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Abstract 
Cities are where climate change battles will be won or lost. With more 
than 60 percent of the population in the Group of 20 (G20) countries 
living in urban areas, the G20 is pivotal to fostering urban climate 
action. Targeted G20 support for cities to become key actors in the 
race to net-zero would enable an accelerated climate change response 
that is global in approach and local in delivery. We propose a dedicated 
G20 agenda on urban climate governance, with five key focus areas. 
To ensure coherence and leverage existing cooperation structures, we 
recommend close cooperation with local partners and the Urban 20 
(U20) on this agenda.  
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Challenges 
Narrowing the gap between cities’ climate ambitions and 

delivery 
 

Cities are increasingly recognised as key actors in reaching net-zero by 2050. The Marrakech 

Partnership was a significant step forward in formally engaging cities and businesses in the 

United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) process, despite not 

being parties to the UNFCCC. The 26th UN Climate Conference (COP26) went a step further in 

highlighting the critical role of local communities with the Glasgow Climate Pact, urging 

parties to further integrate mitigation and adaptation into local and regional planning.  

Cities are both hotspots of climate change and an inextricable part of the solution. They were 

responsible for 67-72 percent of global emissions in 2020 (IPCC, 2022) and their 

environmental footprint generally exceeds their ecological capacity. At the same time, cities 

are at the forefront of collective action and policy innovation to tackle the climate emergency, 

which lends to their climate leadership. Cities have become the world’s climate laboratories 

and leaders in governance by experiment (Bulkeley & Castán Broto, 2012). They are large 

enough to test new socio-technical and governance solutions, and small enough to discard 

failed pilots without excessive cost.  

As the level of government closest to citizens, cities are also catalysts for engaging 

communities in co-creating solutions aligned with net-zero targets (Chu et al., 2015; C40 

Knowledge Hub, 2019). Cities are driving efforts to advance a just transition and respond to 

people’s needs. Initiatives that tackle energy poverty or air pollution in low-income 

neighbourhoods exemplify the strong local dimension of climate and environmental justice.  

However, the gap between local climate ambition and delivery on urban climate plans and 

mitigation targets remains large. Local authorities are active in key areas such as renewable 

energy infrastructure, the energy efficiency of buildings, public and shared transport systems 

and digitisation.2 Nonetheless, boosting local solutions requires additional financing, 

 
 
2 Data from 570 cities reporting to the Carbon Disclosure Project (CDP) shows renewable energy investments 
of $2.3 billion in 150 projects as part of a wider shift by cities to develop clean infrastructure projects worth 
more than $52 billion. While more than 40 cities are already sourcing 100% of their electricity from renewables, 
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administrative capacity, research and stronger collaboration across different scales of 

government – from local to national, regional and global – to jointly work towards broader 

systemic change.  

Currently, transnational city platforms and networks such as C40 Cities, ICLEI – Local 

Governments for Sustainability, and the Global Covenant of Mayors for Energy and Climate 

(GCoM) provide the main support frameworks for local governments to formulate and 

implement climate goals. Yet as informal multilateral organisations, their capacity and 

influence only go so far.  

The need for a more formalised role for cities in achieving carbon neutrality by 2050 is evident 

in initiatives such the UNFCCC-backed Cities Race to Zero campaign.3 Launched in the run-

up to COP26, it mobilises city governments to rally behind the Paris Agreement and leverage 

their capacity to drive on-the-ground transformation. Another example is the European 

Union’s (EU) Mission for Climate-Neutral and Smart Cities, which supports over 100 European 

cities in becoming net-zero by 2030, making them leaders on the EU’s sustainable growth 

strategy, the European Green Deal.4 As a strategic multilateral alliance comprising the world’s 

largest economies, the Group of 20 (G20) is similarly well positioned to unlock the potential 

of cities to lead a socially just transition to net-zero and to contribute to countries’ 

achievement of their Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs).  

  

 
 
for example Burlington in the US, Basel in Switzerland and Iceland’s capital Reykjavik, other cities are 
struggling with upscaling innovations to reach 100% renewables, see 
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2018/03/clean-energy-can-provide-100-of-a-city-s-electricity-here-s-how 
3 https://www.c40.org/what-we-do/building-a-movement/cities-race-to-zero/ 
4 https://netzerocities.eu/ 
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Proposal 
A G20 agenda on urban climate action 

The G20 includes not only the world’s highest emitting countries but also some of the most 

urbanised. The urban centres of the G20 are representative of the increasing prominence of 

cities on the world political stage (Curtis & Acuto, 2018). Over the past three decades, cities 

have moved from strategic arenas for intervention to policy leaders and implementers of 

positive transformations (Parnell, 2016).  

Cities increasingly play a frontline role in absorbing and pre-empting systemic shocks, as well 

as in filling the gaps in national and international responses (Acuto, 2013; Barber, 2014). This 

became evident during the COVID-19 pandemic, when cities spearheaded emergency 

responses and recovery actions (UNDP, 2020; Fernández de Losada & Abdullah, 2020). City 

governments have also led the way in declaring climate emergencies5 by shaping ambitious 

local climate plans with 2030 climate neutrality targets;6 implementing nature-based 

solutions to counter urban flooding, such as the “sponge city” model (Harrisberg, 2022); and 

appointing chief heat officers to step up heat-wave preparedness.7 In recognition of this role, 

the latest United States National Intelligence Council’s foresight report, Global Trends, 

highlights the potential of local actors to tackle major global crises, especially climate change 

(Klaus, 2021).  

The launch of the Urban 20 (U20) – a platform for cities to engage with the G20 – in 2017 is 

a similar reflection of local leaders’ emerging role in global governance and their ambition to 

have a voice in multilateral decision-making on issues that impact the urban agenda (Pipa & 

Bouchet, 2020). However, as with other G20 engagement groups, the role of the U20 is limited 

to broad agenda-setting and an advisory role in the form of an annual communiqué.   

The G20 has given unprecedented attention to urbanisation under the 2021 Italian 

presidency.8 We recommend maintaining urbanisation as a priority and expanding the G20’s 

engagement to include a dedicated, long-term agenda on urban climate governance to scale 

up just climate action in partnership with city governments. This proposal would be in line 

 
 
5 https://climateemergencydeclaration.org/climate-emergency-declarations-cover-15-million-citizens/ 
6 See for example the climate plans of the member cities of CNCA, https://carbonneutralcities.org/ 
7 https://onebillionresilient.org/project/chief-heat-officers/ 
8 The Italian G20 presidency launched a Platform on SDG Localisation and Intermediary Cities, and the Rome 
High-level Principles on City-to-City Partnerships. 
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with calls of the U20 for a G20 urban agenda that prioritises climate mitigation (U20, 2021). It 

would also complement the G20 Global Smart Cities Alliance (GSCA)9 and promote greater 

integration of the digital and green transitions in cities. To ensure coherence, prevent 

duplication and leverage existing cooperation structures, we suggest close cooperation with 

the U20 in shaping this agenda. 

Furthermore, we advocate that C40, the world’s leading platform for city climate action and 

co-convenors of the U20, hold the secretariat for the proposed G20 agenda on urban climate 

governance. This will ensure integration with U20 processes and provide continuity across 

G20 presidencies. To support the G20 in advancing its priorities, the proposed agenda should 

inform relevant G20 Working Group meetings and curate year-on-year events under the G20 

Sherpa-Track on urban climate mitigation and adaptation.  

To have a genuine impact, the proposed agenda should progressively engage a broader range 

of cities than those currently participating in the U20, all of which are important economic 

hubs. Engaging laggard cities — with unambitious plans and limited capacity and financing 

for climate action — will be particularly key to fully unlock the potential of cities for just and 

ambitious climate action and upscaling innovations.  

This brief outlines five areas critical to accelerating and delivering just and ambitious urban 

climate action across the G20 in the upcoming decade, building on the priorities of Indonesia’s 

G20 presidency. The five areas reflect a forward-looking approach across different 

governance, technical and financial aspects, in which cities require more support: (i) 

strengthened multilevel climate governance processes, (ii) broadened just transition to 

advance climate and social goals, (iii) new multilevel and cross-sector technical and financing 

solutions, (iv) linking the digital and green agendas to drive the urban energy transition (v) and 

more robust urban climate data. 

1. NEXT STEPS FOR UPSCALING URBAN CLIMATE SOLUTIONS ACROSS 
G20 COUNTRIES 

i. Joined-up multi-level climate governance  

Alongside initiatives such as the Global Taskforce for Local and Regional Governments,10 the 

U20 is one of the leading attempts to broaden global governance beyond the strict nation-

 
 
9 https://globalsmartcitiesalliance.org/ 
10 https://www.global-taskforce.org/ 

 

https://www.global-taskforce.org/
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state paradigm and to integrate the interests of cities into an established structure of global 

cooperation (Pipa & Bouchet, 2020). Given the global implications of rapid urbanisation and 

the central role that mayors and local governments play in addressing global challenges, the 

case for multilevel climate governance is growing considerably (de Andrade, 2022). However, 

the institutional architecture to join up the multiple competencies — in a manner that allows 

cities to spearhead efforts that can trickle up instead of only down — is still missing.  

A dedicated G20 agenda on urban climate governance would lay the foundation for enhanced 

coordination and collaboration across G20 economies, ultimately reducing policy silos, which 

currently remain a barrier to climate planning (Oseland, 2019). This could be modelled on the 

Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development’s (OECD) approach to achieving 

the 2030 Sustainable Development Goals (SDG): vertical coordination of priorities across 

different levels of government, horizontal coordination across sectoral departments to ensure 

policy coherence and enhanced partnerships via stakeholder engagement, including civil 

society (OECD, 2020). A formal approach to cooperation would allow for better information 

sharing and reduce overlapping functions, all the while cutting administrative burdens and 

boosting efficiency (OECD, 2021).  

The agenda should define the cross-sectoral collaboration required to foster innovation and 

drive the development of bespoke local solutions — for both mitigation and adaptation — 

regardless of political changes. This requires adopting a formal approach to sharing best 

practices and efficient governance mechanisms, ultimately contributing towards more 

comprehensive, coherent and multifaceted action.  
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ii.  Broadened just transition to advance climate and social goals   

The climate agenda is often accused of being socially blind, with little attention paid to the 

potentially adverse inequality effects of mitigation policies (Markkanen & Anger-Kraavi, 2019; 

Robins, 2020). This has resulted in a false dichotomy between the green and social agendas, 

which has trickled into policymaking. However, movements such as the gilets jaunes (yellow 

vests) protests have brought the equity outcomes of climate action into sharp relief. The need 

to develop a socially acceptable climate policy that does not exacerbate inequality was also 

emphasised at the Think20 (T20) inception conference (G20 Insights, 2022).  

If net-zero is the “what” of climate governance, then a just transition is the “how”; the 

connective tissue that binds together climate goals and social outcomes (Robins, 2020). Just 

transitions need to consider the effects of both the transformation through climate action and 

the impacts of climate inaction on all vulnerable communities and sectors. For this to happen, 

the remit of just transitions needs to be broadened beyond that of workers in fossil fuel-

intensive regions. Instead, it should be thought of as an opportunity for cities to shape their 

future, for political decisionmakers to mitigate risks to long-term economic, social and 

environmental stability and for citizens to decide on a desirable shared future that is 

respectful of future generations.  

The G20’s urban agenda should also reflect this widened scope of just urban transitions. As 

the level of government closest to citizens, cities are in a strong position to foster climate 

justice and meaningful citizen engagement, especially of the most vulnerable and 

marginalised groups. This is particularly important for ensuring outcome-based equity for 

groups that have historically been furthest away from decision-making while suffering 

disproportionately from the adverse impacts of climate change. The G20 can spearhead the 

intertwining of the green and social agendas at the transnational level by mainstreaming just 

transitions as a transversal approach across all Working Groups. This process can build on 

attempts to mainstream gender equality in the G20 agenda during the Italian presidency 

(Mariottini, 2022).   

iii. Financing the urban transition    

Local public funds in both developed and developing countries fall far short of the capital 

needed to implement the net-zero transition in cities, with the urban climate financing gap 

estimated to be in the trillions of dollars (Negreiros et al., 2021). Additional resources can 

come from increased direct revenue sharing with regional or national governments, such as 

income and sales taxes, sharing of carbon pricing revenues, increased intergovernmental 

transfers or new local government revenue streams, such as congestion charges.  
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Developing countries face the twofold challenge of climate change and the need for 

enormous investment in basic services and infrastructures, such as transport or solid-waste 

management. However, finance facilities by institutions like the World Bank remain limited 

and underutilised. Access to mainstream finance could be facilitated by mechanisms to 

demonstrate cities’ creditworthiness — in a similar way to national credit rating. Such 

mechanisms would need to be adapted to the reality of local governments; less than 20 

percent of the largest 500 cities in developing countries are currently deemed creditworthy, 

severely restricting their capacity to raise finance for climate investments (World Bank, 2020).  

Everywhere, cities will need to bridge the financing gap by adopting innovative approaches 

and forming new partnerships to unlock private sources of long-term financing. Capital can 

be of varying scales, from green bonds raised in local capital markets (which enable citizen 

ownership of local projects but are usually limited by public sector fiscal borrowing caps) to 

new public-private partnerships such as joint venture companies (which can make up for the 

lack of technical and financial capacity in local authorities).  

Financial capacity building for cities is key for delivery. This could be fostered through 

initiatives like the European City Climate Finance Lab, which supports the development of 

scalable financing solutions through technical advisory and training.11 The G20 was born from 

the political will to resolve economic and financial crises, a mission it still pursues through 

the Sustainable Finance Working Group (SFWG) launched in 2021. One way for the G20 to 

foster local financial capacity building could be to engage leading cities in the SFWG.  

iv. Twin transitions: Linking the smart city agenda with the urban energy transition 

The G20 Global Smart Cities Alliance (GSCA) promotes the responsible and ethical use of 

smart city technologies to ensure that digital connectivity, services and data infrastructure 

are deployed in an inclusive, transparent and secure manner. However, while the GSCA’s 

focus on digital rights and equity is highly relevant, it sidelines equally important concerns 

over how to effectively integrate cities’ digital and green agendas.  

 

The transition to digitally optimised urban ecosystems and climate neutrality are highly 

interdependent processes. They cannot proceed independently if they are to be sustainable 

 
 
11 https://cfl.southpole.com/ 
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in the long term. While digital technologies can enhance urban infrastructure performance 

and reduce emissions, rising demand for energy-intensive digital devices, data centres and 

cloud computing has significant environmental impacts (Lehne et al., 2021).  

With the G20 accounting for about 75 percent of global energy demand (G20 Insights, 2022), 

member countries have an important role to play in bridging the green and digital agendas to 

accelerate the energy transition. This will require a global deployment of digital tools that can 

manage the inherent flexibility of tomorrow’s energy systems (UNECE, 2020). As major energy 

consumers and hubs of the digital economy, cities are key sites and actors of digitally enabled 

clean energy systems in areas such as housing, transport and the circular economy (OECD, 

2020). Pioneer cities are creating smart grids powered by renewables in which advanced 

Internet of Things (IoT) communication allows for integrating demand side and storage 

management in the building, mobility and industry sector. Others are designing digital twins 

(3D virtual representations of a city) to support the development and testing of energy system 

transformation scenarios, integrate data for progress monitoring and enable novel 

participation processes (Onile et al., 2021).  

The current energy crisis is an opportunity to boost the energy transition in G20 countries. 

However, to be sustainable and lasting, it needs to be planned in ways that engage and 

support all levels of government, especially local authorities.   

v. The need for robust urban climate data  

In the past, city climate networks like C40 and ICLEI have largely focused on providing 

platforms for knowledge sharing. However, the transfer of solutions is no longer enough to 

sufficiently upscale innovations for cities to deliver on the 2030 and 2050 targets. Under the 

axiom “You can’t manage what you don’t measure”, city networks are today placing ever 

greater emphasis on the need for measurable, reportable and verifiable (MRV) climate action 

that can inform long-term policymaking and render cities accountable climate governors 

(Gordon, 2016).  

Over the past decade, there has been a 17-fold increase in cities disclosing their climate and 

environmental data to the Carbon Disclosure Project (CDP), the number one global reporting 

platform, from 48 cities in 2011 to 812 cities in 2020 (CDP, 2021). In 2019, the CDP partnered 

with ICLEI to create the largest reporting platform for cities.12 To further streamline local 

reporting and pool data, the platform has been integrated with the reporting framework of the 

 
 
12 https://carbonn.org/pages/about 
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GCoM.13 Since 2021, the new platform is also a data partner of the UNFCCC’s Global Climate 

Action Portal,14 which was relaunched at COP26 to include the progress tracking of 

subnational and non-state actors. 

However, data on cities and urban projects continues to be limited and less reliable compared 

to that available at the national level. This is further compounded by difficulties in harmonising 

datasets due to the different ways in which sectors such as energy, transport, waste and water 

aggregate data. There is further divergence in how cities define their limits and jurisdiction 

and calculate basic data like population and land area. As a result, cities vary in how they 

determine their energy use and carbon footprint, and in how they set their climate goals.  

Agreement on metrics and calculations will enable the sharing of performance data for cities 
and new urban projects within G20 countries. This is needed to provide a basis for setting 
comparable performance targets and for monitoring progress. Once datasets are 
harmonised, adopting a common framework for decarbonisation, such as the Science-Based 
Targets network15, would help standardise climate goals at city scale.  

2. EMPOWERING CITIES TO ACCELERATE CLIMATE ACTION  

Pioneering cities have charted pathways and provided proof of concept of how to meet the 

climate challenge in terms of mitigation and adaptation. These advancements and 

innovations have been up- and out-scaled with the support of city networks that support peer-

to-peer learning, technical capacity building, progress monitoring and climate reporting.  

However, to fully unlock the capacity of cities to reach net-zero by 2050, significant barriers 

remain. To progress in the five areas of action outlined above, cities require more governance, 

technical and financial support from national governments and international organisations. 

Legal reforms and pioneering legislation are emerging as a further area where multilevel 

government cooperation is needed to implement innovative urban climate policies such as 

ultra-low emission zones and zero-carbon building standards, or to make city climate action 

plans as binding as possible.16  

Beyond support, cities require enabling and empowering multilevel partnerships. The 

proposed G20 agenda on urban climate governance could, over time, establish a problem-

 
 
13 https://www.globalcovenantofmayors.org/our-initiatives/data4cities/common-global-reporting-framework/ 
14 https://climateaction.unfccc.int/ 
15 https://sciencebasedtargetsnetwork.org/take-action-now/take-action-as-a-city/  
16 https://www.c40knowledgehub.org/s/article/How-cities-can-use-the-law-to-advance-climate-
action?language=en_US 

https://sciencebasedtargetsnetwork.org/take-action-now/take-action-as-a-city/
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solving partnership by opening space for the G20 to work with cities on advancing shared 

climate goals. The partnership could start out in an area where the priorities of the G20 match 

the needs of cities: climate finance. This could be done through engaging leading cities in the 

SFWG before progressively expanding the partnership to other relevant G20 Working Groups. 

A dynamic multilevel process could be created by leveraging the decision-making capacities 

of the G20 on climate governance and action while bridging the gap with the urban and local 

level, which is where these decisions have the greatest impact. The G20 could, thereby, 

become a motor for accelerating the local implementation of globally agreed climate targets.  
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