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Executive summary

This working paper examines how local governance can effectively facilitate a just transition to a
circular economy (CE). For this purpose, it utilizes climate change mitigation governance as a
benchmark. It emphasizes the importance of integrating justice into environmental governance
and presents a comparative analysis of six real-world initiatives that exemplify local efforts
toward carbon neutrality. The paper introduces the concept of Appropriate Climate
Responsibility (ACR) as a key governance tool to align local actions with global climate goals
while ensuring fairness. Other concerns related to the just transition are also examined.

Background and Motivation

The linear production-consumption model is a major contributor to environmental degradation.
The CE model offers a promising alternative by promoting a regenerative economy that blends in
with the cycles of nature through the implementation of diverse R-loops (e.g., reusing, repairing,
recycling, or remanufacturing). However, transitioning to CE is more than a technical challenge.
The dispersion of agency across actors and scales creates coordination problems that require
innovative governance mechanisms. Furthermore, the justice of the transition pathway is
increasingly a concern and must also be integrated into the governance approach. This includes
environmental justice (e.g., distribution of environmental ills, North-South inequalities), labor
justice (e.g., job quality and participation), and gender justice (e.g., recognition of care work).
Local governments, due to their proximity to stakeholders and competencies in key areas, are
uniquely positioned to lead this transition.

Methodology

The study employs a two-pronged approach:

e Literature Review: Synthesizes existing research on CE, just transition, and local
governance to build an analytical framework. The analytical framework is represented as a
2x2 matrix that assesses justice and coordination concerns in both internal (within-
jurisdiction) and external (beyond-jurisdiction) relations.

e .Comparative Case Study: Analyzes six initiatives —four municipal networks (Covenant of
Mayors, EU Mission Cities, PCAN, UK100) and two methodological tools that determine local
ACR (Tyndall Tool, ARCA)— to assess how they operationalize governance and incorporate
just transition principles.

Findings from Case Studies

Municipal Networks: All four networks promote local climate action through shared
commitments, technical support, resource provision, and advocacy. They emphasize inclusive
planning, expert collaboration, and multilevel coordination. However, enforcement mechanisms
remain weak across all cases. Regarding the integration of just transition concerns, all four
initiatives address justice within jurisdictions (e.g., energy poverty), but only PCAN integrates
global distributive justice.
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The selected methodological tools (ARCA and Tyndall's Tool) are strong in addressing global
distributive justice concerns, but do not engage with governance or provide further guidance
and resources. Tyndall's Tool uses a science-based, territorial approach to allocate carbon
budgets. ARCA advances this by incorporating consumption-based accounting and allowing
for historical emissions in its justice-sensitive scenarios.

Policy Recommendations

1. Reflect on justice and integrate it in governance and policies: Establish mechanisms to
investigate and address justice (e.g., labor, gender, income, and global equity concerns).

2. Foster stakeholder participation: Institutionalize inclusive processes to co-design and
implement climate strategies.

3. Strategic planning with experts: Integrate knowledge hubs and develop strategic planning
documents to guide action and ensure accountability.

4. Adaptandinnovate locally: Learn from existing models but tailor solutions to local contexts.

5. Strengthen multilevel governance: Align local, national, and international efforts through
formal structures and shared goals.

6. Secure sustainable financing: Develop funding mechanisms for both governance processes
and infrastructure investments.

7. Leverage networks: Join or create networks to build capacity, share knowledge, and amplify
political influence.

Conclusion

This paper highlights the potential of local governance to lead the just transition to a circular
economy. While promising models exist, significant gaps remain in integrating justice,
coordinating actions, and securing resources. Future research should focus on replicability,
financial frameworks, and the extension of ACR principles beyond climate change to address
broader challengesin CE.






1. Introduction

Climate change is one of the most important planetary boundaries being transgressed. This
transgression puts at risk the Earth system’s climatic equilibrium that has permitted the
flourishing of human civilization (Rockstréom et al., 2009). The linear production-consumption
model is identified as a fundamental component of this pressing environmental challenge.
This linear system extracts resources from the ecosystems and returns a wide variety of
residuals, having aggregate disruptive effects on both ecological and human health. Circular
Economy (CE) can help solve or alleviate these socio-environmental problems, including
climate change. Circularizing supply chains, by creating material and energy feedback loops,
enables the use of extracted resources over a longer period and prevents or slows down
ecosystem depletion and degradation.

However, the requirements for a CE transition to happen and be functional are far from
straightforward. First, the transition to a circular economy is often depicted as a technical
problem, while it also represents a major governance challenge (Dzhengiz et al., 2023; Kovacic
et al., 2020; Patala et al., 2022). The most general issue is that agency over critical aspects of
the production-consumption system (such as supply chain management, consumption
behavior, product dismantlement activities, and regulation design and enforcement) is
dispersed across a vast and heterogeneous set of actors. In the absence of entities with the
authority to impose coordinating rules for the circular economy, this creates a collective
action problem that necessitates complex forms of governance. Second, for this transition to
be effective, it needs to be concerned with justice (Pansera et al., 2024) and consciously
linked to sustainability (Suarez-Eiroa et al.,, 2019). Hence, the governance mechanisms
addressing the transition must secure objectives and practices that align with ecological
limits and incorporate principles of justice.

This working paper examines the interconnection between the just transition to a circular
economy, climate change mitigation, and governance. More specifically, building on the
“working paper on the contribution of circular economy to climate action” (Martinez Sanchez
& Tatjer Recorda, 2023), this work focuses on operationalizing the just transition within the
realm of local governance, particularly in the context of climate change. Given that climate
change is a key concern for CE, the paper draws on knowledge developed in climate change
mitigation governance to understand and illustrate the models, potential, and challenges of
local governance in addressing environmental challenges.

The first major governance challenge is aligning dispersed local action with global objectives.
In addressing this, climate governance is a significant benchmark for the CE. We explore the
role of Appropriate Climate Responsibility (ACR) in promoting and coordinating massive
autonomous actions while integrating justice considerations. ACR has a potential role in the
articulation of local (and multi-scale) coordination through just transition-aligned, place-
based methods, aiming to relocalize, adjust, and circularize the production-consumption
system that sustains the local community's life. Additionally, the document examines other
governance challenges related to functionality, capacity enhancement, the incorporation of
just transition concerns, participatory inclusion, and multilevel collaboration.

©



This paper presents a comparative case study of six initiatives that aim to prevent global
warming beyond a safe threshold by promoting local governance models for the transition to
carbon neutrality. We analyze four existing municipal climate networks and two web-based
methodological approaches that propose climate neutrality objectives for local jurisdictions:
the Covenant of Mayors, EU Mission Cities, the Place-Based Climate Network, UK100, the
Tyndall Center’s local carbon budget tool, and ARCA. By defining net-zero targets, these six
programs attempt to foster and coordinate local actions toward the common goal of
mitigating climate change. Furthermore, the four networks have established governance
mechanisms to strengthen coordination and share resources, thereby enhancing both
individual and collective capacity. All integrate justice considerations into their governance
approaches and practices.

Their experience serves to illustrate the modes and reach of local governance in pursuing
ambitious targets and operationalizing the ideals of a just transition. We evaluate the
potential role and limitations of ACR determination at local levels. Specifically, we will
investigate various methodologies to determine the ACR, modes to make the process just and
participatory, conditions that enable or hinder the process, its coordinative potential and
limitations, its capacity to guide circularization strategies, as well as existing knowledge gaps
and research needs.

The document proceeds as follows. The next section presents the methods and materials
utilized. Section 3 reviews the background literature on the transition to a circular economy
and the challenges of governing it. Additionally, it builds a framework to analyze the modes,
potential, and limitations of local territories to contribute to a just transition from the local
level. Section 4 describes the relevant traits of the selected local programs from the lens of
our framework. Section 5 performs a comparative analysis to understand the general aspects
and differences across the initiative. Section 6 summarizes lessons learnt from these
experiences and offers a set of policy recommendations. Section 7 ends the working paper
with some concluding remarks.






2. Materials and methods

The method for this working paper is twofold.

It first conducts a literature review on the circular economy, just transition, and local
governance, resulting in a preliminary conceptual framework that will help describe and
assess models and policies to govern and support local jurisdictions in addressing just
transition concerns. We especially focus on climate change: the urgency of this
environmental challenge has put pressure on policy development that can now serve as a
benchmark for developing policies and governance models to address other environmental
concerns. As a crucial governance tool for connecting local governance with the global
climate challenge, we delve into the concept of ACR, its usefulness, and the primary
dimensions of ACR distribution methods.

ACR distribution proposals aim to address the primary governance challenge: coordinating
small-scale, dispersed actions toward large-scale objectives. Additionally, as we will see, ACR
can also integrate explicit justice concerns.

Secondly, it conducts a comparative case study on six ambitious initiatives aimed at
supporting local jurisdictions in achieving area-wide carbon neutrality. The analysis relies on
publicly available documentation for each program (see Table 2 in Appendix A) and explains
the concerns addressed in their concept of a just transition, as well as governance matters, in
light of the framework described in Section 3. The six initiatives are: Covenant of Mayors,
UK100, PCAN, Mission Cities, Tyndall Center’s Tool, and ARCA. The ARCA and Tyndall web-
based tools are only evaluated by their ACR determination models, which are more
comprehensive than the ones used by the networks.

However, the networks do provide mechanisms to address further governance challenges.






3. Literature review and
conceptual framework

This section is divided into three subsections. Subsection 3.1 explains what a just transition to
CE entails and the crucial role of governance. Subsection 3.2 explains how climate change is
innovatively being addressed at the local scale through ACR frameworks. Subsection 3.3
presents some recurring governance problems, as well as the ways actors attempt to solve
them through governance structures and practices. Finally, Subsection 3.4 presents a
conceptual framework for characterizing the ACRs and governance structures implemented
in the real-life cases described in Section 4.

3.1. Circular economy, just circular economy, and governance

The CE proposal recognizes that the current linear production-consumption system (extract,
produce, use, and discard) is at the heart of the current environmental crisis, while also
compromising the security of supply of essential resources for the future (Ghisellini et al.,
2016). The economic system takes resources from the ecological system (in the form of
matter and energy) and, after the processes of production and consumption, returns another
flow of matter and residual energy to the ecosystem. From this, two fundamental problems
emerge:

1. Some of these materials that are fundamental in the current production systems are "non-
renewable"” on a human scale (metals, fossil fuels, etc.). They are therefore susceptible to
exhaustion.

2. Ecosystems have a limited capacity to assimilate the uses we make of them in the
economic process. For example, the biosphere has a limited capacity to absorb the
greenhouse gases (GHG) released into the atmosphere before significant destabilization of
the climatic system occurs, and commercial fishing grounds have a regenerative pace that, if
exceeded, leads to the depletion of the resource.

Therefore, to be environmentally sustainable, the human socio-metabolic system needs to be
reorganized to align with the planet's carrying capacity. The circular economy proposes
transforming the linear economic system into one based on renewable resources and
adjusted to the regenerative pace of the ecosystem. Strategically, it is based on the
implementation of practices such as reduction, reuse, repair, remanufacturing, or recycling
throughout the life cycle of products, in order to keep them and/or their components in use as
long as possible within the economic system.

The absolute reduction and the establishment of these circular flows alleviate the need for
new inputs to be extracted from the ecosystem and reduce or delay the outputs to the
environment. In addition to a more conscious use of the planet's resources, it can also
generate economic efficiency gains for companies and provide a better means of compliance
with increasingly strict environmental regulations (Geissdoerfer et al., 2017;

Ghisellini et al., 2016).

(2)



The transformation into a circular system has been approached from various perspectives,
but there is an observable tendency to consider the transition as an essentially technical
problem (Dzhengiz et al., 2023; Kovacic et al., 2020). However, although cognitive and
technological factors are fundamental, the nature of the problem and the solution is largely
organizational. Among other things, the transition that is taking place in supply chains
requires changes in governance models, making more intensive use of inter-organizational
and multi-stakeholder mesostructures to establish and maintain circularities that involve
more than one link in the product life cycle (Miller et al., 2025; Patala et al., 2022).

Additionally, the involvement of public actors at all levels is crucial in guiding autonomous
actions towards circularity. Through regulation or resource management (including
infrastructural investments, R&D funding, financial development, education, and technical
training), the public sector can intervene in the incentive systems and foster the circular
transition. International and national political powers are critical, but local jurisdictions
possess some of the most important competencies for the transition and, by proximity, have
the privileged capacity to actively engage with relevant actors or host multi-stakeholder
processes to elaborate and agree on collective plans for transitioning to a decarbonized and
circular economy.

As CE strategies and policies gain popularity, concerns about the justice of the transition are
also increasing. Scholars are raising concerns about the tendency to frame and deploy
technocratic versions of CE (Corvellec et al., 2022; Genovese & Pansera, Mario, 2021; Rivas
Hermann et al., 2022) and call for its re-politization (Friant et al., 2020; Inigo & Blok, 2019;
Kovacic et al., 2020; Pansera et al., 2021). Researchers studying the CE transition approach
with critical lenses demand the consideration of sensitive justice dimensions. Pansera et al.
(2024) highlight three often overlooked dimensions of justice: environmental, labor, and
gender justice.

First, regarding environmental justice, current CE perspectives often ignore and reproduce
North/South inequalities. The extractivist dominion —maintained through different
mechanisms that involve, for instance, the overuse of the global commons by the wealthiest
or outsourcing waste and hazardous recycling to the Global South— is generally left
unchallenged.

Second, on labor Justice, CE literature predominantly focuses on job creation while ignoring
workers' agency, job quality, and democratic participation in transitioning to circular systems.

Third, CE undervalues reproductive and care work, disproportionately performed by women,
and reinforces gendered divisions in low-value circular activities.

Local jurisdictions worldwide are operationalizing just transition ideas in their governance
systems and policies. This working paper will illustrate this through some real-world
experiences.



3.2. Appropriate Climate Responsibility

Climate change is a global collective action problem, where mitigation costs are individual and
benefits are diffuse, creating incentives for inaction. The conventional literature on collective
action would consider the solution to this problem impossible without a higher-order agent
capable of imposing rules, monitoring the performance of actors, and establishing sanctions
for non-compliance. However, despite decades of international diplomatic efforts, neither
that global authority nor any effective global agreement to tackle climate change has been
established. Elinor Ostrom (2012, 2014) advocated for a polycentric approach to address
climate change . She pointed out that, whether or not those international agreements are
reached, there is a multitude of possible organized responses to mitigate climate change that
can be (and are) carried out at different administrative levels, involving public organizations,
the private sector, and local groups. Ostrom suggested that rather than focusing solely on
global agreements, it would be preferable to encourage polycentric efforts.

However, two interdependent challenges prevail in this approach. First, large polluters tend to
under-commit to climate mitigation due to a perverse distribution of incentives (those that
contribute the most to the problem are likely less negatively impacted by its consequences),
coupled with a strong diffusion of responsibility. Second, uncoordinated action does not
ensure the resolution of the problem.

What we term Appropriate Climate Responsibility (ACR) allocation methods are currently
being utilized to address these two challenges and advance the just transition to a
decarbonized (and circular) economy. We define appropriate responsibility as the allocation
(to an individual actor) of a specific quota, role, or task that is part of a shared responsibility.
Assigning climate responsibilities is a central concern for the just transition (Ghosh et al.,
2022). For the case of territories, a widespread way to define ACR is through emission
reduction targets (e.g., reducing the territory’s GHG emissions by a specific percentage from a
particular year) and, more recently, a climate neutrality year.

ACR-based target years for neutrality are determined by applying carbon budget
methodologies. The IPCC (2021) determined the budget of emissions that the planet can likely
assimilate before crossing the dangerous frontier of a +2 °C increase in average planetary
temperature from pre-industrial levels. Accordingly, to prevent the exhaustion of that carbon
budget, 2050 was recommended as the target year for humanity to reach climate neutrality.
However, how can that budget be distributed? Territories have followed different behaviors in
this regard: some have not yet committed to reaching neutrality, some have directly assumed
2050 as their target year for neutrality, and some have taken it a step further by integrating
distributive justice considerations into their target year calculations.

3.2.1. ACR determination through budget-based targets

In recent years, detailed methodologies (Dao et al., 2018; Hickel, 2020; Suéarez-Eiroa et al.,
2022, 2024) and even web-based platforms (such as the Tyndall Local Carbon Budget Tool for
the UK and the ARCA Project for Spain) were developed to guide the determination of
territory-wide ACR. By utilizing carbon budgets and principles of distributive justice, they
provide the territories with appropriate timeframes to reach climate neutrality.



However, these methods can substantially vary according to diverse dimensions:

e Type of GHGs considered: Some methods consider only carbon dioxide, and others
comprehensively include more or all the identified gases with greenhouse effect (i.e.,
methane, nitrous oxide, fluorinated gases, etc.).

e Attribution method and scope: This criterion determines what emissions are attributed to
the population of a given territory. The most common method considers only the so-called
territorial emissions, i.e., those that physically occur within the jurisdiction's boundaries. In
contrast, the consumption-based method attributes the GHG embodied in the goods and
services consumed by residents, regardless of where they are produced or disposed of.
Additionally, the emissions attributed to an actor are often divided into three scopes. Scope
1 refers to the direct emissions liberated within the range of control of the actor. Scope 2
considers the indirect emissions liberated by the generation process of the energy
purchased by the entity. Scope 3 includes all the rest of the indirect GHG emitted during the
production process of the consumed goods. Scope 1, therefore, equals direct emissions,
while scopes 2 and 3 form together the indirect emissions.

¢ Budget distribution method: Some methodologies explicitly use distributive principles to
allocate shares of the remaining budget to responsible entities (in this case, territories).
There are diverse methods to distribute budgets (van den Berg et al., 2020) and the most
common are the “equal per capita” (EPC), which gives everyone an equal share; the
grandfathering method, which allocates more budget to high emitters, assuming a
“historical” acquired rights of use or acknowledging a higher difficulty to reach net-zero
because they are further; and the capability based, which allocates less budget to those
with larger economies (Income, Gross Domestic Product or Gross Value Added), assuming
that they have more transformative capacity through investments.

e Targeted limit of global warming: The Paris Agreement aims to hold “the increase in the
global average temperature to well below 2°C above pre-industrial levels and pursuing
efforts to limit the temperature increase to 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels”. Targets are
usually linked to a point within that range. The most commonly used are 1.5 °C, 1.7 °C, and 2
°C. Thisis a fundamental parameter to compute carbon budgets.

¢ Base year: It is the year in which carbon budgets are calculated (and distributed) and from
which the GHG emissions are individually (e.g., a nation) accounted for. Before that date, the
entities are viewed as a single global jurisdiction with undifferentiated responsibilities. On
that date, countries receive a budget based on the distributional criteria, and from then on,
they consume it according to their GHG emissions. Therefore, from that moment on, the
largest emitters will exhaust their budgets faster. For instance, choosing 1850 as the base
year suggests that the countries that contributed most to climate change since the
Industrial Revolution and that today have more comfortable living conditions should see their
budgets reduced by the same proportion, among other reasons, to grant other territories
the "space" to develop their capacities. Choosing the current year (2025) means starting
with a clean slate and ignoring the fact that countries have contributed differently to the
problem of (and benefited from) climate change. Since it could be argued that the largest
emitters were, for along part of history, unaware of the consequences of GHG concentration
derived from burning fossil fuels, other intermediate years can be considered coinciding with
key moments of open consensus and agreement on climate change. Those moments can be
seen as originating the differentiated responsibility.
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3.3. Achallenging governance

Among other things, ACR determination methods aim to address the issue of coordination in
the absence of an authority that can allocate and enforce responsibilities. By building on the
resolution of the problem (i.e., not exceeding the budget) and distributing tasks
(individualized carbon budgets), they reconcile small-scale agency dispersion with large-
scale collective action. However, other governance problems persist. In the following, we
reflect on other (interrelated) governance challenges and how supralocal organizational
structures (like municipal networks) can contribute to overcoming them.

* The problem of target misalignment when individual targets are not collectively agreed
upon but self-determined. Currently, diverse justice discourses coexist, and depending
on each actor's circumstances, some resonate better than others. This leads to
combinations of ACR distribution approaches that, when aggregated, might not resolve
the climate problem. For instance, if actors use different emissions accountabilities (some
territorial and some consumption-based), this mix leaves a substantial quantity of
emissions “unowned”. More importantly, the diverse distribution criteria affect the
immediate interests of each actor differently. If each actor uses the distributive criterion
that benefits it the most, the aggregate efforts will not add up to solve the complete
problem. Networks have a role in homogenizing criteria among local jurisdictions and
aligning targets with upper-level institutions through political advocacy (Bergman et al.,
2025).

* The problem of agency for responsible action. Small-scale actors have limited agency
(rights, resources, etc.), and the impossibility of honoring the attributed responsibility
leads to frustration, disengagement, or resistance to responsibilization (DObbe &
Cederberg, 2024; Soneryd & Uggla, 2015). These are known as governance traps (Bulkeley
et al., 2014; Newell et al., 2015). Intermunicipal networks (like the ones presented later)
can play a crucial role in alleviating these problems. By sharing knowledge and other
resources, these alliances aim to enhance both collective and individual agency. For
instance, they offer training or financial resources to their members or can lobby together
at higher administrative levels to enhance the endowment of resources for local
jurisdictions.

e The problem of responsibility distribution frames that atomize and isolate
responsibilized actors. The way we frame climate change is fundamental for collective
action and governance (Lakoff, 2010; Newell et al., 2015), as it conditions how we perceive
the problem and envision the solutions. Both ACR methods and municipal climate
networks not only inform and provide resources but also frame the situation in ways that
particularize responsibility in local actors to create responsible subjectivities (Bulkeley et
al., 2012). However, particularizing the responsibility can atomize actors in such a way that
they attempt to pursue isolated action and neglect collective opportunities. ACRs
discourses need to emphasize the collective nature of both the problem and the solution.
They need to frame the situation as a collective action problem that simultaneously
requires the emergence of local leadership and the development of cooperative solutions
to improve agency.



e The problem of fair internal governance with heterogeneous stakeholders. Local
governments have limited control over emissions-related behaviors in the jurisdiction, so
the agreement or acceptance by the rest of the relevant stakeholders (domestic
consumers, firm owners, investors, workers, and environmentally affected collectivities,
among others) is paramount to ensure a transformative intervention. Governance
scholars tend to recommend the use of inclusive methods for establishing collective
targets and strategies (Nasiritousi et al.,, 2016; Ostrom, 2005). However, it is not
straightforward to align or reconcile interests when actors are diverse, having different
priorities or even conflicting preferences.

* The problem of compliance. The risk of opportunism (or free riding) is always present in
collective action situations (Frey S. & Stroebe, 1982; Ostrom, 2000). Even when
agreements are reached, the parties may have incentives to default. This may result in
what has been referred to as the commitment-action gap or the intention-behavior gap
(Sheeran, 2002; Sheeran & Webb, 2016). Governance systems can develop formal
centralized mechanisms of enforcement (monitoring activities, reporting and
accountability, sanctions) and more informal and horizontal mechanisms of social
enforcement (exposure to other stakeholders like citizens, peer pressure, and retaliation,
repeated and simultaneous games).

¢ The problem of conflict. Cooperation with collective plans or among specific actors within
the system can be hindered by conflict. Governance structures can provide arenas for
negotiating and deliberating to achieve more accepted arrangements and establish
conflict resolution mechanisms that can dissolve or prevent entrenched conflict (Heikkila,
2019; Howarth et al., 2024; Lubell et al., 2020).

3.4. Aframework to characterize the integration of just transition
concernsinto local governance

This section outlines a framework for examining the way these net-zero initiatives envision
and operationalize the contributions of local jurisdictions to the just transition. Table 1
presents the features used to characterize the governance structures along two dimensions:
the nature of the concerns addressed (coordination and justice) and the locus of the entities
involved or affected in the concern (internal or external to the local jurisdiction). As this 2x2
matrix indicates, both coordination and justice concerns can be developed in reference to
internal and external actors. In total, four features will be covered:

1. Justice concerns regarding internal relations. We evaluate the issues affecting local
stakeholders and related to justice that are problematized in the documentation, and how
those issues are intended to be addressed. With varying degrees of detail, the documentation
may explicitly acknowledge rights and assign responsibilities to different actors within the
jurisdiction, specifying policies and institutions.

2. Coordination concerns regarding internal relations. We delve into the mechanisms
established in the jurisdiction for target and strategy definition, implementation,
enforcement, and conflict resolution. For instance, what procedures are in place or
recommended to include stakeholders in decision-making or to monitor performance.
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3. Justice concerns regarding external relations. This one mostly refers to the recognition
of problems affecting the rights of actors outside the jurisdiction. We especially focus on the
explicit recognition of environmental limits (especially related to climate change) and others’
rights to use the planet to thrive. We detail the methods used to determine the appropriate
responsibility and how it is intended to be integrated into the conduct of the local actors.
Additionally, in the documentation, we also seek references to anticipated justice issues that
may arise beyond territorial distributive fairness, such as those affecting dimensions of labor,
gender, ethnicity, orincome.

4. Coordination concerns regarding external relations. This item is interested in the way
these initiatives understand and address vertical and horizontal relations with external actors.
We detail the coordinative mechanisms to address collective action regarding both target
coordination and capacity building. For instance, it depicts the actions mentioned to enhance
agency (information sharing, collective investments, financial frameworks), to align or
redistribute responsibilities (e.g., demanding action from higher-scale administrations), and
to enforce multijurisdictional agreements.

Table 1. Governance dimensions to integrate justice concerns and coordinate actions

Justice concerns Coordination efforts
(make itjust) (make it happen)

Mechanisms for target and strategy definition,
implementation, enforcement,
and conflict resolution.

Internal Just transition issues that concern
relations stakeholders within the jurisdiction.

Anticipated justice-related Vertical and horizontal relations with external
consequences of the transition affecting actors to pursue responsibilities’ alignment and
actors outside the jurisdiction capacity building.

External
relations







4. Cases: Real-life
examples of locally driven
just transition to net zero

4.1. Covenant of Mayors

The Covenant of Mayors for Climate and Energy (CoM) is a network of cities that share a
strong commitment to climate action and aim to build a joint political voice to support global
efforts. The CoM was launched in 2008 with the support of the European Commission and has
evolved into the Global Covenant of Mayors (GCoM), a global alliance comprising over 13,000
cities, representing more than 1.2 billion people worldwide. According to its latest impact
report (GCoM, 2024), seventy-five percent of signatory cities declared targets that exceed
national targets, and up to 4.2 GtCO, can be saved annually by 2050 if local plans are funded
and implemented at scale.

Globally, the CoM is more flexible, but in Europe, signatories acquire the commitment (in its
most recent version) to achieve climate neutrality by 2050, with an intermediate target to
reduce GHG emissions by at least 55% by 2030 compared to 1990 levels (Davide et al., 2025).
Since this working paper focuses on local initiatives pursuing climate neutrality, we will refer
to this recent ambitious commitment in its European section (EU CoM) hereafter.

Membership in EU CoM is voluntary, but subject to certain rules. Cities make a political
commitment to the network by signing the Covenant, and within two years, they develop the
Baseline Emission Inventory (BEI) and the Risk and Vulnerability Assessment (RVA). Then, by
the third year, cities need to set more specific targets and define the Sustainable Energy and
Climate Action Plan (SECAP). Thereafter, they report on progress every two years and update
the inventories on a regular basis. There is an official template for information submission,
which standardizes the content and enables monitoring and feedback. In any case,
signatories can always review the SECAP and reprioritize actions as needed.

The EU CoM’ signatories assume for their jurisdiction the EU climate target of achieving net-
zero emissions by 2050, which in turn is the IPCC’s recommendation for the global jurisdiction.
Regarding the account of carbon emissions, the calculation is based on territorial, production-
based emissions. By default, they must include Scope 1 (direct emissions within the territory)
and Scope 2 (emissions related to electricity consumed in the territory).

Cities also have the option to apply alternative approaches, such as life cycle analysis and the
inclusion of scope 3 (indirect emissions related to products consumed within the city's
territory), but these are optional (Bastos et al., 2025; Melica et al., 2024). The sectors included
are buildings (municipal buildings, equipment and facilities, public lighting, tertiary buildings,
equipment and facilities, residential, industrial and agricultural/forestry/fishery facilities),
transport (municipal vehicle fleet, public transport and private and commercial transport),
waste (solid waste, biological treatment, incineration and open burning, and wastewater
treatment) and energy supply (electricity generation, combined heat and power, district
heating/cooling and decentralized local renewable energy generation).



However, other dimensions of the just transition are present in CoM’s main documents.
Particularly, three key aspects are highlighted: energy poverty, employment, and citizen
engagement.

First, monitoring and tackling local energy poverty is one of the three pillars of the CoM
framework, to which the network dedicates multiple resources developed jointly by the EU
Covenant of Mayors Office, the Joint Research Center, and the Energy Poverty Advisory Hub (EU
Covenant of Mayors, 2025; Pittalis et al., 2025).

Second, regarding labor-related justice, the CoM is not very detailed, but it emphasizes the links
between investments in the sustainable energy transition and the creation of local jobs (GCoM,
2024).

Third, although there is no formal mandate in this sense, the documents often remark the
desirability of stakeholder participation in decision-making. For instance, in the process of
SECAP development, it is strongly recommended to mobilize all municipal departments involved
and build support from stakeholders through diverse engagement techniques (Davide et al.,
2025). The recent update of the guide to develop the SECAP acknowledges the neglect of social
justice concerns in past climate action plans and defends the critical importance of prioritizing
the needs and participation of the most vulnerable communities to the transition.

Regarding the governance of the initiative, the global secretariat and regional offices develop a
common framework in collaboration with partner networks, and the Joint Research Center (JRC)
of the European Commission establishes the technical criteria and reviews the submitted
proposals for coherence and completeness. The core guidance emphasizes standardized data
templates, comparability across cities, and routine monitoring (EU Covenant of Mayors, 2020;
Melica et al., 2024). Public reporting makes progress visible across the network, and cities that
do not meet the required standards may be suspended or removed from the initiative.

The network offers a diverse range of services and resources to its members. It provides
technical advice, standards, and digital tools to streamline the access and implementation
process. It is noteworthy that some tools are also designed to provide specific guidance on
integrating justice considerations into mitigation and adaptation strategies. For instance, the
GCoM offers the Toolkit for Gender Equitable and Inclusive Climate Action Planning, which
outlines a step-by-step method for integrating analysis, participation, budgeting, and
procurementinto the SECAP cycle (Global Covenant of Mayors, 2025).

Furthermore, the GCoM also serves as a learning network, where cities share best practices
through regional and global forums, technical workshops, and online resources, enabling
successful actions to quickly spread to other contexts.

The CoM (EU Covenant of Mayors, 2021; Global Covenant of Mayors, 2021, 2023) strongly
emphasizes the importance of multi-level governance, which is considered “critical to achieving
the credible, just, and ambitious commitments required to avoid a climate catastrophe” (Global
Covenant of Mayors, 2021, p. 2). Documents highlight that local governments need to be
empowered with sufficient competencies and resources by upper levels, and that active cross-
scale collaboration is necessary to articulate coherent targets and strategies, as well as to find
horizontal and vertical synergies.

@)



4.2. EU Mission Cities

The Mission on Climate-Neutral and Smart Cities (also known as Net Zero Cities or Cities
Mission) is a network of cities promoted by the European Commission since 2021, as part of
Horizon 2020 and Horizon Europe projects, that stresses the pivotal role of cities in the energy
transition. Noting that cities occupy only 4% of the European Union’s land area but they
concentrate 75% of its citizens, the European Commission decided to establish this program,
seeking to strategically promote demand-side climate policies (European Commission, 2021a).
The mission originally targeted at least 100 cities and is currently working with 112 cities.

The program's aim is two-fold: 1) helping interested cities develop climate policies that could
make them carbon neutral by 2030 and 2) turning them also into innovation hubs to develop
replicable knowledge that could be extensible to the rest of European cities (European
Commission: Directorate-General for Research and Innovation, 2025).

Access to the Mission’s program is subject to the successful development of the Climate City
Contract (CCC). The CCC is a “living” document in which the municipal authorities and other
local stakeholders collectively co-create the city’'s path to climate neutrality. It is meant to be
“updated periodically to review its effectiveness, accountability to commitments, and to include
new stakeholders and commitments in line with budgetary and monitoring cycles and citizen
engagement processes” (Net Zero Cities, 2023c, p. 4). The CCC has three main parts: the main
commitments (core contract), a climate neutrality action plan, and a climate neutrality
investment plan. After eligible cities express their interest in participating, they receive a
“resource pack” with supporting materials to develop the CCC, including templates (Net Zero
Cities, 2023d, 2023b, 2023f) and guides (Net Zero Cities, 2023c, 2023a, 2023e). These CCCs are
subjected to an expert review conducted by the European Commission, with the assistance of
expert bodies, including the European Investment Bank (EIB) and the Joint Research Center
(JRC).

Successful candidates are awarded the Mission Label. To date, 92 out of the 112 mission cities
hold the Mission Cities label (European Commission, 2025). Apart from the recognition of their
neutrality plan, this label gives them access to funding and financing sources (especially private
investment) and to the Climate City Capital Hub, which offers tailored financial advice in
partnership with the EIB and the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD).

Additionally, they receive support from the Mission Platform, which provides them with technical
assistance, tools, and knowledge repositories, as well as spaces for peer learning and
networking. Finally, they are given the opportunity to participate in large research and innovation
projects under Horizon Europe and other frameworks.

The governance of the network itself is carried out by a diverse set of actors across various
bodies. The program was designed and implemented by the European Commission (European
Commission, 2021a). The Mission Platform is coordinated by Climate-KIC and a consortium of
climate policy municipal networks, research institutions, and relevant private sector
practitioners. Cities are also represented in the decision-making process through the Mayors
Advisory Board, which assists the European Commission and the Platform coordination in
strategic matters. Cities must report regularly (typically annually) on the implementation of their

Climate City Contract.



It should be noted that cities are not penalized when they fail to fulfill their commitments, as the
CCCs are not legally binding contracts. Nevertheless, the European Commission highlights the
potential political cost of not fulfilling these contracts for local politicians (European
Commission, 2021a).

This program brings important benefits to the multilevel integration of climate governance.
Typically, CCCs' signatories include political representatives and administrative staff of national
and regional governments (Palmia & Meskovic-Imsirovic, 2025). The program standardizes
governance practices (including language, policies, and reporting standards), which improves
mutual understanding, agreement, and accountability among the involved actors (Net Zero
Cities, 2023c). Additionally, the Mission promotes the institutionalization of spaces or activities
for stable, intracity, multi-stakeholder, long-term collaboration (Net Zero Cities, 2022, 20239)
and dedicates efforts to inter-city collaboration through, for instance, the Twinning Learning
Programme (Net Zero Cities, 2025).

Climate neutrality targets were determined by the European Commission. Cities must reach
climate neutrality by 2030, encompassing both Scope 1 (direct emissions) and Scope 2 (indirect
emissions). Regarding Scope 3 (out-of-bound) emissions, only waste emissions should be
tracked before 2030, and more sophisticated accounting techniques should be developed
moving forward to 2050. Thus, while there is an interest in accounting for Scope 3 emissions, a
key component of environmental justice, this desire does not fully materialize in the current form
of Mission Cities. Additionally, the documents permit the use of carbon sinks and carbon credits
to offset GHG emissions, but they should only be utilized when it can be ensured that they will be
maintained as sinks permanently and only for emissions that are difficult to abate. Although
some criteria are set vertically, there is also some flexibility in the usage of accounting
methodologies to develop the municipal emissions inventory.

The European Commission considers the EU CoM/SECAP approach, the GCoM Common
Reporting Framework, or the Global Protocol for Community-Scale Greenhouse Gas Emission
Inventories (GPC) as valid methodologies for setting goals and tracking achievements
(European Commission, 2021b).

Beyond the ACR determination, initial documents explicitly engaged with the concept of just
transition (European Commission, 2021a, 2021b). On the one hand, they are concerned about
the so-called “territorial” just transition, which is addressed through the Just Transition Fund.
This Fund supports EU territories “facing serious socio-economic challenges” in moving towards
neutrality by fostering economic diversification and the reskiling and active inclusion of
affected workers (European Commission, 2021a). On the other hand, these documents also
recommend a series of efforts to “ensure that actions and policies do not worsen or create new
inequalities” (European Commission, 2021b, p. 71), including assessing social vulnerability within
cities and fostering broad social participation in decision-making processes. However, in the
CCCs, so far, the “recognition of structural inequalities as a foundation for a just transition
remains limited” (Palmia, 2025, p. 1).

The strongest emphasis is on establishing an inclusive and participatory process for both the
planning phase of the CCC and for the implementation and monitoring stages. Furthermore, the
Mission encourages the cities to build a multistakeholder and multidisciplinary “Transition Team”
to “orchestrate a just transition to climate neutrality” (Net Zero Cities, 2022).



An analysis of the labeled mission cities in 2024 (ICLEI Europe, 2025) calculated that CCCs are
signed on average by 25 stakeholders (including government bodies, regulatory agencies,
research institutions, businesses, trade unions, and civil society organizations). These agents
are individually committed to helping the city achieve climate neutrality by 2030 and signh a
Climate Neutrality Commitment, which may include clear targets, actions, expected
(measurable) results, and timing (Net Zero Cities, 2023c).

4.3. Place-based Climate Action Network (PCAN)

The Place-based Climate Action Network was built as a research project promoted by a research
team from several universities (University of Edinburgh, London School of Economics, University
of Leeds, University of Oxford, and Queen’s University Belfast) and funded by the UK’'s Economic
and Social Research Council (ESRC). Its goal was to translate climate policy into concrete
actions at the local level by engaging the various affected communities in a co-production
fashion. For this, the project brought together the research community with decision-makers
from the public, private, and civil sectors, deploying its activities in three cities: Leeds,
Edinburgh, and Belfast. This multilevel engagement between researchers and stakeholders was
hosted at the so-called “climate commissions”.

Climate commissions are arenas for the engagement of diverse local stakeholders to collectively
drive climate action (PCAN, 2024). They can be seen as independent advisory boards that work
collaboratively with local governments, but also as venues to reach multilateral commitments
that bind diverse key local actors in the city. They host assemblies, workshops, training courses,
and other supporting activities for a) mutual understanding and partnership building, b)
researching, learning, and innovating, c) collective decision-making, and d) monitoring
agreements or tracking results. One of the critical activities of the climate commissions is
developing the “Roadmap” to climate neutrality for the city[1].

This roadmap estimates the carbon emissions attributed to the city, sets carbon reduction
targets grounded in climate science and appropriate responsibility ideals using carbon budgets,
identifies and evaluates carbon reduction opportunities, and establishes a clear strategy with a
suite of objectives and performance indicators for key sectors. Based on these roadmaps, the
climate commissions also elaborate further specific policy proposals and action plans (e.g., on
transport, energy production, or housing insulation), seek funding for investments, and monitor
implementation and performance. By providing evidence and confidence, the roadmaps
delivered by the climate commissions promoted and supported the subsequent enactment of
the cities’ official climate targets, strategies, and action plans. After the project ended in 2024,
these experiences continue in the three cities and in many other territories through the “PCAN
plus” network.

The concept of a just transition is presented in varying degrees of detail across several of the
network's documents. The report that most directly addresses the just transition, even explicitly
mentioning its dimensions, is entitled “Trends in Local Climate Action in the UK” (Howarth et al.,
2021). This document establishes the importance of two interrelated dimensions: participatory
justice and distributive justice. Participatory justice requires that those affected by a decision
be included inits formulation. It is therefore concerned with




the decision-making process, particularly in relation to public policies that affect the transition.
Following this principle, climate commissions deliberately seek to integrate multiple
stakeholders from the various social sectors affected by decarbonization. Distributive justice,
on the other hand, is concerned with the equitable allocation of rights, responsibilities,
resources, or burdens in a society. It is generally integrated into the discourse as the idea of not
leaving any social group of the jurisdiction behind. Particular concern is expressed for workers in
affected sectors (coal mining, thermal power plants, etc.) and those with low incomes who may
face so-called "energy poverty" or "fuel poverty”. However, transitional distributive justice is also
implicitly present in the ACR’s self-determination in the roadmaps. Climate commissions apply a
principle of equity in the allocation, assuming an equal right among humans to emit greenhouse
gases to develop their territory's economic capacity. Therefore, they allocate a carbon budget
to their territory proportional to its population.

Regarding the RCA determined by climate commissions, some of its characteristics can be
discerned through the roadmaps. They establish a limit of +1.5 °C for global warming relative to
pre-industrial levels. The accounting method they use to formulate their objective is territorial
and based on Scopes 1 and 2, although their documents always recommend a more ambitious
approach to include Scope 3 in the future. As a result, the roadmaps outline carbon reduction
pathways that aim to achieve carbon neutrality for Leeds and Edinburgh by 2030 and for Belfast
by 2050.

Regarding the governance of the local climate commissions and the coordinating network, there
is a strong emphasis on securing the formal establishment of multilevel relations and the
participation of the affected local actors. These values contribute in diverse ways to the justice,
legitimacy, and functionality of the governance system and the decisions made within it. The
network recognizes the polycentric challenge, implying that agency (rights, capabilities, etc.) is
dispersed across multiple actors, and highlights the paramount importance of internal
coordination. Specifically, it highlights that the scope of the necessary action significantly
exceeds the local government's direct control and requires the active participation of
independent and diverse stakeholders within the municipality. Furthermore, it also recognizes
the challenge posed by the lack of agency in local territories (especially the smallest ones) and
the need to leverage its multi-level relationships to enhance their capacities for delivering
ambitious climate action (Christie & Russell, 2023; Howarth et al., 2021).

The Place-based Climate Action Network explicitly establishes a series of parameters and
recommendations for the internal structure and operations of climate commissions. For
instance, while climate commissions are independent of the local government, they are
generally co-chaired by a member of the city council and a member of the participating
university. It also recommends clearly defined and widely accepted governing structures and
rules, as well as the determination of informed, detailed, and feasible missions, targets,
strategies, and action plans. Additionally, it advocates for the establishment of supportive
mechanisms related to performance monitoring and conflict resolution.

The Network also elaborates and distributes useful resources for the commissions. First, it

shared a set of tools to assist the effective establishment and operations of the commissions,
such as, forinstance:
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