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What is IMAJINE?

IMAJINE - “Integrative Mechanisms for 
Addressing Spatial Justice and Territorial 
Inequalities in Europe” - is a Horizon 2020 
European Union research project. 

IMAJINE explores ways to address  
“territorial inequality”: that is to say, dis-
parities between different territories within 
Europe. Whether at the level of neighbour-
hoods, municipalities, regions, or countries, 
people may experience different levels of 
economic prosperity and different standards 
of living depending on where they live and 
work. This goes against the principle that EU 
citizens should have equal rights and oppor-
tunities regardless of where they live. 

IMAJINE’s work is underpinned by the con-
cept of “spatial justice”. This refers to the 
question of whether different places are 
treated fairly, and whether the ability of peo-
ple to realise their rights is compromised by 
where they live.

IMAJINE’s 16 participating institutions are 
drawn from 13 countries, working in a con-
sortium to research and develop integrative 
policy mechanisms for tackling territorial 
inequalities and providing spatial justice.

The scenario sketches presented here are 
XLI�ƤVWX�WXIT�XS[EVHW�HIZIPSTMRK�E�RYQFIV�
of rich and useful visions of what Europe 
might look like in terms of geographical dis-
parities and ideas of spatial justice.

The scenarios relate to a 2 x 2 grid where the 
two factors are “What degree of solidarity 
vs autonomy is shown within the European 
Union?” and “What is the prevailing goal of 
European society, economic prosperity or 
wellbeing?”

These factors were drawn from a set of 
uncertainties affecting decisions currently 
made by the European Commission’s Direc-

Why scenarios?

As part of the broader IMAJINE project, one 
team was assigned the task of looking at the 
future using a methodology called scenario 
planning. 

This approach seeks not to predict the one 
JYXYVI�[LMGL�[MPP�HIƤRMXIP]�GSQI�XS�TEWW��
but to imagine a number of plausible futures 
which would challenge our current assump-
tions about where Europe is headed in terms 
of spatial justice and territorial inequality. 

These futures haven’t been chosen for their 
likelihood, but for their ability to challenge 
our current understandings of spatial justice 
and territorial inequality.
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torate-General for Regional and Urban Policy 
(DG-REGIO). 

DG-REGIO’s decisions play a fundamental 
policy role in questions of spatial justice and 
territorial inequality across the EU; here, they 
form the bedrock of the speculative scenari-
os presented.

The aim of these scenarios is to offer differ-
ent visions of the year 2048, each highlight-

ing distinct notions of spatial justice and ter-
ritorial inequality in Europe. 2048 represents 
4 of the 7-year cycles by which DG-REGIO 
plans for disbursement of its development 
funds.

Join us now in four distinct and different 
visions of Europe in 2048, to see how differ-
ently questions of territorial inequality and 
spatial justice might play out across the EU.
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ƤIPHű�MR�XLI�HMVIGXMSR�SJ�HIWMVIH�KSEPW��8LI�
state played a greater role in innovation, with 
strong public-private partnerships construct-
ed around Europe-wide missions. 

These emphasised a vision of ongoing, 
equitable, economic growth across Europe’s 
regions and ultimately led to a YRMƤIH�)9�
wide tax and welfare system.
By 2048, reindustrialisation has occurred, 
with a focus on food and energy security, 
including investments in biotechnology. 
Advanced 3D printing and manufacturing 
technologies mean that automated “manu-
factories” create and distribute material 
goods locally. Europe has also become a 
champion and global exemplar of the circu-
lar economy.

Europe’s successes led the EU to expand, 
and as a post-Putin Russia crumbled and 
fragmented, Turkey, the Ukraine, and Bela-

In the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
Europeans made a strong commitment to 
redistribution of wealth. EU and national 
institutions intervened robustly to target 
development in lagging areas of Europe. The 
pandemic crisis was followed by increasing 
challenges from a changing climate, and 
ongoing decay of the post-1945 global order.
Europe’s goal of equitably distributed wealth 
across its regions was delivered through an 
increasingly centralised pan-European ap-
proach. As new computing and communica-
tions technologies emerged, the demands of 
carrying out digital transformation through a 
season of prolonged upheaval in the 2020s 
encouraged collective action.

The implementation of mission-led innova-
tion approaches led to a new vision of eco-
nomic growth which emphasised inclusivity. 
EU interventions sought not to de-risk or 
PIZIP�XLI�TPE]MRK�ƤIPH��FYX�XS�ŰXMPX�XLI�TPE]MRK�

High Solidarity / Economic Prosperity

By 2048, the EU achieves prosperity 
and economic equity, but suffers from 
threats of internal stagnation and 
I\XIVREP�GSRƥMGX��7TEXMEP�NYWXMGI�QIERW�
an equitable distribution of wealth 
FIX[IIR�VIKMSRW��8LIVI�MW�ER�IZIRMRK�
up of material territorial inequalities 
EW�VIKMSRW�MR�7SYXLIVR�ERH�)EWXIVR�
)YVSTI�FIRIƤX�JVSQ�VIMRHYWXVMEPMWEXMSR�
ERH�VIHMWXVMFYXMZI�[IPJEVI�TSPMGMIW�

http://https://marianamazzucato.com/research/mission-oriented-innovation-policy/
http://https://marianamazzucato.com/research/mission-oriented-innovation-policy/
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low-skilled workers from outside the EU, and 
regional wealth inequalities ceased to be a 
push factor for migration within the Union.

People in this Europe feel a strong allegiance 
to family, striving to ensure that their chil-
dren are on a path to prestige and prosperity 
within wider European society, cultivating 
GSRRIGXMSRW�SR��ERH�SJƥMRI�[LMGL�[MPP�FIR-
IƤX�ERH�WYWXEMR�XLIMV�IZIV�KVS[MRK��IZIV�EKI-
ing family units.

While in some ways individual needs are well 
met in this prosperous Europe, with increas-
ingly personalised digital or robotic services 
available in classrooms, care homes, and 
hospitals, this is also a conformist future, 
with strong supervision from EU institu-
tions. As a result, there has been a degree 
of stagnation within Europe, and citizens 
express some unease about their inability to 
MRƥYIRGI�TSPMXMGW�FI]SRH�XLI�GLERRIPW�PIKMXM-
mated by the EU.

As a result, by 2048, new calls for political 
and economic freedom - as well as a rising 
TEGMƤWX�QSZIQIRX�GSRGIVRIH�EFSYX�XLI�
wars to the east - are testing the thirty years 
of calm which threaten to tip over into com-
placency or stagnation.

rus all became members. As a result, the 
Union’s eastern borders became trouble 
spots and the EU increased its capacity for 
collective military action. By 2048, units of 
the EU armed forces - largely autonomous 
machines - are engaged in GSRWXERX�GSRƥMGX 
which waxes and wanes on the Russian 
border. This military effort also drives tech-
nological innovation, similar to the US in the 
Cold War.

Europe generally has become more isola�
tionist and protectionist, wary of preserv-
ing its cherished prosperity and stability in 
a world which has become more divided 
between Chinese, American, and emerging 
blocs. “Fortress Europe” acts aggressively to 
head off migration from climate refugees.

Prior to this, decades of migration led Eu-
rope to become ever more culturally and lin-
guistically diverse. “European values” in 2048 
are shaped to a greater degree by migration 
from the global south. The election of the 
European Commission’s ƤVWX�1YWPMQ�4VIWM�
dent, a Swede of Somali ancestry, in 2035 
[EW�E�WMKRMƤGERX�PERHQEVO�

However, internal and external migration 
both abated through the 2030s as automa-
tion increasingly reduced the demand for 
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treme weather and health crises, existing 
physical and social infrastructure in Europe 
was threatened. There was a sense of the 
human race being “on a war footing”, and 
the need for communities to pull together 
in the face of existential threats. As part of 
its resilience efforts, the EU moved towards 
a more centralised, command-and-control 
society. New regulations included increasing 
restrictions on movement and ownership of 
second houses.

This was part of a global shift towards 
concern with sustainability and wellbeing. 
The decline of institutions like the United Na-
tions, World Trade Organization and World 
Health Organization led to their replacement 
with new international entities. The job of 
remaking the world order, last achieved by 
the Allies post-1945, was this time led by 
China and the new emerging powers of the 
%WME�4EGMƤG�VIKMSR��%�RI[�MRXIVREXMSREP�GSR-

Beyond the coronavirus of 2020, other natu-
ral disasters triggered by the climate crisis, 
including a sequence of ongoing pandemics, 
continued to challenge Europe.

Cities became less appealing as pandem-
ics spread easily in areas of high popula-
tion density. By 2048, urban areas are 
ghettoised places, where workers live in 
cramped, challenging conditions reminiscent 
of 2020’s migrant workers locked down in 
Singaporean dormitories or the social hous-
ing residents restricted to their towers in 
Melbourne.

Coastal areas were also abandoned, as 
people feared the impact of climate change. 
Rural areas are highly valued and there was 
increasing competition for territory per-
ceived as safe from the ravages of climate.

As the world weathered increasingly ex-

High Solidarity / Wellbeing

8LI�)9�QSRMXSVW�ERH�VIKYPEXIW�
resilience and sustainability for a 
new world order focussed on climate 
GLERKI��7TEXMEP�NYWXMGI�MR�XLMW�JYXYVI�
means mutual assistance between 
regions to help each other adapt to 
GLERKI��'YVVIRX�XIVVMXSVMEP�MRIUYEPMXMIW�
EVI�ƥMTTIH�EW�XLIVI�MW�HIKVS[XL�ERH�
population loss in metropolitan areas, 
and population and economic growth 
in marginalised rural areas of France, 
7TEMR��-XEP]��7GERHMREZME�ERH�)EWXIVR�
)YVSTI�
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was less about having something in com-
mon with the people who lived around you 
or shared your ancestry, and more about 
common cause with those who shared an 
approach to public health and sustainability. 
Solidarity meant modifying your behaviour in 
order to stop disease or environmental dam-
age and protect your fellow Europeans.

The rifts of the 2020s, when many had 
found themselves divided between those 
[LS�XVYWXIH�WGMIRXMƤG�MRWXMXYXMSRW�ERH�XLSWI�
who preferred the pronouncements of popu-
list politicians, have long healed.

The challenges of the ongoing pandemics 
have encouraged people to value community 
GSRRIGXMSR��[LIXLIV�SR�SV�SJƥMRI��%GXMZMXMIW�
which bring a sense of communion - volun-
teering, sports, “big culture” - are prized. A 
New Olympiad which prizes not just athletic 
skills, but literature, philosophy, humanitarian 
achievement, is the highlight of the cultural 
calendar.

By 2048, Europeans look back with regret 
on the last days of capitalism; today, their 
concern for sustainability and well-being 
includes subtle notions of aesthetics, men-
XEP��ERH�SGGYTEXMSREP�LIEPXL��ƥEZSYVIH�F]�XLI�
increasing dominance and prestige of Asian 
cultures globally.

sensus was also reached around migration 
and management of climate refugee popula-
tions. 

New metrics and standards for success 
were developed by these entities: succes-
sors to the UN Sustainable Development 
Goals, these metrics incorporated new no�
tions of social and economic justice, with 
ER�IQTLEWMW�SR�LEVQSR]��GSRƥMGX�EZSMH-
ance, and equity. The European Union en-
forces and interprets these global directives 
within the territories for which it has respon-
sibility. Within Europe, businesses and indi-
viduals are given sustainability & wellbeing 
ratings, successors to early experiments 
such as social credit ratings, which deter-
mine their access to contracts and opportu-
nities for advancement.

The new world order also requires “climate 
reparations” from powers which are regard-
ed to have caused the climate catastrophe 
through their historical actions. As a result, 
the EU pays reparations to numerous territo-
ries overseas. The Western politicians of the 
late 20th and early 21st centuries are dispar-
aged as monsters, whose focus on eco-
nomic growth over evident signs of climate 
catastrophe injured the planet in ways which 
will take generations to redress.
The pandemics of the mid-21st century 
raised new ideas about identity. Solidarity 
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main method of territorial distribution of 
structural funds. As member states also 
adhered to these same criteria at inter- and 
intra-regional levels, many citizens devel-
oped strong perceptions of unequal, unfair, 
ERH�YRNYWXMƤIH�TVEGXMGIW.

In trying to navigate the changing times and 
avert a brutal “dog-eat-dog” society, the EU 
tried a number of experiments for restructur-
ing the economy and society, including an-
ticipatory regulation, and the use of “sand�
boxes” to test new policies and regulations 
[MXLMR�HIƤRIH�KISKVETLMG�EVIEW��

This led to variegated approaches tailored to 
different regions, and in turn, over time, this 
has caused the EU to adapt, accommodat-
MRK�HMJJIVMRK�IGSRSQMG�QSHIPW�ERH�GSRƤKY-
rations. 

Through the 2020s, Europeans continued to 
seek economic prosperity above all, with in-
stitutions measuring this by GDP per capita 
and growth in the macroeconomy. However, 
notions of solidarity were eroded by the 
self-interest of member states. In the 2030s, 
after years of turmoil, the UK achieved a de-
gree of success in its post-Brexit trajectory. 
Although it had to make many compromises 
on workers’ rights and other standards, 
some EU member states and regions came 
to see it as having re-established a sense of 
national identity and self-determination to 
which they also aspired.

Richer regions in particular, who were net 
contributors in balanced development terms, 
KVI[�MRGVIEWMRKP]�HMWWEXMWƤIH�[MXL�QIGLE-
nisms by which redistribution of resources 
was calculated across Europe, with the EU 
continuing to apply GDP per capita as the 

High Autonomy / Economic Prosperity

8LI�)9�JSGYWIW�SR�HMKMXEP�MHIRXMXMIW�
in a world shaped by transnational 
GSVTSVEXMSRW��7TEXMEP�NYWXMGI�MW�
understood as the right of regions to 
hold on to the wealth that they have 
KIRIVEXIH��8IVVMXSVMEP�MRIUYEPMXMIW�EVI�
MRXIRWMƤIH�ERH�GSQTPMGEXIH�EW�VMGL�
regions get richer and poor regions get 
poorer
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The internal and external boundaries of this 
Europe are more porous than those of 2020 
in some ways.

Digital citizenship has evolved from its early 
Baltic experiments to a set of online rights 
and responsibilities which transcend your 
physical location. Citizenship resembles a 
subscription model, with people’s identity 
much more deeply tied to the transnational 
combines which employ them. In this future, 
it is possible to be a European in Australia 
who has never set foot in EU territory, and 
may have no residence rights there, but 
whose livelihood, rights, responsibilities, and 
privileges, are deeply entwined with Europe’s 
fortunes. Digital space refuses to conform to 
traditional notions of a territory, causing the 
rise of the RSR�XIVVMXSVMEP�IGSRSQ]. Com-
munities and regions worldwide reorder and 
build alliances with one another,  and ten-
sions arise as physical regions strive to hold 
onto the wealth that they have generated.

3RI�SJ�XLI�QSWX�WMKRMƤGERX�SYXGSQIW�SJ�XLMW�
is the possibility of “remixable citizenship”. 
Some rights and responsibilities can now be 
disaggregated by citizens, then delegated 
or shared with relatives, friends, business 
partners, or even autonomous software enti-
ties. One option for people and communities 
seeking to escape or redress inequality is 
acquiring digital rights from other jurisdic-
tions - a “pick and mix” citizenship with new 
winners and losers.

The failure of European labour movements 
XS�ƤRH�XLIMV�TPEGI�MR�E�[SVPH�[LIVI�WSGMEP�
and environmental justice have increasingly 

entwined means that the transition to a low-
carbon economy has been largely led and 
HIƤRIH�F]�XLI�TVMZEXI�WIGXSV��,S[IZIV��XLI�
pioneering approach to citizenship means 
that Europeans “play the game” of the new 
world order very competitively, and with a 
WMKRMƤGERX�HIKVII�SJ�WYGGIWW��

Workers strive to stay within the “walled 
garden” of a corporate network which can 
employ and care for them, and both workers 
and corporations are experienced in navigat-
ing the “pick and mix” digital rights environ-
ment both inside and outside the EU to seek 
the best outcomes. However, the “have nots” 
of this future include those who struggle to 
manage this complex digital environment, 
ERH�QE]�ƤRH�XLIQWIPZIW�WXVYKKPMRK�XS�STX�
out of “pre-packaged” citizenship options 
designated for them by corporations and 
territories.

“Economic bridges”, successors to the air 
bridges of the pandemic and the passport-
MRK�W]WXIQW�SJ�XLI�ƤRERGI�WIGXSV��QIER�
that in this world extended transnational 
RIX[SVOW�EVI�EW�WMKRMƤGERX�EW�HMWGVIXI��KIS-
graphically contiguous centres. A biotech 
hub in Frankfurt may have more in com-
mon with its partner cities in Guangdong 
and California than it does with one a few 
hundred kilometres away in Poland, espe-
GMEPP]�[LIR�EYKQIRXIH�SƦGI�WTEGIW�ERH�
personal implants means that telepresence 
is the norm. This is the age of “the sentient 
economy”, where large, AI-enhanced corpo-
rations can provide for your every need, but 
price plans and premiums apply.

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/07/estonia-advanced-digital-society-here-s-how-that-helped-it-during-covid-19/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/07/estonia-advanced-digital-society-here-s-how-that-helped-it-during-covid-19/


Scenario Sketches for IMAJINE - Matt Finch 9

Is this the future where you can “choose 
your own paradise” or one in which Europe 
has been cast back into the Middle Ages? 
In this fragmented future Europe, different 
regions embrace wildly varied notions of 
identity, social value, and human wellbeing.

There are regions of Europe in which gender 
categories have evolved far beyond what 
[I�XEOI�JSV�KVERXIH�MR������ERH�ƤZI�TIVWSR�
marriages are not uncommon, while in other 
places strict religious interpretation of tra-
ditional rules applies. Some communities 
have an advanced notion of animal rights 
which respects the sentience of nonhuman 
creatures and treats them as equals, part 
of a growing ecological consciousness in 
response to a fraught season of climate 
catastrophe. 

In some parts of Europe, elements of the 
natural environment have been granted legal 

personhood, much as rivers and lands in 
Australia and New Zealand were in the early 
part of the century. In other regions, even 
autonomous digital agents are granted a 
measure of protection - mistreating the Siri 
of 2048 in these regions is looked on as 
equivalent to mistreating a pet. Yet other 
regions have responded to the same crises 
by returning to stronger and more conserv�
ative expressions of their own traditional 
heritage. 

This fragmentation was triggered in part by 
increasingly frequent and bitter culture wars, 
with disputes over issues such as gender 
and cultural identity. Europeans also strug-
gled to agree on common sources of useful 
information as they navigated the rise of 
next-generation social media. Traditional 
science and medicine found themselves in 
competition with new modes and models 
of knowledge, some of them effective in 

High Autonomy / Wellbeing

8LI�)9�FVSOIVW�XLI�PEWX�XEPOMRK�WLST�
JSV�E�JVEKQIRXIH�)YVSTI��7TEXMEP�
NYWXMGI�MW�XLI�VMKLX�SJ�GSQQYRMXMIW�
XS�HIƤRI�XLIMV�S[R�ZEPYIW��8IVVMXSVMEP�
inequalities become more fragmented, 
with increased local variation within 
VIKMSRW�

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/mar/16/new-zealand-river-granted-same-legal-rights-as-human-being
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/mar/16/new-zealand-river-granted-same-legal-rights-as-human-being
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/mar/16/new-zealand-river-granted-same-legal-rights-as-human-being
https://hbr.org/2016/10/why-you-shouldnt-swear-at-siri
https://hbr.org/2016/10/why-you-shouldnt-swear-at-siri
https://hbr.org/2016/10/why-you-shouldnt-swear-at-siri
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their own right, some of them tending to-
wards what we would perceive as the lunatic 
fringe. In 2020, Google Maps presented dif-
ferent representations of disputed territory 
depending on where in the world you viewed 
them from; by the end of that decade, it had 
become almost impossible for the general 
public even to agree on trusted sources of 
information. 

The inability of existing institutions to com-
mand consensus led to increasing regional 
and private devolution. A series of violent 
protests against 5G rollout, and the election 
of politicians holding extreme conspiracy 
theory views, were key events in the wide-
spread collapse of public trust, which dam-
aged both public institutions and big busi-
ness. 

This collapse also created new opportuni�
ties for people to thrive: in this Europe there 
are new winners and losers, with some 
regions, cities, villages, displaying some of 
the most enlightened, progressive, and com-
passionate attitudes in the world. There are 
leading examples of degrowth in this world, 
and a “back-to- nature” pastoralism, as well 
as some enterprising autonomous regions 
which have built international relationships 
to sustain their chosen way of living.
This future Europe is characterised by a 
strong libertarian streak: people move 
between communities based on individual 
preferences and values. Huge spatial in-
equalities have developed within and across 
regions and groups in Europe.

Technological advance and innovation have 
slowed in this fragmented and distrustful Eu-
rope, while other parts of the world, notably 

MR�XLI�%WME�4EGMƤG�VIKMSR��LEZI�GSRXMRYIH�XS�
accelerate. Territories on the eastern border 
SJ�)YVSTI�EVI�WXVSRKP]�MRƥYIRGIH�F]�XLI�
adjacent cultures.

While the technology of this Europe in 2050 
remains advanced compared to our own, 
visitors from elsewhere in this future world 
consider European nations to be something 
of a backwater, and they tour Europe - or at 
least its safer corners - enjoying the novelty 
of its wildly divergent cultures, and its archi-
tectural heritage.

More successful communities become 
physically more appealing in a world where 
autonomy is less well sustained by ad-
vanced digital technology, leading to territo-
rial and resource disputes as communities 
physically grow. Compared to China, India, 
or the US, this Europe lacks the cutting-edge 
AI resources which might enable it to man-
age and transcend these pressures. Around 
some autonomous regions, shanty towns 
and formal or informal displaced persons 
camps have developed, populated by inter-
nal rather than external migrants.

The European Union in this world serves 
PEVKIP]�XS�QIHMEXI�MRXIVREP�GSRƥMGXW��ERH�
provide some unity in external relations. It 
provides a common informational frame�
work, offering the bare minimum of trusted 
information that its diverging members can 
hold in common. It holds together because 
its constituent autonomous parts recognise 
that they are too small and fragmented to 
have clout with the new great powers of the 
EKI��FYX�MXW�TS[IV�LEW�H[MRHPIH�WMKRMƤGERXP]�Ş

https://www.washingtonpost.com/technology/2020/02/14/google-maps-political-borders/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/technology/2020/02/14/google-maps-political-borders/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/technology/2020/02/14/google-maps-political-borders/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/technology/2020/02/14/google-maps-political-borders/
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