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Motivation and research question

The transition to a sustainable energy system is endorsed at global scale and multiple level [1-4]. An example of multilevel-governance is the Covenant of Mayors (CoM) initiative, requiring its signatories to submit a Sustainable Energy Action Plan (SEAP/SECAP) [5-7]. However, it is not clear how solid and aligned to EU/national targets the SEAP/SECAPs are [8-15]. A selection of 25 action plans across 5 European networks of municipalities, is analysed trying to answer the research questions: “Do SEAPs/SECAPs contain elements helping their successful implementation?”, “Where do SEAPs/SECAPs show room for improvement?” and “Are local climate action plans aligned to national and European climate targets?”.


Methodology

The study proceeds in subsequent steps to identify the singularities of the selected municipalities, the strengths and weaknesses of their current energy and emission profiles, and the chances to successfully implement their action plans.

First, participating municipalities are compared based on structural and energy parameters (population, economy structure, employment, energy consumption and GHG emissions) to understand their distinctive features. Further insight is provided through data extracted from the Hotmaps Toolbox (building heating and cooling demand, renewable energy potentials). Climate targets for GHG emissions, renewable energy and energy efficiency, are collected at local, national and EU level. 

Then, local targets are harmonized and compared to EU and national targets with the help of a 1990-base index of national emissions and energy consumption. Local emissions and consumption are back casted to the base year of EU and national targets (1990, 2005). Local targets are thus expressed in these baseline years and when misaligned, an estimation of how local targets should have been to be in line with national ones is calculated. Eventually, foreseen mitigation and adaptation actions listed in the action plans are categorized by scope and sector, to provide an overview of the most significant measures.


Results and conclusions

This in-depth assessment revealed a highly diversified landscape. Municipalities showed very different starting points, possibilities, strategies, and progress, and they produced substantially different plans. This alone confirms that no one-size-fits-all approach is suitable to local climate action.

Concerning the action plans, the CoM minimum requirements were generally met, but many of the additional recommended elements were overlooked. Data was sometimes old, incomplete, inconsistent, or had little detail. A comprehensive, far reaching, programmatic approach was often missing, focusing on targets for carbon emissions by 2020 or 2030. Elements recommended by the CoM and JRC [7, 16] such as renewables and efficiency targets, 2050 targets, RES potentials, sector targets e.g. building renovation rates, implementation steps, and a draft timeline were often missing. Measures that are more difficult to implement but produce greater impact [13, 17] such as regulation, standards, and financial tools, were greatly neglected, in favour of easier but less impactful actions such as municipal self-governing measures and awareness campaigns. 

Already the fact that the municipalities developed such plans show a great motivation to advance the energy transition. However, local emissions targets were rarely aligned to national/EU targets: only 10 municipalities for 2020 targets, 4 for 2030 targets, and one for carbon neutrality. Renewable and efficiency targets were mostly missing. Estimated minimum targets in line with national ones were provided where local targets were missing.
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Figure 1: Categorization of SEAP/SECAPs Measures
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