26 August 2016

EUA-EPUE Response to SET-Plan Consultation on
‘Draft Declaration on Strategic Targets in the context of an initiative for Smart Cities
and Communities’
BACKGROUND
This “Input Paper” provides the perspective of the European Platform of Universities in Energy
Research & Education (EUA-EPUE) to the consultative process on the European Strategic Energy
Technology Plan (SET Plan) - Key Action No. 3.2 – Smart Cities and Communities.
EUA-EPUE responds to the consultation from the perspective of the universities’ role in society.
Universities constitute a significant part of the research capacity in Europe. At the same time, they
educate the highly skilled work force of our societies. We consider therefore that setting up the SET
Plan projects with ensured integration of innovative research with education, including industrial
partners, will provide a high pay-off towards achieving the energy system transition that is the
objective of the SET Plan.









Urban settlements are responsible for 70% of global greenhouse gas emissions. Traditional topdown approaches to reduce emissions at city-level have failed to achieve significant results.
Bottom-up community-level actions, especially in the form of (energy) communities, are
promising alternatives. Successful bottom-up climate mitigation is dependent on the
effectiveness of such communities, and their resilience and adaptability to social, economic, and
technological change. As such, the topic of the proposed target is highly relevant.
That said, the target as proposed in the Draft Declaration of Intent concerns only one small area
within the broad theme of smart cities and communities, and is rather one-dimensional, i.e., only
focusing on the city as urban area and addressing the technical dimension of the problem. In
spite of its (overly) narrow focus, there are many ambiguities in the proposed target. It is
therefore difficult to judge the level of ambition and to specify issues potentially hampering the
realisation of the proposed target.
Although the percentage of people living in dense urban settlements is rising, the spatial
planning level should be drawn clearly larger, e.g., on the regional level. This is necessary,
because the production of renewable energy (especially if a balanced situation between
consumption and production is on the future agenda) needs huge potential areas that often will
be outside the core of the city.
Identifying and defining an appropriate “system border” needs thorough ambitions both on the
technical-quantitative as well as on the social-qualitative level. Combining both approaches is the
key challenge of future “energy governance” and should therefore be prioritised when it comes
to EU R&I activities.
Social innovation aspects should be integrated with technological innovation, genuinely
accelerating the energy transition. Incorporating the social dimension not only helps to foster
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smart and sustainable neighborhoods, but also builds and/or reconstructs mixed and multifunctional, livable spatial patterns and public spaces, which have often disappeared in many
cities over the past decades.
The policies for changing and converting existing structures (instead of “only” developing new
smart settlements from scratch) could generally be more ambitious, because the existing built
environment covers at least 90% of the permanent settlement areas.
The goal to repeat single success stories needs a precise understanding of the (added) value
created by smart settlements. This (added) value can (and probably should) vary for different
smart settlements, matching the different perspectives of the actor groups involved in the
cooperation process, such as politics, administration, economy and civil society. Upscaling
conditions and replication criteria of success stories should be a matter of EU R&I activities.
Comments to the Section on “Introduction – Smart Cities and Communities”



There are a number of in-depth research articles regarding community energy systems which in
fact mostly stem from European universities (see Koirala et al. 2016, Walker 2011, Schreuer and
Weismeier-Sammer 2010, Yildiz, Rommel et al. 2014). If Europe is to achieve the proposed target
there should be stronger research collaborations to benefit from the full range of expertise in
these universities, in particular with regard to the social dimensions connected to smart and
sustainable communities (Boons & Dieperink 2014).



Showcasing economic viability, as is mentioned in the introduction, is only one way to accelerate
the transition to smart and sustainable cities. Generating social acceptance, increasing trust and
willingness to contribute to community initiatives and managing conflicts are other ways of
dealing with this issue (Rothstein 2005, Ostrom 2010). This also entails empowerment of
consumers and, particularly, inclusion of weaker social groups.



The initiative should, moreover, not only be integrative in terms of technologies but also strive
for combining technological and social innovation (including legal, political and economic
innovation). For it is now commonly accepted that technological innovation cannot be
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The definition of “smart” should be further explored and sustainability aspects should be
considered as well. “Smart” would then refer to the use of Information and Communication
Technologies (ICT) and to the integration of the Internet of Things (IoT), potentially making the
city more efficient and responsive to citizens’ needs. In a similar vein, it is important to further
investigate the definition of “community” and how it relates to cities. These appear to be two
different units. It would be better to refer to cities and regions. This then would include all kinds
of communities within those cities and regions.
If the original focus and aim of the action is the “community aspect”, then, unlike the focus of the
proposed target, there should be much more focus on the social aspects of community energy
systems.
a. The introduction suggests that the initiative aims at integrating many technologies, while
as the name entails, a community initiative should primarily aim at social innovation,
responsibilities, values and other social aspects.
b. Development of “tools and solutions” has a purely technical orientation, while the name
of the initiative, “smart cities and communities”, suggests a more social orientation.
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Comments to the Section on “Proposed targets in Smart Cities and Communities”
Proposed target in Smart Cities and Communities
1. Be world leader in technology integration for and deployment of flexible Positive
Energy Blocks with the aim by 2025 to have at least 100 of them as a
synergistically-connected part of the energy system in Europe.
Definition: Positive Energy Blocks (PEB) consist of at least 3 highly efficient,
interconnected buildings (new and retro-fitted) with at least 3 different uses
(offices, residential, commercial, schools, universities, hospitals, etc.) that actively
manage the energy flow between them and the larger energy system. They make
optimal use of advanced materials, local RES, local storage, demand-response,
electrical vehicle smart charging, cutting edge energy management (electricity,
heating and cooling), and ICT in order to have and a positive yearly energy
balance and a positive impact on the energy system.
Their concept is intrinsically up-scalable and they are well embedded in the
spatial, economic, technical, environmental and social context. They are by design
an integral part of the district/city/energy system.


In the opinion of the reviewers of this Draft Declaration of Intent, the proposed target needs
a higher level of ambition. The proposed target needs to be valuable, feasible and
acceptable. It is difficult to determine the feasibility in terms of quantity and timing, given
that the Draft Declaration of Intent does not refer to any existing or available experience
with flexible positive energy blocks. Therefore, it is recommended to provide a higher level of
detail. Main aspects to be further investigated include:
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considered separately from innovation in roles, responsibilities of actors and the relationships
between them (Geels 2005).
Striving for smart and sustainable solutions that can be scaled up and replicated appears
efficient. However, given the large differences between local and regional contexts, it can be
questioned whether it is always effective. Indeed, a possible factor contributing to success in the
energy transition – requiring substantiation through R&I activities - is allowing for variation
through providing flexibility.
It is unclear why the introduction of the target begins with mobility issues, which do not directly
relate to community action. Of course, the link could (and probably should) be made but this link
would require further elaboration.
It is understandable that the smart and sustainable cities initiative is not specifically aiming at
one technology, but is more integrative in its focus. It remains unclear what is meant with ‘issues’
in ‘but is integrating many technologies and issues’ (page 2, Draft Declaration of Intent).
In general, the introduction would benefit from a clearer description of the background and a
sharper diagnosis and definition of the problem, which would more logically lead to the
proposed target.
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a. Take account of existing experiences in the field. If there are not, explore the
potential impact of realising this target on a European scale, both quantitatively and
qualitatively. Find relevant related scientific findings in the area.
b. The spatial and social criteria to determine the location of the foreseen 100 Positive
Energy Blocks (PEB) should be specified. The target number could be higher as it
seems that many more PEBs could be deployed throughout Europe in 10 years.
As for the acceptability, the draft is ambiguous about who should assume what role and
responsibility. This is understandable given that this question is part of the social innovation
dimension. It would be better however to make more explicit that this is a question that is
inseparable from questions in relation to the technological aspects.
The PEB term is somewhat confusing and would need further elaboration and specification.
Generally speaking, it seems that the concept of community is downgraded to buildings and
their technical connections. If one is talking about community initiatives, it is a matter of
citizen collaboration in sustainable production and consumption of energy, independent of
buildings (as one form of energy infrastructure) (Koirala et al. 2016).
One form of collaboration could be based on the PEB system (i.e. connected buildings).
However, there are many other energy infrastructures than can be used (see Integrated
Community Energy Systems (ICES) (Koirala et al. 2016) (Integrated Energy Systems and
Virtual Power Plants (Manfren et al. 2011), [12] [11], Energy Hubs (Orehounig et al. 2015)
and Prosumer Community Groups (Rathnayaka et al. 2015).

Comments to Section on “Elements to reach the targets and for their monitoring”
 This section should be more specific. It is recommended to address the following aspects of
the implementation plan: a. The type of data and information that is necessary; b. the
monitoring system/s (e.g. indicators and timeline)

Comments to Section on “Next steps”


The issues that are to be addressed in the implementation plan are all relevant. However, in
order to reduce the ambiguity of the proposed target many of them must have been already
(even if briefly) addressed. These would cover two main directions: 1) collaboration with
academia and practice, 2) integration of the social aspects of smart cities and communities
into the plan from the very beginning of the proposed target.
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