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Supporting the EU Mission “Climate 
Neutral and Smart Cities”

• As part of the Horizon Europe programme, the EU has 
launched a Mission “100 Climate-Neutral and Smart 
Cities by 2030”

• The objectives of the Mission are to achieve 100 climate-
neutral and smart European cities by 2030 and to ensure 
that these cities act as experimentation and innovation 
hubs to enable all European cities to follow suit by 
2050

• NetZeroCities is the platform to support the Mission. It 
will help Europe in its ambition to achieve climate neutrality 
by providing cities with world-class expertise and 
services tailored to their needs

https://ec.europa.eu/info/research-and-innovation/funding/funding-opportunities/funding-programmes-and-open-calls/horizon-europe/eu-missions-horizon-europe/climate-neutral-and-smart-cities_en#:~:text=EU%20missions%20are%20commitments%20to,ensuring%20soil%20health%20and%20food.
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Our Mission Objectives

Develop an approach to support climate-

neutral transformation in cities

Help cities build capabilities and ways of working 

to advance systemic change using innovation

Forge a platform for cities to use for all services 

& expertise critical to climate neutrality

Facilitate a pipeline of cities accelerating

towards climate neutrality
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Support from NetZeroCities
1. Mission Platform – organise and make accessible to all cities

available tools, resources, expertise, capabilities
• Mission Portal
• City Advisors

2. The Climate Transition Map

3. Climate-neutral City Contracts – multi-level government
collaboration tool and instrument for building agency and
resources
• Mission Action Plan
• Capital & Investment Plan

4. NZC City Pilots – up to 30 cities to receive funding for
innovation-focused projects
• Climate neutrality ambition and Mission alignment
• Twinning programme to engage and help more cities
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Mission Platform 
NZC & the Mission Platform
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City Advisors 

12 City Advisors supporting 
the 112 Mission Cities and the 
Pilot Cities 
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The Climate Transition Map
A systemic approach to 

accelerating decarbonisation

• This journey is iterative.

• Learning is crucial to accelerate 
progress and impact.

• (Co-)creating and testing to refine 
strategies and plans is the only way to 
discover the way forward when options 
are not clear.

• Getting to climate-neutrality will require 
both, quick wins and experimentation
to refine and evolve strategies towards 
the full decarbonisation needed.
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Climate City Contract

One process with three interlinked 
components: Commitments, Actions, 
and Investments
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NZC Pilot Cities
What is the NZC Pilot Cities Programme?

• A two-year, cascading grant funded programme, financed 
under Horizon 2020.

• Supported by the NZC Mission Platform

• Portfolio of ‘Pilot Cities’ testing various pathways to 
accelerated decarbonisation

• Targeting key identified city emissions domains and 
deploying R&I solutions in concert with multiple levers of 
change and multiple stakeholders.

• €32M for approximately 30 grants.

Approx.

• 12 x €1.5M

• 10 x €1.0M

• 8 x €0.5M
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Needs, Drivers, Barriers
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Five key areas

• Policy & governance

• Implementation practices

• Culture, social innovation & 
participation

• Finance & business models

• Strategic learngin

Figure 1: Diagram showing how working towards neutrality 

means working across urban physical, social, economic and 

organizational systems (adapted from DarkMatterLabs, NZC 

consortium presentation, Feb. 2022)
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Following this approach, climate goals are designated in specific

 

city departments, which collaborate and operate in an integrated 

way. According to the responses to the EoI, only 12% of the cities 

believe that their staff 

i

s suf fici

e

nt l y t rained and ski l led t o desi gn and 

implement climate neutral policies at a cross-sectoral level and in all 

sectors relevant to climate neutrality. Hence, this also raises a need 

to build capacity for an integrated way of working.

Beside sectoral silos, the lack of coordination is also a problem 

between administrative levels. Cities clearly state that they need 

more support from the national level and that the lack of enabling 

national regulatory frameworks is a barrier to climate action. 

According to cities’ perspective, there are two critical issues: not only 

is there a lack of coherence between national and local policies, but 

also national policies are considered not tailored enough to the local 

context. As a result, some national policies tend to be confli

c

t ing 

with the goal of emissions reduction and require signific

a

nt  ef for

t

 

and time to be implemented. This aspect is particularly highlighted 

by cities with large and strategic national infrastructure within their 

territory, such as a harbour. For example, Rotterdam has the largest 

seaport in Europe, accountable for around 15% of the total carbon 

emissions of the Netherlands (Port of Rotterdam, 2021), and with an 

administration that goes beyond the local authority.  

More specific

a

l ly , national policies also set limitations which make 

it diffic

u

l t to imp l eme nt  speci fic 

i

ntervent i ons or rest r ict the space of 

action for municipalities. For example, fis

c

al  regul at ions mi ght  not  

xxxxxxx

“The time between the 

fir

s

t  idea,  launchi ng the 

procurement process, 

choosing the private 

company that will do the 

project for you, and fin

a

l ly 

fin

i

shi ng the pr oj ect  can 

take 5-10 years.” 

(City of Pau) 

Figure 5: Findings from the focus group meeting on urban 

governance with focus on Climate City Contracts

Lack of coordination 

between administrative 

levels
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This chapter is structured around fiv

e

 key ar eas that  we r e hi ghl ight ed by the consul ted ci ties as 

critical in terms of the barriers they are facing and what they need to accelerate their climate action. 

1) Policy and governance, with a focus on how cities are thinking about the Climate City Contracts, 

a key element of the Mission. 2) Implementation practices cities are currently leading with an 

emphasis on the various city systems that play a crucial role in the transition (i.e. mobility, energy 

systems, built environment, circular economy, nature-based solutions). 3) Culture, social innovation 

and participation and the whole-of-society approach they need to take. 4) Finance and business 

models, understanding what type of support cities need to develop investment plans and leverage 

fin

a

nci ng.  5) Strategic learning, which refers both to the importance of peer-to-peer learning and 

what cities need to measure, evaluate and learn from the work they are doing on the ground.  

In each section we are presenting the key insights that were identifie

d

 thr ough the focus gr oups,  

a preliminary analysis of the key data from the Mission Call for Expression of Interest, along with 

examples of initiatives cities are currently implementing on the ground. The city examples are meant to 

showcase the ambition and breadth of work that is taking place in cities across the region and provide 

a better understanding of the nuances that the NetZeroCities project partners and urban practitioners 

in general need to understand to better support cities in their ambitious journey towards climate 

neutrality. 

3   Assessment Outcomes

Figure 4: Findings from the focus group meeting on built 

environment and systemic innovation

D13.1. City’s Needs, Drivers and Barriers
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achieve positive results. Many cities presented diffe

r

ent  examp l es 

of initiatives aiming at involving citizens and stakeholders in the 

process. The city of Niš has set up a commission for price change 

approval involving citizens; in this way, it has managed to avoid 

people opting out of the district heating network; in addition, there 

are now citizens’ representatives on the advisory board of the 

district heating company whose role is to approve price changes. 

Valencia arranged an energy round table gathering 22 private, 

public, academia, civil society and media organisations to set up 

a commission and discuss the implementation of a district heating 

network.

“It will take a lot of time 

to make all houses and 

buildings carbon neutral, 

especially for central district 

heating.” (Rotterdam) 

Built environment 

The building sector is critical to reach climate neutrality and all cities 

involved in the consultation process agreed that this is a priority. 

According to an estimation about the breakdown of the carbon 

emission within the municipality borders, the city of The Hague 

explained that around 40% depends on housing, while transport is 

accountable only for about 20%. However, all the cities consider the 

mission of climate neutrality very challenging in the building sector, 

due to the diffic

u

l ties in achi evi ng tangi bl e resul ts in the shor t-ter m.  

Carbon neutrality in buildings inevitably refers to the materials, 

construction and the energy use of the buildings. In this sense it 

is closely linked with the energy sector (considering for instance 

the use of renewable energy and carbon storage), and the domain 

of circular economy the materials. Once again, cities identifie

d

 as 

crucial the collaboration between departments, especially planning 

Figure 6: Findings from the focus group meeting on 

energy systems

Collaboration and 

integration within differ ent  

sectors

Need for more citizens 

engagement

D13.1. City’s Needs, Drivers and Barriers

towards Climate Neutrality

This project has received funding from the H2020 Research and Innovation Programme 

under the grant agreement n°101036519.
24



This project has received funding from the H2020 Research and Innovation Programme under grant agreement n°101036519.

conventionally overlooked groups in the process. While they are 

able to reach some specific

 

gr oups mo r e than ot her s,  ther e ar e 

some groups eventually left out of the process. In this sense, cities 

consider themselves still in the process of learning how to engage all 

groups. 

This lack of capacity also extends to making innovative connections 

between various pathways. For instance, on how to combine the 

collaborative approach, which gathers input on climate investment 

from both citizen and stakeholder dialogues, with the actual 

investment planning process, as it requires advanced knowledge 

on the topic. In this way, cities are looking to expand their expertise 

and capacity on advancing the fin

d

i ngs uncover ed thr ough thei r 

participatory processes.

There is consensus that participating in the Mission inevitably 

requires the need to go deeper in co-creation processes at 

diffe

r

ent  level s.  In thi s sense,  they requi re addi tional  tool s and 

methods, as well as guidance on implementing these processes. 

Cities suggested that the Mission Platform should provide specific

 

guidance on involving the most vulnerable as well as methods to 

deal with confli

c

t ing gr oups in or der  to pr omo t e heal thy di al ogue and 

collaboration.

The Mission Platform should help cities in raising awareness among 

citizens about the benefit

s

 of  demo cr at ic engageme nt . Some  ci ties 

indicated that it would be useful to have an overview of the diffe

r

ent  

typologies of deliberative democracy and citizen engagement 

approaches. Case studies and dialogue about best practices can 

“Capacity is a very big 

issue. We had to negotiate 

hard to receive budget to 

procure the engagement 

process for updating the 

new Climate Action Plan.”  

(Athens)

“Each project is diffe

r

ent , 

with diffe

r

ent  wo r ki ng 

dynamics, taking into 

account collective and 

individual interests. You 

need more synergies and 

multi-disciplinary teams.” 

(Barcelona)

Figure 7: Findings from the focus group meeting on 

stakeholder engagement
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Case study: Île-de-France - Participatory Budget

The Île-de-France administrative region, centred on the city of 

Paris, launched the fir

s

t  Ecology- and Solidarity-based Participatory 

Budget in 2020. The project is part of a more ambitious regional 

programme to mobilise the ecological transformation of the region by 

2024, and it has a EUR 500 million budget allocated for a fiv

e

- year  

period. All the residents of the region over the age of 15 (including 

anyone studying or working in the area) are entitled to partake and 

contribute to citizens-based initiatives for the future of the region. 

Participants can promote or support a project within fiv

e

 di ffer

e

nt  

domains: Food, biodiversity and green spaces; Cycling and clean 

mobility; Cleanliness, waste prevention and management, the 

circular economy; Renewable energies and energy effic

i

ency;  and 

Environmental health. The programme’s budget will be allocated 

according to two categories: local projects (up to EUR 10,000) and 

large projects (up to EUR 300,000).

Case study: Gothenburg - Climate Partnership

The city of Gothenburg has set up the Gothenburg Climate 

Partnership, which is a long-term, active collaboration between 

the business community in the Gothenburg region and the City 

of Gothenburg to reduce its carbon footprint. Being part of the 

partnership offe

r

s ma ny benef its

 

f or compa ni es,  like col l abor ati on 

opportunities, marketing of their climate actions, access to key actors 

within the city, and support to implement sustainability projects. 

Additionally, the city has developed a Strategic Business Programme 

which is the city’s common roadmap for creating better conditions for 

entrepreneurship in the city and which includes environmental and 

climate aspects.

Figure 9: Findings from the focus group meeting funding, 

fin

a

nce and par tner shi ps
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approach to urban development, with a variety of interventions 

aimed at reducing carbon emissions. First of all, allowing access 

to essential services by using a low impact mode of transportation 

reduces the need for private cars. Second, making everyday 

services available within 15 minutes is a way to promote selective 

densific

a

t ion of  nei ghbour hoods,  reduci ng land devel opme nt  and 

rethinking the use of urban spaces in a more creative way. This 

aspect also implies working on the optimisation of existing buildings 

and facilities, avoiding emissions linked to the construction of new 

ones. Interesting examples are the programmes of ‘open courtyards’, 

‘Rues aux écoles’ (school streets), as well as various initiatives 

dedicated to promote sport and culture in outdoor public spaces.

This new model is expected to provide positive impacts on 

sustainability and quality of life, in particular on physical and mental 

health, circular economy, citizens’ engagement, and last but not 

least, the creation of green jobs and new economic activities. 

However, the city of Paris is still struggling to adequately measure 

and monitor the expected positive impacts. Making use of effe

c

t ive 

methodologies and tools could contribute to accelerating the 

transition towards climate neutrality and this renewed urban model.

Figure 10: Findings from the focus group meeting on Co-

benefit

s

 and Na t ur e- Ba sed Sol ut ions
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insights, data, and decisions from a multitude of departments and teams. Often this is done in a 

native language (not English). It is key that any surveys, questionnaires, etc. which the NZC portal 

expects city representatives to complete is provided in a form that is easily translated into native 

languages. Both internal and external collaboration (with other partners and cites) has been a 

challenge for many cities. Hence, the platform needs to pay additional attention to alleviating these 

barriers. Cities expressed interest to use this platform also as an internal communication tool which 

can be used for storytelling and scenario-making. It is hence essential that the platform is easy to 

use and visually appealing to encourage more users within cities.

The focus group survey also uncovered insights into the purpose of using such a platform. More 

than 50% of the cities indicated that they would access it for informational content and member 

networking. It is also clear that cities are eager to learn and support one another by exchanging 

knowledge and experiences, and this platform can help facilitate this collaboration.

Cities already spend a great deal of time and resources on a pre-existing set of online platforms 

(e.g. Civitas, ClimateView, CDP/ICLEI, Covenant of Mayors). It is hence important the NZC portal 

does not ask them to duplicate their effo

r

ts but  inst ead seaml essl y al igns wi th exi st ing pl at for ms  by 

re-using them via Application Programming Interfaces (APIs) and other means. 

Figure 8: Findings from the focus group meeting on the 

NZC portal design
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