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A CARBON-NEUTRAL EUROPE 
Emilia Smeds

If we are to meet ambitious climate change targets, we need 
to break the link between the welfare state and the car. Local 
government must be empowered through decentralisation. And 
national governments must provide the levels of public spending 
that can meet the scale of the challenge.

Last year the climate crisis swept European politics 
with ‘climate emergency’ declarations by the Eu-
URSHDQ�3DUOLDPHQW�� VHYHUDO�(XURSHDQ�JRYHUQPHQWV�

and hundreds of municipalities. The European Commis-
VLRQ�KDV�FDOOHG�IRU�D�¶FOLPDWH�QHXWUDO·�(XURSH�E\�������DQG�
the UK government has issued a target for net-zero green-
KRXVH�JDV�HPLVVLRQV�E\�������&DUERQ�QHXWUDOLW\�DQG�QHW�
]HUR� HPLVVLRQV� UHIHU� WR� WKH� VDPH� VWDWH��ZKHUH�&22 emis-
VLRQV�HTXDO�WKH�DEVRUSWLRQ�RI�FDUERQ�IURP�WKH�DWPRVSKHUH��
which essentially means emissions need to be reduced to 
a very low level.
1HW�]HUR� UHSUHVHQWV� D� KLJKHU� GHJUHH� RI� DPELWLRQ� WKDQ�

EHIRUH��EXW� WKHUH� LV� VWLOO�PXFK�GHEDWH�DV� WR�ZKHWKHU������
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is ‘too late’ based on the climate science.1 Experts say that 
no European nation is currently on a path to rapid enough 
decarbonisation and that the EU as a whole will not meet 
PRVW�RI�LWV�H[LVWLQJ������WDUJHWV��7KXV��DIWHU�GHFDGHV�RI�WKH�
international community negotiating temperature rise sce-
QDULRV�DQG�FRUUHVSRQGLQJ�QDWLRQDO�WDUJHWV��,�ZRXOG�DUJXH�
that the focus must now be on immediate action.
$FURVV� WKH� (XURSHDQ� 8QLRQ� ��� SHU� FHQW� RI� HQHUJ\�

consumption is from buildings and 25 per cent is from 
transport.2�7KH�ÀJXUHV�DUH�VLPLODU�IRU�WKH�8.��:H�OLYH�LQ�DQ�
XUEDQ�(XURSH��ZLWK�DOPRVW�WKUHH�TXDUWHUV�RI�WKH�(XURSHDQ�
population living in an urban area.3 The challenge of 
GHFDUERQLVLQJ�(XURSH�LV�WKXV��WR�D�VLJQLÀFDQW�H[WHQW��RQH�RI�
UHWURÀWWLQJ�XUEDQ�LQIUDVWUXFWXUH�²�ZKLFK�LQ�WXUQ�RI�FRXUVH�
means local government has a crucial role to play. This 
FKDSWHU� GLVFXVVHV� WKH� LQWHUSOD\� EHWZHHQ� ORFDO�� QDWLRQDO�
DQG� (8�SROLF\� IRU� DFKLHYLQJ� FDUERQ� QHXWUDOLW\�� IURP� WKH�
WUDQVSRUW�VHFWRU�WR�SXEOLF�VHUYLFHV��DV�ZHOO�DV�WKH�EURDGHU�
transformation of the state.

The decarbonisation of public services and transport 
in urban Europe

)URP�D�SURJUHVVLYH�SHUVSHFWLYH�� D� FDUERQ�QHXWUDO� VWDWH� FDQ�
be understood as one able to deliver the public services that 
form part of an inclusive welfare state in a manner that pro-
duces very low CO2 emissions. The concept of the welfare 
VWDWH� W\SLFDOO\� FHQWUHV� RQ� KHDOWKFDUH�� HGXFDWLRQ� DQG� VRFLDO�
VHUYLFHV��'XH�WR�WKH�VFDOH�RI�SURYLVLRQ��WKHVH�VHUYLFHV�LQ�WKHP-

1 T. Jackson, 2050 is too late – we much drastically cut emissions 
much sooner, (15 September 2019), The Conversation.

2 European Commission, What is the European Green Deal?, 
(11 December 2019), Press release.

3 2015 figures. Eurostat, Urban Europe: Statistics on Cities, 
Towns and Suburbs, (2016), 2016 edition.
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VHOYHV�SURGXFH�VLJQLÀFDQW�&22�HPLVVLRQV��ZKLFK�FDQ�EH�HͿHF-
tively targeted as they are within public sector control.
'HOLYHULQJ� KHDOWK� VHUYLFHV� LQYROYHV� ODUJH� YROXPHV� RI�

PRYHPHQW� JHQHUDWHG� E\� JRRGV�� SDWLHQWV� DQG� KHDOWKFDUH�
ZRUNHUV��)RU� H[DPSOH�� WKH�8.·V�1DWLRQDO�+HDOWK�6HUYLFH�
estimates that it contributes 4 to 5 per cent of the coun-
WU\·V�FDUERQ�IRRWSULQW��ZLWK�����ELOOLRQ�URDG�PLOHV�WUDYHOOHG�
DQQXDOO\� E\� SDWLHQWV� DQG� WKHLU� YLVLWRUV� WR� DFFHVV� 1+6�
VHUYLFHV��,Q�UHVSRQVH��LW�KDV�ODXQFKHG�D�*UHHQHU�1+6�FDP-
paign with a net-zero target.4 While emission reductions 
can be achieved through technologies such as electric vehi-
FOHV��DFKLHYLQJ�FDUERQ�QHXWUDOLW\�DOVR�UHTXLUHV�D�ORRN�DW�WKH�
models of service delivery.

Welfare state politics involves pressures to improve cost 
H΀FLHQF\��EXW�WKLV�FDQ�KDYH�XQLQWHQGHG�FRQVHTXHQFHV��)RU�
H[DPSOH��GHOLYHULQJ�VHUYLFHV� WKURXJK� ODUJHU�FRQVROLGDWHG�
health centres compared to a more distributed model of 
VPDOOHU�GRFWRUV·�SUDFWLFHV�PD\�DOORZ�IRU�FRVW�VDYLQJV��EXW�
if the new health centre is constructed at the edge of an 
XUEDQ�DUHD�ZLWK�SRRU�DFFHVVLELOLW\��E\�SXEOLF�WUDQVSRUW��IRRW�
DQG�ELF\FOH��WKLV�FDQ�LQFUHDVH�FDU�WULSV��ZRUVHQ�DFFHVV�IRU�
low-income citizens without a car and harm public health 
through reduced physical activity.5�'HFDUERQLVDWLRQ� WKXV�
requires recognising that services are delivered in urban 
FRQWH[WV��IDFWRULQJ�HPLVVLRQV�LQWR�GHFLVLRQV�DERXW�VHUYLFH�
delivery and broader changes to welfare state policy.

Transport is also a public service in itself through 
the provision of public transport and road and street 
infrastructure. Transport in Europe is a paradox. From 
D� JOREDO� SHUVSHFWLYH�� (XURSH� DOUHDG\� KDV� VRPH� RI� WKH�
PRVW� VXVWDLQDEOH� IRUPV� RI� XUEDQ� VHWWOHPHQW�� LQFOXGLQJ�

4 NHS (2020). Greener NHS campaign to tackle climate 
‘health emergency’, (25 January 2020), Press release.

5 P. Jones, Developing sustainable transport for the next generation: 
The need for a multi-sector approach, (2012), IATSS Research, 35.
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KLJK�TXDOLW\�SXEOLF�WUDQVSRUW�V\VWHPV��FRPSDFW�DQG�ZDON-
DEOH� XUEDQ� VSDFHV�� DQG� WKH� ZRUOG·V� SLRQHHULQJ� ¶F\FOLQJ�
FLWLHV·�� +RZHYHU�� GULYH� WKURXJK� (XURSH� DQG� \RX� ZLOO�
also see a continuous landscape of congested streets and 
KLJKZD\�LQIUDVWUXFWXUH��VKRSSLQJ�PDOOV�HQYHORSHG�E\�FDU�
parking and monotonous low-density suburbs. This social 
IDEULF�UHSUHVHQWV�ORFNHG�LQ�HPLVVLRQV��ZKLOH�DOVR�VHYHUHO\�
GLVDGYDQWDJLQJ�FLWL]HQV�ZKR�FDQQRW�DͿRUG�D�FDU�WR�DFFHVV�
employment and other activities.

While compact cities in Europe are a positive legacy of 
SUHYLRXV�FHQWXULHV��LQ�WKH�VHFRQG�KDOI�RI�WKH���WK�FHQWXU\�
urban areas have sprawled – and in many regions con-
tinue to do so – as a result of car-oriented planning. 
Left-wing governments have been just as culpable in 
LQYHVWLQJ� LQ� URDGEXLOGLQJ�� UHGHVLJQLQJ�FLWLHV� WR�SULRULWLVH�
FDU�WUD΀F��SURPRWLQJ�VXEXUEDQLVDWLRQ��DQG�UHO\LQJ�RQ�WKH�
DXWRPRWLYH�LQGXVWU\�WR�GHOLYHU�HFRQRPLF�JURZWK��*HUPDQ��
)UHQFK�� ,WDOLDQ�� 6ZHGLVK� DQG� &]HFK� FDU� FRPSDQLHV� KDYH�
all played a central role in national prosperity and the EU 
has invested billions in road-building to promote integra-
WLRQ�� IRU� H[DPSOH� WKURXJK� WKH�7UDQV�(XURSHDQ�7UDQVSRUW�
1HWZRUN�� 6LQFH� WKH� PLG�����V�� PDQ\� JRYHUQPHQWV� DQG�
the European Commission have committed to sustainable 
WUDQVSRUW�SROLF\��\HW�SOHQW\�RI�FDU�RULHQWHG�SROLF\�OLYHV�RQ��
While we often focus on what progressive local govern-
PHQWV�DUH�GRLQJ�WR�OLPLW�FDU�XVH��LW�PXVW�EH�UHFRJQLVHG�WKDW�
the automobile society was a national project and thus a 
carbon-neutral state will likely require a broader shift in 
the relationship between the state and the car.
7R� DFKLHYH� D� FDUERQ�QHXWUDO� (XURSH�� SROLWLFLDQV� PXVW�

have the courage to abandon automobility – the welfare 
state and the car need to ‘break up’. Private car use must 
become a minor part of our transport systems. The current 
buzz around the ‘future of mobility’ is marked by tech-
QRORJLFDO� GHWHUPLQLVP�� ZLWK� FRQVXOWDQFLHV� DQG� SULYDWH�
companies selling the public sector visions of the inevitable 
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transformation of cities by autonomous vehicles; and car 
manufacturers naturally excited about the possibility of 
future transport policy centring on innovation in vehicle 
technologies. But many European cities are a prime illus-
tration of the fact that we already have all the tools we 
QHHG� IRU� DFKLHYLQJ� VRFLDOO\� MXVW�� ORZ�HPLVVLRQ� WUDQVSRUW�
systems. To immediately reduce CO2�HPLVVLRQV��ZH�KDYH�
WR�LQYHVW�KHDYLO\�LQ�SXEOLF�WUDQVSRUW��ZDONLQJ�DQG�F\FOLQJ��
which have all been proven to contribute to urban areas 
that are both low in per capita CO2 emissions and condu-
cive to social equity and wellbeing. There is great potential 
IRU� LQQRYDWLRQV� LQ�DUWLÀFLDO� LQWHOOLJHQFH�DQG�EDWWHU\� WHFK-
QRORJLHV� WR� VXSSRUW� H[LVWLQJ� VXVWDLQDEOH� WUDYHO� PRGHV��
IRU� H[DPSOH� WKURXJK� DXWRPDWLRQ� DQG� HOHFWULÀFDWLRQ� RI�
public transport.

The development of new vehicle-based mobility will 
therefore need to be steered to complement rather than 
undermine more sustainable travel. A big question is to 
what degree electric vehicles should play a part of the mix: 
while the drastic emission reductions required to achieve 
carbon neutrality will need consumers to switch to electric 
YHKLFOHV��WKLV�PXVW�EH�ZHLJKHG�DJDLQVW�RWKHU�LQYHVWPHQWV��
as electric vehicle charging infrastructure is likely to 
LQYROYH� VLJQLÀFDQW� FRVWV� WR� WKH� SXEOLF� SXUVH�� 7KHUH� DUH�
VLJQV��IRU�H[DPSOH�LQ�WKH�8.�&RQVHUYDWLYH�JRYHUQPHQW·V�
LQGXVWULDO� VWUDWHJ\�� WKDW� DQ�RYHUHPSKDVLV� RQ� HOHFWULF� DQG�
autonomous vehicles as engines for revived manufac-
turing growth is already underway. Sustainable future 
mobility should instead combine investment in alterna-
tive transport modes with so-called ‘phase-out’ policies6 
that actively undermine automobility – e.g. dismantling of 
highway infrastructure similar to the decommissioning of 
FRDO�SRZHU�SODQWV�DV�SDUW�RI�WKH�*HUPDQ�Energiewende.

6 European Environment Agency, Sustainability transitions: policy 
and practice, (2019), EEA Report No 9/2019.
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The decarbonisation challenges discussed here illus-
trate how achieving carbon neutrality involves intimate 
connections between CO2 emission reductions and the 
ZHOOEHLQJ� RI� FLWL]HQV�� UDWKHU� WKDQ� WKHVH� EHLQJ�PXWXDOO\�
exclusive goals. Some European welfare states have been 
extraordinarily successful at achieving wellbeing for 
WKHLU�FLWL]HQV��EXW�WKLV�KDV�QRW�EHHQ�DFKLHYHG�LQ�D�VXVWDLQ-
able manner. This is discussed in recent policy work on 
¶VXVWDLQDEOH� ZHOO�EHLQJ·� LQ� )LQODQG�� D� FRQFHSW� IRFXVLQJ�
on rethinking the welfare state within ecological limits.7 
6XFK�YLVLRQV�PXVW�LQFOXGH�DWWHQWLRQ�WR�LQIUDVWUXFWXUH��WKH�
urban context and a fundamental break between the state 
and the car.

The need for radical empowerment of local governments

'HFDUERQLVLQJ� SXEOLF� VHUYLFHV� DQG� WKH� WUDQVSRUW� VHFWRU�
within the context of an urban Europe means that local 
JRYHUQPHQWV� KDYH� DQ� LPSRUWDQW� UROH� WR� SOD\�� DQG� WKH\�
must be radically empowered by higher level govern-
ment. This must go beyond the hype of ‘cities saving the 
planet’. Recent years have seen a growing emphasis on 
FLWLHV� DV� OHDGHUV� RQ� FOLPDWH� FKDQJH�� H[HPSOLÀHG� E\� FLW\�
QHWZRUNV� VXFK� DV� WKH� &��� &OLPDWH� /HDGHUVKLS� *URXS�
that represents 94 large cities globally. The argument is 
that urban leaders are less encumbered by dysfunctional 
national politics and have a greater ability to ‘experi-
PHQW·�ZLWK�GLͿHUHQW�VROXWLRQV�RQ�WKH�JURXQG��VLQFH�ORFDO�
governments are typically responsible for delivering 
LQIUDVWUXFWXUH� VHUYLFHV��� +RZHYHU�� WR� WUXO\� KDUQHVV� WKH�
potential of municipalities for achieving a carbon-neutral 

7 Finnish Environment Institute, Finland and sustainable well-
being, (2018), E. Furman, T. Häyhä, and T. Hirvilammi, (2018), 
Policy brief: A future the planet can accommodate. Finnish 
Environment Institute.
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(XURSH��ZH�PXVW�GLDJQRVH�VRPH�RI�WKH�FXUUHQW�OLPLWV�WR�
urban climate action and overcome them.
(YHU\�GD\��ZH�FDQ�UHDG�DERXW�SROLF\�LQQRYDWLRQV�UHODWHG�

WR�XUEDQ�LQIUDVWUXFWXUH��ZKHWKHU�DQ�H[SHULPHQW�ZLWK�FDU�
IUHH�¶VXSHUEORFN·�QHLJKERXUKRRGV�LQ�%DUFHORQD��RU�/RQGRQ�
launching a bike-sharing scheme inspired by Paris. City 
QHWZRUNV�VXFK�DV�&����DQG�85%$&7�DQG�32/,6�VSRQVRUHG�
E\� WKH� (XURSHDQ� &RPPLVVLRQ�� DOORZ� FLWLHV� WR� H[FKDQJH�
OHVVRQV�DQG�IRU�LQQRYDWLRQV�WR�GLͿXVH��7KLV�G\QDPLF�JRHV�
EDFN�WR� WKH� ODWH�����V� LQ�(XURSH��EXW�RYHUDOO�SURJUHVV�RQ�
WUDQVLWLRQLQJ�WRZDUGV�ORZ�FDUERQ�FLWLHV�KDV�EHHQ�VORZ��DV�
demonstrated by aggregate statistics such as the propor-
tion of people who commute by car in European cities. 
There are two major limitations to current thinking about 
the potential of urban climate action.
)LUVW�� ZH� QHHG� WR� SD\�PRUH� DWWHQWLRQ� WR� ¶VFDOLQJ� XS·�

SROLFLHV� ZLWKLQ� DQG� EH\RQG� FLWLHV�� WR� FRPSOHPHQW� WKH�
existing focus on ‘scaling out’ or replication of policies 
between� FLWLHV�� DV� DVVRFLDWHG� ZLWK� FLW\� QHWZRUNV�8 Any 
policy intervention that is novel in the context of a par-
WLFXODU�XUEDQ�DUHD� LV� OLNHO\�WR�ÀUVW�EH� WHVWHG�DW�D� OLPLWHG�
VFDOH��DV�D�SLORW�RU�¶H[SHULPHQW·��7R�VFDOH�XS�H[SHULPHQWV�
in order to transform infrastructure at the city-wide level 
requires many rounds of investment. Existing research 
points to the fact that pilot projects can remain relatively 
disconnected from wider urban policy and thus fail to 
have transformative longer term impacts. While munici-
SDOLWLHV�H[SORULQJ�QHZ�DSSURDFKHV�VKRXOG�EH�FHOHEUDWHG��
what happens after an experiment is thus the most crucial 
aspect. This includes potential ‘scaling up’ of local innova-
tions at the national or European scale through proactive 
harvesting of local lessons to incorporate innovations 

8 E. Smeds and M. Acuto, Networking Cities after Paris: Weighing 
the Ambition of Urban Climate Change Experimentation, (2018), 
Global Policy, 9(4), pp.549–559.



Public Service Futures

58

within higher level policy or regulatory frameworks. 
Focusing on replication of policies between cities risks 
missing the need to translate experimentation into large 
scale change.
6HFRQG��ZH�QHHG�WR�SD\�PRUH�DWWHQWLRQ�WR�political learn-

ing between cities rather than technical learning about 
VSHFLÀF� VROXWLRQV�9�0DQ\� FLW\�QHWZRUNV� DQG�(8� UHVHDUFK�
and development programmes tend to focus on the latter 
W\SH� RI� OHDUQLQJ�� +RZHYHU�� WKHUH� LV� OLWWOH� GRFXPHQWHG�
FLW\�WR�FLW\�OHDUQLQJ�UHJDUGLQJ�SROLWLFV��VXFK�DV�WKH�GLͿHU-
ing governance and funding arrangements that allow for 
success stories of low-carbon policy innovation to emerge 
LQ�FHUWDLQ�XUEDQ�FRQWH[WV�LQ�WKH�ÀUVW�SODFH��)RU�H[DPSOH��D�
Hungarian city might be seeking to learn from a French 
FLW\� DERXW� LWV� WUDP� V\VWHP�� EXW� WKH� IRFXV� LV� RQ� WHFKQLFDO�
DQG� RSHUDWLRQDO� DVSHFWV�� UDWKHU� WKDQ� WKH� versement trans-
port tax on employers that gives local transport authorities 
in France a comparatively strong resource base for public 
transport improvements in general.

This leads us to the crux of achieving carbon neutral-
LW\� LQ�DQ�XUEDQ�(XURSH��EH\RQG�VSHFLÀF� VROXWLRQV�� LW� LV�D�
TXHVWLRQ�RI�WKH�EURDGHU�WUDQVIRUPDWLRQ�RI�WKH�VWDWH��LQFOXG-
ing the relations between local and national government. 
0DQ\�PXQLFLSDOLWLHV�LQ�(XURSH�GR�QRW�KDYH�WKH�FDSDFLW\�WR�
achieve the decarbonisation expected of them. To translate 
H[SHULPHQWDWLRQ� LQWR� ODUJHU� VFDOH� DFWLRQ�� ORFDO� JRYHUQ-
PHQWV�QHHG�WKUHH�WKLQJV��FRQWURO��PRQH\�DQG�NQRZOHGJH��
The existing European knowledge base on low-carbon 
XUEDQ� LQIUDVWUXFWXUH� LV� JRRG�� DQG� H[LVWLQJ� (XURSHDQ�
&RPPLVVLRQ� VXSSRUW� IRU� FLW\� QHWZRUNV� DQG� 5	'� GR�
DQ� H[FHOOHQW� MRE� LQ� GLͿXVLQJ� NQRZOHGJH�� +RZHYHU�� ZH�
must also face up to fragmented governance landscapes 
UHVXOWLQJ�IURP�GHFDGHV�RI�QHROLEHUDO�SULYDWLVDWLRQ��DQG�WKH�

9 E. Smeds, Unpacking the Politics of C40: ‘Critical Friendship’ for 
a Second Decade, (2019), Global Policy, 10(4), pp.720 722.
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GLͿHULQJ�OHYHOV�RI�GHFHQWUDOLVDWLRQ�DFURVV�(XURSHDQ�PHPEHU�
VWDWHV��0XQLFLSDO� FRQWURO� RYHU� XUEDQ� LQIUDVWUXFWXUH� YDULHV�
ZLGHO\�EHWZHHQ�FRXQWULHV�DQG�VHFWRUV��ZLWK�SXEOLF�WUDQVSRUW�
for example involving privatised ownership or operations 
in many contexts.
,Q�UHODWLRQ�WR�GHFDUERQLVLQJ�RWKHU�SXEOLF�VHUYLFHV�VXFK�

DV� KHDOWKFDUH�� PXQLFLSDOLWLHV� RIWHQ� QHHG� WR� FRRUGLQDWH�
ZLWK�UHJLRQDO�RU�QDWLRQDO�SXEOLF�ERGLHV��'HFDUERQLVDWLRQ�
in a fragmented governance landscape thus presents chal-
OHQJHV�� 3DUWO\�� WKHVH� FDQ� EH� WDFNOHG� E\� SUREOHP�VROYLQJ�
WKDW� LV�HQDEOHG�E\�D�KHDOWK\�OHYHO�RI�ÀQDQFLDO�UHVRXUFHV��
Cities need access to funding that they can use rela-
WLYHO\�IUHHO\��+RZHYHU��ÀVFDO�GHFHQWUDOLVDWLRQ��FRPPRQO\�
measured as subnational tax revenues as a percent-
DJH� RI� WRWDO� WD[� UHYHQXHV�� YDULHV�ZLGHO\� DFURVV� (XURSH��
from 4.8 per cent in the UK to 32.2 per cent in Sweden.�� 
'HSHQGLQJ�RQ�WKH�FRQWH[W��PXQLFLSDOLWLHV�DUH�WKXV�UHOLDQW�
RQ�QDWLRQDO�WUDQVIHUV��)RU�H[DPSOH��6DGLT�.KDQ��WKH�PD\RU�
RI�/RQGRQ�UXQQLQJ�IRU�UH�HOHFWLRQ��KDV�SURPLVHG�WR�PDNH�
WKH� FLW\� FDUERQ�QHXWUDO� E\� ������ EXW� VLQFH� WKH� *UHDWHU�
/RQGRQ�$XWKRULW\·V�ÀVFDO�DXWRQRP\�DQG�UHYHQXH�UDLVLQJ�
power is very limited compared to other global cities such 
DV�1HZ�<RUN��3DULV�DQG�%HUOLQ�11 this relies on securing bil-
OLRQV�RI�FHQWUDO�JRYHUQPHQW�LQYHVWPHQW��<HW��DIWHU�D�GHFDGH�
RI�ÀVFDO�DXVWHULW\�DFURVV�(XURSH��PDQ\�QDWLRQDO�JRYHUQ-
ments – including the UK – are not investing enough in 
GHFDUERQLVDWLRQ��0DQ\�(XURSHDQ�PXQLFLSDOLWLHV�DUH�WKXV�
UHOLDQW�RQ�VKRUW�WHUP��SURMHFW�EDVHG�(8�IXQGLQJ�WR�GHFDU-
bonise their infrastructure. This supports some degree of 
H[SHULPHQWDWLRQ��EXW�LW�PDNHV�GHFDUERQLVDWLRQ�D�VWRS�VWDUW�

10 H. Blöchliger and J. Rabesona, The Fiscal Autonomy of Sub-Central 
Government: an update. No. 9, (2009), OECD Working Papers 
on Fiscal Federalism.

11 E. Slack, International Comparison of Global City Financing, 
(2016), A report to the London Finance Commission.
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SURFHVV�� ZLWK� WKH� (XURSHDQ� &RPPLVVLRQ·V� RZQ� HYDOXD-
tions pointing to the fact that cities lack funding to scale 
up pilot projects.12

The Commission faces a challenging political dynamic. 
While the EU has increasingly sought to support urban 
DUHDV� RYHU� WLPH�� SURYLGLQJ� ORQJHU� WHUP�� OHVV� FRQGLWLRQDO�
funding directly to local governments would be controver-
VLDO��7KH�ÀUVW�(XURSHDQ�*UHHQ�'HDO�DQQRXQFHPHQWV� IRFXV�
on economic transformation through business innovation in 
¶FOHDQ·�SURGXFWV�DQG�WHFKQRORJLHV��EXW�PXVW�DOVR�EH�OLQNHG�
WR�WKH�(8·V�8UEDQ�$JHQGD��$�ÀUVW�VWHS�IRUZDUG�FRXOG�EH�DQ�
independent body orchestrating a decentralisation ‘audit’ 
across all EU member states to assess to what extent sub-
national government units possess the necessary functional 
DQG�ÀVFDO�DXWRQRP\�WR�GHFDUERQLVH�XUEDQ�LQIUDVWUXFWXUH�

The moment for meaningful empowerment of local gov-
HUQPHQWV�LQ�(XURSH�PXVW�EH�������,W�LV�WKXV�ZRUU\LQJ�WKDW�
urban areas are largely absent within current visions for 
JUHHQ�VWDWH�WUDQVIRUPDWLRQ��IURP�WKH�¶JUHHQ�LQGXVWULDO�UHYR-
OXWLRQ·� LQ� WKH������8.�/DERXU�SDUW\�PDQLIHVWR�� WR� WKH�86�
*UHHQ�1HZ�'HDO�DQG�WKH�(XURSHDQ�&RPPLVVLRQ·V�(XURSHDQ�
*UHHQ�'HDO��:LWK�WKH�H[FHSWLRQ�RI�VRPH�UHIHUHQFHV�WR�ORFDO�
authority budgets and bus services in Labour’s manifesto 
none of these visions really mentions the role of local gov-
ernment. The US and UK visions focus on Keynesian-style 
MRE�FUHDWLRQ�WKURXJK�QDWLRQDO�LQIUDVWUXFWXUH�LQYHVWPHQW��,Q�
VRPH�YDULDWLRQV�� WKH�*UHHQ�1HZ�'HDO�GHEDWH� LV�DOVR�DVVR-
FLDWHG� ZLWK� WKH� PHWDSKRU� RI� WKH� ZDUWLPH� VWDWH�� HYRNLQJ�
economic restructuring during the second world war. All 
of these visions appear to evoke a rather top-down state 
DQG�QHHG�WR�EH�PRUH�VWURQJO\�FRQQHFWHG�WR�XUEDQ�SROLF\��,Q�

12 Tomassini, M. et al, EU financial support to sustainable urban 
mobility and to the use of alternative fuels in EU urban areas, 
(2016), Directorate-General for Mobility and Transport, 
European Commission.
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WKH�FDVH�RI�WKH�8.��H[SHUWV�KDYH�FRQYLQFLQJO\�DUJXHG�WKDW�
1HZ�/DERXU·V�KLJK�VSHQGLQJ�VXVWDLQDEOH�WUDQVSRUW�SROLF\�
failed to meet its ambition due to the lack of more struc-
WXUDO� FKDQJHV�� SDUWLFXODUO\� PHDQLQJIXO� GHFHQWUDOLVDWLRQ�
of power to local government.13 While the Conservative 
SDUW\·V�PLG�����V� DUJXPHQW� WKDW�1HZ�/DERXU� LQVWLWXWHG�
a centralised ‘command state’ with respect to local gov-
ernment14�LV�EURDG�EUXVK��LW�GRHV�DOVR�SRLQW�WR�WKH�ODFN�RI�
a radical enough decentralisation agenda within UK left 
SROLWLFV��7R�WDFNOH�WKH�FOLPDWH�HPHUJHQF\��WKH�QH[W�/DERXU�
JRYHUQPHQW�ZLOO�QHHG�WR�WDNH�D�GLͿHUHQW�DSSURDFK�

Post-war European governments sold the automobile 
society as a glorious modernist vision of the future and 
invested billions to bring it into reality. The strength of the 
SURSRVHG� *UHHQ� 'HDO� SDFNDJHV� LV� WKDW�� LQ� D� VLPLODU� ZD\��
they sell an attractive vision and recognise the very large 
VFDOH� RI� LQYHVWPHQW� QHHGHG� WR� UHWURÀW� RXU� H[LVWLQJ� LQIUD-
VWUXFWXUH��ZKLFK�XOWLPDWHO\�RQO\�QDWLRQDO�JRYHUQPHQWV�FDQ�
XQGHUZULWH��,I�*UHHQ�'HDO�LQYHVWPHQW�SURJUDPPHV�FDQ�EH�
GHVLJQHG� WR� HͿHFWLYHO\� FKDQQHO� UHVRXUFHV� WR� ORFDO� JRYHUQ-
PHQW��WKH\�FRXOG�SURYLGH�WKH�QHFHVVDU\�LQWHUSOD\�EHWZHHQ�
national and local dynamics to transition away from the 
automobile society.

Nine critically important factors to achieve 
a carbon-neutral state

There are many complex narratives for how to achieve 
FDUERQ�QHXWUDOLW\��VR�WR�NHHS�LW�VLPSOH�� ,�FRQFOXGH�ZLWK�D�

13 I. Docherty and J. Shaw, The Transformation of Transport Policy 
in Great Britain? ‘New Realism’ and New Labour’s Decade of 
Displacement Activity, (2011), Environment and Planning A, 43(1), 
pp.224–251.

14 G. Clark and J. Mather, Total Politics: Labour’s Command State, 
(2003), Conservative Policy Unit.
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list of nine critically important things to achieve a carbon-
QHXWUDO�VWDWH�ZLWKLQ�WKH�FRQWH[W�RI�DQ�XUEDQ�(XURSH��,Q�WKH�
decade ahead we need to:

1. ,QYHVW� LQ� SROLFLHV� DQG� WHFKQRORJLHV� SURYHQ� WR� UHGXFH�
the CO2 emissions generated by urban areas and 
public services.

2. 5HWKLQN� WKH�ZHOIDUH� VWDWH� WR� LQFOXGH� HFRORJLFDO� OLPLWV��
LQIUDVWUXFWXUH�� WKH� XUEDQ� FRQWH[W� DQG� D� EUHDN� ZLWK�
car-dominated society.

3. 6XSSRUW� ORFDO� H[SHULPHQWV� WR� ¶VFDOH� XS·�� DQG� IRFXV� RQ�
SROLWLFDO�OHDUQLQJ�DERXW�HͿHFWLYH�JRYHUQDQFH�LQ�DGGLWLRQ�
to technical solutions.

4. Radically empower local governments by bringing 
decentralisation alongside the decarbonisation agenda.

5. /LQN�ODUJH�VFDOH�QDWLRQDO�LQYHVWPHQW�WR�DWWUDFWLYH�*UHHQ�
'HDO�YLVLRQV��ZKLOH�LQFRUSRUDWLQJ�ORFDO�G\QDPLFV�

To achieve this European governments and political 
parties also need to consider:

6. 6XSSRUWLQJ�UHPXQLFLSDOLVDWLRQ�RI�XUEDQ�LQIUDVWUXFWXUH��
if services owned or operated by the private sector have 
failed to deliver social and environmental goals.15

15 S. Kishimoto and O. Petitjean, Reclaiming public services: 
how cities and citizens are turning back privatization, (2017), 
published by Transnational Institute and an international 
consortium of partners.
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7. Being sensitive to diverse local contexts for just tran-
VLWLRQV�� LQFOXGLQJ� H[LVWLQJ� UHJLRQDO�GLVSDULWLHV� DQG� WKH�
YDU\LQJ�FDSDFLWLHV�RI�ORFDO�JRYHUQPHQWV�WR�EHQHÀW�IURP�
*UHHQ�'HDO�LQYHVWPHQW�SURJUDPPHV�

8. Refocusing innovation policy on the urgency of carbon 
QHXWUDOLW\�� UHÁHFWLQJ� WKH� (8� DQG�8.·V� UHFHQW� VKLIW� WR-
wards ‘mission-oriented innovation’.

9. $�SDUDGLJP�VKLIW�UHODWLQJ�WR�SXEOLF�ÀQDQFH��ZLWK�(XUR-
SHDQ�SURJUHVVLYH�SDUWLHV�DUJXLQJ�´ZKDW�ZH�QHHG�WR�GR��
ZH�FDQ�DͿRUGµ�16

16 Following Keynes, A. Pettifor, Transforming an economic system 
that threatens earth’s life support systems, (20 September 2019), 
Prime Economics.


