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Climate change and multi-level governance 
 
As climate change does not acknowledge any political or administrative borders national policies 
come short when responding to this challenge. Thus, an adequate response to climate change must 
also include international agreements as well as regional and local policies. Representing sites of 
high consumption of energy and extensive transport, towns and cities are indeed important actors 
when it comes to climate change mitigation and adaptation The influence of local authorities over 
these processes varies with national circumstances but may include initiatives in terms of energy 
and transport supply and management, land use planning, building requirements, waste 
management and advice to the local community. National and cross-national networks between 
cities are also becoming commonplace within this rescaled landscape of multi-level governance. 
Our intention in this presentation is to use examples from the Swedish context to illustrate the 
potentialities and problems for local government to contribute to the development of a society less 
dependent on fossil fuel for energy and transport. Our focus will be on the role of city networking in 
climate change mitigation. However, before focusing upon the climate networks we need to locate 
climate change mitigation and adaptation in conceptual context. 
 
Mitigation and adaptation 
 
The challenges facing municipalities and citizens in relation to the processes of climate change can 
roughly be divided into two main perspectives; mitigation which focuses on future problems that 
can be countered by proactive decisions and actions today, and adaptation to the effects of climate 
change already visible.  
 
The mitigation challenge.  
• What have to change in terms of human activities to lessen or mitigate the impact of climate 

change?  
• Which are the necessary visions, scenarios, and proactive policies?  
• How can local governments in co-operation with the citizens be encouraged to implement 

efficient energy-structures with limited GHG emissions and thus contribute to a reduction of 
global warming?   

 
The adaptation challenge.  
For adaptation the anthropogenic connection to climate change is not central in the same way as 
regards mitigation. Climate change exists and so does its consequences whatever the causes.  
• How can local governments in cooperation with the citizens adapt to, or anticipate the negative 

effects of climate change (“crazy weather”) that are already visible? 
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• Can adaptation processes be used for creating greater knowledge about mitigation and stimulate 
action to mitigate? 

• May strong orientation towards adaptation to climate change block ambitions of mitigation, i.e. 
become an excuse of not devoting an interest to radical policy initiatives and  attempts to change 
people’s life styles? 

 
There is a distinction between the immediate risk of something to happen, for instance heavy rain 
and flooding, and the insidious risk of something, for instance climate change. Mitigation and 
adaptation processes – however needed they might be – do not always start automatically as a 
response to identified effects of climate change, or as a result of deep knowledge about solutions. 
Local political leaders, professionals and ordinary citizens may be eager to start such processes, but 
a number of obstacles - institutional, financial, political, ideological, social - may slow down or stop 
the progress towards success. Some of these factors may be relatively easy subjects of change, 
while others are difficult to influence.  
 

Municipalities and citizens as crucial actors 

The municipality and the citizens are two actor categories crucial to developing policies and 
learning processes conducive to mitigate climate change. The municipality can be conceptualised in 
three dimensions, i.e. as a political organisation, as a multi-organisation, and as an arena. In all three 
dimensions local government has the potential to develop climate friendly policies, although the 
road is not free from problems and obstacles.  

First, to assess the amount of freedom of action available for local government, its resources and 
potential power must be studied as one collective actor in relationship to central government 
resources and power. Second, local government is not a monolith but a multi-actor organisation 
consisting of several elected and administrative bodies including a great number of individual 
actors. Third, on the local arena there are several stakeholders who could and should participate. 
Thus, the arena also serves as a physical territory. From a top-down point of view the municipal 
political and administrative organisation is the crucial actor. However, defining the municipality as 
an arena, several policy relevant actors - individual citizens, voluntary associations, private 
companies, regional authorities etc - can make significant contributions. Again, when it comes to 
initiating, formulating, co-ordinating and implementing local climate policies the potential list of 
relevant actors is much longer than the municipality as a multi-organisation. Needless to say, local 
governments can neither be efficient nor legitimate unless active citizens support them. Are the 
networks an arena also for the citizens or are they a platform for a narrow circle of political elites?  

 
Networking cities 
 
Governance may appear in different forms - hierarchy, market, civil society - although it is often 
conceptualised as some sort of policy network, i.e. a coalition of actors working towards a goal 
agreed upon. Networking within and across municipal borders has become commonplace in local 
and regional climate governance not only in Sweden (Bulkeley & Betsill, 2004, Granberg, 2006). 
Networks are forums for exchanging experience and mutual learning. Participating in networks 
gives municipalities access to flows of opportunities, and allows the municipality itself to be a part 
of the flow. Cooperation also opens a possibility to stand out as a forerunner welcoming innovative 
ideas, combining local economic development, with reduction of GHG emissions. Thus, networks 
may strengthen the participants´ ability to attract investments from the private sector and from 
public funding to bring about sustainable development. The “folding of space” as Leitner et al. 
(2002) puts it, gives new opportunities for distant places and actors to connect with each other, even 



outside the EU. The networks may also contribute to increase the powers of EU institutions, 
bypassing the nation-state and work directly on a municipal basis. However, how much of the 
network-activities has tangible effects and how much is just rhetoric is, of course, something that 
has to be carefully examined in each case – is it a governance network or just a talk-shop (Bulkeley 
& Betsill, 2004)? 
 
Drawing upon empirical studies in progress interviews with people involved in local climate change 
mitigation and adaptation give some indications about the arguments and motives behind 
networking. 
 
It is common for Swedish municipalities to participate in networks with climate change mitigation 
on different levels. Some municipalities are active in networks on more than one level, but as 
participating in international networks requires special personal and financial resources, such 
participation is largely reserved for the bigger cities.   In Sweden there are two major national 
municipality networks where climate change mitigation is the one issue or one of a broader set of 
environmental issues, i.e the Climate Municipalities with 21 members, and the Eco Municipalities 
with 68 members. Cooperation on a regional level is common, often coupled with regional road and 
traffic investments and regional economic development. Regional cooperation also works as a 
platform for collective applications for national funding of common projects. Some municipalities 
have also sought for cooperation within international networks such as the Union of Baltic Cities, 
ICLEI and Cities for Climate Protection.  On the local and regional level local business, voluntary 
organisations and public authorities are involved in the networks, especially with regard to bio fuel 
production, which can bring economic advantages to the region. 
 
Depending on the size and structure of the municipalities and their ambitions in climate change 
mitigation, their expectations and experiences of networking are different.  Common arguments 
given by the participating actors in favour of taking part in the networks are for example: (i) 
networks are sources of ideas and knowledge – an opportunity to discuss local issues and solve 
problems together with expertise in one’s own field of work; (ii) through networks one may 
influence local and national government through common petitions; (iii) networks are arenas where 
you can advertise your city and establish contacts to the benefit of local industry; (iv) networks are 
platforms for establishing additional networks, projects and funding.  
 
However, some actors also raise critical arguments against networking, e.g. (i) differences in 
economic and political contexts may make it difficult to implement ideas from other cities; (ii) 
cities that are not able to allocate personal or financial resources for participating in meetings and 
projects may perceive themselves excluded; (iii) already successful cities may draw ahead. An 
argument raised by other researchers is that blurred hierarchies and indistinct roles and 
responsibilities within the networks make it difficult to exert accountability. 
 

The presentation at Manchester  
In our Power Point presentation in Manchester we will expand on this summary by giving more 
information on the networking cities and practices we have studied as well as on the arguments 
given by actors interviewed. We will also set our observations in the context of Swedish 
environmental politics and relating our findings to some of the literature on governance networks. 
Tentatively our conclusions will revolve around five critical points: 
 



1. Do the networks make any difference with regard to climate change mitigation or are they 
just “talk shops”, i.e. arenas where local government actors from different towns and cities 
meet and exchange words about something they already know. 

2. Are the networks mainly an arena for professionals exchanging views and wanting to 
increase their competence on climate change or are they instruments created by the 
politicians for implementation of radical climate policies? What role do the different levels 
of government play in the networks? Are the networks created for central government 
implementation of national goals or are they instruments for strengthening local self-
government? 

3. How are the networks to be considered in terms of citizen participation, deliberation and 
representativity? Are the networks at all accountable to the local citizens or are they mainly 
a mechanism for strengthening the power of political and/or professional elites? 

4. Does geography matter, i.e. does the context in terms of natural resources and the physical 
environment make any difference with regard to the willingness to participate in the 
networks? 

5. How important is the size of a town or a city for the willingness to participate in a mitigation 
network? Are small towns more inclined to cooperate within a region, whereas bigger cities 
rather enter trans-national networks? 
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