that were
shown to be improved were often led by bottom-up initiatives, mirroring the philosophy of
the 30-year-old EU LEADER method aimed at the development of rural areas [67]. Many
of those present in the focus group meetings were themselves active in various non-profit
organisations. Within these organisations various groups within the local community were
represented, where non-residential members were believed to be an active force. It is clear
from the discussions that the infrastructure and the services are fully needed for the new
inhabitants as well as the part-time residents:

“People are expecting working infrastructure, even if they don’t live here fulltime.”

(Part-time resident, 65+)

5. Discussion

In accordance with observations in other rural areas across Europe and beyond during
the COVID-19 pandemic, this study indicates that there has been an increased influx of
visitors, for shorter or longer periods, on the Swedish island of Gotland. There was an
evident increase in residential property prices over the last decade over the entire island,
which indicates a larger interest in relocating to the area. In light of this, the COVID-19
pandemic could be viewed as a reaction-driven motivation for rural in-migration, beyond
the identified regular incentives (see Section 1). Understandably, these recorded changes
were a result of a combination of factors that are summarised and discussed below.

By looking at three areas, that are already recognised by public authorities as par-
ticularly exposed to a high rate of second-home ownership, increasing housing prices
and an evident increase of population age, a pattern to understand the motivations to
move to and stay in these areas was explored. Findings from this present study demon-
strate, in accordance with previous understandings, that the main demand-pull for rural
in-migration is found in the landscape of the three locales, both for long-term residents
and for second-homeowners. There is a demand for a certain quality of life connected
to the landscape which was often expressed in a sense of remoteness and “emptiness”.
These may be factors that might be affected by temporary tourism; however, the increased
interest in the area during the pandemic and second-home ownership was not perceived as
negative. It was rather thought of as an opportunity for people to rediscover the territory
beyond short-term stays.

It was not only the appealing landscape that brought visitors to stay for a longer
period in the area. The study showed that owing to its adequate infrastructure, moving
temporarily to remote areas on Gotland was made possible, e.g., an exceptionally good
digital connection and a working sewage system. This suggests that even though enabling
conditions such as the appealing landscapes of the case study areas could have been
enhanced as a reaction to the pandemic, basic infrastructures and services are needed to
make the repopulation of rural areas a reality. These services can allow people to move
into, build new houses and settle long-term while continuing to work remotely. It should
also be noted that increased infrastructure and services were in some cases the results of
bottom-up initiatives. Although collaborations along these lines are highlighted as key in
the strategic planning locally, referring to the Sustainable Development Goals [68], these
initiatives are often driven by urban standards and expectations, and are funded privately
by urban salaries. Some types of infrastructure may only enable longer stays for more
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mobile occupants but not for full-time residents. As their residency remains in their urban
home, the economic capital invested into the settlements thus remain primarily urban. This
causes a bad spiral where tax money cannot be invested into required services such as
schools. At the same time urban families cannot imagine settling full-time in an area that
cannot provide education for their children, which is a known important pull factor for
families to relocate to the countryside [69].

Some may argue that this will be the technology-enabled future that has been imag-
ined for decades in which technology allows us to work less and more flexibly, including
working from home. Rural in-migration shows that it is possible with remote working
technologies available, but this is mainly available to white-collar workers. Counterur-
banisation and heavy in-migration flows would be assumed to lead to the gentrification
of rural communities, resulting in a displacement of people, traditions, and natural envi-
ronments. It was evident from the study, that during the 18 so far most critical months of
the pandemic, housing prices did reach striking numbers. For example, higher housing
and land prices will over time restrict the capacity of agriculture to adjust to maintain
its competitiveness. Thereby, it inevitably gives way to a less commercial agricultural
future [70,71]. If key workers of all types cannot afford to live and work in rural areas, there
are knock-on consequences for social wellbeing and service provision. Going forward from
here, technology-enabled rural in-migration could be “geographically and socially uneven”
in its application if not planned for. Local authorities must find ways to aid locally based
enterprises and job opportunities. This could be promoted by networks of local actors,
with cooperation through a common vision. There are various governance strategies (e.g.,
territorial social responsibility) that highlight the importance of creating common values
and increase cooperation among enterprises [71,72].

The study suggested that part-time residents were spending more time in their second
homes during the pandemic. It has been shown earlier that people increasingly divide
their time between their urban permanent home and their rural second home in Nordic
countries [50]. Allowing people to turn second homes into permanent homes has been
mentioned as a possible solution to the housing shortage in Sweden; however, as human
geographer Mamova et al. points out, a key value of a second home lays in its position
as a retreat from urban life [52]. Important cultural and social capitals, such as the sense
of freedom that was touched upon by many part-time residents during the workshops,
are generated through these part-time residencies. Second homes would thereby lose
their social and cultural value if they were to become permanent housing for their current
occupants. It was evident from the focus group discussions and the survey that second-
home ownership was not perceived as a negative factor.

What cannot be known from this study is if the increasing number of inhabitants on
the whole island is temporary; however, the increased demand for rural housing and green
space is nonetheless visible which is something that governments and authorities should
take advantage of. Government and local authorities could invest in these areas to make the
most of the reaction-driven migration, both in supporting inhabitants and in-migrants, but
also in establishing services that can support all-year-around living. The rural communities
on Fårö, Östergarnslandet and Sudret need to access affordable housing as the countryside
and accessible nature should not be a luxury. Local authorities should invest in housing
that meets the needs of settlements, including affordable housing, otherwise the already
existing tendencies may lead to gentrification and further displacement. This could also
be seen as an important moment for authorities to invest in infrastructure that supports
the increased interest in nature-based recreation and to protect values in the landscape.
As these results reveal, the landscape was shown to be a main enabling factor, and they
show there is value in retaining and attracting new visitors and inhabitants. Economic
investments by local authorities into protecting nature and local values, would ensure
a better capacity and resilience in increased seasonal flows. This would highlight the
importance of caring and valuing our surroundings, and thereby lead the way for future
initiatives. In addition, second- homeowners’ commitment and contribution should not
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be underestimated but cared for by authorities. With this in mind, this study suggests
there is a need to rethink rurality and plan for a multifunctional use of the land, where also
second home mobility and the flows of seasonal tourists could be supported and no longer
perceived as urban nor rural phenomena.

6. Conclusions

The COVID-19 pandemic could be viewed as a reaction-driven motivation for rural
in-migration, beyond the identified regular incentives. In particular, three specific study
areas on the island of Gotland have been under exposure to increasing tourism, increasing
numbers of second homes, and an increasing population age. Findings from the present
study demonstrate, in accordance with previous understandings, that the main demand-
pull for rural in-migration is found in the landscape of the three locales, both for long-term
residents and second-homeowners. There is a demand for a certain quality of life connected
to the landscape which was often expressed in a sense of remoteness and “emptiness”.
The study showed that owing to its adequate infrastructure (e.g., an exceptionally good
digital connection and a working sewage system), moving temporarily to remote areas on
Gotland was made possible. This suggests that even though enabling conditions such as
the appealing landscapes of the case study areas could have been enhanced as a reaction to
the pandemic, basic infrastructures and services are still needed to make the repopulation
of rural areas a reality.

Heavy in-migration flows, and second-home ownership could lead to the gentrifica-
tion process, resulting in a displacement of people, traditions, and natural environments. It
was evident from the study that there was a sharp increase in housing prices on a Swedish
island that was already experiencing a staggering rise. The increased demand for rural
housing and green space is nonetheless visible which is something that governments
and authorities should take advantage of. In accordance with the recent EU biodiversity
strategy, there is an increased need to protect and restore nature, due to both the growing
pressure but also to the attraction for people to live in these areas, as nature was evidently
the main reason to move to a certain locale. As a result of shifting societal norms, this could
possibly encourage an evolution in the future of rural communities that have suffered from
outmigration. It is necessary to maintain and enhance natural capital, as it provides the
main pull factor for in-migration; however, this study suggests that the supply of services
and infrastructure is essential to achieve a rural renaissance beyond temporary tourism
and that to this aim, an integrated urban and regional plan is needed to ensure the right
balance between landscape enrichment and supporting rural communities.

With the improved infrastructure standards, the lines between urban and rural is
blurred. This may suggest that there is a need to speak of urban–rural linkages rather than
a division.

7. Limitations and Recommendations for Future Studies

The main limitation of this research primarily lays in the lack of data as the COVID-19
pandemic is still ongoing. In the future, it will be more evident what impact the pandemic
had and might have later. This study may lay a foundation and incitement to follow the
development driven by the pandemic in these three areas on Gotland.

Another detected limitation was that while the participants to the workshops and
questionnaires were of a varied age and sex, they were predominantly part-time residents.
Most of them had found the workshop invitations and the questionnaires via local social
media groups and were already engaged in questions regarding local development. It
could be relevant to pinpoint a variation of residents to explore the topic further and
especially to ensure a wider point of view.

As this study was limited to only a small area in Sweden, it could be interesting to
compare the outcomes shown here to other rural areas. For future studies it would be of
interest to detect similar patterns and results taking place in other countries.
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