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Abstract: Over the last decades, the environmental situation of the planet has worsened. Much of
the pollution and energy consumption is attributed to cities, which are expected to increase in size
and population in the coming years. It is therefore necessary to develop systems to make them more
sustainable and resilient. In this regard, different agendas, strategies, and regulations have been
published, such as the 2030 Agenda. The current research carried out a surveillance and foresight
process at the European level in the field of the sustainable city, analyzing actions accomplished,
ongoing, or forthcoming from 2014 to the present (2020) and coming years. The objective is to identify
the potential niches and opportunities for decision making to develop successful projects in this
sector. The study concludes that one of the most promoted themes is related to the environment,
highlighting nature and biodiversity in cities to improve environmental quality and achieve the
decarbonization necessary to fight climate change. Furthermore, society plays an important role,
emphasizing the need to promote the population’s inclusion and empowerment. It also underlines
the promotion of urban regeneration, which should include energy transition and digitalization to
create smart cities, with local circular economies.

Keywords: surveillance and foresight process; sustainable cities development; international trends;
2030 Agenda

1. Introduction

The current environmental situation of the world is becoming critical. As a conse-
quence, during the COP25 in Madrid in 2019, the European Commission (EC) declared a
climate and environmental state of emergency at the international level [1,2], commented
in their study that climate change has caused a significant impact on the human living
environment. In the case of cities and metropolitan areas, which are defined as hubs of
economic growth, it is considered that they contribute to approximately 80% of the world’s
gross domestic product (GDP) [3]. Moreover, 71% of energy-related greenhouse gas (GHG)
emissions, and 60% of resource use, can be assigned to cities [4]. In this regard, it is expected
that by 2050, the world´s population living in cities will increase by 13%, reaching a total of
68% of the world´s population [5]. This equals an estimated increase of 1.2 million km2 of
the urban land cover in 18 years, almost tripling the urban surface since 2000 [6]. Thus, this
anticipated growth of cities is expected to bring up unprecedented sustainability challenges,
both at the infrastructure and environmental levels [6,7]. For example, it has been reported
that, since 2016, more than half of the world’s urban population has been exposed to air
pollution levels at least 2.5 times higher than the safe standard [8], an issue that has to
be addressed. Therefore, the European Commission has underlined the importance of
promoting urban adaptation and achieving climate neutrality by 2050 [1].
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In this regard, in the last few years, different strategies and guidelines have been
defined in the public sphere in order to find solutions to solve the social, demographic,
economic, environmental, and health issues that the world is currently facing [9,10]. It
should be stressed that in 2015, the United Nations (UN) published the 2030 Agenda, in
which 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are established in order to eradicate
poverty and achieve sustainable development by 2030 [8]. The agenda balances the three
dimensions of sustainable development: economic, social, and environmental [11]. In
addition, the New Urban Agenda (NUA) was introduced in 2016, establishing guidelines for
the development of cities over the next 20 years in order to promote more inclusive, compact,
and connected cities through urban planning and design, governance, legislation, and urban
economy [12]. Based on these two agendas, other guidelines, plans, and strategies have
been developed at the European, national, and regional level. Notably, “My Agenda for
Europe: Political Guidelines for the Next European Commission, 2019–2024” [13] was
published by the EC, and it defines its six priorities for the period of 2019–2024. From these,
the European Green Deal is notable, settled to provide the EU with a sustainable economy,
a Europe adapted to the digital era, and an economy at the service of the citizens [14,15].
Other programs, strategies, and plans related to the urban sector [16], which are directly
or indirectly connected to the 2030 Agenda and the NAU, have been developed at the
European level. However, as the 2019 SDG Report [17] shows, and some authors also argue,
“it can be stated that difficulties remain in terms of implementation” [18].

Thus, in order to promote the implementation of these agendas, the EU has created
different European Framework Programs [19,20]. Among them, the European Framework
Program for Research and Innovation, which has funded a wide number of projects, is
worth mentioning. Its current main program is Horizon Europe, which highlights green
and digital transitions as key to Europe´s future prosperity and resilience [20].

Similarly, beyond the policies and guidelines established at a theoretical level, net-
works and initiatives, such as C40 Cities or URBACT [21,22], have been created for the
same purpose, but with a focus on practical experience. Their work is important in order to
promote sustainable and innovative projects, produce publications, serve as a database,
provide support, create networking, and keep the sector up to date with the latest innova-
tions and advances in the field. Likewise, there are also European awards, whose aim is to
recognize the efforts and good practices carried out by cities and stakeholders. This is the
case of the European Green Capital, Green Solutions Awards, and the European Mobility
Week Awards [7].

In addition, there is a multitude of research and studies, from various disciplines,
looking for mechanisms and pathways that can contribute to sustainable urban develop-
ment. For example, several studies focus on the energy issue. Some researchers propose
tools for sustainable urban energy optimization [23], others focus on the research of urban
metabolism [24], and some present a more social approach, proposing local energy com-
munities (LEC) as a key mechanism [25]. The economic point of view is also presented in
the literature. In this sense, the defense of the sharing economy is linked to sustainability
in smart cities [7] and understood as “a socio-economic trend that has the potential to
stimulate sustainable economic development and energy efficiency” [26]. Finally, it is
worth mentioning other studies that focus on actions in some components of the city. For
example, there are many studies on sustainable urban mobility [27,28], and there are studies
that propose urban factories as tools to promote sustainable development [29], which is
interesting, given that this is a controversial topic due to the frequent association of industry
with environmental impact.

All of the above demonstrates the interest in responding to the need to promote and
create sustainable, resilient cities with low environmental impact, providing solutions to
the future needs of society. However, it is necessary to understand how the sustainable
cities sector has evolved and how the urbanization process will be developed in the coming
years, taking into account the most interesting and successful strategies. The fact that the
themes covered by the sustainable city field are very wide-ranging and interrelated makes it
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difficult to know which are the real strategic lines for innovation and, as a result, the efforts
are too diversified. In other words, there is a lack of clear information determining the
most important topics at present and in the near future on which to focus and concentrate
efforts. It is, therefore, important to know which are the most relevant themes or strategies
promoted in the last few years and the agents driving these trends. For this purpose,
one of the systems used to assess relevant themes and strategies involves carrying out a
surveillance and foresight process to detect the aforementioned factors, contributing to
informed decision making in defining projects and evaluating future actions. In this sense,
there are several interesting studies based on foresight tools or methods [30–32].

The main objective of this paper is to identify the innovative potential niches and op-
portunities of the sustainable cities sector, at a global level, for their subsequent application
to specific local contexts. It also seeks to identify the main international trends and the
topics that are the most noteworthy to be taken into account when it comes to defining
new disruptive and innovative projects with great potential of success in order to position
these at the forefront of the sector. In addition, for the research centers, universities, and
other institutions promoting innovative projects, one of the most effective systems for
developing such projects is through the support of European funds, in collaboration with
other international organizations. Furthermore, the global regulatory framework affecting
decision making in the local, regional, state, or European context begins at the European
level. For this reason, the current research has accomplished a surveillance and prospective
evaluation process of the sustainable cities context at the European level.

2. Methodology

As mentioned above, the surveillance and foresight process has been carried out at
the European level, understanding surveillance as the process of collecting data on the
actions and activities undertaken so far, transforming it into knowledge, and analyzing
and assessing the results obtained. The foresight process is referred to as the analysis of
possible future outcomes based on the surveillance process conducted, combining evidence
with elements such as intuition. This choice was made because the study aims to be able
to define new innovative and successful projects to be developed at the University of the
Basque Country, taking into account the European context, as mentioned above. Therefore,
the present study has been limited to the European level.

Regarding the methodology approach, the procedure of the surveillance and foresight
process has been carried out in two phases: phase 1, the surveillance process, which
includes the definition of the study framework and analysis of the context, and phase
2, the foresight process, which comprises a comparative assessment of the surveillance
results with EU and UN trends (stage 1) and the definition of the niches of opportunity
or conclusions (stage 2). The first phase, in turn, is composed of 3 stages, as indicated in
Figure 1: selection of the topics (stage 1: topics), the definition of the scope of the study
(stage 2: groups of actions), and the definition and analysis of the context (stage 3: context).
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2.1. PHASE 1: Surveillance Process

The literature review, or surveillance, was conducted on official websites and papers
retrieved from Cordis, Europa.eu, CDTI, Innobasque, RIS3euskadi, and Google Scholar.
Moreover, as noted previously, this phase is divided into 3 stages:

• Stage 1: in this stage, of the topics on which the surveillance and foresight processes
would be carried out were identified, limiting the study to a certain framework
of the wide range of topics related to the sector. In order to choose these topics,
different surveillance studies were analyzed, as well as the lines that are currently
being promoted by Urban Plans and Agendas in Europe [8–10,12,13], in the field of
sustainable cities. As a result of this review, it was decided that the most appropriate
choice was to adopt the topics list selected by the study carried out by [25], to which
the present work is closely linked, as they share part of the research. Accordingly, only
actions related to the followed topics have been retained for this study: smart cities,
energy renovation of buildings, energy, urban resilience, nature-based solutions, the
human factor, and governance.

• Stage 2, where the scope of the study was selected, the specific contexts, or “groups
of actions” in which the surveillance process will be carried out within each of the
previously defined topics were determined. As in the previous stage, given the
diversity of action typologies, it has been necessary to classify the actions by groups,
thereby delimiting them by categories. In order to define these groups or categories,
an evaluation of the types of actions that are promote the sustainable development of
cities has been achieved (European Commission, environment; European Commission,
cities; and urban development). This means that the groups of actions selected will be
based on those that have European recognition and/or impact as drivers of trends.
The groups of actions for which the surveillance process has been carried out are:

- European awards that give recognition to the most outstanding actions carried
out by innovative and/or successful cities and projects to make cities more sus-
tainable environments.

- Networks and initiatives committed to climate change and sustainable develop-
ment of cities.

- UN analysis reports establishing the trends to be developed over the coming years.
- Funding by European call for proposals, open or forthcoming, related to sustain-

able cities that were published during the project study period (November 2020
to January 2021) and the evolution of topics of European grants since 2014.

- Innovation and research projects that have received grants from the European
Commission, along with international recognition due to their degree of interest
in the development of the EU. Projects which have been carried out in recent
years, are currently underway, or have just started were considered in the study.

- Existing UN and European agendas, plans, and regulations to promote the sus-
tainable development of cities and address climate change. These provide the
basis for the consequent development of action policies and strategies at a national
and regional level.

- European Framework Program for Research and Innovation Horizon Europe,
the main themes on which it is focused and in which European funds will be
invested in the coming years are analyzed.

• Stage 3, in which the surveillance study has been carried out. First of all, due to the
diversity of sources and groups of actions to be assessed, it has been considered neces-
sary to determine contexts in which these actions can be grouped and will be analyzed,
according to the type of impact or scope they may have. In this way, the surveillance
process has been carried out by classifying the actions studied by time, past-present,
and near-future context, and by type of implementation, theoretical or practical. There-
fore, an action is considered “practical” when it is based on a tangible action with a
direct impact on cities or urban spaces. Similarly, it is considered “theoretical” when
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the activity is at a lower stage of definition, where ideas and strategies are put for-
ward, but not physically implemented. Regarding the timeframe, it is considered that
the past-present context encompasses all those theoretical and practical actions that
have been conducted and implemented over the last 15 years (since 2014), when the
European Framework Program Horizon 2020 (H2020) started [19]. The future context
has been defined by taking into account the open and forthcoming calls for proposals
published by the EC and the trends set by the EU for the next Research and Innovation
Framework Program, Horizon Europe. This period includes the timeframe from 1 June
2020 to 31 December 2020, in which the present study was carried out. The time frame
chosen and the decisions made regarding topics and themes of analysis determine the
results of the study, as they limit the search in terms of time and scope.

For each action, the main objectives and work topics/themes, their relevant concepts
and results, and possible useful data that can provide a source of knowledge for future
projects have been indicated. The work themes and main objectives of each action are the
data on which this study will be focussed in the following phases.

Due to the large list of themes obtained as a result of the assessment, the objectives and
work themes detected have been grouped according to the thematic priorities of EU cities
according to the European Union’s website: Cities and Urban Development (European
Commission, Cities and Urban Development), which, moreover, are in line with the action
plans proposed by the Urban Agenda [11,33–35]. The aim is to be able to carry out an
equitable system of evaluation for all actions. Thereby, the thematic areas into which the
objectives and work themes detected during the surveillance have been grouped are: energy
transition, housing, the inclusion of migrants and refugees, urban poverty, sustainable use
of land and nature-based solutions, climate adaptation, circular economy, security in public
spaces, culture and cultural heritage, public procurement, digital transition, air quality,
urban mobility, and jobs and skills.

Finally, the analysis of the results has been carried out by determining which are the
most promoted themes among the actions studied. In other words, the number of times
that the theme appears, out of the total number of actions studied, as shown in Equation.
In addition, it has been considered an action of interest, or with a high degree of promotion,
when it has a result equal to or greater than 50%. The frequency indicates the level of
promotion. This does not mean that, in terms of significance, these are the most important
areas to implement.

The equation for calculating the level of promotion of each action is:

number of times a thematic has been considered as the main objective or work theme in the studied actions(number)
Total of actions studied(number)

= level of promotion (%)

Among all the data analyzed, a total of 69 projects, 9 initiatives, 9 plans and agendas,
3 European awards, 2 UN reports, 2 city rankings, and 35 calls for proposals have been
selected and thoroughly studied.

2.2. PHASE 2: Foresight Process

This phase is also divided into two stages:

• Stage 1, a comparative study has been carried out between the results obtained through
the monitoring (phase 1) and the objectives of the 2030 Agenda, the megatrends
established by the UN [36], the UN SDGs, and the main objectives of the EU and
its Horizon Europe framework program. In addition, it has been assessed if there is
coherence between them.

• Stage 2, in this stage, a foresight process was conducted in order to identify the niches
of opportunity for the promotion of new successful, disruptive, and innovative projects
in the field of sustainable development in cities at the European level. That is, based
on the results of the surveillance study and the comparative study mentioned above,
the themes with the highest level of promotion that are also being encouraged by the
EU and the UN have been determined.
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3. Results

Using the surveillance and foresight process presented above, results for each action
group have been obtained and analyzed. Subsequently, these results have been assessed
and grouped by context (past-present and future) and type of action (theoretical and
practical). A short explanation of the results obtained in each phase and the most promoted
themes are shown in Figure 2:
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3.1.1. Past-Present: Theoretical Actions

As the surveillance process has been carried out at an international level, it has been
observed that the actions promote a wide range of the topics proposed. Among the actions
analysed, in the case of networks and initiatives, it is worth highlighting some, such as
the European Territorial Cooperation Program URBACT [22], which has several networks
divided into five themes: inclusion, urban development, environment, governance, and
economy. However, some of the actions studied are more specific, focusing mainly on one
issue, such as ECOLISE [37], which is focused on the social aspect, and whose main guiding
principles are co-creation, social justice, and ecological integrity.

As in networks, some agendas are global and cover a wide range of issues. This is the
case of the 2030 Urban Agenda [11], which comprises all of the topics. However, others are
more specific policies or strategies and are mainly focused on a single issue, such as, for
example, the guidelines for a sustainable urban mobility plan for Europe [38].

In the case of the awards, it is noteworthy that, in addition to analyzing the topics
promoted in the last edition, the evolution of the indicators on which the award is based
are also studied. Thus, for example, the European Green Capital Awards [7], are based on
12 environmental indicators. Taking into account the last 4 awards, it has been observed
that in the 2018 and 2019 editions, the indicators were the same. Nevertheless, since 2020,
they become more specific in some topics and more generalized in others; despite this, the
focus remains the same.

3.1.2. Past-Present: Practical Actions

Regarding the projects analysed, it can be observed that most of them cover several
themes and do not focus on a single one. Therefore, out of the 69 projects analysed, 19
of them cover between 8 and 14 themes, and 55% of the projects address between 4 and
7 themes. Only 12, or 17% of the projects assessed, focus on fewer than 3 themes. The
maximum number of themes encompassed in a project is 10 out of 14, which is the case for
4 (6%) of the projects. The same number of projects focus on only one theme. Therefore,
most of the time, a project tends to work on more than 4 thematic areas. The 69 projects
studied have been promoted by European funds and are of international interest. However,
there is considerable diversity among them in terms of their nature, the topics they cover,
the scale of the action area, or even the level of implementation. For example, while the
COHES3ION project (2019–2023) [39] focuses on analysing governance models and learning
from other cases, the SMARTENCITY project (2016–2022) [40] aims at sustainable urban
transformation that is smart and resource-efficient and has living labs for experimentation.
In this way, the second project covers a much wider scope of actions and is enriched by the
implementation of the strategies in project case studies or living labs.

3.1.3. Future: Theoretical Actions

Analyzing the evolution of the grants that have been proposed since 2014, it can be
observed that, of the total number of calls (open and closed), 64% have some kind of relation
with sustainable cities. Of those that are currently open in the study period (November 2020
to January 2021), the percentage is 46%. Of the 4417 total grants and subsidies that have
been published since 2014, only 76 are open in the present study period. This represents 2%
of the total.

Surfing the EC website and filtering the calls for proposals according to the classifi-
cation by focus area available on the website, the topics regarding building a low-carbon,
climate-resilient future (LC) and digitalizing and transforming European industry and
service (DT) account for 10% of the total (open and closed) and about 30% of open grants.
Therefore, it can be concluded that their promotion is currently higher than in the past.
Similarly, when they are classified by program part (see Figure 4), climate action, envi-
ronment, resource efficiency, and raw materials correspond to 26.5% of the total grants.
However, at present, only 6.6% of the open calls deal with this topic. In contrast, climate
action, environment, resource efficiency, and raw materials have a much lower overall
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promotion (4.8% of total grants), but are currently being proposed more often (11.8% of
total open grants).
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Figure 4. Percentage of calls related to sustainable cities since 2014 (open and closed).

3.2. PHASE 2

Next, the UN and EU trends were investigated. Subsequently, they were compared
with the results collected in the surveillance process described above.

3.2.1. UN Megatrends

In the United Nations (2020) report, they define the megatrends which have shaped the
world over time, and the progress has been subjected to analysis. These are climate change
and environmental degradation, demographic changes, population aging, sustainable
urbanization, the emergence of digital technologies, and the emergence of inequalities. The
UN highlights that climate change, environmental degradation, and inequalities are not
inevitable issues; rather, they are the result of outright policy failures. In this regard, they
propose different strategies and targets to alleviate the problems encountered by these
failures. Related to sustainable cities, waste management, nature and biodiversity, climate
change, sustainable mobility, governance, social inclusion, participation and empowerment,
resilience, circular and local economy, smart cities, and energy transition are highlighted.

3.2.2. European Framework Program for Research and Innovation

One of the important frameworks that the European Commission is promoting is the
Framework Program for Research and Innovation [41]. It provides funding to strengthen
the EU’s position regarding science, industry and technology, innovation and research,
and employment and small businesses, and it also addresses major societal challenges
such as climate change, sustainable transport, and renewable energy. In the specific case
of the new program for the period 2021–2027, Horizon Europe will mainly target the
European Recovery and Resilience facility through the promotion of digitalization, energy
rehabilitation, and green transition. It also tackles climate change, helps to achieve the
UN’s sustainable development goals, and boosts the EU’s competitiveness and growth. In
addition, health has taken a leading role in the last year due to the current COVID crisis,
comprising 2% of the total grants since 2014 [42].
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3.2.3. 2030 Agenda

If the results of stage 3 of phase 1 are compared to the themes addressed by the UN
SDGs, the UN megatrends and the EU’s tendencies toward developed in the coming years,
it can be observed that the 2030 Agenda covers all the topics studied and detected in the
surveillance process. The same goes for the SDGs. Although all the SDGs are related
(directly or indirectly) to the themes underlined in this study, it is worth highlighting
SDG 11: sustainable cities and communities, which is consistent with all the themes
studied. In addition, all the most promoted topics identified in the surveillance process
are among those proposed as trends by the EU and the UN. However, in the case of the
EU, it underlines other topics that are not among those considered the most promoted at
the surveillance level, such as social inclusion, active learning, employment, and green
transition. Similarly, the UN also commented on the importance of governance and social
inclusion, which have not been identified as major trends in the surveillance process.

4. Discussion
4.1. PHASE 1

Based on the results obtained in the study and the analysis of the information presented
in Figures 3 and 5, it is considered that:

• Regarding the results obtained in the analysis of the past-present context at the theo-
retical level, it can be considered that the most promoted themes in the past-present
context at the theoretical level are the majority (9 out of the 14 defined themes) (see
Figures 3 and 5). Among these themes, the circular economy stands out, which is
considered in 90% of the actions; the digital transition is present in 75% and energy
transition and air quality are promoted in 70% of the studied actions. In relation to
the past-present context at the practical level, from the projects analyzed, it can be
observed that most of them cover several themes and do not focus on a single one.
Most of the time, a project tends to work on more than 4 thematic areas. In addition,
it can be seen that, among all the projects that have been thoroughly analyzed, it has
been observed, as shown in Figure 3, that the primarily emphasized themes (more than
50%) are: climate adaptation, culture, and cultural heritage, digital transition, air
quality, and urban mobility. These results underline that the themes are cross-cutting
and not exclusive; they are usually complementary and interrelated. This shows that
there is a tendency to promote multidisciplinary or multi-thematic actions in order to
promote integrated interventions.

• On other hand, respecting the past-present context as a whole (practical + theoret-
ical), energy transition, climate adaptation, circular economy, culture and cultural
heritage, digital transition, air quality, and urban mobility are of note. Similarly,
regarding the future context at a theoretical level, taking into account the open calls
and forthcoming research during the period of the current study and considering the
thematic areas defined in the analysis, it is observed that the most promoted topics are:
circular economy, digital transition, housing, air quality, and climate adaptation.

• Subsequently, analyzing the overall most promoted issues, considering the two con-
texts jointly, the following topics with major importance are almost the same as those
marked in the context of past-present studies, that is, climate adaptation, circular
economy, culture and cultural heritage, digital transition, air quality, and urban
mobility. In addition, certain themes, such as energy transition, sustainable use of
land and NBS, and urban mobility, decreased radically in promotion between the
past-present and the future. Contrastingly, studies dealing with housing increase in
the future. Hence, this may be linked to the time span of the study with regard to the
future context, which is shorter than in the past-present context. On the other hand,
it is worth noting that circular economy is the most promoted theme in all periods.
Finally, it has been remarked that there are thematic areas with a very low promotion,
as is the case of security in public spaces, jobs and skills, and public procurement.
This result could be related to the topics selected in stage 1, phase 1. At the same



Sustainability 2022, 14, 8795 10 of 13

time, it can be emphasized that most of the themes have been more often promoted in
a theoretical way, rather than at a practical level, especially during the past-present
period, which could be interpreted as a difficulty in transferring the theoretical actions
into implementation.
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As mentioned above, the notable differences in the frequency of some themes between
the past-present and the future may be related to the time span of the study with respect to
the future context, which is shorter than in the past-present context.

4.2. PHASE 2

The 2030 Agenda covers all the topics studied and detected in the surveillance process.
In addition, all of the most promoted topics identified in the surveillance process are
among those proposed as trends by the EU and the UN. However, in the case of the EU,
it highlights other topics that are not among those considered as the most promoted at
the surveillance level, such as social inclusion, active learning, employment, and green
transition. Similarly, the UN also commented on the importance of governance and social
inclusion, which have not been identified as the main trends in the surveillance process.

It has also been observed that the topics analyzed are not being promoted to the same
degree at the theoretical and practical level and/or by period. Climate adaptation, circular
economy, digital transition, and air quality are promoted (over 50%) in all three contexts
(past-present, future, and UN and EU trends). In the case of energy transition, urban
poverty, and culture and cultural heritage, these are promoted at a theoretical level in the
past-present context and trends, but not as promoted in the future context. This may be
due to the short period for calls for proposals open for analysis in this study. Housing and
urban poverty are only promoted in the theoretical past-present context and trends of the
UN and EU, but are less promoted at the practical level.
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4.3. General Overview

This monitoring exercise allows for a more reliable prediction of future trends in the
sector. In other words, the work achieved can help the different organizations involved in
the field of sustainable cities in decision making, focusing on the most important current
topics and in the definition of innovative and successful projects that are in harmony with
the real and most important ongoing and future trends.

However, it must be noted that any monitoring and foresight process has its limitations.
There are several reasons for this. On the one hand, because the field of sustainable cities is
very extensive, there are a large number of initiatives, projects, and strategies proposed,
covering a wide range of fields of action. On the other hand, in the process, it is necessary
to carry out an analysis based on an interpretation of the actions, defining which themes
are included in their objectives or main goals. Sometimes this process is clear, but in other
cases, it is open to different understandings, as the description of the actions is not clear
or defined. Consequently, the results obtained are conditioned by the type of monitoring
carried out, the themes taken into account, and the study period. Thus, the results are
subject to the type of interpretation carried out.

Furthermore, if the number of actions, the themes, and the study period of the current
project were extended and the surveillance methodology was changed, the results could
be different. Moreover, as a forecasting of the future based on experiences, it would be
interesting to be able to continue this surveillance work by including new experiences and
projects. In addition, the time frame should be extended, especially in the future context.
The project also continues with the study of the applicability of these trends detected at
the European level in the specific local-regional reality of the Basque Country in Spain,
analyzing the scope and implementation of the strategies promoted by local urban agendas
in relation to European and national trends [43].

5. Conclusions

In the last few years, due to the environmental degradation of the world, different
initiatives, strategies, plans, agendas, awards, and networks have emerged, at an interna-
tional, national, and regional level, in order to promote and build more sustainable and
resilient cities. In this regard, the current project has detected the necessity of understand-
ing how the sustainable cities sector has evolved and has identified the tendencies related
to urban innovation. For this purpose, a surveillance and foresight process, based on the
analysis of actions carried out, in progress or forthcoming, from 2014 to the present (2020),
as well as regarding the coming years, was carried out. This study aimed to understand
the international context of the sector and to detect the main international trends and the
themes that are the most noteworthy to consider when defining new innovative, disruptive
projects with great possibilities of success to take positions at the forefront of the sector. This
process was carried out at the European level. However, it should be born in mind that the
results obtained are constrained by the decisions made, as well as the scope and analysis
time frame of the project. If the number of actions, the themes, and the study period of the
current project were extended and the surveillance methodology was changed, the results
could be different.

The study concludes that one of the topics to which organizations are currently paying
special attention is the topic related to the environment, highlighting the importance of
introducing climate adaptation in cities to improve air quality and achieve the levels of
decarbonization necessary to win the fight against climate change. It also underlines the
promotion of urban regeneration, which should include energy transition, digitalization
to create smart cities, and the fostering of a local and circular economy. Furthermore,
society plays an important role in the UN and UE, emphasizing the need to promote
inclusion, participation, and empowerment of the population. These themes are those
considered to have the greatest innovative potential and can be identified as niches of
opportunity and trend at the European level.



Sustainability 2022, 14, 8795 12 of 13

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, A.A.; data curation, A.A.; funding acquisition, R.J.H.-M.;
investigation, A.A.; methodology, A.A., O.G. and X.O.; project administration, O.G.; supervision,
O.G., X.O. and R.J.H.-M.; writing—original draft, A.A. and I.O.-I.; writing—review and editing, A.A.
and I.O.-I. All authors have read and agreed to the published version of the manuscript.

Funding: This research is included in the project CISO30, which was funded by the directorate of
territorial planning and the urban agenda of the department of territorial planning, housing, and
transport of the Basque government.

Institutional Review Board Statement: Not applicable.

Informed Consent Statement: Not applicable.

Acknowledgments: The authors would like to thank the directorate of territorial planning and
the urban agenda of the department of territorial planning, housing, and transport of the Basque
government for funding the CISO30 project, “Action Plan for the Promotion and Implementation of
the PCTI Euskadi 2020–2030 in the Field of Sustainable Cities”, in which this study is included.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References
1. European Parliament. European Parliament Resolution UN Climate Change Conference Madrid (COP25) (2019/2712(RSP)). 2019.

Available online: https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2019-0079_EN.html (accessed on 15 July 2022).
2. Yang, Y.; Xu, H.; Wang, J.; Liu, T.; Wang, H. Integrating climate change factor into strategic environmental assessment in China.

Environ. Impact Assess. Rev. 2021, 89, 106585. [CrossRef]
3. The World Bank. Urban Development. 2017. Available online: https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/urbandevelopment/

overview (accessed on 15 July 2022).
4. International Energy Agency. World Energy Outlook 2016; IEA: Paris, France, 2016. [CrossRef]
5. United Nations. 2018 Revision of World Urbanization Prospects; United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs:

New York, NY, USA, 2018. Available online: https://www.un.org/development/desa/publications/2018-revision-of-world-
urbanization-prospects.html (accessed on 15 July 2022).

6. Seto, K.C.; Güneralp, B.; Hutyra, L.R. Global forecasts of urban expansion to 2030 and direct impacts on biodiversity and carbon
pools. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. USA 2012, 109, 16083–16088. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

7. Akande, A.; Cabral, P.; Gomes, P.; Casteleyn, S. The Lisbon ranking for smart sustainable cities in Europe. Sustain. Cities Soc. 2018,
44, 475–487. [CrossRef]

8. United Nations. Sustainable Development Goals. 2015. Available online: https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/es/
cities/ (accessed on 7 March 2021).

9. Elmqvist, T.; Andersson, E.; Frantzeskaki, N.; McPhearson, T.; Olsson, P.; Gaffney, O.; Takeuchi, K.; Folke, C. Sustainability and
resilience for transformation in the urban century. Nat. Sustain. 2019, 2, 267–273. [CrossRef]

10. Chelleri, L.; Baravikova, A. Understandings of urban resilience meanings and principles across Europe. Cities 2020, 108, 102985.
[CrossRef]

11. Omer, M.A.; Noguchi, T. A conceptual framework for understanding the contribution of building materials in the achievement of
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Sustain. Cities Soc. 2020, 52, 101869. [CrossRef]

12. Caprotti, F.; Cowley, R.; Datta, A.; Broto, V.C.; Gao, E.; Georgeson, L.; Herrick, C.; Odendaal, N.; Joss, S. The New Urban Agenda:
Key opportunities and challenges for policy and practice. Urban Res. Pract. 2016, 10, 367–378. [CrossRef]

13. Von der Leyen, U.; Directorate-General for Communication (European Commission). My Agenda for Europe: Political Guide-
lines for the Next European Commission 2019–2024. 2019. Available online: https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/
publication/43a17056-ebf1-11e9-9c4e-01aa75ed71a1 (accessed on 15 July 2022).

14. Kougias, I.; Taylor, N.; Kakoulaki, G.; Jäger-Waldau, A. The role of photovoltaics for the European Green Deal and the recovery
plan. Renew. Sustain. Energy Rev. 2021, 144, 111017. [CrossRef]

15. Eckert, E.; Kovalevska, O. Sustainability in the European Union: Analyzing the Discourse of the European Green Deal. J. Risk
Financ. Manag. 2021, 14, 80. [CrossRef]

16. Shulla, K.; Filho, W.L.; Lardjane, S.; Sommer, J.H.; Salvia, A.L.; Borgemeister, C. The contribution of Regional Centers of Expertise
for the implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. J. Clean. Prod. 2019, 237, 117809. [CrossRef]

17. United Nations. The Sustainable Development Goals Report 2019; United Nations: New York, NY, USA, 2019; ISBN 978-92-1-047889-2.
Available online: https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2019/ (accessed on 15 July 2022).

18. Otamendi-Irizar, I.; Grijalba, O.; Arias, A.; Pennese, C.; Hernández, R. Effective Implementation of Urban Agendas through
Urban Action Structures (UAS): The Case of the Basque Country. Sustainability 2021, 13, 6059. [CrossRef]

19. Amoroso, S.; Coad, A.; Grassano, N. European R&D networks: A snapshot from the 7th EU Framework Programme. Econ. Innov.
New Technol. 2017, 27, 404–419. [CrossRef]

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2019-0079_EN.html
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.eiar.2021.106585
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/urbandevelopment/overview
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/urbandevelopment/overview
http://doi.org/10.1787/weo-2016-en
https://www.un.org/development/desa/publications/2018-revision-of-world-urbanization-prospects.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/publications/2018-revision-of-world-urbanization-prospects.html
http://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1211658109
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22988086
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.scs.2018.10.009
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/es/cities/
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/es/cities/
http://doi.org/10.1038/s41893-019-0250-1
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.cities.2020.102985
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.scs.2019.101869
http://doi.org/10.1080/17535069.2016.1275618
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/43a17056-ebf1-11e9-9c4e-01aa75ed71a1
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/43a17056-ebf1-11e9-9c4e-01aa75ed71a1
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.rser.2021.111017
http://doi.org/10.3390/jrfm14020080
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2019.117809
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2019/
http://doi.org/10.3390/su13116059
http://doi.org/10.1080/10438599.2017.1374037


Sustainability 2022, 14, 8795 13 of 13

20. Maestosi, P.C.; Andreucci, M.B.; Civiero, P. Sustainable Urban Areas for 2030 in a Post-COVID-19 Scenario: Focus on Innovative
Research and Funding Frameworks to Boost Transition towards 100 Positive Energy Districts and 100 Climate-Neutral Cities.
Energies 2021, 14, 216. [CrossRef]

21. Nguyen, T.M.P.; Davidson, K.; Coenen, L. Understanding how city networks are leveraging climate action: Experimentation
through C40. Urban Transform. 2020, 2, 12. [CrossRef]

22. Medina, C. Evaluation of Good Practice and Networking Programmes for Integrated Urban Development in the EU—The
URBACT Case. In Proceedings of the XVI Congreso Español de Ciencia Política y de la Administración Ciencia Política en la
Nueva Política, Salamanca, Spain, 10–12 July 2019. Available online: https://lirias.kuleuven.be/2942062?limo=0 (accessed on 15
July 2022).

23. Inage, S.; Uchino, Y. Development of an integrated infrastructure simulator for sustainable urban energy optimization and its
application. Sustain. Energy Technol. Assess. 2020, 39, 100710. [CrossRef]

24. Carreón, J.R.; Worrell, E. Urban energy systems within the transition to sustainable development. A research agenda for urban
metabolism. Resour. Conserv. Recycl. 2018, 132, 258–266. [CrossRef]

25. Otamendi-Irizar, I.; Grijalba, O.; Arias, A.; Pennese, C.; Hernández, R. How can local energy communities promote sustainable
development in European cities? Energy Res. Soc. Sci. 2022, 84, 102363. [CrossRef]

26. Dabbous, A.; Tarhini, A. Does sharing economy promote sustainable economic development and energy efficiency? Evidence
from OECD countries. J. Innov. Knowl. 2020, 6, 58–68. [CrossRef]

27. Magalhães, I.; Santos, E. Evaluating the potential of mobility plans for achieving sustainable urban development. Res. Transp. Bus.
Manag. 2021, 43, 100743. [CrossRef]

28. Bebber, S.; Libardi, B.; Moschen, S.D.A.; da Silva, M.B.C.; Fachinelli, A.C.; Nogueira, M.L. Sustainable mobility scale: A
contribution for sustainability assessment systems in urban mobility. Clean. Eng. Technol. 2021, 5, 100271. [CrossRef]

29. Juraschek, M.; Bucherer, M.; Schnabel, F.; Hoffschröer, H.; Vossen, B.; Kreuz, F.; Thiede, S.; Herrmann, C. Urban Factories and
Their Potential Contribution to the Sustainable Development of Cities. Procedia CIRP 2018, 69, 72–77. [CrossRef]

30. Chatkaewnapanon, Y.; Lee, T.J. Planning Sustainable Community-Based Tourism in the Context of Thailand: Community,
Development, and the Foresight Tools. Sustainability 2022, 14, 7413. [CrossRef]

31. Le Gallic, T.; Aguilera, A. Anticipating Changes in Lifestyles That Shape Travel Behavior in an Autonomous Vehicle Era—A
Method-Oriented Systematic Literature Review. Future Transp. 2022, 2, 605–624. [CrossRef]

32. Szpilko, D. Foresight as a Tool for the Planning and Implementation of Visions for Smart City Development. Energies 2020,
13, 1782. [CrossRef]

33. European Commission. Action Plans. Part of Urban Agenda for the EU. Available online: https://futurium.ec.europa.eu/en/
urban-agenda/action-plans/news/action-plans-available (accessed on 15 July 2022).

34. European Commission. EU Policy on the Urban Environment—Overview. Available online: https://ec.europa.eu/environment/
urban/index_en.htm (accessed on 15 July 2022).

35. European Commission. Cities and Urban Development. Available online: https://ec.europa.eu/info/eu-regional-and-urban-
development/topics/cities-and-urban-development_en (accessed on 15 July 2022).

36. United Nations. Report of the UN Economist Network for the UN 75th Anniversary: Shaping the Trends of Our Time. 2020.
Available online: https://www.un.org/development/desa/publications/report-of-the-un-economist-network-for-the-un-75
th-anniversary-shaping-the-trends-of-our-time.html (accessed on 15 July 2022).

37. Henfrey, T.; Penha-Lopes, G. Policy and community-led action on sustainability and climate change: Paradox and possibility in
the interstices. Environ. Innov. Soc. Transit. 2018, 29, 52–54. [CrossRef]

38. Arsenio, E.; Martens, K.; Di Ciommo, F. Sustainable urban mobility plans: Bridging Climate Change and Equity Targets? Res.
Transp. Econ. 2016, 55, 30–39. [CrossRef]

39. Cohes3ion (2019–2023). Integrating the Territorial Dimension for Cohesive S3. Available online: https://projects2014-2020
.interregeurope.eu/cohes3ion/ (accessed on 15 July 2022).

40. SmartEncity (2016–2022). SmartEncity—Towards Smart Zero CO2 Cities across Europe. Available online: https://smartencity.
eu/about/ (accessed on 1 May 2021).

41. Flecha, R.; Radauer, A.; Besselaar, P. Directorate-General for Research and Innovation. Monitoring the Impact of EU Framework
Programmes. 2018. Available online: https://op.europa.eu/fr/publication-detail/-/publication/cbb7ce39-d66d-11e8-9424-01
aa75ed71a1/language-en (accessed on 15 July 2022).

42. European Commission, Directorate-General for Research and Innovation. EU Research and Innovation in Action against the
Coronavirus. Funding, Results, and Impact. 2021. Available online: https://op.europa.eu/en/web/eu-law-and-publications/
publication-detail/-/publication/f666b159-65d0-11eb-aeb5-01aa75ed71a1 (accessed on 15 July 2021).

43. Arias, A.; Grijalba, O.; Oregi, X.; Otamendi-Irizar, I.; Hernandez, R. Analysis of the Scope and Implementation of the Strategies
Promoted by Local Urban Agenda in Relation to European and National Trends. The Case of the Basque Country. Int. J. Transp.
Dev. Integr. 2022, 6, 58–65. [CrossRef]

http://doi.org/10.3390/en14010216
http://doi.org/10.1186/s42854-020-00017-7
https://lirias.kuleuven.be/2942062?limo=0
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.seta.2020.100710
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.resconrec.2017.08.004
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2021.102363
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jik.2020.11.001
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.rtbm.2021.100743
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.clet.2021.100271
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.procir.2017.11.067
http://doi.org/10.3390/su14127413
http://doi.org/10.3390/futuretransp2030033
http://doi.org/10.3390/en13071782
https://futurium.ec.europa.eu/en/urban-agenda/action-plans/news/action-plans-available
https://futurium.ec.europa.eu/en/urban-agenda/action-plans/news/action-plans-available
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/urban/index_en.htm
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/urban/index_en.htm
https://ec.europa.eu/info/eu-regional-and-urban-development/topics/cities-and-urban-development_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/eu-regional-and-urban-development/topics/cities-and-urban-development_en
https://www.un.org/development/desa/publications/report-of-the-un-economist-network-for-the-un-75th-anniversary-shaping-the-trends-of-our-time.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/publications/report-of-the-un-economist-network-for-the-un-75th-anniversary-shaping-the-trends-of-our-time.html
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.eist.2018.05.002
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.retrec.2016.04.008
https://projects2014-2020.interregeurope.eu/cohes3ion/
https://projects2014-2020.interregeurope.eu/cohes3ion/
https://smartencity.eu/about/
https://smartencity.eu/about/
https://op.europa.eu/fr/publication-detail/-/publication/cbb7ce39-d66d-11e8-9424-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://op.europa.eu/fr/publication-detail/-/publication/cbb7ce39-d66d-11e8-9424-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://op.europa.eu/en/web/eu-law-and-publications/publication-detail/-/publication/f666b159-65d0-11eb-aeb5-01aa75ed71a1
https://op.europa.eu/en/web/eu-law-and-publications/publication-detail/-/publication/f666b159-65d0-11eb-aeb5-01aa75ed71a1
http://doi.org/10.2495/TDI-V6-N1-58-65

	Introduction 
	Methodology 
	PHASE 1: Surveillance Process 
	PHASE 2: Foresight Process 

	Results 
	PHASE 1 
	Past-Present: Theoretical Actions 
	Past-Present: Practical Actions 
	Future: Theoretical Actions 

	PHASE 2 
	UN Megatrends 
	European Framework Program for Research and Innovation 
	2030 Agenda 


	Discussion 
	PHASE 1 
	PHASE 2 
	General Overview 

	Conclusions 
	References

