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Advancing a Just 
Urban Transition
How the European Commission  
can support local governments  
in managing an inclusive and 
socially fair energy transition

Supported by:

This policy paper highlights the need for European Union (EU) policymakers to enable local governments in 
promoting inclusive and socially fair urban transitions. It uses the energy transition as an example to illustrate 
both the achievements and challenges faced by local governments in ensuring climate actions that genuinely 
support their most disadvantaged residents. In particular the forthcoming Social Climate Fund is identified 
as a key opportunity to provide support. Yet in its development, the lack of adequate consultation of local 
and regional governments by national governments risks leaving disadvantaged EU households continually 
underserved.

To increase support for local and regional governments, the following policy measures are proposed to the EC:

Ensure representation of local governments during the development of national Social Climate Fund 
plans.

Enable access to resources that support localized transition leadership to design contextualized 
transition solutions that address the unique socio-economic needs of their communities.

Facilitate equitable access to EU funding for local governments so that all cities, and not only the 
best-resourced ones, are able to successfully apply.

Ensure equity is addressed in project proposals, indicating how the project will address and effec-
tively support disadvantaged communities (especially for large proposals).

Build capacity by supporting local governments with technical training.

Ensure accountability by implementing EU monitoring of social justice outcomes.

© Bill Mead, Unsplash.com
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As the EU accelerates toward its climate goals 
through policies and frameworks, there remains evi- 
dence of regional disparities, social exclusion, an 
unequal just transition, and energy poverty within 
and between cities. Cities across Europe have develo- 
ped diverse initiatives that demonstrate promising 
just transition approaches, aimed at ensuring the 
benefits of the energy transition truly reach struc-
turally disadvantaged communities.

However, cities generally continue to face challenges. 
These include limited administrative resources, 
skill gaps and complex funding mechanisms, which 
often hinder their ability to fully implement just 
energy transition initiatives, particularly in the 
long-term. 

The INCLU:DE project, which examines inclusivity 
and justice in climate transitions, has been wor- 
king with cities in Europe to address the challenges 
city administrations face in this regard, helping to 
ensure the aspect of social justice is integrated into 
their local climate measures. 

This paper advocates for a combined and synergis-
tic top-down and bottom-up approach, urging the 
European Commission (EC) to enhance policies and 
better empower local governments to overcome bar-
riers and advance a just energy transition. This can 
help take into account local and regional nuances, 
to develop tailored approaches that adequately 
address the unique needs of different regions.

1  EEA (2024). Delivering justice in sustainability transitions; Justice encompasses various dimensions, including distributive 
(fair distribution of the benefits and burdens of policies), procedural (ensuring all stakeholders have a voice in decision-making), 
and recognitional justice (acknowledging and respecting the diverse identities, cultures, and experiences of different groups).

Definitions

Understanding the differences between social justice, equality, equity and just transition is essen-
tial for creating inclusive policies that ensure the diverse needs of different social groups and de-
mographics are met. The following concepts, although interconnected, address different dimen-
sions of fairness and help to shape a framework for achieving a transition that is not only environ-
mentally (and economically) sustainable but also socially sustainable.

•	 Social justice is the concept and practice of ensuring fair and equitable treatment, opportunities, 
and rights for all individuals within a society, regardless of their socio-economic status, race, gen-
der, ethnicity, or other personal characteristics.1

© koprivakart, Pexels.com
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•	 Equality refers to the idea that all individuals should be treated the same and given the same  
opportunities, regardless of their background, circumstances, or characteristics. Equality as-
sumes that providing the same resources or opportunities to everyone will result in fairness, even 
though individuals or groups may start from different positions of advantage or disadvantage.2

•	 Equity focuses specifically on addressing disparities by ensuring that disadvantaged individu-
als and groups are not disproportionately affected by policies and have access to the benefits 
of these policies. In the energy transition context, equity might mean providing additional sup-
port to low-income households or disadvantaged communities to ensure they can benefit from 
cleaner energy, lower costs, and new job opportunities.3 In this paper and the INCLU:DE project 
as a whole, focus is strongly on equity, given the need to explore and understand different cir-
cumstances and needs of disadvantaged populations in particular.

•	 Just transition refers to the movement towards a sustainable and low-carbon economy in a way 
that is fair and equitable to all workers, communities, and other societal groups, most affected by 
this shift. While it is historically associated with the transition of coal regions and other carbon- 
intensive industries, just transition in the context of EU policies and programs is not limited 
to these sectors. It encompasses all aspects of economic transformation, including renewable  
energy and green jobs.4

1. Social Justice in Energy Transitions: How cities contribute to ensuring 
a just transition

1.1. Energy-related challenges in EU cities

2  UN (1948). Universal Declaration of Human Rights.
3  EEA (2024).
4  ILO (2016). Guidelines for a just transition towards environmentally sustainable economies and societies for all; ICLEI Europe 
(2023). Towards a Just Transition.
5  Widuto, A. & European Parliamentary Research Service (2023). Energy poverty in the EU.
6  Dubeta, N., Sahin, G., Stančec, M. & Smirnova, M. (2024). From Policy to Action: Unlocking the Potential of Local and Regional 
Governments in the Social Climate Fund.
7  Bouzarovski, S. (2017). Understanding energy poverty, vulnerability and justice.

Millions of Europeans are struggling to keep their 
homes warm, facing utility bill arrears and living 
in substandard housing, with the poorest house-
holds spending a significant portion of their income 
on energy.5 The surge in energy poverty following 
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has not abated - increas-
ing from 6.9% of Europeans that were unable to 
keep their homes warm in 2021, to 9.3% in 2022 and 
10.6% in 2023. This is a conservative estimate, with 
the Joint Research Centre (JRC) placing those una-
ble to maintain essential energy services in general 
at somewhere between 8 and 16% of the European 
population. This is driven by high energy costs, low 
incomes, inadequate housing insulation, and ineffi-
cient appliances.6

Energy poverty is particularly acute in countries 
like Bulgaria, Greece, Hungary, and Portugal. In 
addition, barriers to participate in (urban) energy 
transition initiatives are especially prevalent in low- 
income households that, inter alia, lack the financial 
means to access green technologies, energy effi-
cient housing and appliances, or sustainable public 
transport. These interlinked processes of vulnerabi- 
lity and disadvantage can lead to cycles of poverty, 
effectively leaving these communities behind in the 
green transition.7

Energy poverty is a clear example of how social ine-
qualities increase vulnerability to transition risks, 
an intersection which should thus be coherently 



https://www.un.org/en/about-us/universal-declaration-of-human-rights
https://www.ilo.org/publications/guidelines-just-transition-towards-environmentally-sustainable-economies
https://sustainablejustcities.eu/resources/towards-just-transition-what-does-really-mean-cities-and-towns
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2022/733583/EPRS_BRI(2022)733583_EN.pdf
https://iclei-europe.org/publications-tools/?c=search&uid=U50uxlu5
https://iclei-europe.org/publications-tools/?c=search&uid=U50uxlu5
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-69299-9_2
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addressed. The advancement of socially just climate 
action presents a complex, highly contextual challenge. 

The EU is actively addressing climate and socio-eco-
nomic challenges through various legislative and 
non-legislative initiatives, with policies designed to 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions while considering 
impacts on communities.8 However, the responsibi- 
lity for implementing these transitions falls largely 
on national, subnational, and local governments. 
The local level in particular is a flashpoint, where 
broad policy agendas intersect with residents’ lives. 
It is cities and towns who must adapt EU policies 
to their unique contexts, and many have launched 

8  Bouzarovski, S., & Simcock, N. (2017). Spatializing energy justice.
9  EEA (2024).
10  Jové-Llopis, E., & Trujillo-Baute, E. (2024). Escaping the Energy Poverty Trap.
11  Sun4All (website). Almada.
12  BEK 2030 - Berlin Energy and Climate Protection Programme 2030.
13  INCLU:DE (2024). Interim Project Learnings.

localized initiatives to bridge gaps towards a socially 
just energy transition.

This paper therefore seeks, where possible, to use 
current energy transition strategies as illustrative  
examples of the climate transition more broadly - 
highlighting regional disparities, social exclusion, 
public resource constraints, and broader inequality 
concerns as barriers to implementation of a just tran-
sition. Addressing these equity-related challenges 
with on-the-ground implementation should be a top 
priority as there is a real risk of the energy transition 
process exacerbating existing inequalities and ten-
sions given its current speed and scale.

1.2. Efforts at the local level to address energy transition challenges

Cities across Europe are attempting to address social 
justice within energy transitions in ways that reflect 
their regional and local needs and economic realities.9

Many southern European cities like Athens and 
Madrid, where energy poverty is relatively high, have 
implemented policies aiming to reduce energy costs 
and improve access for low-income households. 
In some cases, municipal actions are supported 
by national level policies, such as the ‘Bono Social’ 
program in Spain.10 Similarly, Almada, in Portugal, 
advances social inclusion through the Sun4All project, 
providing solar access to low-income households, 
and Ponto de Transição, which supports community- 
led sustainability.11

Other cities have sought to address the specific needs 
of certain disadvantaged groups through geographi-
cally targeted interventions. For instance, Berlin pro-
motes energy efficiency in underserved neighbour-
hoods (Berlin’s ImpulsE12), while Paris focuses on ret-
rofitting affordable housing in low-income suburbs. 
Some of the INCLU:DE cities, such as Heidelberg and 
Ludwigsburg, in Germany, have made strides in pro-
moting social equity by offering solar subsidies for 
low-income areas.13

Cities like Warsaw and Bucharest, where industrial 
transitions are pronounced, have sought to prioritize 

inclusive decision-making processes to ensure that 
disadvantaged communities have a voice in shaping 
energy policies towards a just transition. Dortmund 
and Essen have been part of broad structural change 
programs as they have historically relied on coal 
and heavy industries. In the INCLU:DE project, these 
German cities focus on engaging local stakeholders, 
especially in low-income neighbourhoods, in future 
decision-making and refinement of existing climate 
programmes.

These diverse programs work towards a fair distribu-
tion of the burdens as well as equitable access to the 
benefits of the renewable energy transition, while 
reducing energy poverty and promoting local owner-
ship of the process.

© Cristian Rojas, Pexels.com

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.enpol.2017.03.064
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10640-024-00918-2
https://sunforall.eu/pilots/almada
https://www.berlin.de/sen/uvk/en/climate-action/berlin-energy-and-climate-protection-programme-2030-bek-2030/ 
https://sustainablejustcities.eu/sites/default/files/media/Interim%20Project%20Learnings%20-%20INCLUDE%20%2806.24%29.pdf
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1.3 How and why these efforts by local governments potentially still fall short

14  INCLU:DE (2024). Interim Project Learnings.
15  INCLU:DE (2024). Case study: Heidelberg.
16  EC2 project. (2023). Energy Citizenship in Coal Regions: Policy Brief #4.
17  EEA (2024).
18  European Parliament (2022). Social Climate Fund.
19  Widuto, A. & European Parliamentary Research Service (2023).
20  UN Habitat (2009). Planning Sustainable Cities.
21  Bouzarovski, S. (2017).

Despite localized efforts by local governments, sig-
nificant challenges remain to promote social equity 
in the context of energy transitions. The INCLU:DE 
project findings reveal a lack of comprehensive 
guidance for municipalities in addressing the spe-
cific needs of disadvantaged populations, such as 
low-income households or migrant communities.14 
This challenge is exacerbated by persistent barriers 
to effective community engagement, including dif-
ficulties in gaining buy-in from trusted community 
leaders.15

Cities face structural and administrative chal-
lenges that complicate the equitable implementa-
tion of just transition initiatives. This includes limi-
ted capacity, administrative complexity, and lack of 
long-term funding.16 An example of such adminis-
trative complexity would be the need for additional 
staff capacity to assess eligibility of funding desig-
nated specifically for specific disadvantaged groups. 
Furthermore, in some cases an understanding at the 
municipal level is still lacking in terms of how jus-
tice considerations and environmental sustainability 
goals can be jointly delivered through effective policy 
interventions.17 This indicates an ongoing need for 
capacity-building and localized support to effectively 
and equitably implement EU energy transition goals 
in urban settings.

These efforts can be complicated by persistent 
demographic and geographic inequalities, often 
tied to historical legacies of structural change, e.g. 
related to migration or industrial decline.18 Urban 
planning in many European cities traditionally favours 
affluent populations, leaving peripheral, low-income 
areas underserved.19 These legacies continue to have 
a lasting impact. For example, residents of wealthier 
districts in cities like Paris and Essen benefit from 
better transportation connectivity and energy-effi-
cient housing, while disadvantaged communities in 
outer suburbs face inadequate infrastructure, deepe- 
ning social and economic disparities.20 

These challenges are compounded by regional dis-
parities in approaches to socially just energy transi-
tions across Europe, reflecting deeper structural ine-
qualities. Wealthier cities, such as those in Northern 
Europe, are advancing more quickly in renewable 
energy adoption, while cities in Southern Europe 
struggle to balance ambitious environmental goals 
with the immediate needs of their disadvantaged 
populations.21

These examples highlight the pressing need for more 
systemic and contextualized uptake of inclusive poli-
cies and frameworks across cities, to ensure disad-
vantaged populations are not left behind. This also 
serves as an entry point for the EU to strengthen and 
build on existing initiatives by prioritising funding 
and support mechanisms that embed social justice 
into energy transitions.

Some cities like Copenhagen and Amsterdam have 
been able to develop comprehensive strategies 
that prioritize disadvantaged groups through tar-
geted subsidies for energy-efficient housing, and 
robust participatory governance models that involve 
local communities in decision-making processes. In 
contrast, municipalities with fewer resources and 
lower investment levels - as can often be the case in 
Southern European regions - have to focus on their 
routine municipal tasks first, which includes infra-
structure systems maintenance, before addressing 
basic and immediate social welfare needs. In such 
settings, municipal staff struggle to prioritize equita-
ble climate action.  

If not designed well, EU funding mechanisms can 
actually exacerbate these inequalities. As seen in the 
INCLU:DE project, cities across Europe are making 
significant efforts to tailor their climate actions to the 
needs of their local communities, while municipal staff 
are well aware of international best practices. However, 
the bottleneck of funding and capacity makes it diffi-
cult for some to implement the kinds of energy solu-
tions implemented by better-resourced municipalities.  

https://sustainablejustcities.eu/sites/default/files/media/Interim%20Project%20Learnings%20-%20INCLUDE%20%2806.24%29.pdf
https://sustainablejustcities.eu/sites/default/files/media/Case%20Study%20Heidelberg.pdf
https://online-raketen.at/sites/site0261/media/downloads/policy_brief_4.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/topics/en/article/20220519STO30401/social-climate-fund-parliament-s-ideas-for-a-just-energy-transition
https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/download-manager-files/Global%20Report%20on%20Human%20Settlements%202009%20Planning%20Sustainable%20Cities.pdf
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EU projects are one important source of additional 
fun-ding, but again the complexity and reporting 
requirements create a significant administrative bur-
den for overworked staff. Funding energy transitions 
through such competitive calls again creates a real 
risk of a vicious circle - with the best-resourced contin-
uing to win the majority of calls, thereby further wid-
ening the gap between themselves and others.

The diverse approaches across Europe illustrate 
the complexity of integrating social justice into 
energy and other climate transitions and the 
importance of tailoring solutions to local con-
texts. Local governments need to be empowered to 
play this tailoring role.

22  EEA (2024).
23  Akgüç M., Arabadjieva K., & Galgoczi B. (2022). Why the EU’s patchy ‘just transition’ framework is not up to meeting its 
climate ambitions.
24  Jones, M., Mühlenhoff, J. & Van Melkebeke, T., eds. (2024). Boosting, Participation in the Energy Transition.
25  9th European Conference on Sustainable Cities and Towns (2020). The Mannheim Message.
26  ICLEI Europe (website). Local Green Deals.
27  European Commission (website). EU Mission: Climate-Neutral and Smart Cities.
28  Most notably the Net Zero Cities project.

2. EU Policy Landscape: How the EU policy frameworks are supporting 
local just transitions and where they fail to do so 

2.1 Regulations establishing the framework for socially just climate action in the EU

The EU has implemented several policy frameworks 
that establish the foundation for a just transition to 
a carbon-neutral future. The European Green Deal 
(EGD) and its Fit for 55 Package22 sets the over- 
arching goal of carbon neutrality by 2050. This also 
explicitly recognizes the need for a just transition 
within the EGD process.

Despite this recognition, the frameworks that are set 
up to implement a just transition at European scale 
are arguably fragmented, limited in scope, and pro-
vide insufficient funding.23 In order to address this 
complex task, a comprehensive and coherent vertical 
policy framework is needed that accounts for the out-
lined challenges of cities in implementing inclusive 

energy transitions, while ensuring territorial cohe-
sion and fair participation. 

There has been increasing recognition that reaching 
the ambitious Green Deal targets requires the mea- 
ningful involvement of residents in decisions affecting 
them - including most affected regions and industries, 
and all relevant groups across the board.24 For that, the 
substantial involvement of local governments in the 
localisation of Green Deal policies is needed to reflect 
and adapt to different needs and contexts.25 This is 
reflected in a variety of ongoing projects and efforts, 
including various Local Green Deal projects26, and most 
notably the highly publicized 100 Climate Neutral and 
Smart Mission Cities27 and related processes.28

2.2 Where specific supporting tools and mechanisms for socially just climate action fall short

To support the just transition dimension of the EGD, 
the EU has introduced various tools and mechanisms 
designed to mitigate the socio-economic impacts of 
the energy transition.

The Just Transition Mechanism ( JTM) is an existing  
tool that offers financial support to address the 
socio-economic effects of the transition to regions  
most affected by the shift to a green economy.  

© City of Almada

https://www.etui.org/publications/why-eus-patchyjust-transition-framework-not-meeting-its-climateambitions
https://www.etui.org/publications/why-eus-patchyjust-transition-framework-not-meeting-its-climateambitions
https://gef.eu/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/2024-065-EU-Energy-Transition-v12b-1.pdf
https://past-conferences.sustainablecities.eu/fileadmin/user_upload/_temp_/Mannheim2020/Message/Mannheim-Message.pdf
https://iclei-europe.org/topics/governance-innovation/local-green-deals/
https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/funding/funding-opportunities/funding-programmes-and-open-calls/horizon-europe/eu-missions-horizon-europe/climate-neutral-and-smart-cities_en
https://netzerocities.eu/
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It includes a number of funding sources which aim 
to promote economic diversification and retraining 
opportunities in fossil fuel-dependent regions. Most 
notable in this regard is the Just Transition Fund (JTF).

In order to access such funds, European Member 
States (i.e. the national level) have to create and sub-
mit Territorial Just Transition Plans (TJTPs), which 
outline their plans to phase-out fossil fuel related 
activities and decarbonize greenhouse gas-intensive 
processes and production. Local governments and 
their stakeholders are often underrepresented 
or excluded from these processes. This is why, while 
the TJTPs do target regions in need, they fail to meet 
the just transition needs of cities generally. There 
have been long standing calls advocating for national 
governments (and the EU) to expand beneficiaries or 
define alternative forms of Just Transition support for 
the local level generally (rather than for coal regions 
specifically).29

Similarly, with a specific focus on the energy transi-
tion, the Renewable Energy Directive (RED II) and 
the Energy Efficiency Directive (EED) offer tools to 
advance social equity by setting regulatory frame-
works and targets for member states, encoura- 
ging the development of renewable energy at the 
national and local levels. This is linked to the recog-
nition of a host of new rights for EU citizens regar-
ding greater participation, production, access, and 
co-creation in the energy transition.30 The member 
states are those entrusted with supporting commu-
nity energy projects through mechanisms such as 
financial subsidies, technical assistance, and regu-
latory support. However, the directives in their cur-
rent form are insufficient, and once again need to 
better account for the fact that much of the imple-
mentation work will occur at the local level. In order 
to create a truly inclusive enabling environment for 
active resident involvement in the energy transition, 
local authorities need to play a more active role than 
they currently do.31 The role of local governments 
in the energy transition needs to be more clearly 
referenced in these tools and frameworks. Local 

29  ICLEI Europe (2023).
30  EC2 project (2023). Energy Citizenship: Policy Brief #1.
31  EC2 project (2023). Localised support for establishing & joining energy communities.
32  Ibid.
33  Including a) the active support to quality employment, b) equal access to quality and inclusive education, training and 
lifelong learning c) fair tax benefits and social protection systems, and d) access to affordable essential services and housing.
34  INCLU:DE (2024). Case study: Ludwigsburg.
35  INCLU:DE (2024). Case study: Dortmund.

governments have a deeper understanding of their 
region’s socio-economic conditions, allowing them 
to tailor projects to benefit disadvantaged popula-
tions, improve energy equity, and engage citizens in 
a more meaningful way.32

The Council Recommendation on Ensuring a fair 
transition towards climate neutrality (2022) encou-
rages Member States to adopt comprehensive  
policy packages for a fair transition.33 It also promotes 
a whole-of-society approach, the mainstreaming of 
fair transition elements and the availability of granu-
lar and timely data for policy making and evaluation. 
It is a milestone in the definition of a more cross-cut-
ting, comprehensive, and inclusive approach to a just 
transition at EU level. As its implementation will be 
monitored via the European Semester and advisory 
committees to the Ministers in the Employment and 
Social Affairs Council (EPSCO), it is a good example of 
the EGD being linked with social governance. At the 
same time, the recommendation is non-binding and 
its successful implementation depends on the par-
ticular Member State’s willingness. 

An upcoming flagship initiative is an opportu-
nity to tackle many of these problems. The Social 
Climate Fund (SCF), part of the Fit for 55 Package, 
will offer targeted financial assistance to house-
holds in energy or transport poverty, based on 
national SCF plans, starting from 2026. Local govern- 
ments, with their close connection to local commu-
nities, can use the SCF for targeted programs that 
prioritize and address disadvantaged populations 
based on local realities. The experience of the cities 
participating in the INCLU:DE project show that 
municipal funding and subsidy programs, e.g. for 
retrofitting, plug-in-photovoltaics or cargobikes, 
can be an effective tool for inclusive climate action, 
if equity is explicitly taken into consideration. For 
instance, INCLU:DE project cities like Heidelberg, 
Ludwigsburg34 and Dortmund35 have noticed that 
funding opportunities for solar installations often 
benefit wealthier individuals first, as they are better 
equipped to navigate complex application processes 

https://ec2project.eu/sites/site0261/media/blog/ec2_policy_brief_1.pdf
https://online-raketen.at/sites/site0261/media/downloads/policy_brief_5.pdf
https://sustainablejustcities.eu/sites/default/files/media/Case%20Study%20Ludwigsburg.pdf
https://sustainablejustcities.eu/sites/default/files/media/Case%20Study%20Dortmund.pdf
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or make advance payments. Meanwhile, low-income 
households, which could benefit most from such ini-
tiatives, struggle to access these funds.36

Often, even where climate funding is available at 
the local level, these funds tend not to be accessible 
enough to those more in need with the above exam-
ples showing that structural barriers can be challen- 
ging to overcome. At the same time, gathering politi-
cal support and long-term funding for these programs 
is a central challenge for all of the project cities. The 
Social Climate Fund could be used as an opportunity 
to mainstream and provide sufficient funding for equi-
table municipal subsidy programs and thus support a 
just energy transition. The INCLU:DE Climate Equity 
Toolbox can serve as a blueprint for designing such 
programs while avoiding a variety of equity pitfalls. 

A key publication in this regard is ICLEI’s co- 
authored report on Unlocking the Potential of Local 
and Regional Governments in the Social Climate 

36  This disparity was underscored in the INCLU:DE German policy paper Chancengleichheit im Klimaschutz, which called for 
clearer legislation and improved access to ensure that climate protection initiatives effectively reach and benefit all segments 
of the population, particularly the most disadvantaged.
37  Dubeta, N., Sahin, G., Stančec, M. & Smirnova, M. (2024).
38  For instance, for lower income households living in rental flats, the requirement for landlord consent in rental properties 
is a major barrier to installing renewable energy systems, like photovoltaic (PV) modules. Also, as outlined in the previous 
German-level INCLU:DE policy brief, regulation needs to clarify that climate subsidies should not conflict with welfare payments. 
Without adjustments of policies to ensure social equity outcomes, these mechanisms risk exacerbating the very inequalities 
they are meant to mitigate, leaving low-income households unable to access clean energy benefits.

Fund. This highlights that due to inadequate con-
sultation of local and regional governments by 
national governments, disadvantaged house-
holds in the EU are at risk of being underserved 
by the Social Climate Fund.37 While the SCF aims 
to alleviate financial burdens, it could encounter 
similar barriers as the Just Transition Fund, if par-
ticipation of local level actors is not clearly defined 
and included, both in planning and implementa-
tion. Against this background, the Social Climate 
Fund, if designed through a multilevel governance 
approach with meaningful collaboration from local 
and regional governments and non-profit energy 
agencies, who are closer to residents and realities 
on the ground, can be a gamechanger to develop 
targeted policies building on the local context and 
culture to address the root causes of energy and 
transport poverty holistically. These dialogues can 
then also serve to address necessary regulatory 
changes for effective local actions.38 

3. Policy Recommendations: How the EC can more effectively support 
just energy transitions in European cities

The challenges faced by cities in advancing social jus-
tice within energy transitions, as outlined in Chapter 1, 
reveal a fundamental need for policies that are better 
(vertically) aligned with, and provide targeted support 
for ongoing efforts at the local level.

Generally, the EC should provide opportunities for 
cities to conduct individual, tailored equity plan-
ning, thereby addressing local needs while offer-
ing accessible funds and guidelines for their deve- 
lopment. This support should help to avoid increa-
sing regional disparities or technological lock-ins by 
ensuring that funding mechanisms and policies are 
designed to reach cities and households effectively, 
with targeted assistance based on each area’s spe-
cific socio-economic and environmental priorities. © Jason Richard, Unsplash.com

https://sustainablejustcities.eu/resources/climate-equity-toolbox-how-guide-making-municipal-subsidy-programs-more-socially-just
https://sustainablejustcities.eu/resources/climate-equity-toolbox-how-guide-making-municipal-subsidy-programs-more-socially-just
https://iclei-europe.org/publications-tools/?c=search&uid=U50uxlu5
https://iclei-europe.org/publications-tools/?c=search&uid=U50uxlu5
https://sustainablejustcities.eu/resources/include-national-policy-paper-chancengleichheit-im-klimaschutz
https://iclei-europe.org/publications-tools/?c=search&uid=U50uxlu5
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The following policy measures are proposed to the EC:

1. Ensure representation of local governments in the development of national Social 
Climate Fund plans

So far, the consultation and inclusion of local governments in the Social Climate Fund has been 
patchy at best in most member states. This is problematic, as we have seen that local govern-
ments, with their close connection to local communities, could potentially use the SCF to ensure 
that concerns such as energy and transport poverty are coherently addressed, through targeted 
programs which prioritize and actually reach disadvantaged populations.39

For the development of such inclusive and targeted policies, it is essential that local govern-
ments are given a seat at the table in the development of their country’s Social Climate Fund 
plans. This includes informing local governments about processes to develop the Social Climate 
Fund plan, equipping them with adequate time, capacity and opportunity to provide their own 
input and perspectives. This would also help to ensure that subsequent plans will be built on 
insights regarding local contexts and the identification of disadvantaged populations in cities.40 

2. Enable access to resources that support localized transition leadership

EU policies and frameworks like the Just Transition Mechanism can be overly broad and general. 
This risks overlooking the unique demographic and geographic challenges faced by rural areas 
and disadvantaged urban neighbourhoods, particularly by failing to fully consider local varia-
tions in economic structure and social vulnerabilities.

Such funds should be used more strategically to make sure that a territorial and community-based 
transition is enabled. The Social Climate Fund in particular is a strong strategic opportunity to 
champion this approach. Local governments should be empowered through dedicated funding 
and resources, independent of national counterparts, thereby enabling them to design contextu-
alized transition solutions that address the unique socio-economic needs of their communities.

3. Facilitate equitable access to EU funding for local governments

We have seen that funding processes are often complicated, making it difficult for cities to ac-
cess resources such as the Just Transition Fund, where local governments are overly reliant on 
the approval and support of national actors. Other funding processes can involve lengthy ap-
plication procedures and strict eligibility criteria that pose challenges for smaller municipalities 
with limited administrative capacity.

There is a risk of increasing the gap between less resourced municipalities and those with the 
capacity and wherewithal to continue submitting complex funding applications (e.g. through 
Horizon Europe). For example, this could be mitigated by providing a supporting contact point 
for funding applications within the EU funding landscape, and by making geographic spread 
and extent of economic need a core consideration when evaluating such applications.

EU funding options, such as low- or no-interest loans and grants, could also be increased to sup-
port energy-efficient infrastructure improvements in low-income and underserved neighbour-
hoods. In addition, providing targeted funding solely for local governments should be considered, 
while setting aside dedicated funding only for disadvantaged groups. Application processes for 
existing EU funds should be made more accessible to cities with limited administrative resources, 
promoting equitable participation across all regions.

39  Jones, M., Mühlenhoff, J. & Van Melkebeke, T., eds. (2024); Dubeta, N., Sahin, G., Stančec, M. & Smirnova, M. (2024).
40 Ibid.


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The following policy measures are proposed to the EC:

4. Ensure equity is addressed in project proposals

EC funding could require that cities and their programs indicate how the project will address and 
effectively support disadvantaged communities and what effects a measure could have on local 
communities. Applications should also reflect on how planned measures align with wider equity 
goals of the municipality, particularly for larger funding proposals. This requirement could ex-
tend to other large initiatives or projects in the national and/or private sectors.

This relates back to a number of the other recommendations. By highlighting disadvantaged 
communities and proposed equity outcomes more specifically, funding proposals could be eval-
uated with greater emphasis on the scale of local needs, thereby facilitating more equitable  
access to EU funding for local governments. This could also support the evaluation of project 
outcomes, linking to the implementation of robust monitoring and reporting systems for social 
equity impact. 

5. Encourage community involvement and trust-building by investing in capacity-
building programmes to help engage local communities

As we have seen, there is increasing recognition that reaching the ambitious Green Deal targets 
requires the meaningful involvement of residents in decisions affecting them. This is reflected 
in ongoing Green Deal localization processes such as various Local Green Deal projects, and the 
100 Climate Neutral and Smart Mission Cities.

The involvement of residents in these and other municipal climate programmes can be sup-
ported by providing city officials with training and educational support on inclusive project im-
plementation and the soft skills required for this kind of work (e.g. facilitation, mediation, com-
munication). This would enable cities to build trust with systematically excluded groups, incor-
porate local knowledge, and foster meaningful public participation  in the energy transition.41

6. Implement robust monitoring and reporting systems

Finally, the EC could work to drive systems for regular monitoring and public reporting on social 
justice outcomes in energy transitions to ensure transparency, accountability, and inclusivity.

This could integrate with the forthcoming European Fair Transition Observatory platform. 
Experiences from the INCLU:DE project’s own work on social equity indicators suggest that this 
is an area where cities still face substantial difficulties collecting and assessing data on equity 
related outcomes of individual projects.

41 ICLEI Europe (2024): The Power of Many.

Ensuring a socially just energy transition requires 
targeted policies, simplified access to funding, 
and active local government involvement in multi- 
level governance. By prioritising the needs of disad- 
vantaged communities and regularly monito- 
ring social justice outcomes, the EC can create a 
fairer, more inclusive pathway toward a sustaina-
ble, carbon-neutral future. In particular, the forthco- 
ming Social Climate Fund (discussed in Section 2.2, 

above) is a key avenue through which many of these 
recommendations could be implemented. The expe-
rience of the Just Transition Fund shows that it is cru-
cial to consult  local governments generally and recog- 
nize them as key just transition actors. This should 
be done in order to ensure a multilevel governance 
approach and meaningful collaboration with those 
public actors who are closer to residents and realities 
on the ground.







https://sustainablejustcities.eu/sites/default/files/media/The-Power-of-Many_How%20city%20officials%20can%20use%20co-creation%20for%20Just%20and%20Sustainable%20Cities.pdf
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INCLU:DE - Just and inclusive climate action in German cities
INCLU:DE - Just and inclusive climate action in German cities is implemented by ICLEI - 
Local Governments for Sustainability and supported by Stiftung Mercator. The project sup-
ports local climate measures and fosters dialogue exchanges to better understand what 
it needs to generate positive equity outcomes for local residents. A specific emphasis is 
placed on addressing challenges like fair and equitable resource distribution and benefits 
allocation, while ensuring that GHG reduction goals are not being compromised.

The cities of Bonn, Dortmund, Essen, Heidelberg and Ludwigsburg have joined the 
INCLU:DE project to improve social justice considerations in their local climate initia-
tives, spanning different areas such as energy, mobility, housing and urban development. 
Collaboration with international frontrunner cities Almada, Kaohsiung, Malmö, Rosario, 
and San José in the field of just and inclusive climate action ensures that best practices can 
be mainstreamed across local governments.

Learn more: https://sustainablejustcities.eu/include
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