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Executive Summary

 — Spain has seen a large increase in its urban population. In 1950, 50% of the Spanish population 
lived in cities; today that figure stands at 80%. This intense urbanisation has had very positive 
effects on Spain’s economic and social development: it has enhanced access to services and 
infrastructures, stimulated the transfer of knowledge and innovation, and has created more 
education and job opportunities. 

 — However, urbanisation has also led to a very uneven territorial population distribution. 
Demographic aging and a shortage of employment and services are threatening to empty 
many rural areas (nearly half of all Spanish municipalities are at “risk of depopulation”) and 
accelerating the population loss in some provincial capital cities. 

 — At the same time, urban concentration has led to significant challenges for cities: difficulties 
accessing housing have increased (45% of tenants earmark more than 40% of their income 
for rent), the environmental damage is greater due to heavier use of private vehicles, and 
phenomena such as social inequality and segregation have worsened in some cases. 

 — Urbanisation will continue over the coming decades. By 2050, 88% of the Spanish population 
is estimated to be living in cities with rural Spain losing nearly half of all its inhabitants. If 
measures are not taken, large cities and their metropolitan areas will become more extensive 
and disperse which will make them less socially and environmentally sustainable. Meanwhile, 
many rural towns and medium and small cities will become less economically sound and suffer 
a significant decline in their society and heritage. 

 — Fortunately, such scenario can be avoided. If the right policies are implemented and good use 
is made of megatrends such as digitalisation and the green transition, we can make the cities of 
the future healthier, more cohesive and more sustainable than they are now, as well as greatly 
improving the living conditions and opportunities in medium and small towns.

 — For better health and urban sustainability, we must return to the compact, friendly city model; 
access to housing must be facilitated with a decisive commitment to affordable housing; 
encouraging building refurbishment; creating low-emissions areas; expanding green areas; 
and transforming the mobility model to favour public transport, carsharing, and active mobility 
(biking, walking). 

 — In order to promote balanced territorial development, we must reinforce the backbone role of 
medium-sized cities, enhance production diversification in smaller-sized towns, and guarantee 
access to services, all while improving transport connections and technology infrastructures, 
among other initiatives.
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The Past: Achievements

Cities are the engines of the world. The gathering of services, human capital and ideas make 
them hotbeds of innovation and major epicenters for creating economic, social and cultural 
opportunities. This is why urbanisation (the process of concentrating people and economic 
activity within urban areas) has grown apace since the Industrial Revolution. Currently, 55% of 
the population is concentrated in cities where around 80% of the world’s GDP is produced.1 

Spain is by no means oblivious to this trend. Over the last century, the population living in cities 
has more than doubled, from accounting for 32% of the total in 19002 to 80% in 2020 3 [Fig.1].

Fig. 1. Urbanization rates 
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Source: By the authors based on data from the United Nations.4

This urban growth has had very positive effects on Spain’s economy and society: it has facilitated 
the improvement of the services and infrastructures to which citizens have access, it has stimulated 
the transfer of information and knowledge, it has fostered the development of companies and new 
professional opportunities and it has contributed to an increase in productivity.5

Spain has been able to combine this growth in cities with enhanced levels of security and 
wellbeing for most of its inhabitants. Various data sources indicate that Spain’s streets are some 
of the safest in the world6 and that its urban areas are some of the most child7 and elderly friendly.8 
Moreover, the levels of tolerance for foreigners9 and trust among neighbours10 are higher than in 
many surrounding countries. 

Despite the increasing difficulties, accessing adequate housing in Spain is no more difficult than 
in most European countries [Fig.  2]. The Spanish population reflects a higher ownership rate 
than the European average11 with a similar housing cost overburden [Fig. 3]. The quality of the 
country’s housing stock has significantly improved over the last few decades. Some 94% of Spain’s 
homes are in good condition with practically all homes enjoying running water, a telephone line, 
and bathroom; 60% have heating. These proportions contrast with the 1970 figures when barely 
8% of all homes had heating and only half had a bathroom or shower.12 The data also show that 
the availability of m2 per person has doubled from 1970 to 2011.13 
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Fig. 2. Percentage of revenue 
 households earmark to pay for housing, 

2018 or most recent data available

Source: Author’s own based on data from the OECD.14

 Fig. 3. Housing cost overburden rate, 2019

 
Source: By the authors based on data from EU-SILC.15

Because of these and other improvements, the percentage of people suffering from overcrowding 
(6% nowadays) and people suffering from serious hardship inside their home (2%) have gone 
down with both values below those recorded for the EU-27 and EU-816 [Figs. 4 and 5]. Other types 
of housing problems such as severely sub-standard housing (slums) have also gone drastically 
down in the last 40 years. In Madrid alone, there were some 30,000 shacks registered at the end 
of the seventies with more than 100,000 people living in them.17 In 2018, only 132 sub-standard 
homes of this type were registered in the same city.18

Fig. 4. Percentage of the population (total and at risk of poverty) 

 suffering from severe housing deprivation, 2019

0% 

5% 

10% 

15% 

20% 

25% 

30% 

35% 

40% 

Ro
m

an
ia

La
tv

ia

Bu
lg

ar
ia

Po
la

nd

Li
th

ua
ni

a

H
un

ga
ry

G
re

ec
e

Cr
oa

tia

It
al

y

EU
-2

7

Po
rt

ug
al

Sl
ov

en
ia

Sl
ov

ak
ia

Au
st

ria

De
nm

ar
k

Es
to

ni
a

Be
lg

iu
m

Sw
ed

en

Fr
an

ce

EU
-8

G
er

m
an

y

Lu
xe

m
bo

ur
g

Cz
ec

h 
Re

p.

Sp
ai

n

N
et

he
rla

nd
s

Cy
pr

us

M
al

ta

Ir
el

an
d

Fi
nl

an
d

Total At risk of poverty

Source: By the authors based on data from EU-SILC.19

0% 

5% 

10% 

15% 

20% 

25% 

30% 

35% 

40% 
Fi

nl
an

d

N
et

he
rl

an
ds

Sw
ed

en

D
en

m
ar

k

B
el

gi
um

EU
-8

Sp
ai

n

Fr
an

ce

A
us

tr
ia

EU
-2

7

G
er

m
an

y

Rent Mortgage

0%

2% 

4% 

6% 

8% 

10% 

12% 

14% 

16% 

18% 

D
en

m
ar

k

G
er

m
an

y

N
et

he
rl

an
ds

Sw
ed

en

EU
-8

Sp
ai

n

B
el

gi
um

EU
-2

7

A
us

tr
ia

Fr
an

ce

Fi
nl

an
d



Territorial Development    Spain 2050 243

Fig. 5. Overcrowding rate by poverty status, 2019
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With regard to environmental sustainability, the country’s cities have also seen significant 
progress. Most Spanish municipalities have implemented measures21 aimed at reducing their 
environmental footprint and improving the usability of their streets. Thanks to this, the percentage 
of urban population exposed to high levels of air pollution has dropped substantially [Fig. 6], as 
has the percentage who believe they suffer from environmental problems22 [Fig. 7]. 

Fig. 6. Urban population exposed to air pollutant 
concentration (pm. particles)  

above WHO air quality guidelines

Source: By the authors based on data from the European 
Environment Agency.23

Fig. 7. Percentage of the population claiming  
to suffer from pollution 

and other environmental risks 

Source: By the authors based on data from EU-SILC.24
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Besides being more sustainable, the country’s cities are now smarter due to a more extensive 
and efficient use of sensors, open data and Artificial Intelligence when designing and managing 
urban areas. Spain has 83 cities with more than 50,000 inhabitants who are committed to 
using technology and innovation to improve issues such as saving energy, mobility, electronic 
administration, and services for citizens.25

In short, the urbanisation Spain has experienced in the last few decades has been positive 
and successful. However, this does not mean there have not been any negative effects. As we 
shall see, the growth of cities has also led to an uneven territorial population distribution which 
has also created significant social, economic and environmental challenges in both rural and 
urban areas.

The Present: UNFINISHED BUSINESS

Spain has an average population density much like the EU-27.26 Nonetheless, underlying it is a very 
heterogeneous distribution over the territory [Fig. 8], where the high population concentration in 
areas such as Madrid and Barcelona, the Mediterranean coast, the islands, some provinces of the 
Basque Country and Andalusia contrasts with the relative depopulation of other Peninsular inland 
areas. 

Fig. 8. Municipality population density by province, Spain

1990 2020

population per km2

200 50 100 500 650 850

Source: By the authors based on data from the INE (Spanish National Statistics Institute).27

The story of how the country got here is long and complicated.28 Cities (municipalities with more 
than 10,000 inhabitants) have followed a rather unequal evolution in space and over time. 
During the second half of the 20th century, the population increased in most cities in Spain first 
due to migrations from rural areas and later from the development of the autonomous region 
model which decentralized government and made it so that provincial capitals and other medium-
sized cities29 could house public institutions, universities, businesses and better job and leisure 
opportunities.30 After the nineties, however, this generalized rising trend began to revert in several 
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areas of the country31 due to the drop in the birth rate (negative population growth), a reduction 
in foreign immigrants, the inability to continue attracting people from nearby areas,32 and growing 
attraction to large urban areas.33 Such is the case that half of the country’s capital cities have 
lost inhabitants since 2010 [Fig. 9]. 

There are very different underlying causes for this trend which is determined by a multitude of 
factors such as economic invigoration, access to transport infrastructures and geographic location 
(i.e. proximity to the coast or pertaining to metropolitan areas of larger cities).34 In any case, the 
conclusion is the same: population decline does not only affect rural Spain; it is also occurring 
in many medium-sized cities throughout the country, including provincial capitals and county 
seats.

Fig. 9. Population growth in provincial 

capitals between 2010 and 2019, Spain
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Source: By the authors based on data from the INE (Spanish National Statistics Institute).35

With regard to rural municipalities (less than 10,000 inhabitants), most have lost population in 
the last few decades.36 The so-called rural exodus began in the sixties and has not stopped since. 
The arrival of foreign immigrants to Spain between 2001 and 2008 slowed the rural population 
decline a little in some areas.37 However, the 2008 and 2011 economic crises reactivated the 
process38 and consolidated the rural abandonment trend which neither the economic recovery 
nor the recovery of the influx of immigrants could reverse over the following years.39 Thus, the 
percentage of the population living in rural towns has dropped from 27% in 1981 to 20% in 2020 
[Fig.  10]. Currently, nearly half of all Spanish rural municipalities are at “risk of a population 
decline”,40 a phenomenon that affects practically all autonomous regions41 [Fig. 11] and has 
major social, economic and environmental implications for the entire country.42  
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Fig. 10. Percentage of the Spanish population 
living in towns with less than 

 10,000 inhabitants.

Source: By the authors based on data from the INE (Spanish National 
Statistics Institute).43

Fig. 11. Municipalities with population decrease 
between 2010 and 2019, Spain

Source: MITECO (Spanish Department for the Ecological Transition and 
Demographic Challenge).44

Population decline in rural Spain has intensified due to the progressive population aging.45 
The average age of Spanish society as a whole is 43.6 years, yet this average is closer to 50 in 
municipalities with less than 5,000 inhabitants [Fig. 12]. The proportion of people aged 15-19 
in those areas compared to retirees dropped 41% between 2000 and 2018.46 As the younger 
population leave their birth villages due to a lack of opportunities, the proportion of elderly people 
is rising.47 As a result, there are now 1,109 municipalities in Spain where no child aged 0-4 lives 
and there are 393 where most of their inhabitants are over 65.48 The low birth rate in these 
population centres,49 partly explained by the large number of young women who have migrated 
from the countryside to the city, has made the demographic growth in these more unpopulated 
areas negative even when these migrations have stalled.50 

Fig. 12. Average age by town size (inhabitants) in Spain, 2020
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The causes 

The divergence between the demographic behaviour of urban and rural areas is due to a number 
of economic, social and cultural factors. One of the main ones is no doubt the greater attraction 
cities offer regarding access to services,52 infrastructures, and employment,53 education 
and leisure opportunities. The increasing concentration of employment in Spanish urban 
municipalities is a clear reflection of this [Fig.  13]. Moreover, there is evidence that wages (as well 
as expenditure) tend to be higher the bigger the city is due to the learning and productivity benefits 
usually involved.54 Thus, the average household income in Spanish urban areas, adjusted for the 
population’s buying power, totaled 20,608 euros in 2019 versus 15,638 euros in rural areas.55 In 
contrast, the lack of diversification of rural economies (very much still dominated by the primary 
sector) tends to mean less dynamic job markets and limited job and professional development 
opportunities, especially for women.56 

Fig. 13. Difference in Social Security affiliation 

between urban and rural municipalities by provinces, Spain

0 5 10 20 25

percentage point difference, average period 2015-2018

Source: By the authors based on data from the Digital Atlas of Urban Areas of Spain.57

As far as access to services and infrastructures, and despite the great progress seen over the 
last few decades, the difference between the rural world and urban world is still notable. This is 
due to the fact that it is more profitable for public administrations and companies to offer services 
in densely populated areas where they are able to cover more needs for similar overhead costs. 
Thus, the services and infrastructures in rural areas are much less developed. This reality can 
be seen, for example, in the area of broadband access where the urban-rural divide in Spain 
is still significant and much greater than is observed in the most advanced European countries 
[Fig. 14]. Similarly, there is more motorway and highway density in places with a more heavily 
concentrated population [Fig. 15], which facilitates interactions with other areas, increases the 
market size for the purchase and sale of products and services and reduces production costs.58 
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Fig. 14. Urban-rural divide in 
broadband access, 2019 

Source: Author’s own based on data from the OECD.59

Fig. 15. Motorway and highway density  
by Spanish provinces, 2018

Source: By the authors based on data from INE (Spanish National Sta-
tistics Institute) and MITMA (Spanish Department of Transport, Mobility 

and Urban Agenda).60

A different urbanisation model

The population of the various towns is not the only thing that has changed over the last few decades. 
An urban model that is different from in the past has also been gradually forming. Up until the 
eighties, most Spanish cities reflected what is known as the “Mediterranean city” model, which 
is characterized by compact cities with diverse uses (residential, commercial and services) which 
tend to be near to one another. This model, the roots of which date back to antiquity, offers several 
advantages: more efficient use of infrastructures and resources, it encourages social integration, 
is good for attracting tourism,61 and enables the development of active mobility habits62 which 
are key to better health and wellbeing.63 As of the nineties, however, suburbanisation processes 
(the growth of residential areas outside the cities, mostly occupied by the middle classes)64 began 
transforming this urban model towards a more disperse and less dense one [Fig. 16], which is 
associated with higher land consumption, an increase in environmental pressure, longer travel 
times and a significant increase in the costs of service provision.65
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Fig. 16. City Models: Compact Versus Disperse

Urban 
services
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Traditional Mediterranean city: compact, diverse and with low mobility

Contemporary city: dispersed, specialised and highly mobile

Low mobility 
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Source: Adaptation based on Sanabria Artunduaga, Tadeo Humberto, and John Fredy Ramírez Ríos, 2017.66

This rise in suburbanisation was very much linked to the expansion of the construction sector up 
until the 2008 crisis.67 In those years, most new homes were built in medium-sized cities and their 
metropolitan areas,68 forming low-density urban developments.69 Part of this expansion was the 
result of the economic internationalisation of metropolises, the location of business centres 
in the suburbs70 as well as the formation of new households with the latter due to the entry of 
the immigrant population and the increase in the number of people leaving the nest during those 
years of a positive economic and employment situation.71 

 Many households found that these metropolitan areas better suited their housing preferences,72 
both in terms of the housing characteristics (size or availability of communal areas and parking) 
and prices. Nonetheless, it is also true that there was a major imbalance in Spain between the 
demographic and housing market growth73 given that a significant portion of this expansive urban 
development did not meet any real housing need but rather involved the acquisition of second 
homes74 and fulfilled builders’, town halls’ and owners’ own economic interests. Proof of this can 
be found in the fact that 25% of the homes in Spain in 2019 were not habitually occupied either 
because they were empty or used as second homes.75

Other factors that may have aggravated the unequal population distribution throughout the 
territory and rise of suburbanisation in the last few decades included the fiscal differences 
between the various autonomous regions,76 the complex legal and regulatory framework, 
and the lack of any coordinated territorial policy.77 The first of these aspects has influenced 
the location of production resources and company headquarters. On the other hand, legislative 
plurality has limited the creation of synergies in the distribution of infrastructures and resources, 
thereby affecting the population distribution throughout the territory.78 As well as this, several 
autonomous regions still do not have territorial planning guidelines that serve as a strategic 
guide within their regions79 and, in terms of town planning, despite the fact that nearly 70% of 
municipalities have a General Plan,80 the time required for its modification does not allow them 
to respond to a rapidly changing reality. Finally, in addition to all of the above is the fact that 
urban development processes often extend beyond municipal borders without really any effective 
coordination between metropolitan and provincial policies.81 
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The implications of the territorial imbalance in Spain

The territorial dynamics described have had and have a deep impact on the economy, society and 
the environment. In fact, they are closely linked to many of the structural challenges facing 
Spain which are discussed in this Strategy [see chapters 1, 3, 4 and 8]. More directly, they have 
led to or worsened four significant challenges that must be resolved over the coming decades: 
1) difficulties accessing housing, 2) the deterioration in the environment and urban health, 3) 
inequality and social segregation, and 4) the loss of dynamismin the rural world. 

I. Difficulties in accessing decent and adequate housing

Spain has one of the highest home ownership rates in Europe (76%) and one of the highest 
percentages of population living in their own property without any type of mortgage (47%).82 
Notwithstanding, this does not mean the population’s residential needs are wholly satisfied. In 
fact, the numbers indicate that accessing a decent and adequate home in Spain is becoming 
ever more complicated. With regard to owning homes, the rising difficulty of securing a mortgage 
stands out. Over the last two decades, the sharp drop in interest rates has stabilized the proportion 
of income households earmark each month for paying a mortgage (at around 30%), and far from 
the 60% observed prior to the 2008 crisis.83 It has also meant that a lower and lower proportion 
of people must over extend themselves84 to try and make their pending mortgage payments 
(currently less than 4%).85 

Yet even though monthly instalments have gone down, the initial effort it takes to buy a home 
(ratio between the value of the home not covered by a mortgage and household income) has 
considerably increased.86 The harsher requirements for bank loans87 following the financial crisis 
along with the high seasonality of the job market and low wages have made access to buying 
quite difficult.88 This is especially true in large cities like Madrid, Barcelona and Bilbao, 89as well 
as among the segments of the population with the lowest capacity to save such90 as young people 
and lower income households.91 

At the same time, the proportion of the population living in rented housing has increased 
considerably even though it continues to be quite lower than most countries surrounding Spain 
[Fig.  17]. 
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Fig. 17. Share of population living in rented housing with a reduced price rent, 2019 

0% 

10% 

20% 

30% 

40% 

50% 

G
er

m
an

y

Au
st

ria

De
nm

ar
k

Sw
ed

en

Fr
an

ce

Cy
pr

us

Ir
el

an
d

N
et

he
rla

nd
s

Fi
nl

an
d

Lu
xe

m
bo

ur
g

Be
lg

iu
m

It
al

y

Po
rt

ug
al

Sl
ov

en
ia

EU
-2

7

G
re

ec
e

Sp
ai

n

Cz
ec

h 
Re

p.

M
al

ta

La
tv

ia

Es
to

ni
a

Bu
lg

ar
ia

Po
la

nd

Cr
oa

tia

Li
th

ua
ni

a

Sl
ov

ak
ia

H
un

ga
ry

Ro
m

an
ia

sh
ar

e 
of

 th
e 

to
ta

l

Rent at market price Reduced or free rental

Source: By the authors based on data from EU-SILC.92

The increase in demand, along with an insufficient number of homes available for rent,93 has led to 
a sustained rise in rental prices over the last few years particularly in Madrid, Barcelona, Malaga, 
Valencia, and some areas of the Balearic Islands and Canary Islands.94 This increase, added to the 
low number of subsidized homes95 in Spain (only 2.5% of the total number of primary residences 
are estimated to be reserved for subsidized rent when such percentage exceeds 20% in countries 
like Austria, Denmark and Holland)96 has led to a significant increase in the proportion of people 
who are financially overburdened when it comes to to paying their rent in this country, which 
now reflects one of the highest rates in Europe for such figure [Fig. 18].

Fig. 18. Housing cost overburden rate among tenants (% out of the total number of tenants, 2019.  

Rent at market price             Reduced or free rental                      
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The increased difficulty accessing a home, along with the precarious employment situation, has 
had very profound effects on this country: it has contributed to the increase in inequality [see 
chapter 8]; it has altered social dynamics, and has further prolonged the length of time young 
adults remain living with their parents.98 At present, 64% of all Spaniards between the ages of 18 
and 34 live with their parents. This proportion is much higher than in the EU as a whole (50%)99 
and the figure for Spain just two decades ago (51%).100 This delay in the age of leaving home 
has also contributed to a higher average age of first-time mothers, a drop in the birth rate, and 
worsened living propects for millions of young people101 along with everything this implies for the 
country’s overall economy and society.

As far as housing quality is concerned, the situation in Spain is rather favourable in comparison 
with most European countries. However, there are significant unresolved challenges that affect 
the most vulnerable groups in particular. For the population below the poverty threshold,102  
housing quality has substantially worsened: 11.3% are living in situations of overcrowding and 
4.9% are experiencing severe housing deprivation.103 All of this has a real impact on the physical 
and mental health of this segment of the population.104 

Another unresolved issue is that of reducing the energy poverty105 still affecting many households 
in Spain, especially those headed by women and people over the age of 65.106 Nearly 17% of all 
households in this country face energy bills which are in absolute disproportion to their income,107 
and 8% cannot keep their homes at an adequate temperature; this percentage is similar for the 
EU-27, but much higher than for the EU-8 [Fig. 19].

Fig. 19. Proportion of the population unable to keep their home adequately warm, 2019
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One additional aspect that must be improved is accessibility to buildings, which is key to 
the social inclusion of the population with mobility problems. In 66% of Spanish residential 
buildings, people in a wheelchair can not get to the door of a home from the street without help.109 
This situation will be more problematic in the future because of the ageing population.110

II. Environmental deterioration, quality of public areas and improvement in urban health

Spain has made great progress in urban sustainability over the last two decades. In spite of this, 
the country’s cities still face major challenges concerning their ability to reduce urban health 
problems, fight climate change and environmental deterioration as well as adapt to the most 
negative effects. 

The recent trend towards a more disperse and lower density city model has made some of these 
issues worse, particularly as concerns mobility. City compartmentalization into different areas with 
various purposes (work area, residential area, leisure area) has caused an increase in urban and 
metropolitan travel.  Travel on foot, by bike or by public transport is more common in city centres 
while the use of private vehicles is predominant in the surrounding metropolitan areas.111 Such 
use in Spain is generally very polluting as the average cars are much older than in neighbouring 
European countries.112 This has brought several negative consequences. Nowadays, around 60% 
of the public areas in major Spanish cities are for private vehicles (circulation and parking),113 
meaning a significant decrease in the public space available for pedestrians and residents. 
Moreover, travel by car is responsible for many of the air and noise pollution and congestion 
problems suffered in the cities, all of which generate harmful effects for the environment and 
people’s health.

Although air quality has improved in recent years, in part due to greater awareness of the impact 
of pollution114 and the implementation of measures such as low-emissions zones,115 the most 
congested cities continue to surpass the regulated limits for air pollutants,116 which causes 
thousands of deaths and diseases each year [see chapter 4]. Moreover, Spain still has relatively 
high noise pollution levels. In 2017, more than three million Spaniards were exposed to high noise 
levels according to the European Environment Agency.117 

Finally, the trend towards a more dispersed city model has also led to an increase in the 
environmental footprint of urban areas and their disconnection from rural areas, thus increasing 
the cost of providing public services and making the development of sustainable, short-distance 
supply chains more difficult.118 
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III. Poverty, Inequality and Social Segregation

Spain has one of the highest poverty rates in Europe [see chapter 8]. This rate is higher in 
rural areas;119 however, it is in the cities where the lack of resources may have a greater impact 
on the population’s quality of life. Nowadays, 23% of all people living in urban areas are at 
risk of poverty or social exclusion, which exceeds the EU-27 average (20%).120 The number of 
vulnerable neighbourhoods in Spanish cities (918 in 2011) has increased since the start of the 
21st century along with the number of people living in them.121 In many places, the situation 
is truly concerning. In fact, a recent UN report highlighted the extreme poverty found in some 
Spanish neighbourhoods as one of the unresolved issues that our country must tackle.122

At the same time, poverty is just a part of a much bigger problem: income inequality. This is one 
of the great paradoxes of modern cities: although the urban areas offer better opportunities and 
higher income levels, they also reflect higher inequality than the rural world.123 Such inequality 
is associated with social/spatial segregation issues which create a differentiated population 
distribution in urban areas based on income level, origin, gender and age. The factors behind this 
segregation are quite diverse and numerous124 yet the housing market is perhaps the main one.125 
Real estate development, the interest in centric areas among certain population segments (the 
recent gentrification126 and touristification127 phenomena) as well as the increased presence of 
office space in residential buildings have worsened this segregation in big cities leading to a certain 
displacement of the people with fewer resources to the peripheral areas and resulting in changes 
to the social makeup and local trade in affected areas.128 There are numerous significant negative 
impacts of urban segregation for the entire country.  The increased segregation tends to create 
a less cohesive society, limits long-term economic growth,129 increases tensions and conflict,130 
and also reduces wellbeing and education and job opportunities in certain neighbourhoods.131 

IV. Loss of dynamism in the rural world 

Although the aforementioned challenges have had a greater impact on cities, the rural world 
has also been deeply affected by the imbalances in the country’s territorial development. Firstly, 
the ageing and declining population has been accompanied by a sharp drop in economic 
dynamism.132 Thousands of companies and jobs have been lost in small towns,133 and this has 
conditioned residents’ income levels and wages.134 This trend is added to a deterioration in access 
to basic services such as education, medical care, public transport and banking135 making it more 
difficult for those who wish to remain in rural areas.136 

The emptying of rural Spain has also accelerated the environmental deterioration of several 
places around the country and aggravated the climate emergency. Difficulty in obtaining land 
has limited the inclusion of younger generations in farming.137 The abandonment of many farming 
and forestry practices has increased vulnerability to fires, soil erosion and the loss of biodiversity,138 
while putting at risk the development of some primary activities which are essential to the entire 
country139 [see chapter 4]. 

Likewise, this rural depopulation is endangering the conservation of a significant portion of the 
country’s material heritage (churches, traditional architecture, roads, bridges) and immaterial 
heritage (dialects, oral traditions, dances, festivals, artisan techniques, culinary traditions)140 with 
consequences for people’s wellbeing and the country’s cultural identity. 
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The Future: Challenges and Opportunities 
for the Coming Decades

The short-term: life in cities and rural areas during Coronavirus 

The pandemic has revealed just how vulnerable our country’s towns and cities are to public 
health and environmental emergencies, which will almost certainly increase in frequency and 
severity over the next few decades as a result of climate change and the deterioration of our 
natural environment [see chapter 4]. The social and economic impact of the coronavirus has been 
particularly severe in the most vulnerable and impoverished towns and neighbourhoods, largely 
due to the employment situation of their residents (greater precariousness and less access to 
teleworking) as well as their poorer health,141 but also because they do not have adequate housing, 
live in overcrowded conditions or are more dependent on the use of public areas.142 During the 
lockdown, many homes were proven to have too little space and reflected a lack of adaptability 
for new activities such as teleworking and education in addition to deficiencies in ventilation, 
acoustic and thermal insulation, and not to mention a lack of sufficient natural light and balconies. 
Urban areas particularly suffered the impact of the pandemic as more recurrent and sustained 
restrictions were adopted. Even though the population in rural towns got through the public health 
crisis better, its effects were also significant considering the difficulties accessing certain public 
or commercial services within a nearby radius. 

Whatever the circumstances, the pandemic also brought many opportunities for change which 
is the not too distant future may be useful to modifylife in cities and dynamise rural areas. On the 
one hand, the drop in traffic over the months of greatest restrictions on mobility led to a significant 
decrease in air and noise pollution,143 thus making clear the positive effects of less car use on our 
cities if the right measures are implemented. The crisis also led to the reassessment of public 
areas and made clear the need to recover areas currently used by motor vehicles. Moreover, the 
coronavirus led people to placing much higher value on having natural areas nearby, away from 
any urban congestion. It is still too early to know if this will lead to a certain exodus to the rural 
world or smaller cities by some segments of the population; however, the greater use of remote 
work could boost this trend. 

Meanwhile, the crisis has also helped speed up some changes that had been gradually observed 
in recent years as far as consumption channels and habits. The rise in e-commerce and the 
development of food delivery logistics platforms are proof of this. Thus, in a context of the complete 
collapse of global production chains, it is hardly odd that the ties between cities and rural areas 
have become more highly valued, especially those concerning food supply. 

Finally, the pandemic highlighted the resilience and capacity for transformation in our social 
system. During the lockdown, neighbourhood support networks became more important as they 
offered essential assistance to the most vulnerable. Social relations among neighbours were 
strengthened and helped people deal with the pandemic, especially when contact with family 
and friends was partially interrupted.

In summary, the coronavirus crisis helped us re-think our city model and its relationship with 
the rural world, thus creating a context that is conducive to major changes on both fronts.
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The medium and long-term: changing trends  

In the medium and long-term, our territorial model will go through profound transformations as a 
result of its interaction with a series of megatrends which will become apparent over the coming 
decades. 

One of the most important will be demographic aging and its impact on population growth.  Over 
the next 30 years, Spain’s population will increase at around 5% to exceed 49 million people by 
2050.144 Notwithstanding, this growth will be mainly due to international immigration as more 
deaths will occur every year than births. This will have effects on the country’s demographic 
structure with a clear  increase in the proportion of elderly [Fig. 20]145 and those born abroad 
[see chapter 5]. 

Fig. 20. Projected population aged 65 and older 

out of the total population of Spain, 2035 
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Such a change in the demographic dynamics will affect the various regions and municipalities 
in Spanish territory very differently. From now until 2035,147 nine autonomous regions and one 
autonomous city will lose population: Asturias, Castilla y León, Extremadura, Galicia, Cantabria, 
Ceuta, Castilla-La Mancha, the Basque Country, Aragón and La Rioja, in order of magnitude.148 
The population will increase in all the other regions. The biggest relative increases will occur on 
the islands (Balearic Islands and Canary Islands) and in the Region of Madrid [Fig.  21]. However, 
in absolute terms, the increases will be particularly concentrated in the Region of Madrid (where 
614,049 more people will be living than now) and in Catalonia (with an increase of 414,060 
people)149 due to the arrival of people from abroad as well as from other autonomous regions.150
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Fig. 21. Relative population growth 

by Spanish province, 2020-2035
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Source: By the authors based on data from the INE (Spanish National Statistics Institute).151

The same asymmetry will affect the urban – rural balance. At the dawn of the digital revolution 
(end of the nineties), it was expected that the spread of the Internet and new technologies would 
have a corrective effect on the population distribution since it would help distribute the economic 
opportunities throughout the territory more evenly. However, the opposite occurred: the digital 
economy concentrated its activities even more in cities and metropolitan areas with an expansion 
of the services sector and greater accumulation of companies in urban belts. 

Everything seems to suggest that this trend will be maintained or even accentuate in the 
future. Although the progress being made with teleworking, telemedicine, e-commerce and 
other innovations will make it possible to reduce the divide with the rural world in the coming 
decades,152 cities will continue to comparatively offer citizens more opportunities for education, 
employment and services. As a result, the proportion of the resident population in urban centres 
will continue to rise and may even move from the current 80% of the total to 88% in 2050. 153 
This same trend will also be seen in Europe and the rest of the world [Fig. 22]. 
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Fig. 22. Projected urbanization rate 
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Moreover, it is quite possible that the population concentration in large Spanish cities such as 
Madrid,155 Barcelona, Valencia and Zaragoza will become even more pronounced and there will 
be a progressive expansion of the metropolitan areas surrounding them,156 as they will move 
from currently being home to 30% of the population to 32% in 2035.157 

As for medium cities, their future will largely depend on their participation in regional and 
national urban networks, their proximity to expanding metropolitan areas, their capacity to 
take advantage of all their economic potential, and the evolution of nearby rural population 
centres. If a medium city has the role of providing services to rural areas and these areas lose 
population or even disappear, the city will likely end up falling into decline unless it finds activities 
to self-sustain or joins metropolitan areas. This same logic applies in the opposite sense and, 
therefore, the development of medium cities will be essential in preventing an even greater 
exodus from our country’s villages and achieving instead a more balanced distribution of the 
urban population.158 

With regard to the rural population, everything seems to suggest it will continue declining from 
the current 9 million to 5 million in 2050.159 The process will not be the same throughout the 
territory at any rate. As a general rule, the largest rural municipalities, with between 5,000 and 
10,000 inhabitants, are expected to continue growing,160 while the smallest population centres 
(especially those with less than 500 inhabitants) may experience severe population loss. Given 
the absence of new births and the reduced capacity to attract population, towns with a more 
elderly population may die out naturally. 

The destination of the country’s villages will depend on many factors: their current size, their 
demographic pyramid, their proximity to nearby cities, their capacity for economic dynamism, 
and guaranteeing access to quality services as well as the commitment and ties of their people. 
Well-connected rural towns that are able to take advantage of opportunities provided by the 
green transition and digitalisation to boost their attractiveness as places to settle, and whichare 
brought to life through economic, educational, or cultural projects may retain and even draw in 
more residents. On the contrary, poorly connected peripheral rural towns with barely diversified 
economies will continue to lose inhabitants.161
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There will be positive as well as negative effects from this contrast.  On the one hand, the 
population concentration in larger towns may help re-organize public expenditure (i.e. that which 
is associated with health, education and waste management) and achieve greater economic 
dynamism in the country as a whole. On the other hand, the population decline in some medium 
cities and rural towns may increase the saturation of large cities, worsen the deterioration 
and abandonment of the country’s natural ecosystems,162 provoke an immense cultural and 
heritage loss, and accelerate the economic decline in those areas, thus leading to the close of 
many  businesses, the loss of agricultural, forestry and tourism activities and the depreciation 
of thousands of properties. Finding a balance between these potential losses and gains, and 
designing a strategy to halt the loss of dynamism in the smallest towns based on such balance 
will be one of the greatest challenges Spain must resolve between now and 2050. 

The change in demographic structure will also modify our society’s priorities. In the cities, it will 
force the refurbishment of thousands of buildings and public areas, the adaptation of services such 
as healthcare and mobility and the expansion of care networks to ensure a balanced distribution 
throughout the urban territory. In the rural world, where aging will be more pronounced, the 
implementation of these changes will be particularly relevant and, in some cases, quite complex. In 
any case, it is important to keep in mind that the new technologies, if developed under accessibility 
criteria, will facilitate the work quite a bit.  In addition to being a challenge, these transformations 
will create a significant opportunity for economic and social development [see chapter 5].163 

Another megatrend which will alter the country’s territorial model is the green transition. Over the 
next three decades, Spain must become a carbon neutral economy, resilient to climate change 
and sustainable in the use of its natural resources [see chapter 4]. As we will see, the country will 
have to undertake deep transformations in its territorial model which will affect the cities and 
towns, as well as the relationship between the two in order to reach this goal. Cities in general 
are more vulnerable to climate change,164 as well as being responsible for most energy, water 
and food consumption not to mention nearly 70% of the greenhouse gases emitted in Spain.165 
Rural municipalities, on the other hand, will be key to produce clean energy, absorb emissions 
and ensure the sustainability of the country’s ecosystems. 

Likewise, the Spanish territorial model will be affected by the digital revolution and progress 
in innovation which may help substantially improve the quality of life in the urban and rural 
world if well-managed. The massification of technologies such as Artificial Intelligence, advanced 
robotics, autonomous vehicles, the Internet of Things (IoT) and 5G will have an impact on the 
way in which our cities operate and may give rise to new jobs, new businesses, new forms of 
consumption and service provision as well as new possibilities for management and government 
which may enhance citizen participation and facilitate accountability.166 The increase in 
teleworking may reduce congestion in central hubs, expand the economic opportunities in many 
neighbourhoods and make living in new areas and towns attractive. To this end, the creation of 
innovation districts (knowledge districts of renewed urban development that are attractive for 
entrepreneurial initiatives and foreign investment)167 may be one means of growth for smaller 
cities with a lower cost of living.168 

The use of digital technologies will also help design smarter cities169 which are capable of 
identifying pockets of poverty and social vulnerability, adjusting traffic and public transport based 
on need at any given time, and better managing the supply of water and energy as well as waste 
management, among many other key issues for urban sustainability.170 
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Furthermore, the technology revolution will help enhance life in rural areas and smaller cities 
by facilitating access to more and better jobs, information and service opportunities. In 2050, the 
digitalization of the public sector will bring services closer to all of the population; telemedicine 
will make it possible to serve thousands of patients each day in rural areas; e-commerce will take 
products to even the most isolated corners; and online education will allow those living in small 
towns to take the very same courses as those living in cities.171 Plus, teleworking will give people 
more flexibility when choosing a place of residence meaning the demographic loss expected for 
some villages may be mitigated. Getting goods and services closer to those who do not have them 
today combined with the benefits of living in small towns may make them increasingly attractive 
places to live. 

The Spanish urban model and future challenges

The megatrends will also change (and will be modified by) the evolution of the Spanish urban 
model over the coming decades. Although it is impossible to anticipate anything with absolute 
certainty, everything seems to suggest that the dynamic towards greater suburbanisation will 
hold steady and increase from now until 2050, making cities become ever more extensive and 
dispersed and borders increalingly diffuse, as has already occurred in metropolises like London 
and Paris.172 This increase in dispersion may bring an increase in motorized mobility173 and travel 
times and, in the absence of measures, a bigger environmental impact.

This dispersion trend will coincide with and increase in the densification of consolidated areas 
which still allow for such either due to the existence of available space, an increase in buildability 
or the refurbishment of areas in poor condition. There are many benefits of a potential urban 
regeneration: it may help invigorate the local economy, decrease social segregation and make 
progress towards the environmental sustainability of cities and their adaptation to climate change. 
However, an increase in densification may also lead to additional challenges for housing prices, 
availability and access to urban facilities (i.e. education, healthcare, culture and sports) or the 
healthiness of public areas. Greater densification also does not ensure the creation of communities 
or prevent problems like undesired loneliness.

It is reasonable to think that the processes of touristification and gentrification observed 
in recent decades will continue. Once the current crisis ends and tourism goes back to pre-
pandemic levels, many of the country’s neighbourhoods are likely to become renovated and 
occupied by holiday rental flats and hotels or even homes for young people with greater buying 
power than the previous residents who may be forced to move to peripheral or less attractive 
neighbourhoods. This process may modify the social structure of the country’s major cities, thus 
increasing segregation and altering the cultural and neighbourhood dynamics174 as has already 
occurred in several places around Barcelona and Madrid.175 

This and the other undesirable processes described may, of course, be avoided. As will be seen, 
if we are able to take advantage of the opportunities afforded by the social, technological and 
environmental changes and implement the right policies, the Spain of the future may end up having 
more habitable cities, livelier villages and more just and balanced territorial development. 
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I. Guaranteeing access to housing 

From now until 2035, the number of households in Spain will increase by 1.1 million at a slightly 
higher pace than has been observed over the last few years (73,600 new households a year)176 
and with trends differentiated by region [Fig. 23]. This increase in household formation will be 
due to demographic growth as well as a change in type, moving away from the traditional nuclear 
family with children model. Thus, the expectation is that  the average size of Spanish households 
will fall,177 the number of households with just one or two people will increase (accounting for 
61% of the total in 2035) 178 [Fig. 24], and there will be more households with elderly members.

Fig. 23. Household projection in Spain, 2020-2035
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Source: By the authors based on data from the INE (Spanish National Statistics Institute).179

Fig. 24. Projected distribution of household by size in Spain, 2020-2035
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These changes, along with the trends already described, may intensify the difficulties accessing 
housing in some areas of the country. The situation will particularly affect young people residing 
in large cities and, above all, those with worse job conditions. Without decisive measures aimed 
at improving employment rates and job conditions [see chapters 1 and 7], the increase in prices 
will prevent many households from owning a home as they will not have the capacity to make a 
down payment or stable revenue to pay a mortgage. Therefore, rentals are expected to continue 
growing as the primary alternative181 even though the increase in prices in some areas will also 
make such access more and more erosive on tenants’ incomes, thus turning shared rentals into 
real options for some sectors of the population. 

In this context, other alternative occupation formulas may become more relevant than the 
traditional purchase or rental ones such as temporary ownership182 or shared ownership.183 The 
collaborative economy may also erupt onto the housing market in Spain: some shared housing 
methods (like cohousing) may become interesting options for young people as well as the elderly, 
leading to new forms of intergenerational co-existence. In any case, many people will not be able 
to access decent and adequate housing without support from the State, meaning it is believed 
that the potential demand for subsidized housing in Spain will nearly double over the next 
decade from the 1.5 million homes some studies calculate as necessary currently to 2.6 million 
by 2030.184  One of the key aspects will no doubt be that their implementation takes in to account 
people’s real housing needs and prevents the development of a new social-spatial process of 
segregation. 

Reducing the difficulties accessing quality housing is crucial to improving birth rates, favouring 
household consumption and savings capacity, and thus preventing an increase in inequality, 
both regarding revenue as well as wealth, which is very much in Spain is very much dependent 
on owning a home [see chapter 8]. If we do not move in this direction, our large cities may lean 
towards a model of “rich owners and poor tenants”,185 thereby polarizing households with one or 
more owned homes (either because they have purchased them or received them in inheritance) 
and those living in rented or shared homes. While some of these households may have savings 
and resources to finance potential expenses (health, education, entertainment), a growing sector 
of the population will have to earmark a large part of their wages or pension to paying rent each 
month which may exacerbate the inequality seen among the elderly. 

II. Improving environmental sustainability and urban health

By 2050, Spanish cities must be carbon neutral, free of pollution, more sparing and circular in 
the use of resources and have greater resilience to the impacts of climate change, especially in 
regard to people’s health [see chapter 4]. In order to get there, major changes will be necessary 
on several fronts. Three are highlighted below:

Firstly, Spanish cities must develop a more sustainable urban model that will reduce the 
times and distances for travel between home, work and leisure places as this will minimize their 
environmental footprint and help improve people’s wellbeing.186 Along these same lines, the space 
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occupied by vehicles (circulation and parking) must be freed up and pedestrian areas expanded as 
such measures will benefit health and commercial activity in local neighbourhoods.187 Initiatives 
designed to reduce traffic to a minimum and encourage pedestrian life with super-blocks, for 
example, will become more and more common in Spain.188

Secondly, our cities will have to transform their mobility models.189 The progressive widespread 
popularity of electric vehicles and autonomous vehicles190 will contribute to this transformation 
although it will not be enough to reach the goals established for Europe as a whole. Thus, 
reducing the use of private vehicles in favour of public transport, shared mobility services191 
(such as carsharing and carpooling), and active mobility models (biking, electric scooters and 
walking)192 with a special emphasis on metropolitan mobility will be essential. At the same time, 
the integration of all these mobility services must be enhanced with shared memberships, digital 
apps, and the use of technologies like Artificial Intelligence and the Internet of Things to optimize 
the design and management of transport networks based on users’ changing needs.193

The expansion of e-commerce and home delivery will pose an additional challenge as it is already 
threatening to turn the logistics sector into one of the main sources of pollution and congestion 
in the cities of the future.194 In order to prevent this, the last-mile delivery model (the last step 
before a product arrives at a customer’s door) must be completely re-devised. Companies 
will have to replace their current fleets of vans and lorries with lighter, carbon-neutral vehicles, 
possibly even including delivery drones. They will also have to find new delivery methods such 
as local neighbourhood pick-up points (mobile package boxes in urban centres) and use digital 
technologies to make the distribution chain more efficient while reducing goods traffic. 

Thirdly, our cities will have to reduce the environmental impact of their buildings and public 
areas. This involves a mass renovation of the housing stock which is generally rather old 195 and 
reflects a significant margin for improvement in terms of energy efficiency.196 Nowadays, some 
26,000 homes are being renovated a year in Spain; this accounts for 0.1% of the total stock.197 
In European countries like France and Norway, on the other hand, the percentage of renovated 
homes each year is 2%.198 If we wish to adapt our homes to the new environmental paradigm, 
we must drastically increase the renovation rates.199 The Spanish National Integrated Energy 
and Climate Plan (PNIEC)200 already indicates some 1.2 million homes must be refurbished from 
now until 2030, with a particular emphasis on enhanced energy efficiency with wall and roofing 
insulation and more modern building enclosures [Fig. 25]. These housing modifications must 
be done considering the characteristics and needs of modern households which will possibly 
favour smaller homes without architectural barriers, and that are adapted to people with reduced 
mobility all while considering the physical, mental and social health of those inhabiting them.201 
Additionally, electricity is expected to become more widespread in household climate control 
systems with a greater use of heat pumps powered by renewable energies as opposed to 
traditional gas boilers, not to mention the rollout of renewable and smart public lighting as well as 
an increase in self-consumption fixtures in line with the surge observed over the last few years.202 
Solar panels will supply homes with the electricity needed for lighting, cooking and heating and 
they may be used to charge electric vehicles as well as to store renewable energy at times of high 
production and low demand.203 



Spain 2050    Territorial Development264

Fig. 25. Projected energy-refurbished homes 
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Source: By the authors based on data from MITECO (Spanish Department for the Ecological Transition and Demographic Challenge).204

Moreover, Spanish cities will need to become greener, with the expansion and re-designing of 
parks and gardens205 so they have hardier species that demand less water; the creation of noise-
free areas; promoting the construction of planted facades and terraces;206 encouraging urban 
and peri-urban vegetable patches207 and the development of technologies like hydroponics and 
aeroponics;208 as well as improving the reuse of grey water and capture of rainwater for irrigation. 
In doing so, cities will expand their role as carbon drains and greatly reduce their consumption 
of resources, further enhancing their self-sufficiency in food supply, fostering biodiversity and 
increasing their resilience to climate change.209 

Finally, better physical connectivity between cities, regardless of their size, and the rest of 
the territory with the incorporation of a new paradigm of infrastructure modernisation and 
environmental sustainability, the promotion of the railway and the development of intermodal 
transport nodes must be ensured. 

All of these transformations will pose significant challenges for public administrations, 
companies and citizens both from the resource mobilization point of view and the management 
of the interests of different social groups. Yet, if well-managed, they may also provide 
opportunities for huge economic and social development. They will create thousands of jobs in 
crucial sectors in Spain, lead to energy bill savings and greater comfort in homes and workplaces, 
and improve people’s health while enabling new forms of leisure and living in society.

III. Reducing poverty, inequality and social segregation

If decisive measures are not taken, economic inequality will continue to grow in Spain over 
the coming decades [see chapter 8]. This may lead to an increase in social/spatial segregation 
in cities, especially in the biggest ones, as they may become more and more atomised where 
people of different ages, income levels and origins barely interact. As already mentioned, the 
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increase in the price of housing in some areas both for buying and renting may also add to the 
polarization of the spatial distribution of the population. Households with high buying power 
may mostly concentrate in the centre of cities or most socially highly-valued areas while lower-
income households will do so in the more impoverished and worse-equipped urban areas. The 
result will be a less cohesive society with all of the social, economic and political consequences 
of such a situation. 

In order to prevent this prognosis, cities that identify these risks must implement decisive anti-
segregation actions over the next few years which guarantee equal access to public services 
in all neighbourhoods, prevent housing discrimination,210 mitigate the effects of gentrification  
and touristification (as the loss of identity and local commerce in metropolises) and foster inter-
generational co-existence and the creation of a sense of community so as to reduce problems 
of isolation and loneliness. The goal must be for Spanish cities of the future to be places where 
people of different ages, origins and socioeconomic conditions live and interact cohesively.

IV. Dynamising rural Spain 

In the next few decades, the heterogeneity of rural Spain is likely to intensify. The most isolated 
and smallest towns which are disconnected from the new infrastructure and transport networks 
as well as from urban centres for geographic or other reasons will probably continue to lose 
population. In some very extreme cases, they may end up completely depopulated. 

At the same time, however, many rural towns will begin enjoying new-found prosperity thanks 
to greater economic diversification, the spread of new technologies and improved connections 
with other municipalities providing access to quality services.211 The ecological transition may also 
bring new opportunities to rural Spain as well as what is known as the “silver economy”, which is 
associated with the needs and new interests of the elderly. Technological advances such as 5G, 
satellite Internet, robotics, autonomous vehicles and other social innovations will bring business, 
employment, and service (healthcare, education and transport) opportunities to places that have 
never before had them. For example, digital healthcare services will make it possible for those in 
rural areas to have lab analyses, receive care from specialists hundreds of kilometres away and 
complete administrative procedures with their mobile and electronic devices.212

Likewise, the popularisation of emerging social changes and dynamics such as the revaluation of 
the environment and the increase in teleworking [see chapter 7], e-commerce and new forms of 
entertainment (i.e. watching series and content online instead of going to the cinema) may turn 
some disadvantages of living in a village around, with many people choosing to remain or even 
move to a rural area to enjoy the benefits of living in these areas:213 a lower cost of living, better 
housing access and greater contact with nature, just to name a few. Moreover, the rural world may 
also be conducive for the development of innovative educational projects, new means of active 
aging and new cultural and sports activities.

To summerise, it is highly probable that less people will be living in rural Spain in 2050 than 
today. However, if a more integrated and balanced territorial model is developed, those who 
are able to take advantage of the opportunities created by trends like digitalisation, the green 
transition and demographic change will live better than ever.

How can this be achieved? Various measures will be suggested on the following pages. 
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What can Be Done to Achieve Balanced Territorial 
Development and More livable and Sustainable Cities

Over the next few decades, Spain must achieve a more balanced population distribution throughout 
its territory to facilitate the development of a more prosperous, socially just, and environmentally 
sustainable economy. In order to do so, access to services and job opportunities in rural areas 
must be improved  on the one hand and, on the other, the livability, sustainability and resilience 
of cities must be improved by opting for a compact urban model of proximity, thus enhancing 
territorial cohesion and implementing ambitious initiatives aimed at improving urban health 
and social inclusion.

To acheive these changes it will be vital over the next few years to reach a consensus, through 
social dialogue, on a dashboard of measurable indicators and a list of specific goals to monitor 
and update progress made in these areas as well as guide the ambition of these reforms. Here are 
some suggestions, following the principles outlined in the Introduction to this Strategy.

Goal 32. Progressively reduce the proportion of population suffering from housing cost overburden 
from now until 2050, especially those living in rented accommodation as they are the ones with 
the greatest overburden. 

Goal 33. Increase the annual percentage of renovated homes using an integrated approach 
which includes enhancing their energy efficiency so that by 2050, 2% of the total stock is being 
rehabilitated (now, 0.1%) to be in line with the European strategy for rehabilitation (Renovation 
Wave) and the Long-Term Strategy for energy renovations in the building sector in Spain.214

Goal 34. Reduce the maximum percentage of municipal waste deposited in landfill to 10% in 
2030 (versus the current 53.4%),215 thus complying with the shared EU objective.216 For 2050, 
this goal must be even greater so that no municipal waste is deposited at landfill.

Goal 35. Reduce the number of people exposed to air pollution levels (PM2.5) above the levels 
recommended by the WHO by as much as possible. 

Goal 36. Eradicate energy poverty by 2050, in line with the European Committee of the Regions 
proposal.217 Measures aimed at enhancing home energy efficiency should be added to increasing 
income and reducing income inequality [see chapters 1 and 8].
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In order to reach these goals, Spain must undertake extensive reforms on at least five fronts as 
set out in the Spanish Urban Agenda:228 

Front 1:  Foster more balanced territorial development so those who so desire can remain 
in medium and small cities as well as in rural areas.

 – Improve and increase economic and employment opportunities in smaller towns, taking 
advantage of local resources and promoting rural development. This means: 

 • Encouraging productive diversification by enhancing people’s skills, boosting 
innovation and the knowledge economy [see chapter 1], and taking best advantage 
of the opportunities offered by trends such as the green transition and the digital 
transformation. To do so, entrepreneurism must be encouraged and SMEs must be 
supported with advising plans and feasibility analyses in accordance with the territorial 
potential, paying special attention to fostering youth and female employment. One 
starting point to be explored would be business incubators.229

 • Effectively updating and implementing the National Law on Sustainable Rural 
Development,230 considering the territorial heterogeneity when diagnosing 
priorities for action, evaluating the potential benefits of public/private collaboration, 
empowering local action groups, and focusing on protecting heritage and natural 
resources. the experience of the LEADER fund may be a good reference to this end.231
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 • Reducing the digital divide between rural and urban areas, guaranteeing 100% of the 
population has 100 Mbps coverage by 2025, in line with the target established in the 
2025 Digital Agenda.232 In order to do so, digital infrastructures must be expanded 
and improved in rural centres by following the Spanish National Strategy for the 
Demographic Challenge,233 and developing digital education programs.

 • Implementing a “Rural Guarantee Mechanism” which ensures the needs of rural 
communities are taken into account as concerns the design and application of sector 
and economic laws and policies.234

 – Balance the presence of public bodies belonging to the state in each territory without 
creating duplicities. The digitalization of public administration may help achieve this [see 
chapter 1].  

 – Design a strategy for metropolitan industrial clusters aimed at preventing dispersion of 
efforts, reducing dependence on external areas, promoting the exportation of high added-
value products and creating stable employment. Some examples include the aerospace 
cluster in Toulouse, the chemical corporations cluster in the Rhine basin (Bayer, BASF) 
as well as the robotics cluster in Pittsburgh, among others.

 – Develop a network of strategically located innovation districts which attract talent and 
drive research and entrepreneurism by strengthening human capital as a key to improving 
people’s wellbeing. Models such as the one in Boston (Boston Waterfront Innovation 
District),235 which is replicated in the metropolitan area (Kendall Square236 in Cambridge), 
could be implemented.

 – Increase access to both public and private services in small towns, which requires:

 • Developing more integrated territorial planning, not necessarily focusing on municipal 
administrative limitations, based on people’s needs and aimed at the optimal use of 
available resources.

 • Adjusting public infrastructure and services options in rural areas based on criteria of 
demand, basic needs coverage, and efficiency, with a particular focus on territories at 
risk of depopulation. The fundamental principle will be to ensure quality services are 
provided and deciding upon the most appropriate approach or strategy in accordance 
with the situation in each municipality. New technologies and social innovation will 
facilitate both the provision of services as well as the analysis and prediction of 
priorities for each population.

 • Facilitating the integration of rural areas in metropolitan systems and offering 
incentives for the creation of municipal groups with shared interests by improving 
the network of public transport connections and other shared mobility options so 
that they may benefit from those already existing without resorting to the use of 
private vehicles. 
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Front 2: Effectively guarantee access to decent and adequate housing while reducing the 
economic effort and improving its suitability

 –  With regard to the reduction of the economic effort, we recommend: 

 • Increasing the availability of public and subsidized housing with the acquisition of 
homes in already consolidated buildings and communities, housing renovations or 
the construction of new homes.237 Their locations should prevent any new social/
spatial segregation processes. 

 • Encouraging the rental of empty homes while offering property owners sufficient 
guarantees and controlling the quality of the housing offered. To do so, the creation or 
improvement, as applicable, of public rental listings238 and public/private collaboration 
frameworks that contribute to better management (partnerships or models similar to 
housing associations) are proposed.239

 • Creating a taxation system aimed at fostering both an increase in the range of rental 
homes on offer at affordable prices as well as effective access to housing for those 
in the lowest income brackets, particularly emphasizing territorial areas subject to 
greater tension. With regard to the second point, it is important to consider the ratio 
between rental prices and household income levels, as well as the regional and 
municipal heterogeneity of the Spanish housing market.

 • Establishing mechanisms to protect the stock of public housing and reserve land for 
housing subject to rent control, ensuring the maintenance and availability thereof as 
well as preventing their transfer to the private market. 

 • Offering incentives for alternatives to absolute ownership and rental such as temporary 
ownership and shared ownership, adjusting such methods to the Spanish reality. 

 • Guaranteeing households receive the correct information with regard to financing 
when buying or renting a home, thus facilitating residential mobility as household 
needs change. This implies ensuring their protection starting with the pre-contract 
phase, the professionalism of real estate agents and the creation of public advisory 
and supervisory systems that promote transparency (the Danish example).240 

 – To adjust the existing housing stock to the needs of today’s households, the following is 
proposed:

 • To implement aid programs aimed at achieving universal housing access as well as 
alternative housing solutions such as exchange programs for housing managed by 
public agencies or partnerships where people with mobility problems may rent their 
home and become a tenant of another home that is better adapted to their housing 
needs.

 • To implement a National Strategy for integrated urban regeneration which particularly 
focuses on underprivileged and vulnerable neighbourhoods or those with a presence 
of shanty towns, as well as homes which are not in vulnerable areas yet are below 
the acceptable housing standard. 
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Front 3: Reducethe ecological footprint and improve the sustainability and 
environmental health of the country’s cities

 – Highlight the value of the compact, local urban model (“Mediterranean city”) in the 
country’s urban planning in an effort to improve people’s health, foster inclusion and 
social interaction and increase cities’ resilience to climate change.

 – Promote the urban green transition by reducing the consumption of resources (water, 
energy, food) and improving their management. To do so, the following is suggested:

 • Develop strategies to improve adaptation to climate change in cities by integrating 
climate criteria in urban planning, developing municipal regulations and institutions 
that support and reinforce them, applying technologies that enable local risk 
assessment and a decisive commitment to nature-based solutions.

 • Integrate specific health and qualify of life criteria in urban planning in line with the 
One Health concept [see chapter 4].

 • Reducethe generation and improving the management of municipal waste.  In the 
first instance, with measures that encourage less use of packaging and packing, limit 
food waste and foster community composting. In the second instance, with rubbish 
compacters in bins powered by renewable energies, smart fleet management 
systems and bin fill prediction.241 Successful examples in this field can be found in 
Seoul and Singapore.242

 • Promote sustainable water management systems that facilitate the collection of 
rainwater, the re-use of used water and the reduction of flood risks with permeable 
paving, planted trenches, plant covers and green roofs on buildings.243

 • Encourage local food sourcing with the creation of urban and peri-urban vegetable 
patches and by setting up more local markets. 

 • Implement measures aimed at energy efficiency and the use of renewable energies 
for all public infrastructures and buildings.244

 • Raise the volume of energy generated with photovoltaic panels on roofs so that a high 
proportion of the total solar energy produced in the country will be coming from this 
method by 2050.245 Moreover, legal frameworks and the necessary incentives must 
be established to facilitate the generation of energy in the power supply system, 
thereby enabling areas without generation capability to benefit from the energy 
captured from adjacent buildings.
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 • Promote the energy efficiency of residential buildings by renovating them to reduce 
energy consumption among the existing housing stock to around 35% from now until 
2050.246 Actions to improve building energy efficiency should include: the installation 
of heat pumps for climate control and domestic hot water systems, the development 
of renewable energies and improvements to thermal building envelopes (facade and 
roof insulation, the replacement of wooden and metal frames, green roofs, etc.). The 
construction sector also needs to spread the application of solutions that comply 
with energy efficiency requirements as well as establish greater control for proper 
compliance. This energy renovation will also act as a lever for approaching the issue 
of energy poverty, eliminating architectural barriers and improving healthy housing, 
especially among people with disabilities and among the elderly.247

 – Promote sustainable and inclusive urban and metropolitan mobility 248 [see chapter 
4].

 • Use the Spanish Mobility Law to develop Sustainable Urban Mobility Plans guided by 
health, specific age-gender perspective, climate change mitigation and adaptation 
as well as education and awareness as the transversal backbones in order to drive 
changes in mobility behaviours.

 • Implement low and ultra-low emissions areas (such as the Low Emissions Area in 
Barcelona or Central Madrid), urban tolls  (Stockholm, London, Milan)  and super 
blocks (Barcelona), for the purpose of lowering air and noise pollution to the levels 
recommended by the WHO249 in addition to road accident rates. Further proposed 
is the establishment of maximum congestion and noise levels in Sustainable Urban 
Mobility Plans. 

 • Streamline delivery logistics throughout urban areas by establishing a regulatory 
framework and incentives that promote the use of low-emissions vehicles, 
implementing local drop-off and pick-up spots to reduce e-commerce logistics 
(returns and damaged items), creating ordinances on minimal storage areas and 
preventing delivery activities during peak traffic hours.

 • Encourage the use of public transport, improving route efficiency and frequencies with 
Artificial Intelligence techniques. On a metropolitan scale, the connectivity between 
residential areas and the main public transport stops needs to be reinforced (such as in 
Vitoria Gasteiz) by increasing the frequency of radial connections and dissuading the use 
of private cars with public car parks at transport stations.

 • Promote active mobility by expanding bike lane systems and guaranteeing quality 
pedestrian routes using not only the pavement but also stoplight cycles and all types 
of intersections pursuant to universal accessibility criteria. 
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Front 4: Work towards greater social cohesion by reducing vulnerability and social/spatial 
segregation while fostering the sense of community belonging

 – Turning public areas into meeting places for co-existence and social integration that value 
daily living and contribute to the provision of care services. To do so, the following will 
be necessary: 

 • Creating cultural and leisure areas which are adequately equipped in areas where they 
still do not exist or have not been sufficiently implemented all while following quality, 
accessibility and inclusiveness criteria and performing adequate maintenance. 

 • Recovering areas used for vehicle parking and limiting the privatization of public 
spaces. 

 • Improving the design of public areas and urban furniture, ensuring universal 
accessibility and facilitating diverse, intergenerational use.

 • Incorporating care needs into urban designs by expanding proposals like the MICOS 
Project in Madrid.250 Also proposed is the implementation of safe itinerary designs in 
the collective local space with less traffic around schools, parks, primary care centres, 
elderly centres, hospitals and any other location where this need is detected. 

 – Adding mechanisms and protocols for flexible action and networked social services so 
they may be more proactive in collaboration with key stakeholders in the early detection 
of social vulnerabilities. This includes social workers in the public arena and those working 
directly with groups at risk of exclusion.

 – Developing a national integration and welcoming strategy for immigrants aimed at better 
understanding and meeting the needs and aspirations of recently-arrived communities, 
reducing stereotypes and prejudice, eliminating any form of discrimination in housing 
access and fostering social relations with the locals. This strategy shall take into account 
the needs associated with changing the future immigration profile. 

 – Approaching the problem of loneliness by developing early detection systems, emphasizing 
the value of community care among neighbours, implementing community co-existence 
plans and reinforcing social service interventions. To this end, encouraging volunteering 
and community action will be particularly relevant. 
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Front 5: Improving territorial dynamics governance, monitoring and evaluation tools.

 – Expand and optimize available databases and statistics, increasing their frequency and 
including new indicators while desegregating them according to census tracts. This 
measure should be completed with a stronger role played by Observatories already in 
existence so they move beyond the descriptive dimension they mostly fulfil currently, and 
begin to actively contribute to analysis efforts (generating open data which are available 
to any user) and decision making by the competent bodies. Also suggested is the creation 
of new Observatories in fields where the new territorial and urban realties require them251 
as well as improved coordination between research and decision-making bodies. 

 – Implement a shared, continuous assessment and monitoring system for policies and 
plans to establish proper diagnostics, make quick modifications when the outcomes are 
not as expected and respond to unforeseen external changes. 

 – Implement effective multi-level, networked anticipatory governance systems in order to 
take best advantage of territorial synergies, streamline available resources and create new 
shares responses to the economic, social and environmental challenges of the future. To 
do so, the following is suggested:

 • Foster multi-level governance and strengthening methods of intra- and inter-
territorial collaboration by defining shared strategies among autonomous regions, 
implementing new metropolitan management systems and offering incentives for 
supra-municipal forms of collaboration when they are deemed efficient. 

 • Develop a nationwide urban policy which promotes sustainable, inclusive and resilient 
long-term urban development and incorporates potential health risks and benefits as 
the criteria for decision making [see chapter 4].252 It will be coordinated with relevant 
sectoral policies (such as housing, mobility or climate change) and implemented 
based on the collaborative framework established in the measure above. The purpose 
is to handle present challenges as well as prevent and act in view of possible future 
risks. 

 • Boost the role of city networks  such as the Global Covenant of Mayors,253 Eurocities254 
and the Spanish Network of Cities for Climate.255 

 • Increas cities’ influence on decision making and the design of national, EU and 
international public policy. 256 This means empowering local governments as well 
as citizens by implementing the channels that foster more fluid communication with 
government administrations, overcoming the current difficulties of bureaucracy and 
taking advantage of all the potential of digitalization. All of this will favour the early 
detection of any problems, an increased sense of belonging and greater support for 
the measures adopted257.
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www.comunidad.madrid/sites/default/files/doc/vivienda/informe_
gestion_2018.pdf; and Castro, Prisciliano, José Molina, and Belén Bada. 
“Un ejemplo de participación y renovación urbana: la remodelación de 
barrios en Madrid (España).” Ciudades para un Futuro más Sostenible, 
1996. http://habitat.aq.upm.es/bpes/onu/bp258.html.
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ec.europa.eu/eurostat/data/database.

21 Some relevant examples are Agenda 21 local, Estrategia española de 
sostenibilidad urbana y local for 2011,  Agenda Urbana Española for 
2019, and initiatives such as the Pacto de los Alcaldes para el Clima y la 
Energía Europa (Global Covenant of Mayors), Red C40, or Red Española 
de Ciudades por el Clima. In this regard, see: Aguado, Itziar, et al. “La 
Agenda 21 Local en España.” Ekonomiaz: Revista vasca de economía 

64, 2007. https://dialnet.unirioja.es/servlet/articulo?codigo=2350127; 
Eurostat. Population covered by the Covenant of Mayors for Climate 
& Energy signatories [SDG_13_60]. https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/
data/database; Department for Environment. Estrategia Española de 
Sostenibilidad urbana y local, 2011. Madrid, 2011. https://www.miteco.
gob.es/es/calidad-y-evaluacion-ambiental/temas/medio-ambiente-
urbano/EESUL-290311-web_tcm30-181850.pdf; Department of 
Transport, Mobility and Urban Agenda. Agenda Urbana Española. 
Madrid, 2019. www.aue.gob.es; Olazabal, Marta, et al. “How are Italian 
and Spanish Cities tackling climate change? A local comparative study.” 
BC3 Working paper series, n.º 2014-03, 2014. https://ideas.repec.org/p/
bcc/wpaper/2014-03.html; and Reckien, Diana, et al. “How are cities 
planning to respond to climate change? Assessment of local climate 
plans from 885 cities in the EU-28.” Journal of Family Studies 191, 
2018.  https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2018.03.220 .

22  The percentage of the population reporting noise problems has also 
halved from 24.9% in 2004 to 14.1% in 2019. For further details, see: 
Eurostat. Noise from neighbors or from the street - EU-SILC survey [ILC_
MDDW01].  https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/data/database.
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atni/products/etc-atni-reports; and WHO. Air quality guidelines for 
particulate matters, ozone, nitrogen dioxide and sulphur dioxide. Global 
update 2005. Geneva, 2005. http://www.who.int/phe/health_topics/
outdoorair/outdoorair_aqg/en/index.html . 

24 EU-27 and EU-8 data are simple averages for the individual countries. 
See: Eurostat. Pollution, grime or other environmental problems - EU-
SILC survey [ILC_MDDW02]. https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/data/
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145 In 2035, the over-65s will account for 26.5% of the population 
compared to the loss in other age groups: the under-15s will be 
1.5 million fewer than in 2020 (a 20.5% loss), and there will be 
2.7 million fewer people (almost 20%) aged 30-49 by the same 
period. For further details see: INE. Proyecciones de población de 
España. Serie 2020 - 2070. https://www.ine.es/dynt3/inebase/index.
htm?padre=6671&capsel=6672.

146 INE. Proyecciones de población de España. Serie 2020 - 2070.https://
www.ine.es/dynt3/inebase/index.htm?padre=6671&capsel=6672.

147 Latest year for which projections disaggregated by Autonomous 
Community are available.

148 The largest relative losses will be in Asturias (-10.0%), Castille and 
León (-10.0%) and Extremadura (-8.3%). Respecto a la pérdida total 
de población del país, Castilla y León y Galicia acumularán el 31,5% y 
el 23,5%, respectivamente. For further details, see: INE.  Proyecciones 
de población de España. Serie 2020 - 2035. https://www.ine.es/dynt3/
inebase/index.htm?padre=6671&capsel=6672.

149 Among the communities that will register a positive balance, the 
Community of Madrid and Catalonia will account for more than 60% 
of total population growth until 2035. For further details, see: INE.  
Proyecciones de población de España. Serie 2020 - 2035.  https://www.
ine.es/dynt3/inebase/index.htm?padre=6671&capsel=6672.

150 The Canary Islands, the Balearic Islands, Catalonia and the 
Community of Madrid will have a higher migration balance abroad 
(projections per thousand inhabitants) than the rest of the communities, 
and the Balearic Islands will register the highest inter-Autonomous 
Community migration balance. For further details, see: INE. Nota de 
prensa: Proyecciones de Población 2020-2070, 2020.  https://www.
ine.es/prensa/pp_2020_2070.pdf. 

151 INE. Proyecciones de población de España. Serie 2020 - 2035. https://
www.ine.es/dynt3/inebase/index.htm?padre=6671&capsel=6672.

152 Comisionado del Gobierno frente al Reto Demográfico. Diagnóstico 
estrategia nacional frente al reto demográfico. Eje despoblación. 
Department of Territorial Policy and Public Function, 2020.  https://
www.mptfp.gob.es/dam/es/portal/reto_demografico/Indicadores_
cartografia/Diagnostico_Despoblacion.pdf.pdf.

153 United Nations. World Urbanization Prospects 2018. Percentage of 
population in urban and rural areas. https://population.un.org/wup/
Country-Profiles/.

154 The EU-27 is calculated as the simple average of its individual 
countries. In this regard: United Nations. World Urbanization Prospects 
2018. Percentage of population in urban and rural areas. https://
population.un.org/wup/Country-Profiles/.

155 The municipality of Madrid, with nearly 7 million inhabitants, could 
potentially absorb nearby cities such as Guadalajara or Toledo. 

156 Vandecasteele Ine, et al. The Future of Cities – Opportunities, 
challenges and the way forward. Luxembourg: Publications Office of 
the European Union, 2019. https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/publication/eur-
scientific-and-technical-research-reports/future-cities. 

157 These processes will also be influenced by a continuity in the 
relocation of companies to municipalities with sufficient land available 
and lower prices. For further details, refer to: United Nations. Urban 

Agglomerations, 1950-2035. WUP2018-F15-Percentage_Urban_in_
Cities. https://population.un.org/wup/Download/. 

158 On this question, see, among others: Ganau, Joan, and Joan 
Vilagrasa. “Ciudades medias en España: posición en la red urbana 
y procesos urbanos recientes.” Colección Mediterráneo Económico: 
“Ciudades, Arquitectura y Espacio Urbano”, n.º 3, 2020. https://
www.publicacionescajamar.es/publicacionescajamar/public/
pdf/publicaciones-periodicas/mediterraneo-economico/3/3-20.
pdf; y Pasciaroni, Carolina. “Ciudades medias: Aproximación 
Metodológica, Funcionalidades y Estructura Productiva.” Revista de 
Ciencias Económicas, 30, 2012. https://dialnet.unirioja.es/servlet/
articulo?codigo=4040664.

159 United Nations. World Urbanization Prospects 2018. Percentage of 
population in urban and rural areas. Annual Urban Population at Mid-
Year by Region, Subregion, Country and Area, 1950-2050 (thousands); 
and Annual Rural Population at Mid-Year by Region, Subregion, Country 
and Area, 1950-2050 (thousands). https://population.un.org/wup/
Country-Profiles/.

160 Their classification as rural could even change if they exceed 10,000 
inhabitants, the threshold above which it would be considered an urban 
nucleus.

161 In this respect, there could be a differentiated behaviour among 
the 23 provinces that make up depopulated Spain, according to the 
current trends verified by Bandrés and Azón: a group of provinces 
characterised by depopulation, ageing above the national average and 
a rate of economic growth below the country's average ("Depopulated 
Spain that is decreasing": Ávila, Cuenca, León, Zamora, Salamanca, 
Lugo, Ourense, Segovia, Palencia, Soria and Teruel); a second group 
made up of provinces with a younger demographic pyramid, with 
considerable importance of agriculture and reduced industrial weight, 
high unemployment rates and per capita income well below the Spanish 
average (“Depopulated Spain that is stagnating": Albacete, Ciudad Real, 
Badajoz, Cáceres, Córdoba and Jaén); and a final group of provinces 
with a high share of industry, low unemployment rates and acceptable 
economic growth, thanks to the presence of dynamic capitals that have 
a positive influence on the demographic recovery of the surrounding 
area ("Depopulated Spain that is going up again”: Guadalajara, 
Burgos, Huesca, La Rioja, Valladolid y Zaragoza). In this regard, see: 
Bandrés, Eduardo, and Azón, Vanessa. La despoblación de la España 
interior. Madrid: Funcas, 2020. https://www.funcas.es/publicaciones/
documentos-de-trabajo-y-notas-tecnicas/; and Collantes, Fernando, 
and Vicente Pinilla. ¿Lugares que no importan? La despoblación de 
la España rural desde 1900 hasta el presente. Zaragoza: Sociedad 
Española de Historia Agraria, 2019. https://puz.unizar.es/2156-lugares-
que-no-importan-la-despoblacion-de-la-espana-rural-desde-1900-
hasta-el-presente.html.

162 The existence of permanent rain-fed crops in areas with difficult 
topography helps to prevent erosion, maintain the landscape and 
biodiversity. It is therefore necessary to maintain these crops and 
promote conservation agriculture in order to prevent fires and the 
loss of vegetation cover, as well as the degradation of landscapes and 
the destruction of agricultural environments. For further details, refer 
to: Afán de Ribera Ibarra, Miguel. “Análisis teórico. Consecuencias 
ambientales de la despoblación rural II.” CONAMA, 2006. https://www.
age-geografia.es/site/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Consecuencias-
ambientales-de-la-despoblaci%C3%B3n-rural-Ponencia-de-Miguel-
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Af%C3%A1n.pdf.

163 On this question, see, among others: Beard, John., and Charles 
Petitot. “Ageing and Urbanization: Can cities be designed to foster Active 
Ageing?” Public Health Reviews 32, n.º  2, 2010. https://doi.org/10.1007/
BF03391610; WHO. La Red Mundial de Ciudades y Comunidades 
Adaptadas a las Personas Mayores: Revisar el último decenio y mirar 
con optimismo hacia el siguiente. Geneva: World Health Organisation, 
2018. https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/278981/WHO-
FWC-ALC-18.4-spa.pdf?ua=1; and Vandecasteele Ine, et al. The Future 
of Cities – Opportunities, challenges and the way forward. Luxembourg: 
Publications Office of the European Union, 2019. https://ec.europa.
eu/jrc/en/publication/eur-scientific-and-technical-research-reports/
future-cities.

164 Olazabal, Marta, and María Ruiz de Gopegui. “¿Para qué impactos 
climáticos se preparan las ciudades españolas?”. Ekonomiaz n.º 97, 
2020. https://dialnet.unirioja.es/servlet/articulo?codigo=7536543.

165 They are estimated to be directly responsible for 21% of total 
greenhouse gas emissions and for almost 70% when the production 
of all the goods and services they produce is incorporated. For 
further details, refer to: Deloitte Monitor. Ciudades energéticamente 
sostenibles: la transición energética urbana a 2030. Deloitte, 2019. 
https://perspectivas.deloitte.com/hubfs/Deloitte/Campaigns/
Descarbonizaci%C3%B3n/Descarbonizacion-2019/Deloitte-ES-
ciudades-energeticamente-sostenibles.pdf?hsCtaTracking=1ea0cfbe-
140c-4eaf-932c-5bd030c89f82%7C3af97a08-eed1-4758-af17-
155e9c47304a.

166 On this question, see, among others: PWC Spain. Bots, Machine 
Learning, Servicios Cognitivos. Realidad y perspectivas de la Inteligencia 
Artificial en España. PWC Publications, 2018. https://www.pwc.es/es/
publicaciones/tecnologia/assets/pwc-ia-en-espana-2018.pdf; and 
Vandecasteele Ine, et al. The Future of Cities – Opportunities, challenges 
and the way forward. Luxembourg: Publications Office of the European 
Union, 2019. https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/publication/eur-scientific-and-
technical-research-reports/future-cities.

167 Innovation districts have an innovation intensity of 30% or higher, 
geographically concentrated in urban areas, and produce 3.5 times 
more innovation per employee and 20 times more wealth per capita 
than the national average, further demonstrating the capacity of these 
actions to attract talent and generate stable, quality employment. The 
most successful worldwide such as  Kendall Square, the Microsoft 
Software Cluster in Redmond, North Carolina Research Triangle Park, 
or thePittsburgh Innovation District have reached 70-90% innovation 
intensity. On this question, see, among others: Burke, Jeremy, and 
Ramón Gras. Atlas of Innovation Districts. ARETIAN Urban Analytics 
and Design, 2019. https://www.aretian.com/atlas; Burke, Jeremy, and 
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2030-2040; 10.4 million in 2040-2050 and 12.4 million between 2050 
and 2060. For further details, see: Department of Transport, Mobility 
and Urban Agenda. Long-Term Strategy for energy renovations in the 
building sector in Spain. Madrid, 2020. https://ec.europa.eu/energy/
sites/ener/files/documents/es_ltrs_2020.pdf. 

200 Department for Ecological Transition and Demographic Challenge 
Integrated National Energy and Climate Plan (PNIEC) 2021-2030. 
Madrid, 2020. https://www.miteco.gob.es/images/es/pnieccompleto_
tcm30-508410.pdf. 

201 This is relevant, as energy efficiency measures have sometimes 
been to the detriment of proper ventilation, resulting in poor indoor 
air quality. On this question, see: Kephalopoulos, S., et al. Promoting 
healthy and energy efficient buildings in the European Union: National 
implementation of related requirements of the Energy Performance 
Buildings Directive (2010/31/EU). Luxembourg: Publications Office of 
the European Union, 2017. https://doi:10.2760/73595.

202 The installed capacity of photovoltaic self-consumption in our country 
has increased from 22MW in 2014 to 460MW in 2019. For further 
details, refer to: Unión Española Fotovoltaica. El Sector Fotovoltaico. 
Hacia una nueva era. Informe Anual 2020. 2020. https://unef.es/
informacion-sectorial/informe-anual-unef/.

203 Department for Ecological Transition and Demographic Challenge 

Estrategia de almacenamiento energético. Madrid, 2021.  https://
www.miteco.gob.es/es/prensa/estrategiadealmacenamientoenergeti
co_tcm30-522655.pdf .

204 Department for Ecological Transition and Demographic Challenge 
Integrated National Energy and Climate Plan (PNIEC) 2021-2030. 
Madrid, 2020. https://www.miteco.gob.es/images/es/pnieccompleto_
tcm30-508410.pdf.

205 Our cities have fewer km2  of green space than many European cities. 
In this regard, see: Fuller, Richard A, and Kevin J Gaston. “The scaling of 
green space coverage in European cities.” Biology letters 5, n.º 3, 2009. 
https://doi:10.1098/rsbl.2009.0010.

206 These infrastructures improve the insulation and efficiency of 
buildings, contribute to the improvement of air quality, reduce noise and 
lower the ambient temperature. On this question, see, among others: 
Briz Escribano, Julian, Manfred Köhler, and Isabel de Felipe. Multi-
functional urban green infrastructure. Salzweg, Germany: Waging and 
Pronatur, 2019; Olivieiri, Francesca, Lorenzo Olivieiri and Javier Neila. 
“Experimental study of the thermal-energy performance of an insulated 
vegetal façade under summer conditions in a continental Mediterranean 
climate.” Building and Environment 77, 2014. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
buildenv.2014.03.019.

207 There are currently more than 15,000 urban gardens in Spain, spread 
over 300 municipalities. In this regard, see: Urbano, Beatriz. “Huertos 
urbanos, la despensa sostenible de las ciudades.” The Conversation, 
2019. https://theconversation.com/huertos-urbanos-la-despensa-
sostenible-de-las-ciudades-126371.

208 It refers to the methods used to cultivate  plantsusing   mineral 
solutions or aerial environments instead of  soil . See: Vandecasteele, 
Ine, et al. (eds.). The Future of Cities – Opportunities, challenges and 
the way forward. Luxembourg: Publications Office of the European 
Union, 2019. https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/publication/eur-scientific-
and-technical-research-reports/future-cities.

209 Rising temperatures and heat waves will have a greater impact on 
cities due to the urban heat island effect. The concentration of heat-
emitting elements (air conditioning and vehicles, among others) and 
the presence of materials such as concrete or asphalt mean that urban 
centres are hotter than the surrounding areas, especially at night. 
For further details, refer to: Revi, Aromar, and David Satterthwaite 
(coords.). “Urban areas.” In: Field, Christopher B., et al. (eds.). Climate 
Change 2014: Impacts, Adaptation, and Vulnerability. Part A: Global 
and Sectoral Aspects. Contribution of Working Group II to the Fifth 
Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. 
Cambridge and Nueva York: Cambridge University Press, 2014. https://
www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/2018/02/WGIIAR5-Chap8_FINAL.
pdf.

210 The potential discrimination suffered by the population of migrant 
origin in access to housing, especially rental housing, has an impact 
on the perpetuation of unequal residential conditions, with access 
to poorer quality housing in urban parks and their concentration 
in neighbourhoods with high levels of vulnerability. On residential 
discrimination, see: Asociación Provivienda. ¿Se alquila? Racismo y 
xenofobia en el mercado del alquiler. 2020. https://www.provivienda.
org/wp-content/uploads/Se-alquila.-Racismo-y-xenofobia-en-el-
mercado-del-alquiler.pdf.
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211 OECD. Rural Well-being. Geography of Opportunities. OECD Rural 
Studies, 2020. https://doi.org/10.1787/499ed299-en.

212 According to the WHO, the term digital health includes telemedicine 
(remote medical services supported by technology, from simple phone 
calls with health professionals to complex surgical operations with 
remotely controlled robots), telecare (the use of technology to treat 
patients remotely not only from a medical but also from a socio-health 
point of view, with a preventive and follow-up perspective), electronic 
health management (eHealth) or via mobile phones (mHealth), the 
advanced use of computer science for the management of massive 
volumes of health data (Big Data), the application of genomics, the 
application of robotics through internet connectivity between devices 
(IoT) and the application of artificial intelligence (AI) in medicine. On 
this question, see: Bigorra, Joan, and Laura Sampietro. “Salud digital: 
una oportunidad y un imperativo ético.” Revista DIECISIETE n.º 4. 2021. 
Madrid. https://doi.org/10.36852/2695-4427_2021_04.13.

213 Pinilla, Vicente, and Luis - Antonio Sáez. “Searching for a Depopulation 
Dividend in the 21st Century: Perspectives from Japan, Spain and New 
Zealand.” Journal of the Japanese Institute of Landscape Architecture 
83, 2019. https://www.jila-zouen.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/
Matanle-Saez-Perez-EN.pdf.

214 The European Commission has proposed the strategy "A Renovation 
Wave for Europe - greening our buildings, creating jobs, improving lives", 
with the Goal of at least doubling the annual rate of energy renovation 
of both residential and non-residential buildings by 2030. As a result, 
35 million buildings in the EU could be renovated over the next decade, 
creating up to 160,000 associated jobs. From 2030 to 2050, the aim 
is to further strengthen energy rehabilitation. In Spain, we have a long-
term strategy for energy rehabilitation in the building sector in Spain, 
which provides a strategic vision and targets for 2030, 2040 and 2050. 
A boost from European recovery funds can also be key. Component 2 of 
the "Recovery, Transformation and Resilience Plan" project, named the 
"Housing Rehabilitation and Urban Regeneration Plan", which amounts 
to 6 billion euros, focuses on energy-efficient housing rehabilitation. 
For further details, refer to: European Commission. A Renovation Wave 
for Europe - greening our buildings, creating jobs, improving lives. 
Brussels: European Commission, 2020. https://static.construible.es/
media/2020/10/20201014-estrategia-europea-renovation-wave.pdf; 
Government of Spain. Recovery, Transformation and Resilience Plan. 
Madrid, 2021. https://www.lamoncloa.gob.es/presidente/actividades/
Documents/2021/130421-%20Plan%20de%20recuperacion%2C%20
Transformacion%20y%20Resiliencia.pdf; and Department of Transport, 
Mobility and Urban Agenda. Long-Term Strategy for energy renovations in 
the building sector in Spain. Madrid, 2020. https://ec.europa.eu/energy/
sites/ener/files/documents/es_ltrs_2020.pdf.

215 Spain still takes over 50% of waste to landfill, compared to 0% in 
countries such as Switzerland. For further details, refer to: European 
Environment Agency. Municipal waste landfill rates in Europe by country 
2017. 2019. https://www.eea.europa.eu/data-and-maps/indicators/
diversion-from-landfill/assessment; and Department for Ecological 
Transition and Demographic Challenge. Memoria anual de generación 
y gestión de residuos. Residuos de competencia municipal 2018. Madrid, 
2018. https://www.miteco.gob.es/es/calidad-y-evaluacion-ambiental/
publicaciones/memoriaresiduosmunicipales2018_tcm30-521965.pdf.

216 European Commission. Proposal for a directive of the European 
Parliament and of the Council amending Directive 1999/31/EC on 

the landfill of waste. Brussels, 2015. https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-
content/EN/TXT/?qid=1452152827375&uri=CELEX:52015PC0594.

217 For further details, see: Comité Europeo de las Regiones. Dictamen: 
Multilevel governance and cross-sectoral cooperation to fight energy 
poverty. Brussels: European Commission, 2019. https://cor.europa.eu/
ES/our-work/Pages/OpinionTimeline.aspx?opId=CDR-5877-2018.

218  It is defined as the percentage of population living in households 
where expenditure on housing represents at least 40% of total 
household disposable income. Data for the EU-27 and EU-8 are simple 
averages of the individual countries. Refer to: Eurostat. European Union 
Statistics on Income and Living Conditions. Housing cost overburden 
rate by tenure status - EU-SILC survey [ilc_lvho07c]. https://ec.europa.
eu/eurostat/data/database.

219 Today, several European countries such as Ireland, Finland, Slovenia 
or Estonia have similar levels. Assuming a halving of the proportion 
of the population experiencing rent overburden, recent values of 
overburden in the case of home ownership and a progressive change 
in tenure status (greater importance of renting as opposed to owning), 
the aggregate overburden target of 4.5% of the population for 2050 
is feasible..   Today, several European countries such as Ireland, 
Finland, Slovenia or Estonia have similar levels. Assuming a halving of 
the proportion of the population experiencing rent overburden, recent 
values of overburden in the case of home ownership and a progressive 
change in tenure status (greater importance of renting as opposed to 
owning), the aggregate overburden target of 4.5% of the population 
for 2050 is feasible.  

 220 The proportion of dwellings refurbished per year is estimated 
by dividing the number of building management permits for the 
refurbishment and/or restoration of dwellings (Building management 
permits of the Technical Architects' Associations. Building work in 
progress) (average 2015-2019), by the total number of dwellings from 
the estimated housing stock (average 2015-2019). See: Department 
of Transport, Mobility and Urban Agenda. Estimated housing stock 
Total de viviendas por comunidades autónomas y provincias. https://
apps.fomento.gob.es/BoletinOnline2/?nivel=2&orden=33000000;  
and Department of Transport, Mobility and Urban Agenda. Building 
management permits Obra nueva, ampliación y/o reforma de viviendas. 
Número de viviendas a reformar y/o restaurar. https://www.fomento.
gob.es/BE/?nivel=2&orden=09000000. The proportion of dwellings 
refurbished per year is estimated by dividing the number of building 
management permits for the refurbishment and/or restoration of 
dwellings (Building management permits of the Technical Architects' 
Associations. Building work in progress) (average 2015-2019), by 
the total number of dwellings from the estimated housing stock 
(average 2015-2019). See: Department of Transport, Mobility and 
Urban Agenda. Estimated housing stock Total de viviendas por 
comunidades autónomas y provincias. https://apps.fomento.gob.
es/BoletinOnline2/?nivel=2&orden=33000000; and Department 
of Transport, Mobility and Urban Agenda. Building management 
permits Obra nueva, ampliación y/o reforma de viviendas. Número 
de viviendas a reformar y/o restaurar. https://www.fomento.gob.es/
BE/?nivel=2&orden=09000000.

221 The percentage of municipal waste sent to landfill has been calculated 
from the annual per capita kilograms of municipal waste sent to landfill 
and the annual per capita kilograms of municipal waste generated. The 
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EU-27 is the aggregate indicator reported by Eurostat and the EU-8 is 
obtained as the simple average of the values of the individual countries. 
See: Eurostat. Municipal waste by waste management operations [ENV_ 
WASMUN]. Disposal - landfill and other (D1-D7, D12), Kilograms per 
capita. Waste generated, kilograms per capita. https://ec.europa.eu/
eurostat/data/database. 

222 Target for 2035 according to the European Parliament and the Council 
of the European Union. See: European Parliament and the Council of the 
European Union. Directiva (UE) 2018/850 del Parlamento Europeo y 
del Consejo de 30 de mayo de 2018 por la que se modifica la Directiva 
1999/31/CE relativa al vertido de residuos. Brussels, 2018. https://
eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/es/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32018L0850

223 Percentage of population exposed to an annual average concentration 
of particulate matter (PM2.5) above 10 micrograms per cubic metre 
(WHO recommended limit). The EU-27 and EU-8 are obtained as the 
simple average of the values of the individual countries. Data observed 
are from 2018. In this regard: European Environment Agency. “ECT/
ATNI reports.” European Topic Centre or Air Pollution, transport, 
noise and industrial pollution, https://www.eionet.europa.eu/etcs/
etc-atni/products/etc-atni-reports; and WHO. Air quality guidelines for 
particulate matters, ozone, nitrogen dioxide and sulphur dioxide. Global 
update 2005. Geneve, 2005. http://www.who.int/phe/health_topics/
outdoorair/outdoorair_aqg/en/index.html

224 The Goals for years 20302050 are in line with the analyses included 
in the European Union’s Second Clean Air Outlook , presented in 
2021. See: European Commission. Report from the Commission to the 
European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social 
Committee and the Committee of the Regions. The Second Clean Air 
Outlook. Brussels: European Commission, 2021. https://eur-lex.europa. 

eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM%3A2021%3A3%3AFIN

225 We establish this indicator to monitor fuel poverty although it 
is necessary to analyse the joint evolution of the four indicators 
established by the European Observatory on Fuel Poverty: 1) percentage 
of the population unable to maintain an adequate temperature at 
home; 2) percentage of the population in arrears with bill payments; 
3) percentage of households whose energy expenditure is excessively 
low (hidden fuel poverty) and 4) percentage of households whose 
expenditure on energy supplies is disproportionate to the level of 
income. The EU-27 and EU-8 are obtained as the simple average of the 
values of the individual countries. See: Eurostat. Inability to keep home 
adequately warm - EU-SILC survey [ILC_MDES01]. Https://ec.europa.eu/
eurostat/data/database; and Department for Ecological Transition and 
Demographic Challenge Actualización de indicadores de la Estrategia 
Nacional contra la Pobreza Energética. Madrid, 2020. https://www. 
miteco.gob.es/es/prensa/20201106_actualizaciondeindicadores2020_ 
final__tcm30-516466.pdf

226 In line with the National Fuel Poverty Strategy, which aims to reduce 
to at least 6% the percentage of the population unable to keep their 
homes at an adequate temperature for 2025. For further details, see:  
Department for Ecological Transition and Demographic Challenge. 
National Fuel Poverty Strategy 2019-2024. Madrid, 2019. https://www. 
miteco.gob.es/es/prensa/estrategianacionalcontralapobrezaenergeti 

ca2019-2024_tcm30-496282.pdf

227 In line with the European Committee of the Regions proposal. 

For further details, see: Comité Europeo de las Regiones. Dictamen: 

Multilevel governance and cross-sectoral cooperation to fight energy 
poverty. Brussels: European Commission, 2019. https://cor.europa.eu/
ES/our-work/Pages/OpinionTimeline.aspx?opId=CDR-5877-2018

228 Urban Agenda. Agenda Urbana Española. Mitma, 2019. www.aue.
gob.es.

229 In this sense, there are already interesting initiatives in our country, 
both from the public sphere (e.g. the “Madrid Emprende” programme 
of the Madrid City Council) and from the private sphere (e.g. the social 
enterprise “El Hueco” in Soria). See: Ayuntamiento de Madrid - Madrid 
Emprende. “¿Qué son los viveros de empresas?” Madrid Emprende 
web portal. https://www.madridemprende.es/es/apoyo-integral-al-
emprendimiento/que-son-los-viveros-de-empresas; and El Hueco. 
https://www.elhueco.org/

230 Ley 45/2007, de 13 de diciembre, para el  desarrollo 
sostenible del medio rural, https://www.boe.es/buscar/act.
php?id=BOE-A-2007-21493

231 Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food.. “Red Rural Nacional. 
LEADER.” Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food,  http://www.
redruralnacional.es/leader1

232 Department of Economic Affairs and Digital Transformation. España 
Digital 2025. 2020. https://www.mineco.gob.es/stfls/mineco/prensa/
ficheros/noticias/2018/Agenda_Digital_2025.pdf

233 Comisionado del Gobierno frente al Reto Demográfico. Diagnóstico 
estrategia nacional frente al reto demográfico. Eje despoblación. 
Department of Territorial Policy and Public Function, 2020. https://
www.mptfp.gob.es/dam/es/portal/reto_demografico/Indicadores_
cartografia/Diagnostico_Despoblacion.pdf.pdf

234 In 2016, through the “Cork Declaration 2.0. A Better Life for Rural 
Areas”, this Europe-wide mechanism was proposed to ensure that rural 
communities are heard and their well-being is taken into account, both 
in the design of policies and budgets and in their implementation. 
Countries such as the UK have been successfully applying this 
mechanism for more than a decade, and in Northern Ireland they 
have a (Rural Needs Act). See: Government of the United Kingdom. 
A Guide to the Rural Needs Act (Northern Ireland) 2016 for Public 
Authorities (Revised). 2018. https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/
files/publications/daera/17.18.249%20Guide%20to%20Rural%20
Needs%20Act%20NI%20final%20v2.PDF; and Pinilla, Vicente, and 
Luis Sáez. “What do public policies teach us about rural depopulation: 
the case study of Spain.” European Countryside 13, 2021; and European 
Union. Declaración de Cork 2.0. “Una vida mejor en el medio rural”. 
Luxembourg: Publications Office of the European Union, 2016. https://
enrd.ec.europa.eu/sites/enrd/files/cork-declaration_es.pdf

235 ECPA Urban Planning. “Case Study: The Boston Waterfront 
Innovation District.” Smart Cities Dive. https://www.smartcitiesdive.
com/ex/sustainablecitiescollective/case-study-boston-waterfront-
innovation-district/27649/

236 Zegas, Sam. “Kendall Square, MA: How to analyze an innovation 
ecosystem.” ARETIAN Urban Analytics and Design. https://www.aretian.
com/post/how-to-analyze-an-innovation-ecosystem-kendall-square-
ma?lang=es

237 In this respect, priority could be given to the acquisition of auctioned 
homes resulting from foreclosures by the public administration. This 
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