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T he European Union (EU) is widely considered a global leader 
in climate action. Yet, until the launch of the European Green 
Deal (EGD) in December 2019, it had no comprehensive policy 

framework to tackle climate change and the transition towards more 
sustainable development. Proclaimed Europe’s “man on the moon 
moment” by the then newly appointed Commission President Ursula von 
der Leyen, the EGD aspires to provide such a framework, leading the EU 
to become the first continent to cut its emissions to net zero by 2050. 

The EGD has been promoted as the EU’s post-2020 growth strategy, 
which will drive the bloc’s transition to a competitive green and circular 
economy that is decoupled from non-reAnewable resource use. But the 
initiative’s ambitions and the climate and ecological risks at stake make 
it more than just another growth strategy. As the EGD roadmap states, 
the goal is to draw up “deeply transformative policies” that mainstream 
sustainability and climate action in all EU policies and programmes (EC, 
2019a). In other words, the EGD aspires to foster long-term systemic 
change. This will not only require significant macro-level economic, 
infrastructural and technological innovation, but also micro-adaptations 
in lifestyles, behaviour and consumption patterns. Such change will also 
depend on a political and organisational evolution of public administra-
tion, away from traditional silo-based working cultures and towards a 
more cross-cutting and citizen-driven way of operating. 

Similar to the integrative approach of the United Nation’s 2030 Agenda, the 
EGD encompasses a broad range of complementary and correlating goals. 
Among others, these include decarbonising the energy sector, accelerat-
ing the shift to clean mobility and a circular economy, reducing pollution, 
promoting resource-efficient building and renovation, creating a healthier 
food system and preserving biodiversity without leaving anyone behind 
(see Figure 1). The assumption is that none of these thematic goals can be 
achieved in isolation. Over the course of 2020, the Commission has rolled 
out a raft of legislative proposals and financial and action plans that detail 
how the EU foresees delivering on its climate ambitions in the EGD’s priority 
areas.1 The enabling tools for the implementation of these plans and pro-
posals are still evolving, with some being more advanced than others. 

1.	 These include the Sustainable 
Europe Investment Plan and the 
Just Transition Mechanism and 
Fund (January), which form the 
EGD’s financial pillar; the European 
Climate Law (March); the Circular 
Economy Action Plan (March); 
the Farm to Fork Strategy (May); 
the EU Biodiversity Strategy for 
2030 (May); the Renovation Wave 
(October); the 2030 Climate Target 
Plan (December); and the European 
Climate Pact (December). Other 
plans, such as the EU Strategy for 
Sustainable and Smart Mobility 
currently being developed by the 
Directorate-General for Mobility and 
Transport (DG MOVE), will be pre-
sented in 2021.
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The arrival of the COVID-19 crisis initially set back policymaking and the 
implementation of the EGD. But over the course of the year, it became 
clear that the EU’s post-pandemic recovery plan and next long-term bud-
get – eventually approved at the European Council summit in December 
2020 (EUCO, 2020a) – should have the potential to boost and accel-
erate the Green Deal agenda for systemic transformation. The health 
emergency has highlighted our vulnerability to multiplying crises that 
are increasingly unpredictable, as well as the need to build more sus-
tainable and resilient societies and economies. If, as the Commission has 
announced, the Next Generation EU (NGEU) stimulus package and 2021–
2027 Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) are channelled towards a 
green and socially just recovery,2 it would constitute a unique opportunity 
for an economic and social reset that will better prepare Europe for man-
aging and adapting to future crises – climate and beyond. 

1. The role of cities in the European Green Deal

The proposed reset will depend on actively engaging all scales of gov-
ernment – national, regional and local. Stronger partnerships with city 
governments and urban stakeholders will be of particular importance. 
Not only because cities are home to around 75% of the EU’s population 
and responsible for a large part of its energy consumption and green-
house gas (GHG) emissions, but also because they are leaders in climate 
innovation and the place where citizens engage in climate action. As 
Frans Timmermans, Executive Vice-President of the Commission for 
the EGD, put it, cities “will have a huge role to play in the fundamental 
transformation that the Green Deal is to drive in our society”.3 This vol-
ume explores the current window of opportunity for systemic change, 
and how the EU is stepping up urban governance programmes and 
cooperation with cities to make the most of its Green Deal. By unpack-
ing the core premises of the EGD and the most relevant goals for cities, 
the volume examines how the EGD will support the climate and energy 
transition already underway in cities; and, in turn, how local climate 
action can contribute to and accelerate Europe’s green transformation.

This volume explores 
the current window 
of opportunity for 
systemic change, and 
how the EU is stepping 
up urban governance 
programmes and 
cooperation with cities 
to make the most of its 
Green Deal.

Figure 1. The priority areas and thematic pillars of the European Green Deal 

(Source: EC, 2019a: 3).

2.	 The spec ia l  meet ing of  the 
European Council in July 2020 
concluded that climate action will 
be mainstreamed in policies and 
programmes financed under the 
2021–2027 MFF (€1.074 trillion) 
and NGEU (of which €390bn will 
be disbursed in grants and €360bn 
as loans to member states). Green 
financing will also be given a boost, 
with plans to raise 30% of the 
NGEU budget through green bonds. 
Further, an “overall climate target of 
30% will apply to the total amount 
of expenditure from the MFF and 
NGEU and be reflected in appro-
priate targets in sectoral legislation” 
(EUCO, 2020b).

3.	 https:/ /cor.europa.eu/en/news/
Pages/We-must-act-now-together-.
aspx
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The contributions and needs of cities 

Many European cities are already driving innovation and social engage-
ment for the transition to a carbon-neutral Europe. Together with 
regional governments, cities are responsible for 70% of climate mit-
igation actions and 90% of climate adaptation measures (ICLEI, 
2020), and their carbon reduction targets are often more ambitious 
than those of the EU and member states. The pioneering role of cities 
became clearly manifest in the controversial debate around the EU’s 
2030 Climate Target Plan, which will determine the bloc’s ability to 
deliver on the Paris Agreement and its own 2050 goal. With Nordic 
and western member states wanting a more ambitious target than 
poorer, coal-reliant ones from the east, a compromise was struck at 
the December 2020 Council summit to increase the 2030 emissions 
reduction target to at least 55% (up from 40% compared to 1990). By 
contrast, cities from across the EU managed to rally behind and lobby 
for an increase to at least 60% (Eurocities, 2020). Going a step further, 
58 members of the Eurocities network called on EU institutions “to 
support leading cities aiming to do their part of [the 2030] goal with 
an even higher reduction target of 65%”.4

It came as no surprise, then, that cities from across Europe were among 
the first to welcome and support the EGD. But they have also stressed 
that more knowledge, improved capabilities and adequate financial 
resources are needed at the local scale to develop faster and better ter-
ritory-based solutions to the climate emergency. Top-down governance 
approaches alone will not achieve the desired transformation. Many of 
the risks and impacts of climate change are place-specific and require tai-
lored, bottom-up responses that address the specific vulnerabilities and 
opportunities of local jurisdictions and their populations. Further, mitiga-
tion and adaptation measures cannot function as stand-alone policies, 
but need to be integrated with other territorial and urban development 
issues, most of which fall within local governments’ competencies, such 
as energy, transport, construction, water, waste and public space. Local 
and regional authorities implement 70% of EU legislation, they handle 
one-third of public spending, manage two-thirds of public investment 
and provide numerous direct services to their inhabitants (Mannheim 
Message, 2020). Rather than being side-lined to the position of mere 
rule takers, it is vital that they are given a proactive role in the policy 
elaboration and implementation of the EU’s sustainability strategy.

Throughout 2020, cities, their networks and other platforms that rep-
resent local authorities organised information and advocacy campaigns 
to ensure that there is solid understanding of local needs, interests and 
opportunities in the policymaking and implementation of the EGD and 
related recovery programmes. In June, the European Committee of the 
Regions (CoR) created the Green Deal Going Local working group5 to 
place cities and regions at the core of the EGD and ensure that both 
the EGD and recovery plan “translate into tangible projects and direct 
funding for local and regional authorities” (CoR, 2020). In October, 39 
local leaders from across Europe launched the Mannheim Message at 
the 9th European Conference on Sustainable Cities and Towns, in which 
they committed to developing “local green deals” with their communi-
ties (Mannheim Message, 2020). Yet, the Message also stresses that to 
effectively localise the EGD, cities “cannot remain purely implementation 

Cities from across 
Europe were among 
the first to welcome 
and support the EGD. 
But they have also 
stressed that more 
knowledge, improved 
capabilities and 
adequate financial 
resources are needed 
at the local scale.

4.	 https://eurocities.eu/wp-content/
uploads/2020/10/C40-x-Eurocities-
Open-Letter-FINAL.pdf. According 
to experts, 65% is the minimum 
to keep the 1.5°C goal of the Paris 
Agreement within reach (Wilson et 
al., 2020).

5.	 https://cor.europa.eu/es/engage/
Pages/green-deal.aspx

https://eurocities.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/C40-x-Eurocities-Open-Letter-FINAL.pdf
https://eurocities.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/C40-x-Eurocities-Open-Letter-FINAL.pdf
https://eurocities.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/C40-x-Eurocities-Open-Letter-FINAL.pdf
https://cor.europa.eu/es/engage/Pages/green-deal.aspx
https://cor.europa.eu/es/engage/Pages/green-deal.aspx
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partners, but need to be part of the process of defining regulatory, fiscal 
and financial frameworks at all levels” (ibid.). The latter issue has also 
been taken up by major and capital European cities lobbying EU institu-
tions to give local authorities direct access to the 2021–2027 MFF and 
programmes to be rolled out under the EGD and NGEU, as well as for 
the EU to mandate member states to better engage cities in the design 
of national post-COVID-19 recovery plans.6 

The EU’s responses

Over the past two decades, the EU has progressively stepped up its 
support for urban climate action, signalling its recognition of the impor-
tance of cities in this area. However, to take full advantage of cities’ 
potential for the achievement of the EGD, the EU and member states 
need to create more effective multi-level governance mechanisms that 
foster horizontal integration and ensure the coordination and alignment 
of priorities across the EU, national, regional and local governments. 
Strengthening interlinkages and synergies, as well as identifying bar-
riers to cooperation, will be vital to achieving the EGD and its holistic, 
cross-cutting ambitions. This will also require the EU’s urban governance 
policy to be strengthened and an integrated approach developed that 
moves beyond treating urban policy simply as an aspect of cohesion and 
regional development policy, or as a thematic area of research and inno-
vation programmes. 

The von der Leyen Commission has begun to take steps in this direc-
tion. The newly created Mission Area for Climate-Neutral and Smart 
Cities,7 which is fully anchored in the EGD, approaches urban climate 
action as an integral part of the EU’s broader sustainability policy. In 
particular, the Mission aims to enhance cities’ role as accelerators of 
Europe’s green transition by acting as laboratories for experimenta-
tion and innovation. The Mission Board has recommended that the 
Commission should “support, promote and showcase 100 European 
cities in their systemic transformation towards climate neutrality by 
2030 and make these cities into experimentation and innovation hubs 
for all cities, thus leading on the European Green Deal” (Gronkiewicz-
Waltz et al., 2020: 7). The proposal, which will be implemented in 
the framework of the H2020 European Green Deal Call, also recom-
mends formalising multi-level and co-creation processes in a “climate 
city contract” that would ideally be signed by the city government, 
the Commission and the respective national or regional authorities.8 
Among other things, the purpose of this contract would be to “coor-
dinate the national/regional and EU authorities to deliver the necessary 
legal, governance and financial framework conditions to support each 
city” and to “create a one-stop shop for multi-level negotiations to 
facilitate city action for the transition” (Gronkiewicz-Waltz et al., 2020: 
12). While fostering the co-creation of new knowledge and solutions 
across different scales of government, the programme will enable cities 
to increase the EU’s climate ambition for 2030 and beyond, a core goal 
of the EGD (see Figure 1).

The EU is also creating a range of other programmes and updating 
existing ones to provide better technical and policy support to cities in 
the EGD framework and foster closer cooperation between cities and 

Over the past two 
decades, the EU 
has progressively 
stepped up its support 
for urban climate 
action, signalling its 
recognition of the 
importance of cities in 
this area.

6.	 In February 2020, the mayors of 
34 major and capital cities signed a 
letter to the EU institutions asking 
for direct access to the forthcoming 
EGD funds (https://budapest.hu/
sites/english/Lapok/2020/eu-lobby.
aspx). In October, nine leading 
mayors asked for at least 10% of 
the recovery funds to be opened 
up directly to local governments 
(https://eurocities.eu/wp-content/
uploads/2020/10/202010-Letter-
from-European-Mayors-on-the-
EU%E2%80%99s-Recovery-and-
Resilience-Facility.pdf).

7.	 https://ec.europa.eu/info/horizon-
europe/missions-horizon-europe/
climate-neutral-and-smart-cities_en

8.	 See: https://ec.europa.eu/com-
miss ion/presscorner /deta i l /en/
ip_20_1669. Consortia can apply 
for up to €53 million. Only one con-
sortium will be selected, which will 
be tasked with the responsibility of 
designing the one-stop shop multi-
level governance platform and the 
Climate-Neutral City Contract in 
close collaboration with the cities 
and Commission.  

https://budapest.hu/sites/english/Lapok/2020/eu-lobby.aspx
https://budapest.hu/sites/english/Lapok/2020/eu-lobby.aspx
https://budapest.hu/sites/english/Lapok/2020/eu-lobby.aspx
https://ec.europa.eu/info/horizon-europe/missions-horizon-europe/climate-neutral-and-smart-cities_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/horizon-europe/missions-horizon-europe/climate-neutral-and-smart-cities_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/horizon-europe/missions-horizon-europe/climate-neutral-and-smart-cities_en
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_1669
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_1669
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_1669
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European institutions. The proposed European Urban Initiative – Post 
2020 (EU, 2019), which is to implement the Urban Agenda for the EU 
and create a stronger link to EU policies (especially cohesion policy), will 
support urban action for the EGD through capacity building, support for 
innovative actions and policy development. In 2021, the EU Covenant of 
Mayors for Climate and Energy, the EU’s flagship programme for urban 
climate action, will be reformed to broaden its expertise beyond the 
focus on the energy transition by, for example, offering guidance to sig-
natory cities in other priority areas of the EGD. Further, to complement 
the Covenant’s specialisation, the Commission launched the Green City 
Accord (coordinated by Eurocities, ICLEI Europe and CEMR) in October 
2020,9 which will assist cities in other areas of the EGD, including 
improving air and water quality, conserving nature and biodiversity, and 
making progress towards the circular economy. 

Finally, the EU is strengthening science-policy collaborations at city scale 
to respond more effectively to complex global challenges, especially cli-
mate-related ones (see Acuto et al., 2018). Until recently this happened 
mainly through research and innovation programmes like H2020 (now 
Horizon Europe). In 2019, the creation of the Cities Science Initiative at 
the Commission’s Joint Research Centre10 further bolstered the capacity 
of science and research to help address urban challenges in Europe by 
supporting evidence-informed local policymaking. The knowledge net-
works established around these city-science interfaces will be vital for 
developing the cutting-edge technology and social innovations the EGD’s 
goals depend on, as well as for accelerating the uptake of scientific 
urban information by local policymakers and practitioners. 

The urban dimension of the EGD

Urban governance and development issues cut transversally across all 
priority areas of the EGD (see Figure 1). Some of the sectoral EGD action 
plans launched over the course of 2020 explicitly address the urban 
dimension and its opportunities and challenges and formulate how cities 
will be engaged and supported. So far, the plans with the most prom-
ising and advanced opportunities for engaging cities are the Circular 
Economy Action Plan, the Biodiversity Strategy for 2030, the Farm to 
Fork Strategy and the Renovation Wave. 

With the circular economy being one of the main building blocks of the 
EGD objective of decoupling economic growth from non-renewable 
resource use, cities will receive important support in this area. The Circular 
Economy Action Plan launched in March 2020 recognises that many cities 
are already working in this direction and foresees the setup of a Circular 
Cities and Regions Initiative that will help local governments develop cir-
cular economy plans and fund demonstration projects.11 Jointly launched 
in May, in the midst of Europe’s first COVID-19 crisis, the Biodiversity and 
Farm to Fork (F2F) strategies are mutually reinforcing and at the centre of 
the EU’s green recovery plan. Aimed at protecting nature and reversing 
the degradation of ecosystems, the Biodiversity Strategy has made actions 
for greening cities and reversing the loss of urban green spaces one of its 
focal areas (EC, 2020a). The importance granted to urban areas is partly 
a response of the COVID-19 lockdowns and social-distancing measures, 
which have highlighted the value of green space for citizens’ physical and 

Urban governance and 
development issues 
cut transversally across 
all priority areas of the 
EGD.

9.	 https://ec.europa.eu/environment/
topics/urban-environment/green-
city-accord_en

10.	 h t t p s : / / e c . e u r o p a . e u / j r c /
communities/en/community/city-
science-initiative

11.	 https://ec.europa.eu/info/research-
and- innovat ion/research-area/
environment/circular-economy/circu-
lar-cities-and-regions-initiative_en
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mental well-being. Similarly, the F2F Strategy underlines how the pandemic 
demonstrated the urgent need for a comprehensive approach to food sus-
tainability and a more resilient food system (EC, 2020b). It mentions cities 
as key actors in promoting healthy and sustainable diets in institutional 
catering (e.g. in schools and hospitals), educating citizens on healthy nutri-
tion, sustainable food production and reducing food waste, as well as in 
strengthening urban–rural linkages with their surrounding areas to develop 
sustainable farming and food systems.

In 2021, the EU will revise all of its climate and energy legislation to 
make it fit for the new 2030 emissions reduction target of 55%. An 
important step towards the new goal was taken in October 2020, with 
the launch of the “Renovation Wave for Europe – Greening our build-
ings, creating jobs, improving lives” (EC, 2020c). As the title indicates, 
the programme goes beyond the energy efficient renovation of Europe’s 
building stock.12 It has also been singled out as a way to kick-start the 
post-COVID-19 recovery of the construction sector and to reduce energy 
poverty in the crisis by supporting the poor with more energy-efficient 
housing. With all three of these issues and developments most affect-
ing cities, the programme represents an important boost to the urban 
dimension of the EGD and its energy pillar. 

At the same time, the broader EGD roadmap for the energy transition 
still fails to adequately address the urban scale. The same goes for 
its vision for the mobility transition. While the roadmap for the “EU 
Strategy for Sustainable and Smart Mobility” (DG MOVE, 2020) – being 
drafted by the Directorate-General for Mobility and Transport (DG 
MOVE) at the time of writing – mentions urban mobility, the theme is 
underdeveloped. This volume addresses omissions and opportunities in 
both these areas of the EGD. 

2. Structure of the volume

The volume is divided into three parts. The first unpacks the urban 
aspects of some of the key premises of the EGD. It analyses the role of 
cities in the developmental paradigm shift underpinning the EGD; the 
challenge of creating systemic change in urban areas; and the question 
of how the transition to a climate-neutral, competitive and inclusive 
economy will be financed at city level. Part two zooms in on two central 
EGD pillars that are of particular importance to the urban transition: 
energy and mobility. Part three examines the centrality of cities for 
achieving an inclusive and just transition. The final section outlines how 
city diplomacy can (and already is) reinforcing the EU’s influence as a 
global climate leader, and places the EU and European cities’ efforts 
in the context of the global climate governance ecosystem that has 
emerged since the Paris Agreement.  

I. Towards a deal with cities 

A primary premise of the EGD is that rethinking climate policy as a com-
prehensive sustainable growth strategy can bring about the developmental 
paradigm shift necessary to secure Europe’s future. The first part of the vol-
ume examines the urban dimension of this planned transformation. 

The broader EGD 
roadmap for the 
energy transition still 
fails to adequately 
address the urban 
scale. The same goes 
for its vision for the 
mobility transition.

12.	 Currently, around 75% of Europe’s 
building stock is energy inefficient 
(EC, 2020c).
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Expanding on the issues raised in this introduction around strengthen-
ing multi-level governance mechanisms to improve the support for and 
engagement of cities in the EGD, Sonia De Gregorio Hurtado explores 
how the integration of city-specific approaches into the programmes of 
the NGEU and MFF 2021–2027 could help achieve the desired changes. 
Climate action in European cities is so advanced, she argues, that with 
the right support it could turn the EU’s upgraded ambitions into a reality 
in the medium term. Further, the chapter examines how cities can pro-
mote the “new European humanism” that underpins the EGD’s vision 
of holistic and all-encompassing transformation by delivering change 
at a human scale in local communities; directly reaching out to citizens; 
raising awareness; fostering engagement; and providing arenas for con-
sensus building. 

At the same time, the EGD’s transformative promises do not easily 
translate into concrete local action. Focusing on the local delivery of 
the energy transition, Vanesa Castán Broto critically analyses the 
dominant ideas of change embedded in the EGD and their limita-
tions when applied to concrete urban contexts. The EGD is a project 
in process, with one foot held back by old political and bureaucratic 
constraints and one stepping towards the still not fully fleshed-out 
future agenda. As such, it contains several contradictions but also 
opportunities. Many of its premises and goals lack innovation and 
merely continue existing policies, such as through the EGD’s framing 
as a “growth strategy”. That said, the EGD’s transformative language 
and holistic vision also presents opportunities for negotiating a radical-
ly new political project of sustainable socioeconomic reform. Moving 
forward with this project, Castán Broto emphasises that it is misleading 
to view local governments as “mediating agents” that can implement 
the desired change in the short term. Urban change is necessarily long 
term. Urban interventions have to tackle the heterogeneity of city infra-
structures and life, are often incomplete, and are open to contestation 
and reversal. Viewed from this perspective, Castán Broto sees the 
unfinished nature of the EGD as a blessing in disguise that will allow 
policies to adapt to changing conditions. 

The final chapter of this section turns to the key question of how the 
envisaged transition will be financed at city level. EU-level financing is 
one of the key sources of climate finance for European cities. Priscilla 
Negreiros and Angela Falconer provide an overview of the financial 
pillar of the EGD – the Sustainable Europe Investment Plan (SEIP) – and 
how it will affect funding opportunities for urban climate infrastructure 
and projects. With EGD financing and delivery mechanisms largely based 
on existing EU funding channels, the chapter provides updated infor-
mation on the three main sources of climate funding for cities through 
European Commission funds, the European Investment Bank, and 
European Structural and Investment Funds. While there is still no full pic-
ture of the funding opportunities that will be available to cities, overall 
funding for urban climate action is bound to increase. More informa-
tion is needed to understand whether this upgrade will be sufficient to 
address cities’ needs and put them on track for the 2050 target. Looking 
beyond the numbers, the authors argue that enabling cities to contrib-
ute to the EGD is not only about stepping up funding, but crucially also 
about removing barriers to local government access to EU funds, includ-
ing regulatory, budgetary, political and practical barriers.

The EGD is a project 
in process, with 
one foot held back 
by old political 
and bureaucratic 
constraints and one 
stepping towards the 
still not fully fleshed-
out future agenda.
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II. Key pillars of the urban green transition: energy and mobility 

The EGD’s goals of delivering a clean energy and sustainable trans-
port transition are two areas where cities can and already are 
making a real contribution. Europe’s urban areas are major contrib-
utors to the EU’s energy consumption and are responsible for 23% 
of the EU’s GHG emissions from transport (EEA, 2019).13 However, as 
mentioned above, the EGD so far fails to fully address and build on 
these opportunities. The chapters in this section examine these gaps 
in the EGD’s energy and mobility policymaking and explore how they 
can be tackled.

In a wide-ranging critique of the underlying premises and targets of 
the EGD, Peter Droege argues that the EU has to move more boldly 
and quickly towards a distributed and renewable energy system that 
is focused on cities and founded on new technologies and community 
benefits. While the Renovation Wave’s push for energy-efficient retro-
fitting and smart innovation in buildings is important, it is not enough. 
For Droege, the EU needs to go “beyond green, beyond the deal”. Most 
vital of all, he argues, is to nurture a negative-carbon society (NCS) – a 
strategy that is essential to lowering the quantities of GHG emissions in 
the atmosphere, but that is currently absent from the EGD. The chap-
ter calls for a revised EGD that would do well to adopt a “regenerative 
European policy protocol” promoting the complete shift towards renew-
able energy by concentrating on individual and collective innovation 
across cities, and the creation of an urban-focused NCS. Such a shift 
would depend on reforming and opening up urban and regional energy 
markets in ways that make energy and energy technology embedded 
parts of cities and communities, rather than an external supply system 
or imported commodity. While this scenario is still far from mainstream, 
European cities are among the most dynamic agents driving it through 
transformative energy policy and societal action. This leading role of cit-
ies should be reflected in the energy plans and legislation the EU will roll 
out in 2021. 

Emilia Smeds and Clemence Cavoli address the limited consider-
ation of the urban context in the EGD’s priorities for future mobility. 
They emphasise that this omission is surprising, given that emissions 
from urban road transport make up a substantial share of emissions 
from the European transport sector, and that in many cities urban 
mobility transitions are not on track to achieve the 2050 target. A 
possible reason is that EU policy and actions in the field of urban 
mobility have always been restricted by the subsidiarity principle. 
Given these restrictions, the Commission has in fact developed an 
expanding array of urban “soft” policy instruments such as funding 
programmes and guidance documents. Building on existing instru-
ments, the authors provide policy recommendations for how the 
EU could step up support for cities by creating the right framework 
conditions for the development of local “transition pathways” to 
sustainable urban mobility. More broadly, they raise the need for the 
Commission to give greater importance to urban mobility as a policy 
area, and to rethink the subsidiarity principle in the face of the cli-
mate emergency. The diffuse and interconnected nature of climate 
change requires stronger support for local authorities from the EU and 
a coherent multi-level governance system for urban mobility.  

13.	 Transport accounts for a quarter of 
the EU’s total GHG emissions (EC, 
2019b).
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III. Cities for an inclusive and just transition 

The broader policy objectives of the EGD for an inclusive and just transi-
tion are to be achieved through the EU Climate Pact14 and Just Transition 
Mechanism.15 Part three explores how these instruments will depend on 
closer cooperation with cities for their effectiveness.

Launched in December 2020, the EU Climate Pact invites people, com-
munities and organisations to participate in building a greener Europe by 
learning about climate change, sharing knowledge and developing and 
scaling up solutions. However, getting people to back the EGD will be a 
challenge, as the European public is deeply divided (Oroschakoff, 2020). 
At one end are those increasingly concerned about climate change who 
are pressing for more ambitious climate policies, including the grow-
ing number of green voters (Pearce, 2019) and youth movements like 
Fridays for Future. At the other are workers, companies and regions that 
fear the reconfiguration or destruction of the carbon-intensive jobs and 
industries they depend on. To ensure inclusion and societal cohesion 
throughout Europe’s green transition, change and innovation need to 
be carefully managed in dialogue with citizens and in specific local con-
texts. In her chapter on the EU Climate Pact, Irene García discusses how 
cities can help mediate these conflicts. As leaders in climate action with 
extensive experience in deliberative and participatory processes, local 
governments are well-positioned to launch climate dialogues with a wide 
range of stakeholders and facilitate the formulation of joint solutions. 
Written before the launch of the EU Climate Pact, the chapter analyses 
the EU’s political motivations for creating the initiative and the public 
consultation process that fed into its design. Building on these insights, 
García argues that giving cities a greater role in the future elaboration of 
the Pact would enable the EU to better address the concerns and ideas 
of Europeans expressed in the consultation process and move closer to 
the goal of engaging a broad range of citizens and stakeholders. Since 
the launch of the Pact in December 2020, one way for local authorities 
to become engaged is as “Climate Pact Ambassadors”. The CoR, which 
represents local and regional interests in the Pact, has described this role 
as a chance “to provide periodical feedback on the effectiveness of EU 
policies on the ground and promote vertical integration.”16

The ambition of an inclusive EGD is closely related to the aim of a just 
transition that leaves no one behind. The EGD follows from a series of 
similar high-profile agendas to balance economic growth with environ-
mental preservation and social equity. Most of these have had mixed 
results and their promises of a more just and healthier world pale 
against the backdrop of continued rising GHG emissions and worsening 
social inequality. Sceptics have dismissed the EGD as being no different 
(Varoufakis & Adler, 2020). Providing a more optimistic outlook, James 
J. T. Connolly views the EGD as a potential catalyst for a European wel-
fare state that makes climate justice an essential part of ensuring health 
and wellbeing. However, he argues that to deliver on its transformative 
ambitions, the EU needs to learn from the mistakes and misdirection 
of past agendas and develop an urban climate justice perspective. As it 
stands, the EGD’s Just Transition Mechanism (JTM) offers only a narrow 
slice of climate justice. Its limited focus on supporting carbon-intensive 
regions fails to address a whole range of other climate justice issues 
(from housing to health and economic insecurity), many of which are 
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14.	 https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/
eu-climate-action/pact_en

15.	 https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/
priorities-2019-2024/european-
green-deal/actions-being-taken-eu/
just-transition-mechanism_en

16.	 https://cor.europa.eu/es/engage/
Pages/European-Climate-Pact.aspx 

https://cor.europa.eu/es/engage/Pages/European-Climate-Pact.aspx
https://cor.europa.eu/es/engage/Pages/European-Climate-Pact.aspx
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concentrated in cities and exacerbated by the impacts of the COVID-19 
crisis. In addition, and more fundamentally, the problem with the JTM 
is that a socially just green transition cannot be secured with a single 
policy instrument, but needs to be a guiding principle in the design 
and implementation of all policies. For Connolly, an EGD that is socially 
just would above all build on three climate justice principles: it would 
establish combined social and ecological goals that avoid unintended 
negative consequences for vulnerable populations; it would attend first 
and foremost to the needs and risks of the vulnerable; and it would 
work with and through cities, which – he argues – is the most effective 
way to approach the EGD’s goals while respecting the preceding two 
principles.

IV. The EU as global climate leader 

The EGD is testimony to the EU’s ambitions to be a global climate leader. 
Its roadmap announces that the Commission aims to “develop a stronger 
‘green deal diplomacy’ focused on convincing and supporting others to 
take on their share of promoting sustainable development” (EC, 2019a: 
20). While member states are mentioned as partners in this endeavour, 
cities and local governments are left out. This overlooks the fact that 
European cities are often champions of climate diplomacy. They have 
collaborated in global networks for over three decades to meet and raise 
climate targets. The EU would waste much potential if it failed to develop 
a strategy for engaging cities actively in its Green Deal diplomacy. 

In more indirect ways, the EU already builds on the achievements of 
European cities in transnational climate networks by opening up some 
of its urban climate programmes to cities in third countries. As Xira 
Ruiz Campillo shows in her chapter, the EU Covenant of Mayors for 
Energy and Climate (CoM), which the Commission created in 2008 and 
which is today one of the most successful networks of transnational 
climate governance, is exemplary in this regard and can provide les-
sons on how to better involve cities in the EU’s Green Deal diplomacy. 
The chapter traces how the CoM’s evolution has been aligned over 
the years with the development of regional and global climate negoti-
ations and targets, such as the EU’s 2020 climate and energy package 
and the Paris Agreement.17 The CoM is an example of how the EU has 
invested in local climate action to support both EU and international 
climate agreements. Further, with the CoM’s signatories including cities 
in third countries, it has become a multilevel governance mechanism 
that functions not only to share good practices across Europe, but also 
with Europe’s partners around the world. The global reach of the CoM 
was reinforced by its merger with the Compact of Mayors in 2015, 
which resulted in the creation of the Global Covenant of Mayors for 
Climate and Energy, for which the EU has provided strategic direction. 
Ruiz Campillo emphasises how, by giving cities room for flexibility and 
experimentation, the CoM has fostered local-level climate action that 
enriches and complements established national and regional approach-
es. Through the CoM, cities have become key advocates for the EU’s 
global climate leadership. To enhance the benefits of the CoM and relat-
ed urban climate programmes for the EU’s Green Deal diplomacy, the EU 
would do well to give them a more central and formal role in the EGD’s 
strategy for global cooperation. 
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17.	 With the EU’s new 2030 climate tar-
get adopted in December 2020, the 
programme is bound to undergo 
another update in 2021 (see above).  
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The increasing contribution of European cities to the EU’s climate 
leadership has also evolved in the context of a changing global gov-
ernance ecosystem for climate action. This new ecosystem took 
shape around the 2015 Paris Agreement. It pushes global efforts to 
address climate change into new territory that is about much more 
than intergovernmental negotiations. It is made up of a sprawling 
array of institutions and governance platforms that are centred on 
the UNFCCC but involve a wide range of actors, including local and 
regional governments, businesses and civil society groups. In his chap-
ter, Charles Roger explains this new climate governance ecosystem, 
the place of the EGD within it, and analyses how it will condition 
the activities of the EU and European cities moving forward. In many 
ways, the Paris ecosystem emerged in reaction to the perceived gover-
nance gap after the failed negotiations at Kyoto, which created room 
for non-state and sub-state actors to take leadership and experiment 
with new approaches. The novelty of the new constellation of actors 
lies not only in the processes and structures that account for their 
coming together. It has also provoked a paradigm shift from negoti-
ation to “implementation mode” in global climate governance. The 
EGD forms part of this shift toward action. According to Roger, the 
new implementation phase presents both challenges and opportuni-
ties. Among them, the Paris pledge-and-review system is particularly 
relevant for the EU and European cities in the EGD framework and 
beyond. They should ensure that it is effective and provides maximum 
leverage for non-state actors to put pressure on states and refine the 
interplay of institutions in the Paris ecosystem in ways that support 
successful local implementation initiatives and their upscaling. Cities’ 
on-the-ground expertise will also help develop new implementation 
approaches to improve compliance with the Paris commitments and 
their upgrading. 

References

Acuto, M., Seto, K., Parnell, S., Contestabile, M., Allen, A., Attia, S.,  
Bai, X., Batty, M., Bettencourt, L., Birch, E., Bulkeley, H., Cardama, 
M., Ebikeme, C., Elmqvist, T., Elsheshtawy, Y., Kickbusch, I., Lwasa, S., 
McCann, J., McCarney, P., McPhearson, T., Patel, S., Pelling, M., Revi, A., 
Sampson, R., Satterthwaite, D., Sennett, R., Tyler, N., Zhu, Y.   “Science 
and the Future of Cities: Report on the global state of urban science-pol-
icy interface”. Report of the International Expert Panel on Science and 
the Future of Cities. London and Melbourne, 2018 (online). [Accessed 
on 19.12.2020]: https://www.nature.com/documents/Science_and_the_
future_of_cites.pdf

CoR - Committee of the Regions. “The European Green Deal is Going 
Local”. Press Release. 16 June, 2020 (online). [Accessed on 19.12.2020]: 
https://cor.europa.eu/en/news/Pages/The-European-Green-Deal-is-Going-
Local-.aspx

DG MOVE - Directorate-General for Mobility and Transport. “Commu-
nication from the Commission on the EU Strategy for Sustainable and 
Smart Mobility”. DG MOVE, Ref. Ares(2020)3438177 - 01/07/2020. 
Brussels: European Commission, 2020. [Accessed on 19.12.2020]: file:///
Users/hannah/Downloads/090166e5d0ffbcec.pdf

The increasing 
contribution of 
European cities to the 
EU’s climate leadership 
has evolved in the 
context of a changing 
global governance 
ecosystem for climate 
action.

https://www.nature.com/documents/Science_and_the_future_of_cites.pdf
https://www.nature.com/documents/Science_and_the_future_of_cites.pdf
https://cor.europa.eu/en/news/Pages/The-European-Green-Deal-is-Going-Local-.aspx
https://cor.europa.eu/en/news/Pages/The-European-Green-Deal-is-Going-Local-.aspx
file:///Users/hannah/Downloads/090166e5d0ffbcec.pdf
file:///Users/hannah/Downloads/090166e5d0ffbcec.pdf


INTRODUCTION

22
2021•80•

EC -  European Commiss ion.  The European Green Dea l . 
Communication From The Commission To The European Parliament, 
The European Council, The Council, The European Economic And 
Social Committee And The Committee Of The Regions, Brussels, 
COM(2019) 640 final, 2019a (online). [Accessed on 09.11.2020]: 
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/european-green-deal-commu-
nication_en.pdf

EC – European Commission. Sustainable mobility. The European Green 
Deal. European Commission, December 2019b. (online). [Accessed on 
12.12.2020]: https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/10
45f83c-1d88-11ea-95ab-01aa75ed71a1

EC – European Commission. EU Biodiversity Strategy for 2030. Bringing 
nature back into our lives. Brussels, COM(2020) 380 final, 2020a 
(online). [Accessed on 19.12.2020]: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.
html?uri=cellar:a3c806a6-9ab3-11ea-9d2d-01aa75ed71a1.0012.02/
DOC_1&format=PDF

EC – European Commission. Farm to Fork Strategy. For a fair, healthy 
and environmentally-friendly food system. Brussels, 2020b (online). 
[Accessed on 19.12.2020]: https://ec.europa.eu/food/sites/food/files/
safety/docs/f2f_action-plan_2020_strategy-info_en.pdf

EC – European Commission. A Renovation Wave for Europe 
– Greening our buildings, creating jobs, improving lives. Brussels, 
COM(2020) 662 f ina l ,  2020c (onl ine) .  [Accessed on 20 
September 2020]: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=-
ce l la r :0638aa1d-0f02-11eb-bc07-01aa75ed71a1.0003.02/
DOC_1&format=PDF

European Environment Agency - EEA. Air Quality in Europe – 2019 
report. Report No 10/2019, EEA, 2019 (online). [Accessed on 
19.12.2020]: https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/air-quality-in-eu-
rope-2019

EU - European Union. Explanatory Memo: European Urban Initiative – 
Post 2020. Article 104(5) CPR Proposal and Article 10 ERDF/CF Proposal. 
European Union, 2019 (online). [Accessed on 19.12. 2020]: https://
ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docgener/brochure/explanato-
ry_memo_eui_post_2020_en.pdf

EUCO - European Council. “European Council meeting (10 and 11 
December 2020) – Conclusions”. European Council, EUCO 22/20, 
CO EUR 16, CONCL 8, Brussels, 11 December, 2020a. (online). 
[Accessed on 19.12.2020]: https://www.consil ium.europa.eu/
media/47296/1011-12-20-euco-conclusions-en.pdf?fbclid=IwAR0M-
lzPg-H6kSqzRin9VKbC7zXmJ8S02JH_dLRAmGv5GUEN6FS3Np11Z-
RFQ

EUCO - European Council. “Special meeting of the European Council 
(17, 18, 19, 20 and 21 July 2020) – Conclusions”. European Council, 
EUCO 10/20, CO EUR 8, CONCL 4, Brussels, 21 July, 2020b. (online). 
[Accessed on 19.12.2020]: https://www.consilium.europa.eu/
media/45109/210720-euco-final-conclusions-en.pdf

https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/european-green-deal-communication_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/european-green-deal-communication_en.pdf
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/1045f83c-1d88-11ea-95ab-01aa75ed71a1
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/1045f83c-1d88-11ea-95ab-01aa75ed71a1
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:a3c806a6-9ab3-11ea-9d2d-01aa75ed71a1.0012.02/DOC_1&format=PDF
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:a3c806a6-9ab3-11ea-9d2d-01aa75ed71a1.0012.02/DOC_1&format=PDF
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:a3c806a6-9ab3-11ea-9d2d-01aa75ed71a1.0012.02/DOC_1&format=PDF
https://ec.europa.eu/food/sites/food/files/safety/docs/f2f_action-plan_2020_strategy-info_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/food/sites/food/files/safety/docs/f2f_action-plan_2020_strategy-info_en.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:0638aa1d-0f02-11eb-bc07-01aa75ed71a1.0003.02/DOC_1&format=PDF
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:0638aa1d-0f02-11eb-bc07-01aa75ed71a1.0003.02/DOC_1&format=PDF
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:0638aa1d-0f02-11eb-bc07-01aa75ed71a1.0003.02/DOC_1&format=PDF
https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/air-quality-in-europe-2019
https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/air-quality-in-europe-2019
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docgener/brochure/explanatory_memo_eui_post_2020_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docgener/brochure/explanatory_memo_eui_post_2020_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docgener/brochure/explanatory_memo_eui_post_2020_en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/47296/1011-12-20-euco-conclusions-en.pdf?fbclid=IwAR0MlzPg-H6kSqzRin9VKbC7zXmJ8S02JH_dLRAmGv5GUEN6FS3Np11ZRFQ
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/47296/1011-12-20-euco-conclusions-en.pdf?fbclid=IwAR0MlzPg-H6kSqzRin9VKbC7zXmJ8S02JH_dLRAmGv5GUEN6FS3Np11ZRFQ
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/47296/1011-12-20-euco-conclusions-en.pdf?fbclid=IwAR0MlzPg-H6kSqzRin9VKbC7zXmJ8S02JH_dLRAmGv5GUEN6FS3Np11ZRFQ
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/47296/1011-12-20-euco-conclusions-en.pdf?fbclid=IwAR0MlzPg-H6kSqzRin9VKbC7zXmJ8S02JH_dLRAmGv5GUEN6FS3Np11ZRFQ
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/45109/210720-euco-final-conclusions-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/45109/210720-euco-final-conclusions-en.pdf


23
HANNAH ABDULLAH

2021•80•

Eurocities. “EU climate leadership: 60% emission reduction by 2030.” 
7 December, 2020 (online). [Accessed on 19.12.2020]: https://
eurocities.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/EU-2030-target-revision_
December-2020_final.pdf

Gronkiewicz-Waltz, H., Larsson, A., Lisa Boni, A.L., Krogh Andersen, 
K., Ferrao, P., Forest, E., Jordan, R., Lenz, B., Lumbreras, J., Nicolaides, 
C., Reiter, J., Russ, M., Sulling, A., Termont, D., Vassilakou, M. 
“Proposed Mission: 100 Climate-Neutral Cities by 2030 – by and for 
the Citizens”. Report of the Mission Board for climate-neutral and smart 
cities. Directorate-General for Research and Innovation Clean Planet, 
European Commission, 2020 (online). [Accessed on 16.12.2020]: https://
op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/bc7e46c2-fed6-11ea-
b44f-01aa75ed71a1/language-en/format-PDF/source-160480388

ICLEI – Local Governments for Sustainability. “ICLEI backs calls encourag-
ing EU leaders to agree on the most ambitious 2030 climate target”, 14 
October, 2020 (online). [Accessed on 17.12.2020]: https://iclei-europe.
org/news/?c=search&uid=kVGPvZac

Mannheim Message. Local Green Deals for a carbon neutral, sustain-
able and inclusive Europe, 2020 (online). [Accessed on 17.12.2020]: 
https://conferences.sustainablecities.eu/fileadmin/user_upload/_temp_/
Mannheim2020/Message/Mannheim-Message.pdf

Oroschakoff, K. “The politics of the Green Deal. The 5 labors of Ursula 
von der Leyen”, Politico EU, 27 October, 2020 (online). [Accessed on 
17.12.2020]: https://www.politico.eu/article/chapter-two-the-politics-of-
the-green-deal/

Pearce, N. “The irresistible rise of Europe’s Greens”, Financial Times, 23 
July, 2019 (online). [Accessed on 17.12.2020]: https://www.ft.com/con-
tent/a535ed94-aa30-11e9-90e9-fc4b9d9528b4

Varoufakis, Y. & Adler, D. “The EU’s green deal is a colossal exercise in 
greenwashing”. The Guardian, 7 February, 2020 (online). [Accessed on 
02.11.2020]: https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/feb/07/
eu-green-deal-greenwash-ursula-von-der-leyen-climate

Wilson, R., Gidden, M., Hare, B., Pearson, P. “European Union 2030 
emissions reduction target needs to be brought into line with the Paris 
Agreement 1.5°C limit”, Climate Analytica Briefing, 9 December, 2020 
(online). [Accessed on 19.12.2020]: https://climateanalytics.org/media/
eu_1p5ndc_dec2020.pdf

https://eurocities.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/EU-2030-target-revision_December-2020_final.pdf
https://eurocities.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/EU-2030-target-revision_December-2020_final.pdf
https://eurocities.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/EU-2030-target-revision_December-2020_final.pdf
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/bc7e46c2-fed6-11ea-b44f-01aa75ed71a1/language-en/format-PDF/source-160480388
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/bc7e46c2-fed6-11ea-b44f-01aa75ed71a1/language-en/format-PDF/source-160480388
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/bc7e46c2-fed6-11ea-b44f-01aa75ed71a1/language-en/format-PDF/source-160480388
https://iclei-europe.org/news/?c=search&uid=kVGPvZac
https://iclei-europe.org/news/?c=search&uid=kVGPvZac
https://conferences.sustainablecities.eu/fileadmin/user_upload/_temp_/Mannheim2020/Message/Mannheim-Message.pdf
https://conferences.sustainablecities.eu/fileadmin/user_upload/_temp_/Mannheim2020/Message/Mannheim-Message.pdf
https://www.politico.eu/article/chapter-two-the-politics-of-the-green-deal/
https://www.politico.eu/article/chapter-two-the-politics-of-the-green-deal/
https://www.ft.com/content/a535ed94-aa30-11e9-90e9-fc4b9d9528b4
https://www.ft.com/content/a535ed94-aa30-11e9-90e9-fc4b9d9528b4
https://climateanalytics.org/media/eu_1p5ndc_dec2020.pdf
https://climateanalytics.org/media/eu_1p5ndc_dec2020.pdf



