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I n December 2019, just before the outbreak of the COVID-19 
pandemic, a European Commission communication set out the 
“European Green Deal for the European Union”. The opening 

paragraph recognises that “tackling climate and environmental-re-
lated challenges is this generation’s defining task” (EC, 2019a: 2), 
placing this responsibility at the core of the EU’s new post-2020 
growth strategy. Compared with the EU’s previous economic road-
map, the Europe 2020 strategy (2010–2020), the European Green 
Deal (EGD) introduces an important paradigm shift. While climate 
and sustainability issues were present in the former, they appeared 
as sectoral targets that were frequently in contradiction with the 
overall objective of turning “the EU into a smart, sustainable and 
inclusive economy” (EC, 2010: 7). By contrast, the EGD proposes a 
new holistic strategy that seeks to decouple economic growth from 
the use of resources and achieve carbon neutrality by “mainstreaming 
sustainability in all EU policies” (EC, 2019a: 15).  The Commission has 
presented the new strategy as an opportunity for Europe to under-
take pending structural changes and to become a world leader in 
the circular economy, clean energy and clean technologies. The EGD 
aims to deliver benefits for the environment and biodiversity protec-
tion, health, quality of life, resilience and competitiveness as part of 
an ambitious vision that will require the review of existing policy and 
governance frameworks (including legislative changes) and the com-
mitment of all EU actors.

The paradox of our urban age (Gleeson, 2011) is that European cities 
are at the forefront of the complex and ambitious transformations that 
lie ahead of the EU. Cities not only concentrate some of the major chal-
lenges of our time, they are also the territorial and socioeconomic nodes 
driving the solutions to these very challenges.1 This chapter highlights 
the need to include cities as active stakeholders in the EGD and explores 
the opportunities for strengthening the initiative’s local dimension in the 
post-2020 funding period. 

1.	 European cities are hubs of innova-
tions that concentrate around 70% 
of jobs and generate 85% of the 
EU’s GPD (Futurium, 2020).
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I. City climate transition as an opportunity for the 
EU

At a time of “climate emergency”, the EGD presents a vision of a future 
Europe that establishes a new policy discourse at EU level. It seeks to open 
up a transformational path for the economy in line with environmental 
sustainability. In broader international policy debates this discourse is far 
from new. In the early 1970s, the landmark Club of Rome report The 
Limits to Growth (Meadows et al., 1972) concluded that the dictum of 
economic growth is unsustainable in the long term, unless it is based on 
principles of ecological stability. While the EU has played a leading role 
in global environmental debates (Zito, 2005) and international climate 
politics (Wurzel & Connelly, 2011), its progress towards the holistic vision 
and developmental paradigm shift proposed by the EGD has been slow. 
The long-term reluctance to decouple economic growth from environ-
mental and climate impacts suggests that the EGD’s implementation will 
meet considerable political, economic, societal and industrial obstacles 
and opposition, even if only implicit in many cases. It will also encounter 
administrative and technical limitations that will make path dependency 
one of the main obstacles EU institutions and member states must over-
come (at national, regional and local levels).  

To tackle these challenges, the EU has embarked on a series of initia-
tives. Legislative changes include the European Climate Law of March 
2020. Strategies and action plans have been drawn up, such as the 2030 
Climate Target Plan adopted in December 2020, increasing the EU emis-
sions reduction target for 2030 to 55%, the Circular Economy Action 
Plan presented in March 2020, and the Biodiversity Strategy for 2030. 
Non-legislative initiatives include the European Climate Pact launched 
in December 2020 (see García in this volume). Financing instruments 
have been created, above all the new Just Transition Fund (see Negreiros 
& Falconer in this volume), and investment in advanced research and 
innovation has been promised (35% of the Horizon Europe budget is 
earmarked for projects addressing climate solutions). 

While the EGD’s greater climate ambitions and the intention to intro-
duce a developmental paradigm shift have been widely greeted as good 
news, the initiative’s shortcomings have also been heavily criticised. Most 
relevant to this chapter is the concern that the EGD may evolve into a 
greenwashing tool. This risk is particularly high if the EU fails to redistrib-
ute growth opportunities and foster socioeconomic opportunities for the 
most vulnerable, and continues to undermine its environmental integrity 
by providing support to fossil fuel infrastructure projects and industries 
(Pontecorvo, 2019; Varoufakis & Adler, 2020).

The implementation of the EGD is particularly complex because of the 
programme’s comprehensive approach, which aims to mainstream the 
green transition in all EU policies and address economic, social and envi-
ronmental issues in synergy. Its wide-ranging measures cover policy areas 
from finance to energy production, industry, mobility, construction, pol-
lution, agriculture and biodiversity, among others. 

Around 80% of Europe’s population live in urban areas. Logically then, the 
political agency of cities and the regenerative development of urban envi-
ronments are crucial to achieving the ambitious goals of the von der Leyen 

While the EU has 
played a leading 
role in global 
environmental debates 
and international 
climate politics, its 
progress towards 
the holistic vision 
and developmental 
paradigm shift 
proposed by the EGD 
has been slow.
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Commission (De Gregorio Hurtado, 2020a). Cities are at once “places of 
high concentration of problems and generators of growth” (EC, 2011), 
innovation and social cohesion. On the one hand, they are responsible for 
75% of global energy consumption (UN-Habitat, 2007) and generate about 
70% of GHG emissions as well as other pollutants (Urban Agenda for the 
EU, 2019: 6). Further, their population density, infrastructure, economic 
activity and goods make them highly vulnerable to climate change impacts 
(EC, 2019b: 6). But local governments have also become “climate leaders” 
(Fuhr et al., 2018) since the turn of the century, pioneering the design and 
implementation of innovative climate policies and actions (Reckien et al., 
2018; Eurocities, 2020b). Many European cities have taken a proactive role 
by developing local climate plans and participating in cutting-edge climate 
research projects (e.g. in the context of the EU Horizon 2020 programme). 
Cities like Copenhagen, which has committed to carbon neutrality by 2025 
in the framework of the Carbon Neutral Cities Alliance (CNCA), are setting 
more ambitious climate goals than the EU and member states. 

Notably, urban climate change experimentation has been both technical 
and social in nature (Bulkeley & Castán Broto, 2013). It has not just been 
about delivering route-maps for GHG mitigation, but also about social 
awareness-raising through participation and co-creation processes, as 
well as drawing increasing attention to and mitigating climate change 
impacts on the most vulnerable urban groups and neighbourhoods.  
Because of their role as pioneers, cities are ready to contribute to EU 
progress on climate, sustainability and environmental standards in the 
short-to-medium term. They are also much-needed consensus-building 
arenas as well as territories of experimentation for achieving the EGD’s 
objectives, while supporting delivery on other global sustainability agen-
das (e.g. the 2030 Agenda and the Paris Agreement).

The EU Commission has recognised the importance of cities and their 
governments for reaching the EGD’s objectives. But plans for the con-
crete involvement of cities, as well as EGD multi-level governance 
mechanisms that fully integrate local authorities are still evolving and lack 
ambition. An interesting initiative that recognises the relevance of cities 
for the EU’s climate goals is the newly created Horizon Europe Mission 
Area for Climate-Neutral and Smart Cities, which presented its first com-
prehensive report, “100 Climate-neutral cities by 2030 – by and for the 
Citizens” (Gronkiewicz-Waltz et al., 2020) in September. The report makes 
concrete policy proposals on how to make the most of the EGD (and its 
financing lines, including the Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) and 
the Next Generation EU Recovery and Resilience Facility) by investing in 
the urban climate transition and financing city climate plans. The Mission 
Board proposes to support 100 cities with over 50,000 inhabitants in the 
systematic transformation towards climate-neutrality over the course of the 
next decade.2 The idea is to promote these cities as national and European 
frontrunners in the implementation of the EGD and to gather knowledge 
and experience on effective localisation strategies. The initiative, which will 
foster governance transformation, financial mechanisms to support local 
authorities and the identification of policy gaps, has five key objectives: to 
establish an agenda for the transformation of cities into innovation hubs; 
develop new forms of participative and innovative city governance; develop 
a new economic and financing model for climate action; put in place an 
“integrated urban planning model”; and deploy smart systems and data 
platforms (Gronkiewicz-Walter et al., 2020: 8). 

Plans for the concrete 
involvement of cities, 
as well as EGD multi-
level governance 
mechanisms that 
fully integrate local 
authorities are still 
evolving and lack 
ambition.

2.	 A shortcoming of the proposal is 
the exclusion of smaller cities, which 
are those most in need of support 
to build capacity around climate 
governance and action.
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When examining the role of cities in the EGD, it is important to recall 
that the EGD aims to be more than a programme for Europe’s ecological 
transformation and the construction of a sustainable and resilient econo-
my. In July 2020, David Sassoli, the President of the European Parliament, 
held a series of public events entitled “Ideas for a New World”,3 in which 
he sought to develop new approaches to a post-COVID Europe with 
philosophers, writers, economists and civil society and social leaders. At 
the first event Sassoli described the EGD as an instrument for tackling 
the economic and environmental crisis we currently face. But also, and 
importantly, he presented it as a policy framework that consolidates a 
“new European humanism”, which recognises the intimate interrelations 
between the economy, ecology, social policies and democracy, and which 
can potentially guide Europe into a more sustainable future. This vision 
echoes the writings of the French philosopher Edgar Morin (2011), who 
argues that the environmental question is the key to understanding and 
rethinking the contemporary world. From this perspective, the EGD can 
act as a uniting force at a time when European society and the EU polit-
ical apparatus are characterised by increasing fragmentation, as well as 
an all-encompassing policy instrument through which a more equitable 
Europe and other necessary societal changes can be pursued. 

Cities are crucial to this ambitious vision. The profound political, econom-
ic and societal changes it requires will essentially depend on local-level 
action and the commitment of civil society and other local stakeholders 
to construct a more sustainable Europe through more sustainable urban 
communities. As the closest level of government to citizens, cities have the 
capacity to raise awareness and engagement around the green transition, 
while providing arenas for building consensus around common visions and 
necessary changes in fields such as consumption, mobility, energy use and 
social cohesion. Planned investments in the digital transformation by the 
Next Generation EU (NGEU) recovery fund will be of great importance for 
further enabling citizen and community engagement and monitoring local 
advancements in this regard.  

The active involvement of cities in the holistic transformation the EGD 
envisions provides an opportunity to turn Europe’s green transition from 
a utopia into a reality in the medium term. At the local level, the nec-
essary political, economic and social transformations for the first time 
appear feasible by building on existing knowledge, affordable technol-
ogies, institutional capacities and governance structures, as well as by 
taking advantage of a European urban society that is increasingly con-
cerned with climate and environmental risks.4  

II. Towards a green and just urban recovery post-
COVID

Two months after the announcement of the EGD, when the first steps 
towards its implementation were taken in the framework of the institu-
tional negotiations around the new MFF 2021–2027,5 which had been 
delayed by Brexit, the COVID-19 pandemic and its socioeconomic impact 
radically changed the European policy landscape. It is remarkable that in 
the midst of this crisis and its highly uncertain evolution at EU, national 
and local levels, the EGD has not been side-lined by more immediate and 
urgent concerns. Instead, the programme has been defended as essen-

The active involvement 
of cities in the holistic 
transformation the 
EGD envisions provides 
an opportunity to 
turn Europe’s green 
transition from a utopia 
into a reality in the 
medium term.

3.	 h t t p s : / / e u r o p a r l . e u r o p a . e u /
t h e - p re s i d e n t / e n / n e w s ro o m /
event-6-july-1500--europe-chan-
ging-the-paradigm

4.	 A 2019 Eurobarometer survey 
found that 92% of Europeans agree 
that GHG emissions should be redu-
ced to a minimum to make the 
European economy climate neutral 
by 2050 (EC, 2019b).

5.	 The MFF regulates the annual EU 
budget in terms of allocation of 
resources to specific policy fields 
aligned with EU priorities for seven 
years.  
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tial by different institutional and non-institutional actors. An analysis of 
the vivid policy and media debate during the spring and summer of 2020 
shows a general consensus that the EGD is central to the EU’s capacity 
to tackle the health and socioeconomic impacts of the pandemic. It has 
not only been seen as putting Europe on track for a healthier future, but 
its financing instruments and action plans have also been considered an 
opportunity for a sustainable and just recovery. 

The majority of member states share this vision. In March, the mem-
bers of the European Council made a joint statement highlighting the 
important role of the green transition and the digital transformation in 
the allocation of the NGEU funds to address the socioeconomic crisis.6 In 
April, 17 EU climate and environment ministers circulated an open letter 
in which they declared that the EU’s capacity to manage the impact of 
the pandemic will essentially depend on its ability to bridge the fight 
against COVID-19 with tackling biodiversity loss, the low carbon transi-
tion and climate change. The opposite view had been raised in a debate 
in March, when a group of 37 members of the European Parliament 
(MEPs) asked the Commission to delay the EGD. However, the majority 
of MEPs shared the Council and Commission’s view (EP, 2020: 4).

The commitment of the majority of member states to the EGD, as 
expressed in the open letter by the climate and environment ministers, 
not only demonstrates the intention to align their policies with those of 
the EU on the issue, but also signals a commitment to place the green 
transition at the centre of their national COVID-19 recovery plans. For 
most member states this will require changes to their national energy 
and climate plans (NECPs)7 in the short-to-medium term, as these were 
drafted before the launch of the EGD. 

As mentioned above, the EU has presented a number of plans and instru-
ments to lead Europe out of the health crisis and repair the economic 
and social damage caused. The most important is the NGEU plan, which 
integrates the EU Recovery and Resilience Facility, a sort of “Marshall Plan 
for the EU”, which was proposed by the Commission in May 2020. From 
the very first draft, the plan was devised in a manner that requires recovery 
measures to adhere to the priorities of the EGD. More specifically, along 
with the instruments of the MFF 2021–2027, the NGEU will fund actions in 
the fields of climate and energy. Member states are now under pressure to 
rapidly plan the allocation of the resources that will be available from 2021 
to fund projects advancing the green transition. 

Building on their experience with urban climate action, cities can effectively 
contribute to implementing the climate dimension of the EU recovery plans 
and instruments. The complex, multilevel nature of European governance 
constitutes an opportunity in this context, as it integrates European, nation-
al and sub-national governments (Bache, 2008). The climate initiatives 
implemented by cities in previous and current MFFs, as well as other EU 
instruments that operate at local level, such as the EU’s urban policy, have 
high potential for fostering top-down and bottom-up Europeanisation 
(Kern & Bulkeley, 2009; De Gregorio Hurtado, 2020a). Europeanisation here 
includes not only the impact of EU institutions on member state actions but 
also vice versa. Crucially, these top-down and bottom-up dynamics extend 
to relations between the EU and local authorities and allow for the up-scal-
ing of innovative ideas and policies formulated at the local level.

6.	 https://www.consilium.europa.eu/
media/43076/26-vc-euco-state-
ment-en.pdf

7.	 National energy and climate plans 
(NECPs) are the member states’ 
route-maps to meet the EU’s ener-
gy and climate targets for 2030, 
introduced under the Regulation on 
the governance of the energy union 
and climate action (EU/2018/1999).  
“These plans, along with the legis-
lation for their implementation (e.g. 
The Spanish Government is wor-
king in the Climate Change Act) 
will set the framework in which 
the different actors will have to 
face the decarbonization of the 
economy and the adaptation to cli-
mate change effects in the short 
and medium-term” (De Gregorio 
Hurtado, 2020a).  
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At the same time, European cities have become more Europeanised 
thanks to a long tradition of transnational cooperation to exchange 
knowledge and jointly develop solutions to shared challenges. Some of 
the most effective European city networks have formed around urban 
climate issues. To aid these cooperation structures, the EU Commission 
supported the creation of the European Covenant of Mayors (CoM) in 
2008, which today has 10,198 signatories (Ruiz Campillo in this volume). 
The Europeanisation effect of the CoM has often been described as a 
driver for the construction of local capacity to mitigate and adapt to cli-
mate change in member states (e.g. Croci et al., 2017). There are clear 
indications that national and regional governments’ climate strategies 
could benefit from the knowledge acquired in the CoM framework and 
the experiences of member cities.

Yet, the tensions and fragmentation between member states with 
diverging priorities that emerged in the negotiations around the next 
MFF and NGEU increase the risk of de-Europeanisation. Further, as 
the EGD stresses, “not all Member States, regions and cities start the 
(green) transition from the same point or have the same capacity to 
respond” (EC, 2019a: 16). If not addressed sufficiently, this imbalance 
could worsen disparities and the lack of consensus between and with-
in member states on how the EU should advance towards a just green 
transition. To counter these divisions and support the most vulnerable 
regions, the Commission plans to reinforce the EGD’s Just Transition 
Mechanism, mentioned above, as part of its COVID-19 crisis response. 

Enhancing the role of municipalities in climate action could help 
advance EGD objectives across the EU and overcome the governance 
challenges posed by the risk of de-Europeanisation. National inter-
ests do not determine European cooperation at the local level in the 
same way they do at member state level. Because of their capacity 
and willingness to act in alignment with EU urban and climate pol-
icies, cities and their networks are emerging as much-needed allies 
of EU institutions in achieving the transformation proposed by the 
EGD. The implementation of the EGD and the recovery plan contain 
much room for enhancing collaboration between the Commission and 
cities around climate issues in the post-2020 period. But to mobilise 
cities’ capacity to contribute to EU climate action, EU institutions and 
member states must formally recognise their potential contribution, 
institutionalise it in concrete policy arenas and instruments that will be 
implemented in the years to come and provide cities with the neces-
sary economic resources. 

For the past three decades cities and regions have been demanding 
that EU institutions become more responsive to their needs and inter-
ests and give them a bigger role in decision-making, policy design 
and implementation, and budgeting. To lobby for accelerating this 
change in the context of the EGD, the Committee of the Regions 
(CoR) launched a new “Green Deal Going Local” working group 
in June 2020. The group’s objective is to guarantee that cities (and 
regions) are involved in the definition, implementation and assess-
ment of EGD initiatives that have an urban dimension. Similarly, cities 
and regions have lobbied for more involvement in the 2021–2027 
MFF and NGEU. In May, the CoR, together with various European city 
networks, created the so-called Cohesion Alliance (with more than 

Because of their 
capacity and 
willingness to act in 
alignment with EU 
urban and climate 
policies, cities and 
their networks are 
emerging as much-
needed allies of EU 
institutions in achieving 
the transformation 
proposed by the EGD.
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12,000 signatories) to demand a recovery plan that is fully accessi-
ble to all regions and cities to strengthen the post-2020 Cohesion 
Policy in order to address social, economic and territorial disparities. 
A declaration from July 15th specifically asks for the MMF and recov-
ery plan to “be channelled through a bottom-up approach” and for 
their design to take into account local needs.8 Further, in October, the 
mayors of nine capitals and major European cities9 sent an open let-
ter to the EU institutions,10 urging them to earmark at least 10% of 
the recovery fund for local governments and to mandate that mem-
ber state governments better engage cities in their national recovery 
plans (Missé, 2020). The message of these various lobbying initiatives 
is twofold: on the one hand, cities clearly signal their commitment 
to contribute to the objectives of the EGD and NGEU; on the other, 
they underline their lack of resources and competencies, calling for 
more EU support and engagement in EU decision-making and policy 
design. 

Responding to these calls, at the 2020 Cities Forum11 Elisa Ferreira, 
Commissioner for Cohesion and Reforms, declared that cities would 
have a formal role in the design and implementation of the Cohesion 
Policy for the post-2020 period. But similar promises were made in the 
previous programming period (2014–2020). The intention to engage 
local authorities needs to be translated into concrete policy mecha-
nisms, instruments and legislation at EU level. The Communication 
that announced the EGD took some initial steps in this direction by 
highlighting that the “the urban dimension of Cohesion Policy will 
be strengthened” (EC, 2019a: 23), as well as by recognising the EU 
Covenant of Mayors as “a central force” that the Commission will 
continue to support (ibid.). However, as described above, the urban 
dimension of the EGD and the mechanisms for its implementation in 
a multi-level governance system still need fuller formulation. Further, 
member states need to commit to developing association agreements 
and operational programmes for the 2021–2027 period that give a 
greater role to municipalities in the delivery of the EGD and that are 
in full coordination with NECPs and other relevant sectoral policies 
(urban, social, etc.). Some member states have begun to engage cities 
in designing their post-2020 operational programmes. 

III. Cities as “Green Dealers” for a development 
paradigm shift in the EU

To fully develop the EGD’s urban dimension and build on cities’ expe-
rience in climate governance and action, a number of city-specific 
approaches could be integrated into the instruments and initiatives 
that will formalise the NGEU and MFF 2021–2027. To be effective 
and cohesive, these would need to take into account differences 
between cities across and within member states, allowing for align-
ment between EGD policies and instruments, NECPs, regional and 
local climate plans, and other relevant sectoral policies. Further, they 
should not only focus on cities, but view cities in relation to their 
wider functional areas, adopting the territorial view that is crucial to 
climate policies. This final section details some city-specific initiatives 
that could be particularly effective in supporting the EGD and that in 
many cases build on already-existing programmes:

The intention 
to engage local 
authorities needs to be 
translated into concrete 
policy mechanisms, 
instruments and 
legislation at EU level.

8.	 https://cor.europa.eu/en/engage/
Documents/Cohesion%20Alliance/
Declaration%202.0/COR-2020-
02262-00-03-WEB-TRA-EN.pdf

9.	 Barcelona, Bratislava, Budapest, 
Hannover, Lisbon, Milan, Paris, 
Prague and Warsaw.

10.	 The letter can be read here: 
https://eurocities.eu/wp-content/
uploads/2020/10/202010-Letter-
from-European-Mayors-on-the-
EU%E2%80%99s-Recovery-and-
Resilience-Facility.pdf

11.	 Annual  forum at  which the 
European Commission (represen-
ted by the Directorate-General for 
Regional and Urban Policy, DG 
Regio), member states, regions and 
municipalities jointly discuss urban 
development.
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•	 Critics of the NGEU recovery plan have expressed concerns about 
the difficulties member states will face in allocating funds in a 
responsible and efficient manner, responding to the urgency the sit-
uation requires and complying with EU deadlines. Delays allocating 
structural funds in some countries in the present MFF (2014–2020) 
drew particular attention to this issue during the negotiation of the 
recovery budget.12 Against the backdrop of these debates, munici-
pal governments’ potential to allocate funding from the MFF 
and Green Deal instruments to policy areas that lie within 
their competencies and where they can generate more added 
value is an interesting prospect. Cities have been on the frontline 
of managing the impacts of both climate change and the pandemic. 
They have good knowledge of their citizens’ needs, of the interre-
lated socioeconomic and ecological challenges in their territories, 
and know where action is most needed and where best results can 
be achieved. In most cases, they also have relevant experience in the 
implementation of EU instruments and local climate plans. The direct 
engagement of local authorities in the distribution of EU funds and 
the delivery of sustainable development agendas is supported by the 
recognition of cities as drivers of sustainability and climate mitiga-
tion and adaptation in the 2030 Agenda, the Paris Agreement and 
the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction. 

•	 Cities have proven particularly effective at implementing EU 
programmes that engage with the physical dimension of sus-
tainable urban development. The MFF and NGEU could capitalise 
on this capacity by channelling funding towards urban physical and 
infrastructure transformation programmes, especially in the follow-
ing areas: mobility, waste treatment, energy renovation of residential 
and public buildings, incentives for the creation of local energy com-
munities, the electrification of heating and cooling systems in 
residential and public buildings, the greening of public space to reduce 
heat island effects, biodiversity recovery, and the creation of green cor-
ridors and nature-based solutions. Yet, such projects need to include 
ex-ante conditionality to guarantee the carbon-neutrality ambition is 
met and to ensure coherence with programmes characterised by a 
holistic approach to sustainability (see following bullet point). Many of 
these initiatives could be aligned with the Renovation Wave for Europe 
launched in October 2020 under the EGD,14 which aims to foster ener-
gy efficiency in public and private buildings.

•	 To achieve the EGD’s holistic vision, the urban physical and 
infrastructure transformations mentioned above need to be 
integrated with actions geared towards the social, economic 
and governance dimensions of sustainable urban develop-
ment. The latter have proven to be more difficult for cities to 
address in the framework of comprehensive strategies. Neverthe-
less, the past decade has seen some advances in this area in the 
context of EU urban policy instruments, which stress the need to 
further support holistic sustainable urban development approach-
es. In this regard, the integrated regeneration of vulnerable urban 
neighbourhoods, a pending policy issue in the EU 2014–2020 
framework (De Gregorio Hurtado, 2020b), constitutes a relevant 
field of action. A social Green Deal that leaves no one behind can 
boost transformation, address vulnerabilities and explicitly integrate 
the objective of creating social opportunities for all by working 
in the urban domain.15 Further, cities’ capacity to drive socioeco-

12.	 It is relevant to point out that in 
June 2020, “85% of planned spen-
ding [for the programming period 
2014-2020] has been committed, 
and 41% spent paid out, which is 
slower than in previous periods” 
(Bachtler et al., 2020: 48).  Beyond 
this, there are relevant differences 
between programmes and thema-
tic objectives. For example, climate 
adaptation, an area that is closely 
connected to the green agenda of 
the Recovery Plan, has even lower 
commitment and spending rates 
(ibid.).

13.	 For the EU to reach its 2050 target, 
smaller cities must also be engaged 
in such initiatives over the coming 
years. 

14.	 https://ec.europa.eu/energy/topics/
energy-efficiency/energy-efficient-
buildings/renovation-wave_en

15.	 https://eura.org/8-urban-regenera-
tion/
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nomic transformations in the context of the EGD was addressed 
in a recent Eurocities’ report, The European Green Deal. Delivering 
results for citizens with Europe’s cities (2020a), which showed that 
many European cities are well-positioned to lead local re-skilling and 
upskilling programmes that prepare workers for the green and dig-
ital transition, boost a circular economy and make “strategic use of 
public spending to drive transformation while sustaining social cohe-
sion” (Eurocities, 2020a: 2). Cities are also well-positioned to raise 
awareness around climate change-related issues, fostering citizen 
engagement, participation and co-creation. 

•	 Local institutional and social capacity building (involving all 
relevant actors, including citizens) will be another priori-
ty. Programmes need to be designed that focus on building local 
capacity transversally across different sectors of local government 
and with specific economic resources and personnel. Other urgent 
cross-cutting themes are urban health and equal opportunities (e.g. 
better understanding the gender dimension of policy actions). Such 
programmes should particularly respond to the needs of small cities 
and towns, cities with less capacity (institutional, technical, eco-
nomic, etc.) and those that have little or no experience with holistic 
approaches to climate action and governance.  

•	 Finally, all the measures proposed could be enhanced by aligning 
their climate dimension with the urban dimension of Cohesion 
Policy, under which all member states will allocate at least 6% of their 
European Regional Development Fund expenditure to integrated sus-
tainable urban development (ISUD). Instruments such as the Integrated 
Sustainable Urban Development Strategies, Integrated Territorial invest-
ments (ITI) and Community-led Local Development (CLLD) have great 
potential to create synergies with EU climate policy. If, as announced, the 
Commission reinforces its urban agenda in the new programming peri-
od, this would constitute a promising field of action. There is especially 
fertile ground for creating synergies and fostering cooperation between 
the Directorate-General for Climate Action (DG Clima) and the Director-
ate-General for Regional and Urban Policy (DG Regio).

Closer collaboration with cities would enable the EU to deliver prog-
ress on the decarbonisation of the European economy and other EGD 
objectives in the short-to-medium term. The socioeconomic and envi-
ronmental benefits this would bring in urban and rural areas, along 
with the growing collective awareness of moving towards a greener 
and better future for all, could help overcome remaining resistance to 
a green transition the EU cannot put off any longer.
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