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ESDN Policy Note

Europe’s Narrative for a Sustainable Future:
Foresight and Governance Processes Enabling Robust
Sustainable Development Beyond 2030

Introduction

The 11t ESDN Peer Learning Platform was held
in Brussels on 22-23 April 2026, just ahead of
the European Council Working Party on the
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development
meeting on 24 April 2026. It was organized by
the European Sustainable Development
Network (ESDN) in cooperation with the Welsh
Government. The Platform focused on the
topic of “Europe’s Narrative for a Sustainable
Future: Foresight and Governance Processes
Enabling Robust Sustainable Development
Beyond 2030” and was thus a continuation of
the discussions and reflections of the ESDN
Conference 2025 on the post-2030 Agenda.
The event topic was discussed and reflected
upon through keynote presentations, panel
discussions, and interactive exchange formats.
Over 50 participants from all over Europe
attended the conference, representing
important stakeholder groups, like
policymakers, research, civil society
organizations, youth as well as European and
international organizations.

As the year 2030 approaches with only four
years remaining, it is increasingly urgent to
begin discussions on the future of the 2030
Agenda and the Sustainable Development
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Goals (SDGs). Since their adoption in 2015, the
global context has changed significantly, with
security and geopolitical concerns rising to the
top of political agendas, while sustainable
development risks losing visibility and priority
in policy debates.

This transformed security environment has
significantly reshaped relations between
countries, and contributed to a rapidly
evolving international order, which also
impacts Europe and its various policy fields.
These developments have made it more
challenging to establish and sustain
international commitments, including those in
relation to UN agendas like the 2030 Agenda.
Reflecting this shift, Canadian Prime Minister
Mark Carney stated in his special address at the
Davos World Economic Forum Annual Meeting
2026 that there is “a rupture in the world
order, the end of a pleasant fiction and the

beginning of a harsh reality”?.

Current trends indicate that the world is falling
behind on SDG implementation: According to
the UN’s SDG Report 2025, only 35% of SDG
targets show adequate or moderate progress
(18% are on track and 17% making moderate
progress), while 48% of targets show
insufficient progress and, alarmingly, 18% of
targets have regressed below the 2015
baseline level. In addition, there is an
increasing risk of irreversible damage to the
Earth’s ecosystems. The Planetary Health
Check (PHC) report provides an assessment of
the state of our planet, based on the Planetary
Boundaries (PBs). The 2025 PHC report
concludes that seven of the nine PBs have been
exceeded, with all seven showing increasing
pressure which indicated the potential of
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further deterioration and growing instability in
planetary health in the near future.

The developments described above are
fundamentally impacting lived realities and
prevailing policy paradigms, underscoring the
growing need for transformative policy
approaches. Discussions on the post-2030
framework should, therefore, go beyond a
thorough assessment of progress on the
current SDGs. They should also critically
examine whether the 2030 Agenda is
sufficiently  transformative to  address
emerging global challenges, and whether a
new narrative for sustainability of the future is
needed. In this context, Europe and the
European Union have an opportunity to
position themselves as drivers of accelerated
and transformative action for a sustainable
future.

To support transformative actions for current
and future sustainability policies, these 4
recommendations were made by the
participants, and will be further elaborated
below:

1) Continue implementing the SDGs &
advancing sustainable development
through and beyond 2030

2) Advance approaches towards strategic
sustainability policy planning at the
national level

3) Develop support frameworks to address
systemic transformations

4) Foster anticipatory thinking and scenario
planning for sustainable development
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Sustainability beyond 2030 under
construction: capacities for creating
positive transformations

In September 2024, the Summit of the Future
adopted the Pact for the Future, setting out a
vision for how the international system can
better address the challenges of the 21
century. The Pact spans key areas, including
peace and security, sustainable development,
climate action, digital cooperation, human
rights, gender equality, youth, and global
governance reform.

Action 12 of the Pact for the Future calls on
countries to strengthen long-term planning
and accelerate implementation of the 2030
Agenda beyond 2030. It also invites the High-
Level Political Forum in September 2027 to
take stock of SDG implementation and consider
how sustainable development will advance in
the post-2030 period. In effect, the Pact
positions the 2027 SDG Summit as the launch
point for formal discussions on the post-2030
framework, leaving a crucial year-and-a-half
window to build momentum.

Discussions on the post-2030 sustainability
framework will need to reconcile what is
politically and practically feasible with what is
necessary and desirable, while identifying
pathways to bridge the gap between the two.
At the same time, these discussions must
account for severe time constraints, given the
current shortfall in SDG implementation and
the increasing pressure on the Earth’s
ecosystems. This calls for renewed attention to
how existing policymaking systems and
institutions can accelerate implementation
and strengthen problem-solving capacities.

Decision-making in a period of rapid
transformation is further shaped by a series of
fundamental trade-offs and tensions,
including  short-term  versus long-term
priorities, centralized versus decentralized
governance approaches, efficiency versus
resilience of systems, and stability versus
change in the broader geopolitical landscape.

Therefore, an updated narrative for the future
of sustainability will be an important task
ahead. This narrative should be responsive
towards democratic institutions and scientific
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findings. During the ESDN Peer Learning
Platform, the participants were asked about
main aspects of a common European narrative
on the future of sustainability. Here are the
ranked results:

1) Climate action: Effective policies,
mitigation measures, clean energy, and
energy efficiency.

2) Security and prosperity: Sustainability as
the foundation for resilience and long-term
well-being.

3) Social inclusion: A just and resilient society
where everyone can thrive.

4) Clear communication: Shared
understanding, clear goals, and practical
approaches.

5) Partnerships: Collaboration, commitment,
and stakeholder engagement.

6) Human rights: Inclusivity, gender equality,
and global solidarity.

7) Local governance: Strong local
implementation and multi-level
governance.

8) Citizen involvement: Democratic
participation and inclusive decision-
making.

Recommendations for _Europe’s
narrative for a sustainable future

The participants of the 11™ ESDN Peer Learning
Platform  made the following four
recommendations for policymakers at all
political levels and responsible stakeholders to
foster SDG implementation by 2030 and
beyond, and to develop a European narrative
for a sustainable future:

1) Continue implementing the SDGs &
advancing sustainable development
through and beyond 2030

e Accelerate SDG implementation and
sustainability through 2030 and beyond.
Progress to date on SDGs has been
insufficient, making decisive action critical
in the remaining vyears. Delivering
measurable results in SDG implementation
by 2030 is essential to demonstrate that
sustainable transformation is achievable
and scalable. This effort should be
reinforced by clear, compelling data that

2)

3)

4)

June 2026

strengthens the case for sustainability and
renews political and public urgency, also
beyond 2030.

Scale up the use of proven SDG practices
and existing implementation guidelines.
After more than a decade of experience,
there is ample evidence that effective SDG
implementation is achievable across
sectors and countries. Governments and
stakeholders should build on established
best practices, share successful models
widely, and make systematic use of existing
guidance.

Prioritize visible “quick wins” and connect
sustainability to people’s daily lives.
Alongside systemic transformations, like
climate change, achievable short-term
results are essential to build momentum,
demonstrate progress, and strengthen
public support. Small but tangible
successes can accumulate into broader
transformative change when linked to local
and national priorities that matter directly
to communities.

Enable adaptive governance and
strengthen cross-sector policy coherence.
In a period of rapid and overlapping
transformations, flexible and responsive
governance approaches are essential for
effective implementation. Governments
should strengthen coordination across
ministries, align sectoral policies, and
prioritize joint programs and collaborative
platforms that enable integrated action on
shared goals for sustainability.

Social Climate Fund: Bridging silos in
Europe now and beyond 2030

The purpose of the is to
address the social impacts arising from the
new emission trading system for buildings
and road transport on vulnerable groups in
the EU. It provides the opportunity to
consolidate input from different policy areas
(climate, environment, energy, transport,
social, etc.) and key stakeholders as well as
the exchange of good practices at EU level to
derive relevant, effective, efficient and
coherent Social Climate Plans.
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2) Advance approaches towards strategic

sustainability policy planning at the
national level

Continue or renew national sustainability
strategies with a beyond-2030
perspective. Governments should
continue establishing clear, long-term
policy frameworks aligned with the 2030
Agenda and SDGs, supported by
governance mechanisms that embed
sustainability as a whole-of-government
priority beyond electoral cycles. A beyond-
2030 perspective should be included to
prepare for and anticipate different future
sustainability goals and objectives.

Vision and Development Strategy
Slovakia 2040

Both were requested by the Slovak Prime
Minister in July 2025. The Vision is planned
to be developed by June 2026, the
Development Strategy by March 2027. The
reasons for both are: the current global
turbulent situation is a challenge for
sustainability, solutions for a longer
timescale than election period, long-term
investment stability is key, a robust legal and
institutional governance framework is
crucial, and a stronger cooperation between
the central and various partners. Four main
pillars are foreseen which are perfectly in
line with sustainability: Quality of life;
successful Slovakia (economy); sustainable
country; modern state .

Poland's Development
Strategy 2035

Poland's Development Strategy 2035
identifies the basic conditions, objectives,
and directions of the country's development
in social, economic, and spatial dimensions
beyond 2030. The strategy is a response to
three major challenges and provides goals
for each one: (1) Mitigating demographic
changes and adapting to them; (2) Providing
conditions for a competitive and fair
economy that respects the environment and
the climate; (3) Strengthening the security,
resilience, and efficiency of the state.
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Embed sustainability across all
government ministries. Addressing
today’s interconnected crises requires far
stronger cross-sector coordination and
integration of sustainability into all policy
processes. Governments should
strengthen collaboration between
ministries while building the capacities,
knowledge and expertise needed to
respond effectively to current and future
challenges.

Update of Romania’s National SD
Strategy and Hubs for Sustainable
Development

The Romanian National SD Strategy 2030
will need an update after 8 years. The
strategy will be reviewed, based on
experiences made and suggestions made by
the OECD regarding policy coherence and
institutional capacity.

Romania will continue its network of Hubs
for SD for the consistent and active
involvement of each government ministry.
To ensure institutional competences for all
Hub network members, the Romanian
Government has implemented the
educational program, “Expert of Sustainable
Development”, to strengthen the capacity of
central and local public authorities in
implementing and localizing the SDGs.

Forge stronger national-subnational
linkages: While central governments must
set clear strategic frameworks and policy
priorities, achieving the SDGs and broader
sustainability goals depends on
implementation at the sub-national level.
This requires systematic engagement of
local administrations and stakeholders,
supported by effective collaboration
mechanisms and spaces that align national
objectives with local action. In addition, it
will be necessary to provide resources for
the subnational level so that further
coordination and collaboration
mechanisms can be established for more
effective and efficient SD implementation.
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support frameworks to
address systemic transformations

Create a comprehensive framework
supporting systemic transformations in
Europe. Current and future
transformations are far-reaching and will
fundamentally reshape sustainability
policies and activities. Beyond a defined set
of goals, such as the SDGs, there is a need
for a comprehensive framework in Europe
that actively responds to systemic
transformations. Such a framework should
include a system of long-term rules and
institutional cooperation, a flexible and
forward-looking set of goals with
differentiated transformation timelines,
and formal institutional representation of
future generations’ interests.

Wales: Wellbeing of Future
Generations Act and the Future
Commissioner

The

is about improving the social,
economic, environmental and cultural well-
being of Wales. The Act gives a legally-
binding common purpose — the seven well-
being goals — for national government, local
government, local health boards and other
specified public bodies. It aims to make the
public bodies think more about the long-
term, work better with people and
communities and each other, look to
prevent problems and take a more joined-up
approach.
The for
Wales has an independent role, under the
Well-being of Future Generations Act, and
supports and challenges Wales to make
decisions in the best interests of future
generations. The Commissioner’s duties are
to promote the SD principle, especially to
meet the needs of future generations and
encourage public bodies to take greater
account of the long-term impact of the
things they do; and to monitor and assess
the extent to which well-being objectives set
by public bodies are being met.

4)
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Combine long-term vision with short- and
mid-term action. The post-2030
framework should move beyond the
current 15-year cycle and adopt a longer
planning horizon (e.g. 30 years) aligned
with the scale of systemic transformations.
At the same time, it must include clear
short- and mid-term milestones,
benchmarks, and roadmaps to ensure
accountability, guide implementation, and
enable adaptive and realistic transition
pathways.

Strengthen policy measurement and
evaluation systems aligned with
sustainability principles. There is a need to
move beyond GDP-based accounting by
advancing comprehensive measures of
well-being, environmental health, and
long-term societal resilience. Robust and
integrated indicators are essential to guide
policy, assess systemic risks, and track

progress toward sustainable
transformation.
Manage trade-offs and leverage

synergies. Achieving the SDGs until 2030
and beyond requires systematically
identifying and addressing trade-offs while
maximizing synergies across sectors and
policy areas. Governments will need to
have open discussions and reflections
regarding trade-offs as win-win scenarios
become more difficult. This demands
stronger national policy coordination and
coherence, supported by institutional
capacities, cross-sectoral skills, and
effective governance mechanisms.
Address security and peace in
sustainability governance. Security and
peace are also important aspects of
sustainable development and should,
therefore, be embedded in sustainability
frameworks. This includes addressing
national security issues as well as resilience
to environmental and systemic risks, while
ensuring that peace, stability, and long-
term societal resilience are supported.

Foster anticipatory thinking and
scenario _planning for sustainable
development

Strengthen anticipatory governance for

future  robustness. With  growing
5
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uncertainty and accelerating global
transformations, sustainability governance
must move beyond reactive approaches
and systematically anticipate different and
alternative futures beyond 2030. Building
“future robustness” means designing
policies and institutions that remain
effective across diverse and unpredictable
scenarios by strengthening preparedness,
resilience, and long-term  adaptive
capacity.

Apply foresight and scenario-building to
shape sustainable futures. Sustainability
governance should more systematically
use foresight and scenario-building to
explore alternative futures beyond the
limits of short-term policymaking. These
approaches can uncover emerging risks
and opportunities, stimulate
transformative thinking, and guide the
development of resilient and forward-
looking policy pathways.

The EU’s work on foresight

In an increasingly complex world, strategic
foresight equips European leaders and
policymakers with a structured framework
to transform insights about the future into
actionable knowledge. Since 2020, the
European Commission has been producing
annual Strategic Foresight Reports, which
inform the Commission's Work Programmes
and multi-annual programming exercises.
The Joint Research Centre's (JRC)
Competence Centre on Foresight plays a
central role in developing and implementing
the participative and cross-sectoral foresight
processes that underpin the annual Strategic
Foresight Reports.

The latest

presents "Resilience 2.0", an approach to
ensuring the EU thrives in turbulent times
towards 2040 and beyond. It builds on the
recent EU Preparedness Union Strategy and
recognizes the need to scan proactively not
only for emerging risks, but also for future
opportunities, and to consider unfamiliar or
even hard-to-imagine scenarios.
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Conclusion

As 2030 approaches, the global context for
sustainable development has changed
profoundly, with geopolitical instability,
security concerns, and accelerating
environmental degradation challenging
progress on the SDGs. Current trends show
that SDG implementation is significantly off
track, while planetary pressures are
intensifying and risking irreversible ecological
damage.

In this context, the 11™ ESDN Peer Learning
Platform called for a strong European
narrative for sustainability that responds to
systemic  transformations and future
uncertainties. It was emphasized that
sustainability must remain a central political
priority and be linked to resilience, security,
peace, and social inclusion. The discussions
highlighted the need to continue and
accelerate SDG implementation beyond 2030
through adaptive governance, stronger policy
coherence, and visible results that build public
trust and momentum.

Participants also stressed the importance of
long-term strategic sustainability planning
that integrates all levels of governance and
embeds sustainability across all policy sectors.
Beyond fixed goals, it would be helpful to
create policy frameworks capable of
managing systemic transformations through
long-term  cooperation,  forward-looking
targets, and institutional mechanisms that
represent future generations.

Finally, the Peer Learning Platform
underscored the need for anticipatory
governance, foresight, and scenario-building
to strengthen future robustness and enable
resilient, forward-looking sustainability
pathways in an increasingly uncertain world.

The European Sustainable Development Network (ESDN) is a
non-profit, pan- European peer-learning, networking,
knowledge, and advocacy platform for sustainability
professionals in the public sector working in collaboration with
other organisations and institutions dealing with sustainable
development issues. It is based on the transparent and trustful
cooperation of these actors. It collects, compiles and shares

information on sustainability policies, strategies, and practises,
and provides expertise to political decision-makers at European,
national, and sub-national levels. The ESDN also fosters
sustainable development through active communication and
continued cooperation with other stakeholders and civil society.
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