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Abstract: This report summarizes information gathered during the Central and Eastern European Sustainable 
Energy Union (CEESEU) project, which aimed to build the capacity of public administrators in small municipali-
ties across Central and Eastern European (CEE) countries to develop Sustainable Energy and Climate Action Plans 
(SECAPs) in line with the European Union’s (EU) 2030 goal of a 55% reduction in carbon emissions.
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Training municipal staff on the development, implemen-
tation, and monitoring of SECAPs was a prime output 
of CEESEU, resulting in the conclusion that the long-
term sustainability of this knowledge transfer is uncer-
tain. Additional challenges faced by small municipalities 
include difficulty attracting qualified staff, the high costs 
of implementing mitigation measures with limited emis-
sions reductions, an inability to influence energy use in the 
private sector, an overall lack of expertise in rural develop-
ment and agricultural emissions, and, in some cases, resis-
tance due to political stances or competing plans.

This paper provides a more forensic focus around crit-
ical issues embedded within the EU’s just transition goals 
and offers recommendations to redirect the European 
Commission’s targeting that will better support sustain-
ability, enable the green transition, and support municipal 
collectives in driving meaningful change. These recom-
mendations fall under three pillars: a reorientation of the 
existing focus on the individuation of SECAPs for small 
municipalities through bundling initiatives overseen and 
managed by regional energy agencies, a fine-tuning of 
existing instruments, in particular the enhancement of 

cooperation between national and local governments for 
policy development, and a need to improve and coordi-
nate financing mechanisms that simplify and streamline 
the application process for EU funding opportunities.

1.  Background

The European Union (EU) aims to be climate-neutral by 
2050, realizing an economy having net-zero greenhouse gas 
emissions. An interim target of a 90% reduction in green-
house gas emissions by 2040 relative to 1990, proposed in 
February 2024, will set the EU on course towards this goal 
of climate neutrality.1 This objective is at the core of the 
European Green Deal and in line with the EU’s commit-
ment to global climate action under the Paris Agreement.2 
The European Commission (EC), the executive body of the 
European Union, is responsible for implementing the EU’s 
2050 carbon neutrality goal. Among the measures the EC 
has available is the Effort Sharing Regulation (ESR), which 
establishes binding annual greenhouse gas emission tar-
gets for Member States from 2021 to 2030.3 These national 

1	 European Commission, ‘2040 climate target’ (2024), available at: https://
climate.ec.europa.eu/eu-action/climate-strategies-targets/2040-cli-
mate-target_en (accessed 14 May 2024).

2	 European Commission, ‘2050 long-term strategy’ (undated), avail-
able at: https://climate.ec.europa.eu/eu-action/climate-strategies-tar-
gets/2050-long-term-strategy (accessed 14 May 2024).

3	 European Commission, ‘Climate Action’ (undated-1), available at: 
https://climate.ec.europa.eu/eu-action/effort-sharing-member-states-
emission-targets/overview_en (accessed 14 May 2024).

*	 University of Tartu, Estonia.
†	 Climate Alliance, Germany.
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4	 European Commission, ‘The Just Transition Mechanism: making sure no 
one is left behind’ (undated-2), available at: https://commission.europa.
eu/strategy-and-policy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal/
finance-and-green-deal/just-transition-mechanism_en (accessed 14 May 
2024).

5	 European Commission, ‘Covenant of Mayors—Europe’ (undated-3), 
available at: https://eu-mayors.ec.europa.eu/en/home (accessed 14 May 
2024).

6	 D. Buchan, Eastern Europe’s Energy Challenge: Meeting Its EU Climate 
Commitments (Oxford Institute for Energy Studies, 2010), available at: 
https://www.oxfordenergy.org/wpcms/wp-content/uploads/2011/03/
EV55-EasternEuropesenergychallengeMeetingitsEUclimatecommitme
nts-DavidBuchan-2010.pdf (accessed 14 May 2024).

targets concern emissions from the following sectors: 
domestic transport (excluding aviation), buildings, agri-
culture, small industry, and waste. In contrast to sectors in 
the EU’s Emissions Trading Scheme, which are regulated 
at the EU level, Member States are responsible for national 
policies and measures to limit emissions from the sectors 
covered by the Effort Sharing legislation. Member States 
must each adopt a national energy and climate action plan 
(NECP), covering the period from 2021 to 2030, in which 
they set out national objectives and corresponding policies 
and measures.

Member States are thereafter required to transpose 
the EU’s 2050 carbon neutrality goal into national law. 
Thus, they must pass laws and regulations that will allow 
them to meet their Effort Sharing resolution and achieve 
their overall carbon neutrality targets. Member States 
are required to consult with stakeholders to ensure that 
their implementation measures for meeting their NECPs 
are compatible with EU law and the Just Transition 
Mechanism (JTM), the EU’s key tool to ensure that the 
transition towards a climate-neutral economy happens in 
a fair way, leaving no one behind.4

2.  Introduction
In accordance with the European Commission (EC) man-
date for Member States to develop and update NECPs, 
nations in Central and Eastern Europe (CEE), which 
were formerly within the Soviet sphere of influence or 
control, have presented their NECPs to the EC. However, 
these national aspirations are simply passed down the 
administrative chain to regions and municipalities, with 
the directive of ‘implement this’. In most of the smaller 
municipalities in the CEE, this remains far from achiev-
able as public administrators must face a new context for 
which they lack knowledge and capacity, while also being 
tasked with acquiring financing to implement an appro-
priate climate and energy action plan. This steep learning 
curve is often insurmountable for small municipalities, 
which prompted a coalition of partners, consisting of an 
Estonian university, several regional energy agencies, a 
specialist consultancy, and the non-governmental orga-
nization Climate Alliance to propose, under the Horizon 
2020 programme, a project to assist such municipalities in 
eight CEE countries (SI, HR, RO, PL, HU, CZ, LV, and EE).

Funded by Horizon-2020, the ensuing Central and 
Eastern European Sustainable Energy Union (CEESEU -  
Horizon 892270) project aimed to build the capacity of 
public administrators in Central and Eastern Europe to 
develop SECAPs (Sustainable Energy and Climate Action 
Plans) that promote increased energy efficiency, sustain-
able energy, reduced carbon emissions, and improved 
climate change adaptability, helping the region to con-
tribute towards meeting the EU’s climate goals.

SECAPs are local energy and climate plans developed 
by Covenant of Mayors signatories, a voluntary initiative 
of European cities committed to reducing greenhouse 
gas emissions.5 These plans outline concrete actions and 
measures to achieve ambitious emission reduction tar-
gets aligned with the EU’s energy and climate objectives. 
SECAPs are essential tools for driving energy transition 
and climate action at the local level. Climate Alliance is a 
founding member of the Covenant of Mayors (CoM), and 
having this NGO as a partner in CEESEU has resulted in 
the project’s actions and evaluation being well-integrated 
into the CoM’s knowledge base.

For longer than a decade, CEE municipalities have 
been understood to lag behind their Western European 
counterparts in developing SECAPs.6 This is generally 
due to a lack of awareness and interest in the energy and 
climate adaptation planning process; a lack of expertise, 
capacity, and access to resources; as well as the need for 
outreach strategies or procedural changes by EU-level 
actors, such as the CoM, that will better address the ret-
icence that often underpins climate action in the CEE. 
This is particularly resonant in small municipalities, as 
noted above, where even accessing the CoM’s website for 
information and data entry might be a significant barrier 
as it is in English; while online translation of web pages 
is readily available, the extra steps required might be the 
final discouraging factor for municipal staff to consider a 
SECAP for their jurisdiction.

While at the proposal stage, CEESEU had acquired 
letters of support from 23 municipalities across the eight 
work countries, confirming the municipalities’ commit-
ment to work with partners to develop a SECAP. Once 
the project began, several of these municipalities dropped 
out of the project, either for lack of interest due to political 
changes in administration, an apparent misapprehension 
that adhesion to the CoM is a commitment rather than 
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7	 ESPON, ‘Shrinking rural regions in Europe’ (2020), available at: https://
www.espon.eu/sites/default/files/attachments/ESPON%20Policy%20
Brief%20on%20Shrinking%20Rural%20Regions.pdf (accessed 14 May 
2024).

an aspiration, or a preference to instead follow a national 
methodology rather than a SECAP as this afforded eas-
ier access to national funding mechanisms. Replacing 
the drop-outs was far from being a trivial process, the 
end result being 22 ‘entities’ rather than municipalities, 
consisting of 20 actual municipalities, one bundle of 38 
micro-municipalities in CZ, and one county in EE con-
sisting of seven municipalities but excluding the county 
seat, which is independently working on its Energy and 
Climate Action Plan. These entities have a combined 
population of 491,000 inhabitants, approximately 800 
fewer than the original set of 23 municipalities.

Administrative reform in LV also became a barrier 
to overcome during the course of the project, when the 
country’s 26 municipalities were reduced to 9. While the 
municipalities included in the project remained the same 
as those proposed, their territorial area became much 
larger – the majority of it being rural, and thereby more 
difficult to include in a SECAP. This was resolved by the 
inclusion of the municipal urban centres as the sub-unit 
for preparing the SECAPs. On the other hand, the situa-
tion in CZ suggests that the municipal model for SECAPs 
cannot function well as there are 6,258 municipalities, 
the smallest of which has a population of just 11; bun-
dling these micro-municipalities, as CEESEU did, is the 
only rational solution.

3.  Outcomes
Factors emerged during the course of the project, shed-
ding light on the problems underlying bringing CEE 
municipalities into the CoM and building SECAPs 
consisting of solid emissions reduction and climate 
adaptation plans that will attract funding. Whether pol-
icymakers in the European Parliament or administra-
tors within the EC, these findings suggest that there is a 
need to rethink how small municipalities – at least, those 
within the CEE region – can optimally become part of the 
solution to meeting the EU’s 2050 goal. CEESEU thereby 
offers a reality check on the Member States’ reliance on 
individual municipalities for implementing their NECPs.

3.1.  Accomplishments

•	 Partners were able to complete SECAPs and munic-
ipalities acceded to the CoM in all countries, except 
for Estonia.

•	 CEESEU trained 81 public officers in its project 
municipalities, as well as 290 others in non-project 
ones.

•	 CEESEU partners helped small municipalities 
develop their SECAPs, without which, they stated 
during in-person interviews, they would have been 
unable to do so.

•	 In the Czech Republic, CEESEU bundled 38 small 
municipalities into one SECAP. This is demonstra-
tive of a better strategy than individual SECAPs for 
small municipalities.

3.2.  Obstacles

•	 Competing climate and energy plans, in Estonia, 
required in order to access national funding, made 
it impossible to complete the SECAP process – and 
this is likely to become more common across the 
CEE if not more widely in the EU; Slovenia, for 
example, each municipality is required to develop 
a Local Energy Concept – it is too early to know if 
these will be preferred over SECAPs.

•	 Public officers trained is a loose concept, which, 
although certainly true, has not meant that all 
trainees are capable of operating independently. 
In-person interviews with the municipalities’ 
SECAP-responsible parties showed mixed results: 
some are confident that they are now autonomous, 
while others still require assistance from CEESEU’s 
energy agencies to update their SECAPs and moni-
tor energy use as required for CoM reporting. This 
situation is likely to further degrade over time as 
those municipal staff trained during the project 
leave their current positions and are replaced, most 
likely, by novices. Small municipalities are unlikely 
to attract a cadre of applicants who are already 
capable of SECAP development, implementation, 
and monitoring; this will be propelled by the fact 
that ‘rural population shrinkage is more prevalent 
in the EU-13 of central and eastern Europe with 
circa 60% of regions experiencing depopulation, 
while in the EU-15 of western Europe, just over 
35% of rural regions are shrinking’.7

•	 Municipalities’ implementation planning to meet 
both the mitigation and adaptation goals of their 
SECAPs are, essentially, wish-lists that include 
beautification and enhancing conveniences.
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•	 During in-person interviews with the municipal-
ities’ SECAP-responsible parties, it emerged that 
confidence in reaching the stated SECAP goals 
by 2030 varies between 20% and 80% – with the 
higher confidence contingent on financing.

•	 Because these are small municipalities, economies 
of scale are uncommon. The cost of implementing 
the measures planned in the SECAPs is often very 
high, and the subsequent energy savings and emis-
sions reduction are quite modest.

•	 While the CoM and SECAPs are supposed to include 
energy savings and emission reductions within the 
private sector, most municipalities expressed their 
inability to influence this – suggesting the utility of 
nearby one-stop shops for helping homeowners and 
businesses.

•	 Many small municipalities in the CEE con-
tain extensive rural areas, which have not been 
well-addressed in SECAP planning. None of 
CEESEU’s SECAPs have included greenhouse gas 
emissions other than carbon dioxide, thus side-
stepping the issue of methane and nitrous oxide 
emissions from farmlands.

•	 Evidently, there remains a significant barrier for 
municipalities to overcome before they agree to 
commit to a SECAP and accede to the CoM. One 
of these we can address directly from CEESEU’s 
Estonian experience – the city attorney contended 
that by acceding to the CoM, the municipality 
would be committing to a specific level of emis-
sion reduction and energy savings, instead of inter-
preting it to be what it actually is – an aspiration. 
Even when disabused, the municipality still would 
not budge, which may, however, be reflective of 
the competing ECAP opportunity afforded by the 
national government in order to access financ-
ing streams. However, the reluctance to develop 
a SECAP appears to be wider than this. CEESEU 
partners contacted a total of 178 municipalities 
during the project. Of these, 30 expressed an inter-
est in developing a SECAP while 18 preferred an 
alternative model, an ECAP of some type; 7 of 
them have started working on a SECAP, 6 on an 
ECAP, while 7 others have already completed their 
SECAPs. To sum up, half of those expressing an 
interest in a SECAP have proceeded to develop one.

•	 It required much more time than originally 
thought when drawing up the proposal for 
Councils to endorse their SECAP, the necessary 
step before accession to the CoM. Two munic-
ipalities endorsed their plans three and four 
months, respectively, before the end of the proj-
ect, several times delaying discussions on the 

plan when meeting to deal with other items on 
the agenda. In total, 12 of 22 SECAPs were being 
implemented in time to complete an interim 
assessment of progress – that is, following a year 
of implementation after which the first monitor-
ing emissions inventory can take place.

•	 Politically motivated dogmatic stances against the 
Green Deal at the national level (for example, in PL) 
seem to have made it difficult for Polish municipal-
ities to envisage climate-related threats, as initially 
their climate planning was limited only to drought 
mitigation. Because CEESEU’s coordinator found 
this unacceptable, the plans were rejected and the 
energy agency asked to work more closely with 
their municipalities to create adequate climate 
risks and adaptation plans. However, this reveals a 
flaw when relying on local energy agencies, not all 
of which will be staffed by people well-educated in 
climate and disaster preparedness. Consequently, 
the energy and climate action plans prepared will 
be insufficiently detailed, and funding of pre-emp-
tive measures thereby not applied for.

4.  Recommendation: reorientation
Three relevant issues have emerged from the assessment 
conducted by the lead partner, which can be categorized 
into interrelated aspects that suggest a need for supra-na-
tional regulatory reorientation.

1 	 Abandon efforts to capacitate small municipalities 
in the CEE unless special circumstances permit. The 
model of training small municipalities to take on 
energy and climate planning is inherently unsustain-
able. CEESEU was a three-year effort that managed 
only modest success in having municipalities become 
autonomously capable of such planning, implemen-
tation, and monitoring. It will require, instead, energy 
agencies (whether public or private) to assume the 
lead role as consultants and to have the capability and 
foresight to bundle municipalities, envisage the entire 
spectrum of risks deriving from the climate crisis 
rather than only the ones of droughts and floods, 
search out and determine if new emerging tech-
nologies and processes are applicable in their areas, 
keep abreast of new EC regulations, and adeptly seek 
out opportunities among the burgeoning number of 
potential funding sources and apply for financing. 
Additionally, in order to competently address energy 
poverty, regional energy agencies need to add a social 
worker to their staffing complement. The EC should 
consider direct support, both financial and capac-
ity building, to scale up the competencies of public 
regional energy agencies rather than having them 

Downloaded from https://www.elgaronline.com/ at 05/05/2026 11:56:17AM
via free access



5Streamlining carbon neutrality efforts for small municipalities in Central and Eastern Europe: policy recommendations

A
rticle

8	 Bulgaria. Croatia, Czech R., Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, 
Romania, Slovakia, and Slovenia.

9	 European Commission, ‘Finance and the Green Deal’ (undated-4), 
available at: https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/pri-
orities-2019-2024/european-green-deal/finance-and-green-deal_en 
(accessed 14 May 2024).

10	 Population figures are calculated from OECD, ‘Key Data on Local and 
Regional Governments in the European Union’ (2018), available at: 
https://www.oecd.org/regional/EU-Local-government-key-data.pdf 

(accessed 14 May 2024). Figures are provided for the UK in this docu-
ment, but this paper’s calculations exclude that country. The OECD’s data 
are from 2017.

11	 Available at: https://ember-climate.org/data/data-tools/carbon-price-
viewer/ (accessed 22 January 2024).

12	 Covenant of Mayors ‘Policy recommendation for Central and Eastern 
European (CEE) municipalities’ (2023), available at: https://eu-mayors.
ec.europa.eu/sites/default/files/2024-01/Policy%20recommendations%-
20for%20CEE%20municipalities.pdf (accessed 14 May 2024).

paid for, as they now are, from regional funds allo-
cated by national governments.

2	 Constrain the mitigation and adaptation measures 
within energy and climate plans to a rational and 
weighted set. The most effective emission reduc-
tions in many of the CEE’s small municipalities 
may derive from renovation of municipal and 
privately owned multi-apartment units, yet many 
erected during the Soviet era (vernacularly termed 
‘Khrushchevkas’ after Nikita Khrushchev, as they 
were built during his 1953–1964 directorship of 
the Soviet government) were shoddily constructed 
in the first place, seldom if ever maintained, have 
a designed 50-year lifespan that has already been 
exceeded, and are architecturally and technically 
out-dated. Deep renovation of such buildings 
is technically feasible but may be financially ill- 
advised. Similarly, spending millions of Euro to 
upgrade municipal bus fleets will certainly mod-
ernize them and definitely reduce emissions, but 
this has to be counterbalanced by an assessment of 
ridership as well as end-of-use calculations for the 
current fleet within the framework of appropri-
ate life-cycle analyses. Some of the municipalities’ 
planned SECAP actions are dubious in relation to 
emission reduction and/or climate adaptation; in 
CEESEU, planned implementations are, in some 
cases, more wish lists for urban (re)development 
than authentic mitigation/adaptation measures. 
One example is ‘asbestos disposal’; it can conceiv-
ably be argued that safe disposal of asbestos (pre-
viously installed in roofing or insulation elements) 
at a hazardous waste site is inherently a component 
of renovation. It would be somewhat more difficult 
to argue that the modernization of ICT or green-
ing of highway median strips is similarly justifi-
able. The EC should consider providing training 
directly through CINEA (the European Climate, 
Infrastructure and Environment Executive 
Agency) to the regional energy agencies (following  
Recommendation No. 1) or design a call-for- 
proposals for other experts to undertake this.

3	 Set minimum projected return-on-investment 
thresholds. The planned measures within CEESEU’s 

SECAPs/ECAPs are problematic if amplified across 
the CEE, and more so if for the entire EU. Removing 
the four entities within CEESEU having a popula-
tion size of >20,000, the entire list of planned mit-
igation actions and their financing sums to 507.46 
million Euro while the projected 2030 emissions 
reduction is forecast to be 626,015 tCO2/year; cor-
respondingly, the planned adaptation measures 
sum to 67.66 million Euro. On a per-capita basis, 
the cost per inhabitant in the 18 small entities (hav-
ing a total population at the last census of 129,294) 
is 4,408 Euro. If this were to be the per-capita cost in 
every municipality in Central and Eastern Europe 
with a population of 20,000 or fewer, it would sum 
to 484.56 billion Euro.8 If extrapolated over the 
entire EU, the per-capita costs for all municipalities 
up to 20,000 inhabitants reach 1.78 trillion Euro, 
substantially more than the €1 trillion in sustain-
able investments over the next decade the EC has 
pledged to meet the goal of the European Green 
Deal in its entirety.9 While municipalities of up to 
20,000 inhabitants comprise 86% of the entire pop-
ulation of the EU,10 it may be the case that attaining 
carbon neutrality by 2050 is unattainable given the 
current levels of investment. It appears to be rele-
vant for the EC to reconsider how best to support 
Europe’s smallest municipalities to attain carbon 
neutrality as financing the wish-lists of mitiga-
tion and adaptation actions among these munic-
ipalities is unlikely to be a cost-effective solution. 
This finding is supported by the following metric: 
within CEESEU’s 18 smaller entities, each ton of 
CO2 emissions reduction by 2030 will require 811 
Euro of investments if the SECAPs/ECAPs are 
fully funded, while at the time of writing, the EU’s 
Emission Trading Scheme’s price is 80 Euro/ton.11

5. � Recommendation: fine-tuning  
of existing instruments

Evaluations made by all partners towards the end of the 
CEESEU project demonstrate a divisibility of findings 
into three distinct categories.12
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13	 A platform for sharing knowledge across the CEE region, with some doc-
uments and tools available in local languages to facilitate access among 
non-English speakers, has been established as an NGO during CEESEU. 

The Central and Eastern European Sustainable Energy Network can be 
accessed at www.ceesen.org.

5.1. � Enhancing support offered to CEE 
municipalities

a. � Enhance cooperation and multi-level 
dialogues

Facilitating the establishment of institutionalized coor-
dination mechanisms at the national and sub-national 
levels will better support a comprehensive and effective 
development and implementation of climate and energy 
policies and strategies. The need for a new model of 
multi-level governance (MLG) is likely to be key to the 
implementation of climate policies. In most countries, 
lower levels of government remain legally and financially 
ill-equipped for assessing and addressing climate change 
risks and local vulnerabilities. Similar weak capacities 
are also relevant when addressing climate mitigation, 
adaptation, and energy poverty policies. Crucial players 
include the CoM Territorial Coordinators (i.e., regional/
provincial governments) and Supporters (e.g., Energy 
Agencies), both of which can fulfil vital roles as agents 
of both vertical (between the national and sub-national 
levels) and horizontal coordination. This can potentially 
lead to a common approach to SECAPs tailored to local 
conditions and aligned with regional/national strategies 
and goals.

b.  Improve knowledge transfer and networking

Facilitating knowledge sharing, good practice exchanges, 
and peer-to-peer learning among CEE municipalities 
and regional authorities is likely to accelerate energy plan 
development and further implementation. While regional 
energy agencies are the best option for small municipal-
ities to develop emissions reduction and climate adapta-
tion strategies, a theme expanded upon in section 5.1.a, 
these plans are unlikely to be endorsed by unwilling or 
poorly motivated municipal authorities, resulting in the 
plans merely languishing on a shelf. Peer-to-peer learn-
ing from municipalities in other regions and countries 
that face similar problems (e.g., strong dependencies 
on fossil fuels, sub-par energy infrastructure network, 
aging buildings, mobility services in sparsely populated 
areas, inadequate competencies to locate and access suit-
able funding, absence of dialogue with regional/national 
levels) and the sharing of similar journeys will be use-
ful tools to overcome resistance and inertia. Exchanging 
success stories from other regions or municipalities 
that have successfully implemented SECAPs or ECAPs 
and which might already have established collaborative 

networks can inspire other municipalities and provide 
practical insights.13

c.  Improve capacity building

Despite a necessary reliance on regional energy agencies/
consultancies as specified in section 5.1.a, developing 
and providing tailored guidance and capacity-building 
programmes, taking into account the unique challenges 
and opportunities in CEE regions, will yield benefits. 
CEE countries often face specific socio-economic, polit-
ical, and environmental circumstances that require cus-
tomized strategies and solutions. For instance, several 
CEE countries heavily rely on coal or other fossil fuels 
(such as shale oil) for energy production, leading to high 
carbon emissions and air pollution. Agriculture remains 
a significant pillar in the economy of many CEE coun-
tries, with associated high emissions of methane and 
nitrous oxide. Corruption and governance issues can 
vary in intensity across CEE countries while coopera-
tion models are still not well-accepted by the majority of 
the population. To strive towards a green, just transition 
as well as other goals (e.g., biodiversity), the EC should 
support a dedicated framework for capacity building 
on climate and energy topics in CEE regions, offering 
customized learning activities on crucial topics, such 
as modernization, rural development, sustainable agri-
cultural practices, MLG mechanisms, innovation, social 
inclusion, public engagement, and accessing funding.

d.  Provide tailored technical assistance

Offering technical assistance and support in energy/cli-
mate data collection, risk and vulnerability assessments/
analyses, and planning, all tailored to the specific chal-
lenges in CEE regions, will impel progress in attaining 
carbon neutrality. In some countries, for example, the 
absence of necessary energy sector reforms impedes the 
scaling-up of sustainable energy solutions. Therefore, 
the EC should consider developing technical assistance 
activities tailored to CEE regions, to assist them in 
improving national and sub-national regulatory frame-
works, enhance institutional capacities for mobilizing 
investments in sustainable energy and the green tran-
sition, and bring together a variety of stakeholders to 
promote cross-border energy cooperation and strategic 
partnerships. Expert panels or advisory groups com-
posed of specialists in climate and energy topics can 
be established within the EU’s relevant initiatives and 
frameworks for providing guidance and support.
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e.  Make MyCovenant more flexible

Adjusting and aligning the Covenant of Mayors to better fit 
the context of CEE countries at both national and sub-na-
tional levels will be beneficial. The EC should improve 
the interoperability and accessibility of MyCovenant for 
SECAPs developed following an alternate, but robust and 
complete, methodology. Monitoring criteria, as well as the 
RVA (risk and vulnerability assessment) and BEI (base-
line emissions inventory) components, should be tailored 
to the national context (e.g., the mandatory key sectors to 
be included in the BEI could be reduced). The language 
barrier should also be addressed, since all SECAPs must 
currently be submitted in the English language. While 
bearing in mind that for others wishing or needing to read 
such submissions in English browser translation add-ons 
nowadays perform credibly well, nonetheless CEESEU 
encountered several instances where municipal staff were 
dissuaded from participating in learning and capaci-
ty-building initiatives due to their weak English skills.

5.2. � Improving financing mechanisms 
made available to CEE municipalities

a. � Simplify the overall application process for 
EU funding opportunities

Lowering entry barriers to programmes and reducing the 
administrative and technical burden in both the appli-
cation and the reporting stages will boost confidence in 
the programmes’ accessibility. EU funding avenues are 
frequently criticized due to the complexity surrounding 
both the application and reporting processes, which often 
leads to excessive administrative burdens and discourages 
potential beneficiaries, in particular those with a limited 
administrative capacity not uncommon in small munici-
palities. An additional issue for local authorities is a lack of 
familiarity with, and expertise in, EU funding mechanisms 
and instruments, particularly the case in the CEE region. 
Simplification of EU funding programmes is, therefore, 
a crucial and urgent necessity to overcome such barriers 
and can be achieved via the establishment of a constructive 
dialogue between the EC and all relevant stakeholders.

b. � Improve synergies across EU funding 
programmes

There are, to a non-specialist, a bewildering variety 
of funding avenues that might be applicable to small 
municipalities, but without the intervention of special-
ists in energy agencies, accessing these remains a daunt-
ing prospect for municipal staff. Both vertical alignment 
between European, national and regional programmes, 
together with horizontal alignment among EU funding 
schemes, can act to reduce the administrative burden and 

increase the efficiency and impact of EU funds. The EC 
should enhance synergies and complementarities among 
the main EU frameworks and funding programmes (e.g., 
Horizon Europe, LIFE, EU Mission, Covenant of Mayors, 
Erasmus+, European Structural and Investment Funds, 
European Regional Development Funds, Common 
Agricultural Policy, Circular Bioeconomy Thematic 
Investment Platform, Smart City Marketplace, the new 
Social Climate Fund, EUCF, EPAH, ELENA) and other 
funding programmes at the national and more-local lev-
els (green municipal bonds, energy performance con-
tracts, etc.). One possible solution can be represented by 
a dedicated ‘scout funding’ EU portal for CEE munici-
palities, to which local authorities could identify their 
planned adaptation, mitigation, and energy poverty 
measures and receive advisories and recommendations 
about specific funding schemes and programmes that are 
pertinent. Given the advances in AI that might make this 
a more tangible and useful portal, it represents an oppor-
tunity for the EC to support such an initiative that would 
be extremely useful continent-wide.

c. � Facilitate the use of innovative financing 
mechanisms

Regional energy agencies should be capacitated to facil-
itate the knowledge of, and accessibility to, existing 
innovative approaches that might attract investments, to 
explore public–private partnerships, and to seek alterna-
tive funding streams. The EC can, therefore, enable the 
conditions for CEE countries to easily access and take 
advantage of innovative funding sources already avail-
able, but not yet fully exploited. For instance, establish-
ing an official CEE standard for green bonds aligned with 
the EU taxonomy for sustainable activities would help 
make this tool more attractive for both governments and 
companies. Furthermore, additional emphasis should be 
placed on creating more widely accessible and versatile 
technical assistance arrangements to help smaller inves-
tors, such as municipalities, small municipal utilities, and 
local action groups, take advantage of such innovative 
financing mechanisms.

5.3. � Overcoming the challenges for 
SECAP/ECAP planning and imple-
mentation in the CEE region

a. � Coordinate decision-making structures and 
governance

Climate and energy is not a single issue, but as a 
cross-cutting topic instead requires interdepartmen-
tal consideration within municipalities. In municipali-
ties having more substantial staffing, the reality is that 
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communication among municipal departments is often 
subdued, with departments working in their own silos. In 
the smallest municipalities, a countervailing reality exists 
in that a single person may be responsible for multiple 
facets of planning and implementation, yet this person 
may be both overwhelmed with existing work demands 
while also being a neophyte where it comes to climate 
and energy issues. To expect these conditions to substan-
tially change is likely to be illusory, which underscores 
the importance of interventions by regional energy agen-
cies for the EU to achieve its carbon neutrality goal.

b.  Streamline financing and reporting

A frequent criticism of EU funding is the complexity 
around the process, which often leads to excessive admin-
istrative burden and discourages potential beneficiaries, 
particularly those with a limited administrative capacity 
such as small municipalities. While simplification has 
already been discussed in section 5.2.a, some practical 
measures to build the confidence of small municipalities 
when collaborating with regional energy agencies are to 
(i) reduce the co-finance rate expected in some funds 
(e.g., LIFE, Interreg), allowing the participation of local 
authorities with low capital availability for investment 
as many municipalities plan their budgets some years/
months in advance, making the last-minute inclusion of 
new expenses difficult; (ii) introduce simplified funding 
avenues such as lump sum payments in additional fund-
ing programmes to entice municipalities to apply; (iii) 
reduce the administrative burden in the reporting stage 
as currently municipal staff may perceive that there are 
too many internal checks and too much paperwork for 
them to accept the additional workload, and simplify 
reporting templates, especially as concerns the repetitive 
nature of some required responses; (iv) implement stan-
dardized application forms and templates across different 
EU funding programmes, easing the tasks of applicants 
who may wish to apply to more than one scheme; and (v) 
accept nationally recognized accounting practices, even 
if these are not gold-standard.

c.  Improve outreach to all stakeholders

Stakeholders are represented not only by end-users 
(private households, local companies, etc.) but also by 
intermediaries such as banks, energy, or technology 
providers. They can be involved in planning and imple-
menting specific measures. Their active involvement 
can foster a sense of ownership and long-term commit-
ment to achieving climate and energy goals at the local 

level. Without their engagement, SECAP plans might 
be undercut by naysayers and people engaged in resis-
tance to, e.g., wind generators or solar parks because they 
perceive these as a blight on the landscape. Stakeholder 
involvement is seldom an easy process, faced as it is with 
the challenges of contradicting interests and beliefs. 
Unfortunately, stakeholder participation is sometimes 
perceived as an impeding factor by local authorities, 
and thereby dismissed during SECAP development and 
implementation processes. This is a false dichotomy. 
Bringing the community together is necessary to ensure 
SECAP progress while ensuring that energy poverty is 
adequately and responsibly addressed.

d.  Engage multi-level governance pathways

As noted in section 2, national governments in the CEE 
might simply pass down the administrative chain the 
requirements for municipalities to attain. The concept of 
two-way communication rather than the top-down edicts 
of the Communist era remains somewhat novel and 
theoretical, even among CEESEU’s municipalities and 
national governments, despite efforts to advance multi-
level governance meetings. Without national-level recog-
nition of impediments to meeting their NECPs when this 
is predicated on local-level actions, there is a mismatch 
between aspirations and the actions designed to meet 
these. While the case of the Czech Republic is extreme 
within the CEE14 – it has the greatest density of municipal-
ities per national area in the EU – it underscores the fact 
that the national government would be overwhelmed by 
6,000 outreaches from its municipal authorities. Utilizing 
regional energy agencies that are able to amalgamate local 
concerns and promote these at the regional and national 
levels to administrators who are tasked to pay attention to 
these will provide the feedback that can optimize energy 
and climate adaptation planning across the CEE region 
and provide a template for other EU regions to adopt.

5.4. � The perspective of the Covenant of 
Mayors-EU (CoM-EU) in regard to the 
recommendations

The cooperation and exchange between the Covenant of 
Mayors EU Office (CoM-EU) and the CEESEU project 
has been fundamental to understand the situation of the 
CoM in the CEE and has provided the CoM-EU with a 
realistic picture of CEE municipalities’ readiness, both 
individually and as bundles, for developing and imple-
menting SECAPs, and thereby providing a basis for 

14	 But not the EU as a whole, as France has 12,000 intercommunal struc-
tures, Germany 11,000 municipalities.
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further improve and adapt the CoM-EU to fit with the 
priorities and capabilities of these entities.

Following the outputs, outcomes, and recommendation 
of CEESEU, augmented by one-on-one exchanges with 
several municipalities and regions, the CoM-EU perceives 
the following necessary improvements in its functioning.

a. � Inclusion of national methodologies/
approaches in the CoM-EU

As with the Estonian municipalities in CEESEU, sev-
eral national institutions through the EU are developing 
national methodologies for the reporting of greenhouse 
gas emissions, the development of adaptation plans, and 
the description of energy and climate measures at the 
local level. Often, these methodologies attain an oblig-
atory character since they are described in national/
regional climate laws.

Adherence to these national methodologies pushes 
local administrations to report only according to national 
directives, avoiding reporting under the CoM-EU rules 
either because of significant differences between these 
national methodologies and the CoM’s or because of 
the additional burden of reporting using more than one 
methodology or platform.

While CoM-EU stands as the most integrative energy 
and climate initiative, presently numbering nearly 12,000 
municipalities, it needs to extend its reach to recognize 
these national methodologies when described in national 
legal regulations, integrating them in the best possible 
way into its structure, thus making it possible for munic-
ipalities following national legislation to be integrated 
into the CoM-EU initiative.

b. � Simplification of the CoM-EU reporting 
framework

Reporting of emissions and climate adaptation actions 
is necessary as an instrument to develop and monitor 
energy and climate policies and implementation mea-
sures but should not be a goal in itself.

CEESEU underscores the fact that small municipalities 
seldom have the autonomous capacity to compile exten-
sive and accurate energy and climate reports. Moreover, 
COM-EU has noted that medium and large municipal-
ities are at times reporting to various initiatives and on 
several platforms and, therefore, consider any report-
ing to the CoM-EU as doubling their workload and, 
therefore, burdensome. For these reasons, the CoM-EU 
intends to simplify reporting requirements by the end 
of 2024, making access to its initiative more accessible 
for municipalities with fewer technical resources and/or 
lacking data, which is the situation of many local admin-
istrations in the CEE, as well as for municipalities across 

the EU that have developed comprehensive energy and 
climate plans but want to focus more on implementation 
and less on reporting. Simplified reporting will also make 
it easier and less costly for regional energy agencies when 
working with the continent’s smaller municipalities that 
lack technical capabilities.

c.  Promotion of joint SECAPs

The CoM-EU is already discouraging municipalities 
with fewer than 10,000 inhabitants from pursuing their 
individual SECAPs. The use of joint SECAPs, as demon-
strated in CEESEU, bundles small municipalities in the 
development and implementation of a joint energy and 
climate vision and strategy. It has been one of the most 
successful initiatives of the CoM-EU; one prime example 
is the Navarra region in Spain, where there are no indi-
vidual SECAPs but only joint ones that service bundles of 
the 172 total municipalities involved.

Joint SECAPs by definition must lead to a collabora-
tion among small municipalities in specific areas such 
as regional transportation, shared adaptation plans that 
bridge municipal boundaries, and the exploration of syner-
gies not previously recognized. Moreover, the development 
of joint SECAPs is also less costly for the municipalities 
involved whether they band together to hire specialist staff 
or contract with a regional energy agency.

d. � Finance linkage to regional and structural 
funds

Structural and regional funds can be used to promote the 
aims of the CoM-EU at the regional level, enabling the 
development and implementation of SECAPs through 
the financing of regional technical offices/energy agen-
cies for advising and assisting municipalities in their 
SECAP development, implementation, and reporting. 
Some regions in Italy and Spain, for example, are already 
successfully using ERDF funds in their CoM policies, 
but this is not yet occurring in the CEE. When taking 
into account that the EU’s CEE Member States are major 
beneficiaries of the ERDF policy, specific linkage of part 
of these funds to the CoM in these countries would pro-
vide an impetus to SECAP development in the CEE, one 
which is currently absent. The CoM-EU believes that the 
absence of use of ERDF funds for energy and climate pol-
icies in the CEE is due to a lack of information, which 
makes it imperative to promote positive experiences in 
Western regions to mount a replication effort.
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