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Abstract

In the face of the looming climate crisis, the European Union has launched the EU Mission for
“100 Climate Neutral and Smart Cities”, setting cities on a trajectory to climate neutrality by
2030. The governance of such climate neutrality transitions by and in city bureaucracies has
not been comprehensively documented yet. This thesis hence presents a qualitative, exploratory
investigation of how municipal public administrations govern urban transitions to climate
neutrality, and which administrative capacities they need and develop to this end. Relevant civil
servants in the mission cities were initially identified through online desk research. Semi-
structured exploratory interviews were then conducted with respectively one interviewee from
19 different European cities. This thesis presents comprehensive qualitative descriptions of
salient governance and implementation challenges; cities " adopted governance structures and
instruments including used ICT artifacts, cities’ administrative capacity needs and availability;
and cities’ capacity building and monitoring measures around urban climate neutrality
transitions. A summary of the interviewed civil servants’ provisional assessment of the EU
Mission and its impact is further presented. This contribution can aid researchers and
practitioners alike in establishing a factful understanding of the urban administrative viewpoint
on climate neutrality transitions and provide an analytic entry point for subsequent theory-
building research in this domain.



1 Introduction

In the face of looming anthropogenic climate change and its likely severe impact on
global environmental, social, and economic systems, recent years have seen new impetus
around climate action worldwide. As the consequences of inaction seem to draw ever
closer, the international community commitment in the 2015 Paris Agreement (UNFCCC
n.d.) to limit anthropogenic global warming to 2°C compared to pre-industrial levels.
Despite this newfound urgency, the way forward is not self-evident. Turning these high-
level commitments into more than mere lip service, calls for tangible and truly efficacious
climate action, that reliably transcends policymaking and engenders material change
throughout the complex multi-level systems of states, economies, and societies.
Anthropogenic climate change, however, constitutes “the ultimate wicked issue” (Pollitt
2016, p. 1), characterized by complex multi-level, multi-sector, multi-dimensional effects
with probabilistic causal linkages and impacts that appear far away, both in space and
time (Pollitt 2015). For policymakers and managers in bureaucracies alike, such situations
are characterized by volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity (VUCA) which
makes decision-making challenging (Bennett and Lemoine 2014).

As crucibles of horizontal and vertical institutionalization, a central role in tackling this
transition hence falls to cities and urban environments. In the EU, cities account for 75%
of both citizens and CO> emissions (European Commission n.d.a; Fong et al. 2021). As
hubs of economy, mobility, housing, infrastructure, and human existence at large, they
can be arenas of tangible transformation, and are hence likely to act as lynchpins for
overcoming collective action problems and realising large-scale systematic change. This
salient role is recognized in many European cities, as can be seen by the prevalence of
climate-related city peer networks such Climate Alliance, the Covenant of Mayors,
Eurocities and innovation partnerships such as Climate-KIC. Today, 78% of cities in the
Eurostat ‘Urban Audit’ have autonomous emission reduction targets, with 25% aiming to
attain climate neutrality (Salvia et al. 2021). Climate neutrality is the mainstream
objective of climate change mitigation as favoured by the EU and UN (European
Commission n.d.b; UNFCCC 2021); While it is a concept in flux, it generally denotes a
nominal state of balanced emission accounts, wherein greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions
are reduced as far as possible, and any unavoidable surplus emissions are ‘offset’, €.g.,
through investments in carbon sinks such as reforestation or emission reduction elsewhere
(Huovila et al. 2022; Wu et al. 2022). The EU committed to attaining climate neutrality
by 2050, as set forth | European Green Deal strategy (2019) and codified in the more
recent European Climate Law (2021). While strong ideational commitment can
undoubtedly be observed among many cities (Reckien et al. 2018; Salvia et al. 2021),
local governments and municipal public administrations are now faced with the wicked



problem of spearheading the implementation of this systemic climate neutrality transition
process within their cities, within current policy horizons ranging from as soon as 2030
to 2050.

As the European Union seeks to strategically set trajectories for the future of Europe it
has increasingly adopted mission-driven policy making — a move that originates in the
seminal policy manifesto on “Mission-Oriented Research & Innovation in the European
Union” (Directorate-General for Research and Innovation (European Commission) and
Mazzucato 2018). In September 2021 the EU has launched five EU Missions within the
Horizon Europe research and innovation program, one of which is to create “100 climate-
neutral and smart cities by 2030 (European Commission n.d.a, n.d.c)!, in an attempt to
facilitate the transition to and transformation into? a system with net-zero greenhouse gas
(GHG) emissions.

A total of 377 cities from all 27 EU member states and nine associated counties submitted
Expressions of Interest for the EU Cities Mission (European Commission n.d.a). The
European Commission subsequently conducted a multi-step selection process, based on
the size, typology, diversity, and ambition of applicant cities (European Union 2021). The
selection of the 100 participating cities was eventually published in April 2022, including
at least one city from each of the 27 EU member states as well as 12 additional cities from
Horizon Europe associated countries® (here: mission cities) (Directorate-General for
Research and Innovation (European Commission) 2022; European Commission 2022).
Through their participation, each of these 112 cities has committed to achieving the
mission target of climate neutrality by 2030. Currently, the cities are working on their so-
called “Climate City Contracts”; Besides a 2030 climate neutrality action plan and a 2030
climate neutrality investment plan, these documents include a legally non-binding
‘contract’, intended to codify the commitment to the mission goal among a consortium of
local co-signatories; including, besides the municipality, local companies, universities,
hospitals, and other organizations. The establishment of Transition Teams and the
alignment of especially structural aspects of local municipal governance systems are
likely to be among the first tangible artifacts developed in participating cities following
the mission launch in 2021. The EU further offers guidance to participating cities though
content on the mission platform, a one-stop-shop online portal operated by NetZeroCitizes

1 Judging by project documents and websites there does not seem to be a consistently used, official name
for this mission beyond stating its goal in quotation marks. To enhance the readability of this thesis,
it is hereafter referred to as EU Cities Mission or Cities Mission, in line with NetZeroCities’
abbreviation (Prieto n.d.a).

2 As explained by Holscher et al. (2018), the terms transformation and transition are favoured in different
academic circles of sustainability research for related and overlapping concepts. Barring grammatical
differences and unless noted otherwise, they are used interchangeably in this thesis.

3 Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Iceland, Israel, Montenegro, Norway, Turkey, United Kingdom



(NZC) as well as through advice by mission advisors (Directorate-General for Research
and Innovation (European Commission) 2021).

1.1 Research problem and questions

The goal of attaining climate neutrality by 2030 is an ambitious one. Whether this goal is
practically attainable is, arguably, highly uncertain; Ex-ante, it seems likely that not all
112 participating cities will. A pivotal role will fall to municipal public bureaucracies; In
their purview lies, based on the EU Cities Missions’ mandate, the day-to-day
implementation, governance and enabling of the transformation process (Directorate-
General for Research and Innovation (European Commission) 2021). While academic
literature discusses climate change mitigation policy at length, these realities within the
public administration have largely remained unstudied until recently. On the one hand,
factors exogenous to public bureaucracies such as political shifts, changing policy
agendas, various multi-level coordination issues, external shocks, the distribution of
limited resource, and much more could disrupt governance and constrain capacity, and
thus need to be coped with by the mission cities. On the other hand, cities’ effectiveness
in this task has many dependencies within the public administration — In this thesis, | want
to focus on two of the foremost, which have emerged, among other literature, in NZC’s
recent focus-group based exploratory research report on climate neutrality transition
needs, drivers and barriers among 64 mission cities (Liakou et al. 2022):

Firstly, the role of the employed administrative governance configuration, including the
chosen governance structures, instruments, and strategies. | define administrative
governance as institutionalized regimes of organizational collaboration, control, and
decision-making, employed by and in local-level public bureaucracies to steer the local
economy and society toward the transition to climate neutrality (derived from
Anguelovski and Carmin 2011; Hill and Lynn 2004; Lynn Jr et al. 2001; Peters et al.
2022). Governance issues are among the most critical barriers identified by mission cities;
First and foremost, the fragmentation of responsibilities within the administration into
‘silos’ and the lack of adequate coordination mechanisms hinders climate mainstreaming
and complicates the alignment of climate policy, objectives, tools, and indicators within
city administrations (Liakou et al. 2022, sec. 3.1). Of the 377 applicant cities to the
Mission, 47% highlighted this fragmentation of responsibilities within the municipality
as a barrier (p. 12). The impact of lacking multi-level coordination and policy coherence
is equally highlighted. While these insights are intriguing, the study’s wide scope and
predominantly applied aims limited its reflexivity and depth. In this thesis | hence aim for
a more focused evaluation, validation, and updating of the mission cities governance
needs and barriers is required, asking:



e RQ 1.1: Which (if any) are the main challenges that public administrations in
mission cities face in governing and implementing the climate neutrality
transition?

The Mission Implementation Plan (Directorate-General for Research and Innovation
(European Commission) 2021) indeed denotes “innovative city governance models” (p.
16) a core building block of the mission, emphasizing their importance for dissolving
silos and fostering trust, legitimacy and inclusiveness. The specifics, however, are up to
the cities: While the installation of a Transition Team for the creation of the CCCs is
recommended by NZC, any fundamental changes to and impact within the factual
governance practices are likely to be determined and enacted autonomously and locally
within the participating cities. It is therefore crucial to empirically explore the diversity
of starting administrative governance configuration that de-facto exist in cities in this
early stage of the CN transition, and to the ways in which cities amend their governance
practices in favour of advancing climate neutrality:

e RQ 1.2: Which (if any) administrative governance structures, instruments, and
strategies are public administrations in mission city adopting in pursuit of CN, and
why were they chosen?

An aspect of note in both questions is the role and significance of the smart city
dimension, which, while the term made it into the title of the mission, remains ambiguous.
The EU’s Info Kit for the creation of the Climate City Contract does not mention the term
at all* and there are no dedicated mission goals for smartness in the sense of ICT use
(European Union 2021).

Secondly, this thesis seeks to identify the of city-level administrative capacity needed for
the transition to climate neutrality. For the time being, organizational capacity can be
understood as the sum of resources, processes (capabilities), and skills (competences) an
organization needs to effectively act on its objectives (Bryan 2011; Pifia and Avellaneda
2017; Vincent 2008; see section 3.2.3). Throughout the report, various capacity
shortcomings were mentioned as a barrier to governance and coordination, planning for
energy and circular economy systems, emission monitoring and measurement and
analysis, the organization of participation processes, interdisciplinary strategic learning,
and more (Liakou et al. 2022). Tellingly, out of the 377 applicant cities to the Mission,
45% identified “insufficient administrative and/or operational capacity” (p. 17) and 68%
“lack of funding/financing schemes” (p. 17) as barriers to their climate neutrality
transition. Furthermore only “12% of the cities believe that their staff is sufficiently

4 Aside from its occurrence in the mission title.



trained and skilled to design and implement climate neutral policies at a cross-sectoral
level” (p. 18). While “[a]ccelerating and spreading knowledge and capacity” (Directorate-
General for Research and Innovation (European Commission) 2021, p. 16) is an aim of
the Cities Mission, capacity building measures proposed in the Implementation Plan seem
to focus on peer-learning, knowledge sharing and joint action between cities; this seeming
emphasis on ‘soft’ measures, aimed at supplementing rather than disrupting existing
organizational routines. The administrative capacity needs of municipal public
administrations for the local climate neutrality transition currently remain opaque,
especially within the Cities Mission cohort. | therefore opted to explore the administrative
capacity requirements and capacity building behaviour of mission cities in this thesis,
asking:

e RQ 2.1: Which administrative capacities do municipal public administrations in
mission cities need for the implementation of the climate neutrality transition and
are they currently available?

e RQ 2.2: How (if at all) are city administrations identifying and building these
capacities, and which factors inhibit or facilitate this process?

Following historical institutionalist theory, the current early phase of the Cities Mission
could further constitute a critical juncture — i.e., a historically disproportionately crucial
moment of institutional plasticity — for inducing these changes. Shortcomings in the
currently emerging, initial configuration in the mission cities‘ bureaucracies, including
governance structures and available capacities, might prove detrimental for medium and
long-term outcomes, as institutional path-dependency might constrain future solution
spaces in the cities (Capoccia 2016; Moulaert et al. 2007; Sorensen 2015). This line of
argument echoes Wittmayer and Loorbach's (2016, sec. 2.3.1) principles for sustainability
transition governance. Based on a 2016 review of transition governance literature, they
postulate that, on the one hand, “the timing of intervention is crucial” (p.5) and, on the
other hand, “managing a complex, adaptive system [such as a city] means using
disequilibria as well as equilibria. Relatively short periods of nonequilibrium therefore
offer opportunities to direct the system in a desirable direction.” (p.18). The initial
governance and capacity configuration might thus engender a vicious cycle, that prevents
the quick scaling of mitigation solutions: On the one hand, recent academic research has
documented that current skill and capacity shortcomings in the mission cities hinder their
ability to advance the climate neutrality transition (Maestosi et al. 2021; Giulia Ulpiani
and Vetters 2023). This aligns with grey-literature research conducted by NetZeroCities
among the mission cities (Heyder et al. 2021; Liakou et al. 2022). The development of
feasible and effective climate action plans, emissions accounting, and the governance of



the transition process depends on the availability of commensurate capacities (Huovila et
al. 2022, Ulpiani et al. 2023). On the other hand, needs-driven and strategically aligned
capacity building actions and strategies are thus potentially hindered by these very
shortcomings in governance and capacity. This makes a credible commitment and quick
progress towards climate neutrality difficult. However, if cities procrastinate too long on
material progress, this could induce undue and half-hearted urgency as the deadline
approaches — a circumstance that has been shown to produce sub-par solutions both in
mission-oriented innovation during the Covid-19 pandemic (Reale 2021). The same has
recently been found for different technical decarbonization pathways in multiple city-
level case studies (Linton et al. 2022). A large-n analysis of city-level climate mitigation
and adaptation policy in Germany further corroborates this suspicion, showing that
todays’ cohort of climate policy frontrunners have changed little since the 1990s, and
have maintained their advantage in part through the path-dependent capacity to
coordinate and cooperate continuously withing international climate networks (Otto et al.
2021). Overall, more research on this intersection is needed to qualify this hunch into a
hypothesis; This thesis therefore investigates:

e RQ 2.3: How (if at all) does mission cities’ administrative capacity facilitate or
inhibit the administrative governance and implementation of the CN transition by
city administrations, and vice versa?

Thirdly, this study, conducted about a year after the formal start of the EU Mission, is a
timely opportunity to gain critical insight into the status quo of the EU Mission for “100
Climate Neutral and Smart Cities by 2030” from the cities’ perspective, and the impact
that joining the mission has had on their local CN transition processes. While the study
of mission-oriented policy making is not chiefly the aim of this thesis, an assessment of
the Mission can provide valuable contextual information; It might aid in the analytical
separation of case-specific observations, from ones that might be valid for city-level CN
transitions more generally. An empirical snapshot of local public servants’ attitudes and
thoughts about the EU Mission about one year into its implementation might further yield
surprising insights that can serve as reference or entry points for future research. | hence
investigate:

e RQ 3: How (if at all) has joining the EU Mission Cities influenced the
implementation and governance of mission cities climate neutrality transition, and
how is it perceived by the civil servants responsible for its implementation?

In sum, in this thesis | investigate the overarching question: How are local public
administrations governing and implementing the climate neutrality transition in their
cities, and which administrative capacities do they need to do so successfully?



Conclusively answering this question will require the collective effort of an entire
research field over the coming years and is naturally out of scope of this study. It therefore
seeks to provisionally address the above research questions for the case of the EU Mission
“100 climate-neutral and smart cities by 2030”.

1.2 Research gap and purpose

In published academic literature, the study of city-level systemic sustainability transitions
has recently a diverse and exponentially accelerating field (Kohler et al. 2019, fig. 1). An
comprehensive and widely drawn-on research agenda for was presented by Kéhler et al.
(2019); However, it makes almost no mention at all of either public administrations or
organizational capacity. The governance of transitions is predominantly discussed in the
context of systems-level paradigms such as Transition Management (Loorbach 2010),
Reflexive Governance (VoR and Bornemann 2011), and Strategic Niche Management
(Kemp et al. 1998). In my view this is reflective of blind stops in the wider research
domain, which might have emerged as the forefront of public governance research has,
for good reason, refocused away from new public management towards multi-stakeholder
governance systems: The internal viewpoint of municipal public administration as
complex organizational actors seems to be underrepresented in recent research. If
considered at all, municipal public administration is considered a unitary black-box
stakeholder among many, or the implementors of policy. Few studies have explicitly
looked at either administrative governance or administrative capacities in the context of
the implementation of city-level sustainability transitions. Furthermore, as the EU Cities
Mission itself is comparatively new, only a small number of academic studies have
researched this case; The ones that have, relied on conceptual desk research (Shabb et al.
2022) or document analysis of mission application documents (Ulpiani et al. 2023; Giulia
Ulpiani and Vetters 2023), local city climate strategy documents (Maestosi et al. 2021;
Salvia et al. 2021, 2022) and climate contracts (Shabb and McCormick 2023). First-hand
data collection among mission city public servants, as used here, could lead to yet
unexplored perspectives on what is likely to be one of the central policy initiatives for
city-level climate neutrality in Europe over the coming years.

In this thesis | intend to address these gaps through qualitative exploratory and descriptive
research; it thus does not pursue a representative view of the situation in European or EU
mission member cities. Instead, | take a semi-inductive, classical qualitative description
approach (Sandelowski 2000) that stays close to the data, provides rich descriptions and
seeks qualitative linkages that can provide points of entry for conceptually narrower
grounded-theory follow-up research. In their research agenda, Wolfram and Frantzeskaki
(2016) identified the need for more such inter-epistemological contributions as well as



the need for comparative, concept-oriented (Jansen 2010), medium-n studies around
sustainability transitions in cities. Fischer and Newig (2016) further call for increased
emphasis on actors and agency in the research domain — advice, which I also heed in this
study. In this thesis | thus present the results of interviews with public servants in 19
mission cities to address the above research questions.

Through the identification of patters in the gathered data, this research ultimately aims to
contribute to theory building, hypothesis generation, and the elicitation of good practices
for climate neutrality transition processes in European municipalities. Given that this
study would deliberately document the early stage of the EU Cities Mission, it could also
provide future researchers with an anchor point for retrospectives on the program’s course
and efficacy. | further hope to support cities in their current push for the transition to
climate neutrality, seen in the EU Cities Mission and beyond. The findings might create
new transparency around shared challenges and prospective solutions within the Mission
City cohort and might thereby induce peer-learning and cooperation among cities. This
potential and the underlying need are indeed reflected in the fact that most interviewees
asked to receive a copy of this thesis once completed.

The rest of this thesis is structured as follows: Chapter 2 outlines e