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In response to the severe impacts of climate change, 

the European Union (EU) has set becoming the first 

climate neutral continent as its high-priority goal. The 

European Green Deal was design to steer this tran-

sition, focusing on the adaptation of EU policies to 

reduce net greenhouse gas emissions by at least 55% by 

2030. 

In September 2021, the European Commission (‘Com-

mission’ hereafter) launched five Missions, designed 

to support Europe’s transformation into a greener, 

healthier, and more inclusive and resilient continent. 

The ‘100 Climate Neutral and Smart Cities Mission’ 

(‘EU Cities Mission’ or ‘Mission’ hereafter) is one of 

these five and presents two main objectives: to deliver 

100 climate neutral and smart cities by 2030, and to 

ensure these cities will enable others to follow by act-

ing as innovation and experimentation hubs. 

These objectives are highly ambitious. They require 

joint efforts and crossing silos with an integrated, 

multilevel, and multistakeholder approach. The Com-

mission has recognised that selected cities will need 

financial, legislative, and knowledge support. Accord-

ingly, it has invested in support infrastructures such 

as NetZeroCities, a knowledge platform to facilitate 

exchange between Mission cities, and CapaCITIES, a 

recently launched project to facilitate national support 

to the Mission . Besides, the Commission highlighted 

the crucial role national governments will have to play 

in achieving the Mission’s goals. 

Partnering up with the Dutch Ministry of the Interior 

and Kingdom Relations, and building on the results of 

the 2022 Policy Lab for Germany, the EUKN organised 

this Policy Lab to facilitate an exchange between the 

Netherlands, Germany, and France. These three coun-

tries share similar ambitions in the green transition 

and a long history of cooperation. The event used this 

potential to explore ways of supporting cities to meet 

the Mission’s objectives. 

The three countries used the Policy Lab to report on 

the state of play of their national support structures for 

the EU Cities Mission and to discuss eight key dilem-

mas with the other participants2. Collected prior to the 

event, these dilemmas represent main challenges faced 

by France, Germany, and the Netherlands when setting 

up their support structures for the Mission1. The vis-

ualisation on page 7, produced by the EUKN Secretar-

iat, illustrates the dilemmas and their relations. It was 

used as discussion tool during the Policy Lab.

Introduction

Read more

1 The projects NetZeroCities and CapaCITIES have both received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme. 
The CapaCITIES website is not available yet, but more info on NetZeroCities can be found here: https://netzerocities.eu 
2  Participants of the Policy Labs were representatives from the Dutch Ministry of the Interior and Kingdom Relations, the German Federal Ministry of 
Housing, Urban Development and Building, the French Ministry of Ecological Transition, and the French National Agency for Territorial Cohesion. In addi-
tion, the cities of The Hague and Rotterdam, the Dutch Enterprise Agency (RVO), the Netherlands Organisation for Applied Scientific Research (TNO), and 
the Commission were represented. NetZeroCities was represented by both ICLEI Europe and DarkMatterLabs.
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National Support Structures 
State of Play

The Netherlands 
Saskia Hesselink, Dutch Ministry of 
Interior and Kingdom Relations, 
and Geiske Bouma, TNO 

Twelve Dutch cities applied to be a part of the Mission, 

of which seven were selected . All these twelve cities, 

together with the Dutch Enterprise Agency (RVO) and 

the Ministry of the Interior and Kingdom Relations, 

have been actively expressing the need to see a national 

support structure evolve. TNO, the Dutch Organisation 

for Applied Scientific Research, was contracted by RVO 

and the Dutch Ministry to map where support is need-

ed and how this can be organised. Focusing on three 

perspectives (agenda and activities, governance, and 

coordination), TNO executed an inventory amongst a 

broad range of partners in the Dutch ecosystem to ana-

lyse potential set-ups of the EU Cities Mission support 

structure. Three scenarios were identified: 

• The national government takes the lead. This 

would facilitate the achievement of national tar-

gets, besides those of the Mission, and allow for the 

Mission to be taken beyond the 2030 threshold. 

• Cities take the lead. In this case, support can be 

quickly organised but might not generate the larg-

est possible benefits.

• Independent organisations take the lead. Con-

trarily to the second scenario, this could generate 

largest benefits while, most likely, taking consid-

erable time. 

The ecosystem surrounding a potential national sup-

port structure is rich: the EU Cities Mission platform 

NetZeroCities, CapaCITIES, the JPI Driving Urban 

Transitions (DUT)  initiatives linked to the Mission, 

and RVO on the national level. This means richness of 

resources, but it also challenges the development of a 

national support structure that effectively coordinates 

the different support streams. In response to this chal-

lenge, the upcoming activities will focus on confirming 

goals and objectives, deciding how to start, gaining 

commitment from the national level, and defining a 

clear agenda and activities.

3  The Dutch cities selected for the Mission are Amsterdam, Eindhoven and Helmond, Groningen, Rotterdam, The Hague, and Utrecht. 
 4 Programme of JPI Urban Europe co-funded by the European Union. DUT aims to enable local authorities and municipalities, business, and citizens to 
localise global strategies through research and innovation.
5  The French cities selected for the Mission are Angers Loire Metropole, Bordeaux Metropole, Dunkerque, Grenoble-Alpes Metropole, Lyon, Marseille, 
Nantes Metropole, and Paris. 
 

France
Carole Pourchez, French Ministry of 
Ecological Transition 

A so-called ‘Mirror Group’, originally created to ensure 

the involvement of all French stakeholders in the JPI 

DUT partnership, is now being used as national sup-

port structure5. The group is meant to provide a space 

for exchange between three different target groups 

(researchers, local authorities, and private companies 

involved in urban matters) and it consists of three 

circles: 

• A bureau, composed of representatives of the min-

istries concerned, associated organisations (e.g.  

national agencies on energy, research, territorial 

cohesion) and association of communities.

• An enlarged bureau, composed of French actors 

strongly associated but without any specific roles 

(e.g. Ministry of Culture, representative of the 

French regions in Brussels, National federation of 

urban planning agencies).
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• A stakeholders’ assembly composed of communi-

ties, researchers, and private sector business.

The Mirror Group has two objectives:

• To support those who want to submit applications 

in finding partners to build successful projects, 

• To help identifying blockages and obstacles in the 

development of pilot projects. 

These objectives are pursued in different ways, ranging 

from sharing information through a dedicated online 

platform to organising seminars and thematic work-

shops. Addressed themes were, for instance, smart 

city strategies to achieve carbon neutrality, the role of 

innovations for the carbon transition, as well as new 

governance and citizen involvement. 

The Mirror Group takes into consideration different 

audiences, but more work is needed to effectively coor-

dinate and connect with the EU Cities Mission ecosys-

tem, including NetZeroCities and CapaCITIES. Besides 

exploring these connections, the Mirror Group could 

define thematic foci to increase synergies between the 

three groups, which would in turn contribute to more 

efficiency in achieving the Mission. 

German National Support  
Structures
Dominique Breier, Federal Ministry 
of Housing, Urban Development, 
and Building 

To support the nine German Mission cities  and beyond, 

a National Steering Board is being put in place. It is 

composed of five different federal ministries, German 

cities associations, the Federal Institute for Research 

on Building, Urban Affairs and Spatial Development, 

two representatives of the Mission Cities (Aachen and 

Mannheim), and prospectively representatives of the 

regional ministries. 

The Steering Board is planning to establish a contact 

point in charge of performing the following activities: 

connection of stakeholders, capacity building, develop-

ment of new supporting instruments for the EU Cities 

Mission, but also connection with existing supporting 

instruments. These include national funding schemes 

of the Ministry of Economic Affairs and Climate Action 

as well as those linked to the Urban Development Sup-

port Programmes. 

When it comes to tackling legislative and financial 

obstacles faced by cities, the national government has 

an important role to play. On the one hand, it supports 

pilot projects and creates legislative room to innovate. 

On the other hand, it connects stakeholders and links 

existing funding programmes to the EU Cities Mission. 

A concrete example is the National Climate Initiative, 

which started in 2008 as a funding tool to support the 

achievement of the national climate targets and solu-

tions with citizens and stakeholders. 

In the future, cooperation between the National Cli-

mate Initiative and the National Steering Board should 

be strengthened. Also, synergies with NetZeroCities 

and CapaCITIES remain to be fully explored. 

6 The German Cities selected for the Mission are Aachen, Dortmund, Dresden, Frankfurt/Main, Heidelberg, Leipzig, Mannheim, Munich, and Münster

Figure 1: the EUKN Policy Lab for the Nethelrands, 8 December 2022, 
photo credits Lieke Wiersum
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EU Cities Mission, National Support Structures

2. Tree - The shape 

Elements and Dilemmas

1. Roots - The base

3. Fruits - The beneficiaries

5. Ecosystem - 
Synergies

4.1. Legislative room
 for innovation

4.2. Investment 
plans

4.3. Implementation 
resources

4. Branches - The elements 

The 8 Dilemmas

Figure 2: The elements and dillemas of the EU Cities Mission, National Support structures, visual credit: Livia Del Conte

The Policy Lab’s main objective was for the Netherlands, Germany, and France to share 
experiences with setting up support structures for the EU Cities Mission by discussing the 
main dilemmas faced in the process. 

These eight dilemmas had previously been collected by the EUKN Secretariat and translated into a visualisation 

(see figure 2). Using the tree as a metaphor, the visualisation makes the interconnections between dilemmas more 

explicit. The main takeaways of the discussion are summarised below. 
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Prioritisation 
In the Netherlands, gaining political and adminis-

trative commitment within and across ministries is 

still in progress. While the Ministry of the Interior and 

Kingdom Relations was involved from the start, other 

ministries still have to complete their internal decision 

processes before they can fully commit to the Mission. 

The fact that there is no steering board involving dif-

ferent ministries, as in Germany, makes cross-sectoral 

cooperation more of a challenge.

 

The Ministry of Economic Affairs could be one of the 

most important partners for cities, and its reaction to 

proposals to involve it more in the Mission has been 

positive. It has however noted that the preferential 

position of Mission cities over the non-selected cities 

makes it additionally complex to coordinate support. 

This might affect the degree to which the Ministry can 

and will commit. National programmes that could pro-

vide benefit to cities already exist. Coordinating them 

to provide specific support for Mission cities would be 

an important step forward. 

Regarding cooperation across Ministries, France is also 

experiencing similar challenges. For example, the Min-

istry of High Education and Research would be a valua-

ble partner, but the EU Cities Mission lacks visibility on 

its agenda and is therefore not a high priority. 

In Germany, political commitment from Ministries is 

less of an obstacle than in the Netherlands and France. 

The Mission already started at a relatively high polit-

ical level, with a meeting between State Secretaries of 

several ministries to discuss the five EU Missions. This 

was initiated by the Ministry of Education, which takes 

the lead on all of them. Responsibilities for the dif-

ferent Missions were then distributed among Minis-

tries, of which the Directors General have now regular 

meetings to report on progresses. This level of political 

commitment is very valuable, especially when it comes 

to changing laws and regulations. What Germany is 

struggling with, however, is how to get the private sec-

tor engaged.  Even if the International Building Exhibi-

tions   is a success story in this respect. 

Synergies of goals
The representative from the Hague emphasised the 

difference between the specific targets of the Mission 

and the broad character of national goals (e.g. reaching 

climate-neutrality by 2050 rather than 2030). To gain 

political commitment from Ministries, synergies be-

tween local, national, and Mission goals should there-

fore be identified. 

Research is needed to show why climate neutrality 

is not separate from national targets. For example, 

the Dutch Ministry of Transport and Water Manage-

ment has become aware of the synergies with its own 

programme on sustainable mobility and is therefore 

interested in being involved in the Mission. 

In France, cooperation with the city advisors of Net-

ZeroCities partially aims at showing existing connec-

tions between national and Mission goals.

1. Roots - The Base 

National commitment is the base to develop solid support structures for the EU Cities 
Mission. But how to gain commitment within Ministries, and without national programmes 
directly linked to the Mission, remains a question. As emphasised by the discussants, this 
type of commitment could be ensured by linking the EU Cities Mission to national priori-
ties, and by strengthening synergies across governmental levels. Equally important are the 
commitment from the private sector and towards localised innovative projects. 

8



2. Fruits- Beneficiaries

Mission cities first
The general assumption tends to be that the Mission 

cities will succeed in achieving climate neutrality, but 

the scenario in which this will not happen should also 

be considered, according to the city of the Hague. Fo-

cusing on the non-selected cities is thus not a priority 

at this stage but facilitating the Mission cities is. If 

these 100 do not deliver results, the other cities will 

not be able to reap the benefits either.

Quick success stories 
Considering the short-term character of local govern-

ments, quick successes are vital. Moreover, not secur-

ing these short-term achievements could push cities 

towards withdrawal from the Mission, which is a con-

siderable risk according to the city of the Hague. Quick 

success stories can allow cities to display what can be 

achieved locally, building trust at the national level. To 

ensure quick successes, the City of Rotterdam under-

lined the value of a ‘district approach’. By focusing on 

one district, it is possible to rapidly identify possibili-

ties, obstacles, and how changes can be implemented. 

This creates the success stories cities need, which can 

then be transferred to other cities and/or countries. 

The issue of multiple political timelines, with cities 

needing quick tangible progress and national gov-

ernments and EU focusing on a long-term planning, 

shows how the Mission objectives and local targets do 

not automatically align. What is needed is a pragmatic 

approach, where on a case-by-case basis, pieces of the 

puzzle can be most effectively supported. 

Innovation
As raised by one of the NetZeroCities’ representatives, 

localisation of climate actions is equally important to 

show the potential of innovative projects and gain trust 

from national governments. The implementation of 

the Mission should thus be depoliticised, especially in 

situations where progressive cities are in the context of 

more conservative national programmes. Regulatory 

sandboxes allowing for experimentation can also be 

Mission Cities were selected to be the first 100 cities to become climate neutral. Other 
objective of the Mission is for these 100 cities to become innovation hubs, inspiring other 
cities to follow their footsteps. Balancing the needs and expectations of both Mission and 
non-selected cities is complex but important. Short-term successes are crucial to keep 
Mission cities committed, unlocking the transition at the local level and the transfer of 
good practices to other cities. 
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3. Tree - Shape

Innovate and repurpose 
The German steering board is an example of an inno-

vative governance structure, where new instruments 

are developed and existing instruments are linked 

and/or repurposed to support the EU Cities Mission. 

In the case of the German National Climate Initiative, 

existing structures are given a new mandate and a 

new budget. By repurposing and avoiding duplication, 

the support structure can remain manageable. The 

French approach is similar, with the re-organisation 

of the Mirror Group and its budget. Creating synergies 

between existing structures and new objectives ena-

bles national governments to support the cities more 

efficiently, despite limited capacities. 

Room to experiment 
National regulatory environments can be restraining, 

especially for cities. A key question is therefore how 

much flexibility national governments are willing to 

provide cities with. An interesting example comes from 

France, where a new law allows cities to temporarily 

diverge from existing rules. At the same time, experi-

mentation requires time. To provide local governments 

with sufficient resources to innovate, Rotterdam’s rep-

resentative suggested national governments to take on 

the more administrative tasks, allowing cities to focus 

on content and experimentation. 

Keep the momentum 
The TNO research emphasised that, as cities were 

applying to the Mission and writing their expression of 

interest, a great momentum towards climate neu-

trality goal was generated. But this now risks fading 

away, with Mission cities experiencing confusion and 

little clarity about next steps. What can be done is to 

harvest successes, new but also from projects already 

concluded and connected to the Mission. At the same 

time, longer-term pathways should be worked on. The 

Urban Agenda for the EU, which aims at improving 

regulations (among others), it has demonstrated how 

challenging this can be. Cities should be provided with 

flexibility and room for experimentation, to overcome 

obstacles and implement rapid changes with the per-

spective of a long-term pathway.   

National support structures serve the EU Cities Mission implementation and, as such, they 
need to consider many different elements: legislative room for innovation, investment 
plans, and implementation resources. While each of these elements was linked to a specif-
ic dilemma, the Policy Lab discussion focused mostly on the first, due to time constraints. 
Legislative room for innovation is a key element to establish longer-term pathways to 
change regulations, provide the needed flexibility, and harvest successes. 

Cities cannot influence all greenhouse gas emissions. If a reduction of 55% is to be re-
alised, national governments thus have a significant role to fulfil. Climate neutrality is a 
common goal, but multilevel cooperation for the EU Cities Mission remains complex. New 
support structure and forms of governance are required, as well as a degree of institu-
tional boldness in creating such structures and/or repurposing those existing to guide the 
transition. But what is the best shape for these support structures?

4. Branches - Elements
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Regulatory paradoxes: local examples

There are many examples of the benefits of regulatory innovation. One of those comes from the use of 

fossil-fuelled cars. If the city of The Hague wants to reach net zero emissions by 2030, regulation should 

ensure that fossil-fuelled cars cannot be driven in the city anymore. However, EU regulation hinders 

quick adaptation to achieve this goal because these cars can still be sold and bought in the EU until 2030. 

This leaves cities in a difficult position. How can regulations be aligned effectively to achieve climate neu-

trality in cities by 2030? 

An example from the city of Rotterdam sheds light on the budget rules that cities receive from the na-

tional government. These are often defined by a single stakeholder rather than a diversity of stakehold-

ers representing the different actors in the city. Opening legislative room for experimentation would be 

helpful to establish a balance of stakeholder interests in the decisions made. 

 

Defragmentation
CapaCITIES is a transition alliance that allows for 

sharing of best practices around national support to 

the Mission. Considering the potential overlaps be-

tween actors and the activities they undertake, frag-

mentation of the ecosystem should be avoided. The 

NetZeroCities platform is currently working on this, 

mapping out the actors in the ecosystem to understand 

how tasks could be divided. 

Added value 
CapaCITIES represents a relatively small ‘piece of the 

puzzle’ in the Dutch context. The budget is limited, and 

there are little resources available to facilitate discus-

sions on legislation. This limited capacity is not broad 

enough to bring forth a national support structure the 

way it is needed. It is important to understand how 

each actor can create the most added value and how 

it fits into the wider national ecosystem. This will of 

course differ between Member States. 

Scattered information 
The access to Mission-related information remains 

scattered, as does the dialogue around these topics. 

National governments often seem to know less than 

cities do, which partly reflects in the exclusive nature 

of, for example, working groups between the cities. 

NetZeroCities is a big consortium of different partners 

and can be of value. At the same time, Germany report-

ed a lack of clarity on how to properly coordinate and 

cooperate with this platform and how to avoid duplica-

tion of efforts and structures. 

5. Ecosystem: Synergies 

To implement the EU Cities Mission, the Commission has set up a supporting ecosystem. 
This includes the Horizon2020 project CapaCITIES, and the platform NetZeroCities. Nation-
al and EU ecosystems will have to strengthen synergies and cooperate. This means first 
understanding who the actors are involved and how they can contribute, and then dividing 
tasks and activities to avoid fragmentation. 
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Key Takeaways

The journey towards climate-neutrality in 100 cities is ambitious and accompanied by many great challenges. This 

Policy Lab allowed for some of those to be discussed, which created a sense of clarity but also exposed how com-

plex the task really is. 

• When it comes to political commitment for the Mission, the situation differed significantly between the 

Netherlands, Germany, and France. Nonetheless, it was agreed that political commitment is the foundation of 

the Mission and can be nurtured by identifying synergies between national and Mission goals and supporting 

innovative projects. 

• The Mission aims to make 100 cities climate-neutral by 2030, but a second objective is to turn those cities into 

innovation hubs for other cities to follow. However, at this stage of the transition, the Mission cities should be 

prioritised, as they have to deliver results if the other cities are to reap the benefits. Crucial in this process are 

quick success stories and a pragmatic approach with tailored support. 

• Innovative governance structures are important in guiding the transition, and this includes repurposing ex-

isting structures with a new mandate and budget. This practice of creating synergies between existing struc-

tures and new objectives enables national governments to support the cities more efficiently, despite limited 

capacities. Additionally, national governments can open up room for experimentation to help cities achieve the 

objectives of the Mission. 

• Great momentum for the Mission has been generated by the Expressions of Interest, but the Mission cities are 

now faced with unclarity about the next steps. To keep the momentum, it is necessary to harvest successes 

from both new projects and already concluded one that can be connected to the Mission. Simultaneously, cities 

should be provided with flexibility and room for experimentation to overcome obstacles and implement rapid 

changes with the perspective of a long-term pathway.   

• The ecosystem that the Mission exists in requires intensive coordination. Fragmentation should be avoided, 

especially considering the potential overlaps between actors and activities. Because the ecosystem is rich, it is 

important to understand well what each actor can contribute and how these fits into the wider national eco-

system. Lastly, coordination is crucial to avoid duplication of efforts and structures, especially since access to 

Mission-related information remains scattered. 
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