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Foreword

We are honoured to present the results of the sixth edition of the European Metropolitan 
Authorities (EMA) forum, held in Porto on 11–12 November 2021. A significant number of 

authorities took part in the forum, which was a considerable success.

As you are all aware, EMA is a network of metropolitan areas and cities that aims to foster dia-
logue among their political representatives and works to obtain greater recognition of metropol-
itan realities at national and European level. Today, our members represent more than 75 million 
people in over 20 different countries, and the number of European metropolitan areas interested 
in our work is growing.

This year, and despite COVID-19 challenges, the EMA forum was pleased to welcome the partic-
ipation of an important number of political leaders; the European Union (EU) Commissioner for 
Cohesion and Reforms, Elisa Ferreira; members of the European Parliament; and two Portuguese 
government ministers. 

The conference took place at the same time as the UN Climate Change Conference in Glasgow 
(COP26). The different speeches delivered by our members and EMA’s final political declaration 
show that the decarbonisation objectives set by the European Green Deal and the EU’s goal to 
reach climate neutrality by 2050 are only achievable with the full involvement of metropolitan 
areas. Solutions such as smart urban mobility, the promotion of renewable energies, and energy 
efficiency in public and private buildings are some of the key policies being promoted by metro-
politan governments.
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The EMA forum was also held at a crucial moment for our territories, which is the beginning of 
the implementation of the EU’s National Recovery and Resilience Plans. Up to now, most Member 
States have been reluctant to involve metropolitan areas in the preparation of their respective na-
tional plans. The different programmes of the Cohesion Policy and other European programmes 
under the Multiannual Financial Framework 2021–2027 provide us with a new opportunity to 
participate.

We also took the stage to say that we wish to be present in future partnerships under the Euro-
pean Urban Agenda. We know that we have a specific role to play and great expertise to share in 
terms of housing, energy renovation of existing buildings, urban planning, economic develop-
ment, sustainable mobility, energy transition, and digital and social policies. As we say, we are the 
missing link between nations, states, cities, villages and people. Beyond administrative borders, 
we are the nodes of the real networks that connect our society, networks made by people living, 
working, creating and gathering, by public services, corporations and society as a whole.

This publication – which includes the policy document, the main statements of the participants 
and the political declaration of the EMA Conference at Porto – aims to contribute to debate about 
the role of metropolitan areas in the EU arena. We hope you enjoy it.

Eduardo Vítor Rodrigues
President of the Porto Metropolitan Area

Ernest Maragall i Mira  
Vice-President of International Relations and Cooperation 
of the Barcelona Metropolitan Area
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On 12 November 2021, mayors, leaders and politi-
cal representatives of the European metropolitan 
areas gathered in Porto for the Sixth European 
Metropolitan Authorities Forum, framed by the 
objective of “Boosting Climate-Neutral Metropoli-
tan Areas: Green, Smart and Resilient”

Having discussed:

• the opportunity for metropolitan areas to be 
game changers for sustainable, smart, resilient 
and green recovery

• the role of digital transformation for promoting 
a new and more inclusive urban living system

• the challenges to overcoming financial scarcity 
and steering recovery towards a more resilient 
metropolis

Recalling that:

Metropolitan areas are key drivers of develop-
ment. As nearly two-thirds of the European pop-
ulation live and work in metropolitan areas, these 
areas are responsible for generating 67 % of the 
GDP and 61 % of employment in the EU1. They host 
key economic, employment and cultural activities, 
being true innovation hubs for research and pi-
loting, thus attracting further capital, investment 
and people.

As stated at COP26 in Glasgow, decarbonisation 
objectives set by the European Green Deal and the 
EU’s goal to reach climate neutrality by 2050 are 

1 “My Region, My Europe, Our Future: Seventh Report on economic, social 
and territorial cohesion” 

 https:// ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docoffic/official/reports/co-
hesion7/7cr.pdf

Porto Political 
Declaration

not only ambitious but also imperative. The more 
frequent and extreme weather conditions have 
highlighted that the reduction of greenhouse gas 
(GHG) emissions is not only necessary but ex-
tremely urgent.

The COVID-19 pandemic confronted our society 
with new challenges, uncovering the contradic-
tions and vulnerabilities of traditional urban mod-
els. Metropolitan areas have faced unprecedented 
levels and new forms of social and economic prob-
lems, being on the frontline of the crisis manage-
ment and, on many occasions, without the neces-
sary powers and financial resources.

The new Leipzig Charter2, signed in November 
2020 during the German Presidency, calls for inte-
grated, place-based approaches, multi-level gover-
nance, participation and co-creation. Cross-cutting 
approaches and broad community collaboration 
are at the heart of metropolitan areas, which are 
in the best position to set up integrated strategies 
and projects while ensuring that no one is left be-
hind. The 2030 Territorial Agenda3 also highlights 
the enhancement of the role of Functional Regions 
as one of the six priorities for achieving a Just and 
Green Europe.

Digital solutions are broad, and include approaches 
to smart urban mobility, energy efficiency, sustain-
able housing, digital public services or civic-led gov-
ernance. The large-scale uptake of these solutions 
is crucial to help metropolitan areas meet their 
climate targets and reduce their environmental 
footprint, while fostering citizen participation and 
bringing prosperity to business, including SMEs 
and start-ups. Digital transition must go hand in 
hand with climate transition and should also lead 
to better social and “digital cohesion”.

2 https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/information/publications/bro-
chures/2020/new-leipzig-charter-the- transformative-power-of-cities-for-
the-common-good

3 https://territorialagenda.eu/library/
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Technologies, digital tools and data analytics ca-
pabilities are, to a large extent, already available. 
However, the integration and collaboration of sys-
tems and stakeholders are fundamental drivers 
to accelerate and scale up the transition. Europe’s 
twin transition towards a green and digital econ-
omy requires social fairness and an economy that 
works for people, as set out in the Commission’s 
priorities for 2019–20244. Managing transitions 
requires a strategic vision, ensuring investment 
in innovative solutions while ensuring that transi-
tion unfolds in a fair and inclusive way. Leaving no 
one behind also means leaving no one out of the 
digital transition.

Widespread use of the internet and mobile tech-
nologies are revolutionizing the provision of ur-
ban services. Mobility-as-a-service, city platforms, 
food deliveries and home shopping are more pres-
ent in our everyday lives. In the future, with the 
digitalisation of services, the Internet of Things 
and sensors, as well as flexible and adaptive firms 
and services, changes will continue in many other 
areas. The increasing importance of user-oriented 
services, as well as changing demographics, mi-
gration and an ageing population will also shape 
the provision of new services.

Cities and metropolitan areas are drivers of the 
green, digital and just transition that Europe needs 
for its recovery. The push for climate-friendly met-
ropolitan areas is largely linked to their capacity to 
adapt to the ever-changing economic conditions 
and to rebuild trust. As mobility becomes more 
digital, groups at risk of social exclusion might 
require additional capabilities to fulfil their daily 
mobility needs. Understanding social and eco-
nomic vulnerabilities is essential to formulating 
resilient actions adapted to local needs, with local 
communities at the centre of these actions. These 
key transformations might bring more opportu-
nities for future services in metropolitan areas to 
become more sustainable and efficient.

The three pillars of the EU’s Urban Agenda call 
for better regulation, better funding and better 
knowledge. Metropolitan areas can significantly 
contribute to fulfilling these pillars if they take 
an active role in the implementation of national 
policies and have access to sufficient funding. In 
this respect, metropolitan areas should be incor-
porated into the agenda of future thematic part-
nerships.

4 https://europa.eu/european-union/about-eu/priorities_en

The wide range of climate change mitigation 
measures and adaptation actions to achieve cli-
mate neutrality are local in nature and require 
implementation at a sub-national level. Cohesion 
policy envisages European added value as a con-
dition for obtaining funding. As acknowledged by 
the Committee of the Regions, support to regional 
and metropolitan authorities not only yields Euro-
pean added value, but also ensures both the EU’s 
global competitiveness and further regional con-
vergence, through spillover effects resulting from 
such support.

Metropolitan areas provide a good opportunity, 
with well-prepared projects based on integrated 
and existing strategies and on the legacy of their 
well-functioning public administrations, besides 
their proximity to the territory and stakeholders. 
Nevertheless, only a few metropolitan authorities 
have been engaged in the definition and drafting 
of the National Recovery and Resilience Plans, as 
stated by the EMA network in its political state-
ment of December 20205 sent to European insti-
tutions. 

The ESPON6 Metro and URBACT RiConnect7 proj-
ects, both managed by EMA members, have high-
lighted the need for the effective participation of 
metropolitan governments in the preparation and 
management of the 2021–2027 Cohesion Policy 
programmes.

As highlighted by the opinion of the European 
Committee of the Regions8, parallel diplomacy by 
regional and local authorities at European level 
is crucial, especially in the drafting stage of the 

5 https://docs.amb.cat/alfresco/api/-default-/public/alfresco/versions/1/
nodes/81dc83c6-f3b6-4987- bcd8-83039dd42251/content/EMA_POSI-
TION %20PAPER_The %20role %20of %20metropolitan %20areas %20
in %20the %20RRF.pdf? attachment=false&mimeType=application/pdf&si-
zeInBytes=1167255

6 https://www.espon.eu/participate/calls/open-calls/role-and-future-perspec-
tives-cohesion-policy-planning-metropolitan

7 https://urbact.eu/riconnect

8 https://webapi2016.cor.europa.eu/v1/documents/cor-2021-02505-00-00-ac-
tra-en.docx/content
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Partnership Agreements and Operational Pro-
grammes and, therefore, the European Commis-
sion should actively involve metropolitan areas in 
the negotiations on the new programming period 
in order to obtain more accurate insight into the 
key challenges of their territories.

Finally, the crisis that has emerged after the take-
over of Afghanistan, which closely resembles the 
situation in Syria and other global crises, deserves 
our solidarity and an EU call for action. The situa-
tion is a setback for human rights and, in particu-
lar, a threat to the rights and freedoms of women 
and children, who are the central victims of this 
crisis.

Reaffirming that:

1. Metropolitan areas have made significant head-
way in confronting the climate crisis through 
ambitious action and are committed to increas-
ing this leadership with specific measures as  
demonstrated in the COP26 debates in Glasgow.

2. EMA adopts the main agreements of COP26 and 
each metropolitan area will work to develop pro-
grammes and projects aligned with these agree-
ments in the framework of their competencies.

3. Metropolitan areas cooperating in the EMA net-
work are ready to boost climate neutrality, ex-
pressing a strong commitment to being active 
partners in the execution and achievement of 
such results.

4. Metropolitan areas are committed to the im-
plementation of integrated and innovative ap-
proaches to meet the needs of our citizens, shar-
ing and experimenting the best solutions by 
being closer to local challenges.

5. Metropolitan areas are called on to take action 
in a number of areas linked with digital transi-
tion, ecological transition, economic recovery 
and social cohesion. Thus, their level of respon-
sibility should be empowered by the financial 
capacity to act. The European Financial Frame-
work for 2021–2027 and the Next Generation 
EU Package support a stronger link between 
the achievement of the UN’s Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals by 2030, the commitments laid 
down in the European Green Deal and economic 
recovery.

6. European Metropolitan Authorities (EMA) is 
ready to implement mature metropolitan proj-

ects using the funds from the Recovery and Re-
silience Facility and REACT-EU, in line with the 
digital and energy transition, ensuring the in-
volvement of municipalities, regions, academia, 
as well as economic and social stakeholders.

7. EMA calls on the central administrations and 
the European Commission for greater involve-
ment of metropolitan areas in the implementa-
tion of National Recovery and Resilience Plans, 
as well as in the preparation and implementa-
tion of future Cohesion Policy programmes.

8. EMA urges Member States, the European Union 
and the United Nations to guarantee shelter 
and reception, and articulate a shared civilian 
network between cities and metropolitan areas 
and Afghanistan, facilitating the channelling of 
resources and providing human, logistical and 
economic support to any democratic initiative 
existing within the country, besides preventing 
the information isolation and oblivion that Af-
ghanistan may experience.

European Metropolitan Authorities commits to 
continuing its collaboration in support of a more 
supportive and united Europe which takes into ac-
count the concerns of its citizens.
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 151 participants

 12 countries

 20 cities/metropolitan areas/regions

 20 signatories to the Declaration in November 2021

PARTICIPANTS:

Metropolitan areas of Amsterdam, Barcelona, Bratislava, Brussels, Gipuzkoa, Hel-
sinki, Katowice, Kraków, Lisbon, Lyon, Porto, Toulouse and Viken (Oslo).

Cities of Brno, Dublin, Madrid, Prague, Vienna, Warsaw and Wroclaw.

Institutions and networks involved (European and global): European Commission, 
European Parliament, Committee of the Regions, Metropolis, Metrex, UN-Habitat, 
EMTA, INTA.

Esri, HERE, Garmin, FAO, NOAA, USGS

EMA 2021 in numbers

Esri, HERE, Garmin, USGS; Esri, HERE
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Signing of the declaration, from left to right: Thijs Kroese, Juha Eskelinen, Roger Ryberg, Eduardo Vítor Rodrigues, 
Jakub Mazur, Kazimierz Karolczak, Omar Al-Rawi, Alexandra Leitão, Elzibeta Burtan, Michał Olszewski, Elisa Ferreira, 
Ernest Maragall i Mira, Hélène Dromain, Pascal Smet, Jiří Snížek, Tomas Kolacny, Juraj Droba, Rafaela Romero.
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EMA Porto 2021 
Report

must maintain. We want to 
live as humans, not as ants; we 
want to have the capacity to 
generate new opportunities; 
and we want to have the chance 
to meet some of the threats 
that we currently face, such as 
migration or waste generation 
and management. 

Five years ago, we were think-
ing about and discussing where 
to buy electricity for cities; now 
we are asking ourselves where 
to produce this electricity with-
in cities. In a way, we are for-
tunate to be in charge because 
these are unpredictable times 
and today we must be able to 
exchange views in an atmo-
sphere of optimism. 

It is obvious that, whenever 
we face up to these challenges, 
there will be those that fear, 
those that think the world is 
ending or that disaster is immi-
nent, while others like us think 
that these challenges can only 
make us better. I expect this 
forum to be a place for us to 
exchange ideas and come away 
from it with an optimistic view.

Rui Moreira 

Mayor of Porto Welcome to the city of 
Porto. When we look at 

what is happening in metropol-
itan areas throughout Europe, 
in recent years – and not only 
because of the pandemic – we 
have seen that cities play a vital 
role in change. The Anthropo-
cene is bringing change, which 
is unstoppable. We know that, 
especially in Europe, whatever 
happens with climate change, 
there will be scope for decar-
bonisation and digital transition 
in cities. But each city standing 
alone will not be able to respond 
to the challenges it will encoun-
ter as rapidly as needed, be-
cause we have already been slow 
to respond. 

Most of us live and work in 
cities, and what is not city we 

Welcome 
and greetings
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Welcome 
and greetings

Eduardo Vítor 
Rodrigues

President of the Porto 
Metropolitan Area

Dear colleagues, thank you 
for visiting the Porto Met-

ropolitan Area. This metropolis 
deals with a problem it shares 
with all metropolitan areas: 
the difficulty of managing the 
different realities within itself. 
A balanced development of ru-
ral and urban areas is the goal, 
basing our efforts on welcoming 
diversity and not prioritising 
the power of big cities over less 
powerful areas. 

As metropolitan areas, we are 
here because we wish to be fun-
damental partners in the develop-
ment of Europe, its cities and its 
people. Within the metropolitan 
areas of Europe we find immense 
potential and new challenges, 
such as the capacity to generate 
wealth, generate innovation, ush-
er in the digital transition, and 
rethink cities as green.

At the same time, we are seeing 
problems of unemployment, 
poverty, devaluated territories, 
social exclusion and COVID-19 
impacts.

We must work within the con-
text of these challenges, par-
ticipating in European efforts 
to recover from the pandemic, 
developing innovative policies 
and deepening exchanges be-
tween European areas, growing 
together.

In order to succeed, it is import-
ant to clarify our metropolitan 
agenda already defined in 2019 
in Lyon. We must assume the 
role of social partners of nation-
al governments and European 
authorities. We must recognise 
the vital importance of the EU 
and consider the intelligent 
management of forthcoming 
EU funding as a challenge and 
a responsibility. In doing so, 
we will effectively enhance our 
citizens’ quality of life and the 
stability of our planet.
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Welcome 
and greetings

Ernest Maragall i Mira 

Vice-President of 
International Relations 
and Cooperation of the 
Barcelona Metropolitan 
Area

It is pleasing to observe the 
constant expansion of our 

boundaries and greater partic-
ipation year on year within the 
framework of this European 
network. We represent the will-
ingness of metropolitan insti-
tutions to play a key role in the 
implementation of Next Gener-
ation EU funding and Cohesion 
Policy. 

Up to now, Member States have 
been reluctant to involve met-
ropolitan areas in the prepara-
tion of their respective national 
plans. However, the EMA net-
work is opening up a real space 
in the institutional architecture 
of our European Union and this 
is excellent news. We are also 
pleased to announce that EMA 
has been selected to participate 
in expert group dialogue with 

other partners at EU level in the 
area of Cohesion Policy. We be-
lieve this is a recognition of our 
hard work and of the increasing 
importance of metropolitan 
areas in tackling contemporary 
society challenges. 

The ongoing double emergen-
cy of the COVID-19 pandemic 
and the climate crisis places us 
in a situation of simultaneous 
hope and disillusionment, as 
shown at the COP26 confer-
ence, where the idea of the im-
possibility of turning back the 
clock on climate change also 
flourished. This is something 
that we, as metropolitan areas, 
are familiar with and it is one 
of our priorities.

Moreover, we must remember 
that our efforts to tackle the 
challenges we face by expend-
ing our time, dedication and 
resources must be complement-
ed with EU funding. We have 
dedicated all our efforts to ac-
complishing and developing our 
work in accordance with Next 

Generation EU funding, design-
ing plenty of concrete projects 
that contribute to diminishing 
the effects of the climate crisis 
and advancing the implementa-
tion of the digital transition. 

We are the best evidence of the 
principle of subsidiarity in the 
context of the EU. We perceive 
this principle as clearly estab-
lished, but not yet fully applied. 
Consequently, we wish to be 
included in the European Map 
of Public Institutions, with the 
corresponding functions and 
political responsibilities. Given 
that we actually live the every-
day reality of cities, we believe 
we present a more represen-
tative, democratic option that 
is better placed to deliver than 
other institutions. 

The political declaration of 
EMA is not merely a declara-
tion, it is a political commit-
ment. It is a document to be 
read, adopted and transformed 
into real action.

Our main statements relate to a 
willingness for greater involve-
ment and the showcasing of our 
suitability and preparedness 
to assume a key role in the EU 
decision-making process. Fol-
lowing this idea, we will work 
today and continue to work in 
the years to come.
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Welcome 
and greetings

Alexandra Leitão 

Portuguese Minister of 
State Modernisation and 
Public Administration

Metropolitan areas and lo-
cal governments play a 

key role in the lives of citizens. 
This has been further evidenced 
throughout the COVID-19 cri-
sis, during which local govern-
ing bodies have played a fun-
damental role in managing the 
pandemic. 

We must remember that the 
goals of the European Green 
Deal, and the commitment 
made by EU Member States to 
achieving those goals, will only 
be achievable with the support 
of cities and local governing 
bodies. 

Three main aspects must be 
highlighted: digital transforma-
tion and improvement of public 
services, decentralisation, and 
the promotion of civic par-
ticipation in decision-making 
processes. All these factors will 
be key to the development of 
“smart cities”. Throughout this 
development, social inclusion 
must be taken into account, as 
we work towards the creation 
of better and more sustainable 
cities in the future.
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Keynote speech
Boosting climate-neutral 
metropolitan areas: green, 
smart and resilient

Elisa Ferreira

European Commissioner 
for Cohesion and 
Reforms

It is a great pleasure to collab-
orate with the EMA forum at 

this great event. In fact, another 
event with an impact on our 
lives is currently taking place in 
Glasgow at COP26, and many 
of the stakeholders that should 
be there as key players are here 
at EMA. Clearly, metropolitan 
areas are on the frontline of cli-
mate change and are key to this 
endeavour. The characteristics 
of cities demonstrate the cen-
tral nature of their role. Cities in 
Europe account for around 75 % 
of its population and 70 % of its 
greenhouse gas emissions. The 
influence of cities goes beyond 
the weight of numbers, since 
cities in fact play a key role as 
leaders and examples, and this 
is especially true in the case of 
metropolitan areas. The scale 
and strengths of metropolitan 
areas make them fit to be cen-
tral examples and pace setters 
of the green transition. Today’s 
conference shows that metro-
politan authorities take these 

challenges very seriously, and 
cities really do play a key role as 
centres for services supporting 
the green transition. 

Contemporary life is marked 
by complex and integrated 
systems, and a change to one 
element, whether for better or 
worse, will have an effect on 
the rest of the systems. These 
systems include energy net-
works, transport, mobility, land 
use, construction, renovation, 
circular economy, education, 
health care, production and 
consumption.

In the green transition, these 
systems are expected to change 
simultaneously, but where do 
they interconnect? Clearly, in 
urban areas that act also as 
service centres for surrounding 
areas.

If we are to lead successful and 
effective transitions, we must 
begin by transforming cities. 
The European Union is willing to 
support cities to do this through 
the following initiatives: 

1. Post-pandemic recovery 
funds to improve the resilience 
of metropolitan areas

The Recovery and Resilience 
Facility is a once-in-a-genera-
tion investment opportunity for 
recovery along fair, green and 
sustainable lines, for a recovery 
that builds back better.
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spaces under the New European 
Bauhaus initiative.

Cities are also expected to deliv-
er on their role as service cen-
tres for the city and neighbour-
ing areas, for example, as the 
hub of green mobility networks 
or circular economy systems 
and recycling networks. In this 
service centre role, new invest-
ment planning needs to consid-
er the wider urban area from a 
functional perspective, consid-
ering neighbouring municipal-
ities and building rural-urban 
linkages. We also expect that 
metropolitan areas share their 
experiences to encourage learn-
ing from best practices.

Regional metropolitan author-
ities should be involved in the 
preparation of the national 
plans and we are putting a lot of 
effort into convincing Member 
States to ensure that this dia-
logue takes place when building 
the strategy.

As metropolitan areas, you 
carry weight which I urge you 
to use, sharing your expertise 
and using your influence for the 
benefit of your cities as well as 
their surrounding areas.

2. New cohesion programmes 

In 2021 programmes, we ex-
pect an investment of over one 
hundred billion euros for green 
transition, part of which will be 
invested in cities. We are also 
rethinking buildings and public 
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Panel discussion I 
The new metropolitan 
agenda: (re)think, (re)design, 
(re)act

First panel session, from 
left to right:

(in person) 
João Paulo Lourenço, 
Juha Eskelinen, 
Thijs Kroese, 
Juraj Droba; 
(remotely) 
Jean-Claude Dardelet, 
Alison Gilliland.

Alison Gilliland 

Lord Mayor of Dublin In Dublin, we think that the 
priority must always be to 

build a city where people live, 
and for this reason we want to 
enhance well-being but also 
support the improvement of 
our public services and cultural 
experiences. If it works for our 
citizens, it will work for our 
economy and for tourists.

In our submission to the re-
covery and resilience fund, 
we focused on tricky areas, 
for instance, energy efficiency 
projects. We are aware of the 
increasing levels of energy use 
and the need for a shift towards 
renewables. We have designed 
pilot projects to enable circular 
economy, and we are working 
towards increasing the green-
ing spaces in our public realm 
and our biodiversity footprint.

We are now focusing on the cre-
ation of what we call “well-being 
hubs” in local communities. 
These hubs are focusing on com-
munities where there is a high ra-
tio of migration or socioeconomic 
disadvantages, trying to generate 
synergies and make them work 
closely together with us.

We are trying to work and sup-
port artists who have suffered 
hugely the consequences of the 
pandemic, trying to promote 
culture and proposing projects 
to them.

One of our main priorities is 
also the cycling infrastructure, 
following the Green Agenda and 
the Health and Wellbeing Agen-
da. We have created new bicycle 
lines and enabled new car-free 
areas so as to promote a more 
liveable city.
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Juha Eskelinen 

Deputy Regional Mayor 
of Helsinki-Uusimaa 
Region

We are doubtful whether 
the recovery and resil-

ience funding plan can directly 
influence city politics because 
it is a very state-led operation, 
and this means that it is in the 
hands of the national adminis-
tration to deliver the resources. 

In our area, we have the coun-
try’s major universities and we 
assume that our task will be 
more geared towards innova-
tion. For this reason, our focus 
will be mainly supporting inno-
vative projects and young en-
terprises working on green and 
digitalisation projects.

During the COVID-19 crisis, 
Finland had the largest propor-
tion of people teleworking, and 
the situation will not return 
to the previous normality. Es-
pecially now, more and more 
people will be able to work 
from anywhere. This means 

that there is less need for and 
pressure on transport systems, 
because the amount of people 
travelling to their workplace 
every day will be reduced. We 
no longer need so much space 
for offices and mobility. Inevi-
tably, the paradigm is changing 
and old doctrines are no longer 
relevant.

This change reinforces the im-
portance of looking to the sub-
urbs, where most people live, in 
a profound change to traditional 
city planning strategies.

All of which does not mean that 
we do not have challenges. One 
of our main challenges is vacan-
cy at the commercial and resi-
dential level. Fewer people live 
in the city centre than we would 
like and we want to reverse this 
situation.

We do not have an adequate 
supply of social housing. We 
give “housing assistance pay-
ment” to help those who are on 
our social housing waiting lists 
and must rent privately. We 

have started asking the markets 
to collaborate with us on their 
own lands so as to develop more 
social housing projects. They 
would design and build, then 
hand over the keys to us. 

For us, the recovery and resil-
ience funds will be really useful 
to help Dublin scale up many of 
the projects we have initiated 
across the city.
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Jean-Claude Dardelet

Vice-President for 
International Relations 
of the Toulouse 
Metropolitan Area

On the subject of mobility, 
we are undergoing a gi-

gantic paradigm shift. All the 
trends that we predicted and 
that began before the crisis 
have been significantly acceler-
ated. In France, almost 10 % of 
the population wishes to change 
their life and follow healthier 
routines, be more physically 
active and spend more time in 
the countryside. People are will-
ing to have one place for living 
and another for working. Better, 
healthier, simpler. 

The pandemic has also trig-
gered an ecology explosion, and 
we are now entering an era of 
ecology and digital transition. 
Many enterprises are rede-
signing the way they structure 
in-person work, sometimes pri-
oritising remote work. In this 
regard, mobility has been cru-
cial for Toulouse and we have 
invested a considerable amount 
of our budget on that.

We have been focusing on three 
items:
1. Protection: for the economy, 
for vulnerable groups
2. Proximity: offering more pub-
lic services as close as possible 
to the citizen
3. Mobility: making cities more 
sustainable, healthier and more 
connected.

With the help of the EU funding, 
we are trying to balance our 
work between long-term ben-
efits and short-term measures 
because, in the middle of a cri-
sis, we must envisage a bright, 
ambitious future while simul-
taneously making the present 
safer. 

We have not observed an in-
crease in either the cost of rent-
al housing, or people relocating 
outside the city. On the con-
trary, we have seen the need for 
a reorganisation of the city to 
include access to work, leisure, 
shopping and living amenities 
in every area.

On the subject of proximity, we 
hold regular discussions with 
citizens and currently have 
more than 200 recent proposals 
to further improve the lives of 
citizens. Indeed, mobility and 
housing are crucial elements 
that are intrinsically linked.

Toulouse is presently trans-
forming its mobility pattern in 
order to respond to new socio-
logical changes and the duty of 
adaptation to climate change.

We are therefore investing 
strongly in low-emission modes 
of transport and infrastructure. 
We are also making significant 
investments in health and asso-
ciated technologies (agro- and 
digital technology, nutrition, 
artificial intelligence, etc.).

We are proud of having the best 
hospitals in France, and we are 
developing a stronger health 
system through purposeful in-
vestments in domains of excel-
lence in academia, research and 
industry.

Finally, the crisis has facilitat-
ed interconnections between 
EU, national, regional and local 
partners and funds.



EMA PORTO 202120

Juraj Droba 

President of the 
Bratislava Region and 
member of the European 
Committee of the 
Regions

Some of the problems we are 
facing are very specific and 

require structural funding from 
the EU. The Bratislava region 
produces approximately 30 % of 
the nation’s GDP but, because 
of the taxation system, does not 
receive taxes in proportion to 
its production. Moreover, due to 
large numbers of unregistered 
inhabitants, taxes are flowing 
to other regions. The Bratislava 
region is the capital region, with 
65 % of its population living in 
the capital itself and the re-
maining 35 % in the three rural 
areas.

It is important to assume that 
capital cities and large metro-
politan areas are providing a 
significant proportion of the 
resources for the entire country. 
The Bratislava region is now 
placed 13th in a recent rank-
ing of the wealthiest European 
regions, with a GDP of 173 % of 
the EU average. Despite this, 
we still need to invest in basic 
infrastructure. I think the GDP 
indicator does not always give 
a true picture of the level of 
development and, therefore, we 
prefer to look at the social prog-
ress index. When we compare 
our region with neighbouring 
Vienna, it is clear that the Aus-
trian region is far removed from 
us in terms of quality of life and 
quality of public infrastructure, 
especially in the area of sustain-
able mobility. It is vitally im-
portant to take this reality into 
consideration when allocating 
EU funds.

With regard to mobility within 
our region, we have too many 
people driving their own cars 
and we are trying to convince 
them to use public transport, 
which is more sustainable. 

The pandemic has taught us a 
number of lessons, and what 
we are finding out is that the 
functioning of certain compa-
nies and public institutions is 
not necessarily dependent on 
physical attendance at work. 
City planners are trying to 
transform administration and 
office buildings into housing. Of 
course, this involves challenges 
in terms of rapidly rising prop-
erty market prices in Bratislava 
over the last ten years. 
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Thijs Kroese  

Board Member of the 
Amsterdam Region 
Metropolitan Area

When it comes to Amster-
dam and its tourism, long 

before COVID-19 we were aware 
that one-sided visitor econo-
my in highly urban areas puts 
pressure on the liveability of our 
city. For this reason, we have an 
ongoing debate about making 
the city attractive to different 
kinds of visitors, rather than 
one particular group.

With this in mind, we started to 
protect our local business own-
ers from losing their premises 
and having yet another souvenir 
shop on the same street. We 
tried to impose some restric-
tions on short-term rentals. We 
began to invest in developing 
tourism in other parts of the 
region, away from the centre 
of Amsterdam. In short, we are 
trying to develop the concept 
of a city and a region with more 
than one urban core, according 
to a polycentric development 
model. However, this is expect-
ed to come from a process of 
infrastructure development and 
a series of measures that may 
make it viable to, for instance, 
create new areas of tourism 
within the Amsterdam Region, 
without putting pressure on 
scarce open spaces.

We view urbanisation as a 
multi-centred, more diverse ur-
ban model. We are investing in 
the midsize areas in our region, 
trying to further urbanise them 
and, within limits, allowing 
them to create their own identi-
ty and economic profile. We are 
eager to create an interconnect-
ed metropolitan area where, 
within 15 minutes, citizens can 
be in a beautiful natural envi-
ronment, or at the supermarket, 
the kindergarten or a govern-

ment building. We think this 
close proximity is one of our 
main strengths and added val-
ues for visitors to our region as 
well as those that live and work 
in the metropolitan area. 

Parks and other natural envi-
ronments gained importance 
during the pandemic. People 
realised how much they valued 
those areas, which were some-
what underestimated before. 
For this reason, we plan to rein-
force and expand these spaces.

To sum up, we are trying to cre-
ate a metropolitan area that is 
more liveable and more attrac-
tive to visitors because of the 
natural environment that we 
have.
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Panel discussion II 
Green and smart mobility: 
there is no turning back

Second panel session, 
from left to right: 

Abel Coentrão, 
Federico Rosa, 
Roger Ryberg, 
Omar Al-Rawi.

Federico Rosa  

Vice-President of the 
Lisbon Metropolitan 
Area 

Historically, transport in-
frastructure has always 

been concentric infrastructure, 
bringing people to the centre. 
In recent years, we have expe-
rienced a boom in tourism in 
Lisbon and many people went to 
live in the suburbs, generating 
a need for a concentric connec-
tion. Then, with the pandemic, 
we saw the trend of the office 
out of the office. This phenome-
non has mitigated the problem 
of bottlenecks, but at the same 
time has generated fear or re-
luctance to use public transport. 
Now, with the “new normal”, our 
priority is to improve quality of 
life. We want to spend less time 

on public transport and more 
time living. In this regard, we 
have augmented the bus net-
work to avoid the concentric 
view and interconnect the out-
skirts.

We see the 15-minute city as 
a redefinition of urbanity and 
going back to the basics of 
neighbourhood life. The city 
has invested in the bus network 
in an effort to make it more 
extensive, diverging from the 
concentric model, which for 
intercity connections is still 
fundamental. 

Information technology and 
digitalisation have accelerated 
the capability of changing cities 
during the pandemic, and this is 
expected to continue. However, 
we must not forget the 
significant social asymmetries 
that exist in our metropolitan 
area, and make the most of this 
opportunity to address them.

Investing in data services 
is essential for a seamless 
intermodal system, and the 
city is doing sterling work in 
embracing the “new normal” 
and preparing for the future of 
mobility.
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Roger Ryberg

County Mayor of Viken Our main challenge is the 
loss of income resulting 

from reduced numbers of pas-
sengers on public transport. 
The level of use is currently at 
around 80 % compared with the 
level of users in 2019. Car use, 
on the other hand, is now at the 
same level as before the pan-
demic. In addition, even though 
the national government should 
compensate us more for this 
loss in mobility income, we are 
making the effort of investing in 
public transport with our own 
funds.

Oslo and the Viken region are 
joint owners of the public trans-
port and, because of the lack of 
compensation, our main dis-
cussions today revolve around 
where to spend our own funds. 
We have also come to under-
stand that we must be patient 
and that we cannot build public 
transport networks for more 
passengers than we actually 
have. Now we are monitoring 
the situation and waiting for the 
“new normal” to settle before 
drawing conclusions. Public 
transport use will probably in-
crease again when offices return 
to in-person work, and it is im-

portant to continue delivering 
a good service for other groups 
that need the service, such as 
students. 

Moreover, we see the new sys-
tem and more flexible working 
life as a positive step forward. 
The challenge is to have enough 
time and resources for planning 
to increase the use of public 
transport and reduce the use 
of private cars. One key ques-
tion to be resolved is how we 
respond to the new trend of 
working more at home, and how 
this will impact the lives of our 
inhabitants. A further challenge 
is to continue to deliver a quali-
ty public transport service for a 
pre-pandemic level of commut-
ers at least three days a week, 
with limited resources.
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Hélène Dromain  

Vice-President 
for European and 
International 
Cooperation and Tourism 
of the Lyon Metropolitan 
Area

Second panel session, 
from left to right: 

Federico Rosa, 
Hélène Dromain.

We have experienced 
changes in mobility 

trends since the COVID-19 
pandemic. We have assimilated 
the idea that people are getting 
about on bikes more often, and 
that cycle paths help to pre-
vent traffic congestion. For this 
reason, we have increased the 
number of cycle paths.

As a metropolitan institution, 
we have augmented our mobil-
ity budget and now we are not 
only investing in the city centre, 
we are also creating linkages 
between peripheral areas to 
give an alternative to private 
mobility or mobility by car.

In addition, we risk the contin-
uation of the urban sprawl and 
the perpetration of long-dis-
tance daily commutes. For this 
reason, we must work to ensure 
that people are able to live, work 
and play within a 15-minute 
area.



EUROPEAN METROPOLITAN AUTHORITIES ANNUAL FORUM MEETING 25

Omar Al-Rawi   

Member of the Regional 
Parliament and the City 
Council of Vienna

One of Vienna’s problems 
is that, outside Vienna, 

everything is in another state, 
and many of the people that 
come into the city on a daily 
basis do not live there. Anoth-
er challenge we face is that of 
rebuilding confidence in public 
transport after a pandemic that 
has made people aware of the 
necessity of social distance. Use 
of public transport currently 
stands at around 80 % com-
pared with pre-COVID-19 fig-
ures, but our goal is to improve 
on this. 

The challenge of the distribu-
tion of public space is important 
because many people began 
to walk and cycle more. In ur-
ban planning, we must start 
thinking differently as people 
demand to spend more time 
outside and have more outdoor 
interconnections, while a great 
amount of public space is dedi-
cated to roads and cars. For this 
reason, one of our main projects 
is to extend our green areas.

One trend that will remain is 
working from home, though at 
what level remains to be seen. 
The trend towards making 
more leisure than commuting 
trips, as well as more home 
delivery and e-commerce, is ex-
pected to remain. We have ob-
served that the implementation 

of real resilient cities is possible.

It is important that we do not 
lose social life, urbanity and city 
living. A few years ago, for ex-
ample, we saw a trend for mov-
ing from rural to urban Vienna, 
then after that for moving from 
urban to rural, and what would 
be interesting would be to find a 
balance between the two.
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Panel discussion III  
Recovery & resilient 
metropolises: the financial 
challenge

Third panel session, 
from left to right:  

Luisa Pinto, Ernest 
Maragall i Mira, Pascal 
Smet, Michał Olszewski, 
Eduardo Vítor 
Rodrigues.

Eduardo Vítor 
Rodrigues  

President of the Porto 
Metropolitan Area 

In some of the metropolitan 
areas, the president is elected 

by popular vote, but in Porto the 
president is appointed by the 
votes of the 17 mayors of the 
Porto metropolitan area. This 
means we must be cautious, 
as we do not have the same 
legitimacy to decide where to 
invest the money as other met-
ropolitan governments. For this 
reason, we think that success or 
failure in the implementation 
of policies at the metropolitan 
level also depends on the struc-
ture of the government in the 
metropolitan area. As a group 
of municipalities, we have a 
large budget, and many more 

resources than the city itself in 
terms of funds and human cap-
ital (talent and labour force), but 
we also have bigger problems.

Perhaps these different realities 
among metropolitan areas, such 
as different types of governance 
or different social realities, 
make it difficult to assume 
that a common solution for 
metropolitan areas and similar 
growth are possible.

If we look into the reality of 
Porto, we perceive a problem 
of polarisation between two 
powers: the state, and cities. For 
this reason, we strongly believe 
that metropolitan areas are the 
missing linkage that ensures 
multilevel governance. Strong 
metropolitan areas will help 
to ensure the continuance of 
strong cities, regions and coun-
tries.

In this regard, in the coming 
years, we believe it wise to in-
vest our funds bearing these 
constraints and potentialities 
in mind, and always aiming to 
contribute to improving the 
quality of life of our citizens.

We are in an unprecedented 
moment because we have funds 
available, but their investment 
is less clear. Moreover, our con-
cern is the lack of open dialogue 
with other institutions like EMA 
to decide through cooperation 
where we wish to invest EU 
money.
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Ernest Maragall 

Vice-President for 
International and 
Cooperation of the 
Barcelona Metropolitan 
Area

For us, the problem is insuf-
ficient funding from our 

national government and there-
fore the EU is our hope. We 
have dealt with a period of great 
austerity and are now starting 
to see real funding and real im-
plementation as a result, thanks 
to the European funding pro-
gramme. We have a clear vision 
of the main challenges currently 
facing us. However, we are still 
dealing with a double deficit in 
resources and governance.

Local governments manage 
11.7 % of Europe’s GDP. However, 
countries like Denmark, with 
not three but two levels of gov-
ernance, allow local authorities 
to manage around 30 % of its 
GDP. In Germany, the figure is 
around 9 %, while in Spain and 
Portugal we manage approxi-
mately 6.6 % of GDP. This sheds 
light on our inability to spear-
head change and generate real 
innovation and implementation. 
For this reason, we state that 
EU assistance is, right now, a 
representation of wishful think-
ing, but unfortunately not yet 
a reality that will enable us to 
deliver the real potential of our 
capabilities.

In Barcelona, we have a pow-
erful metropolitan institution 
with a budget of almost 1 billion 
euros and are the competent 
authority in transport, waste 
management, housing, infra-
structure and urban planning. 
However, it is important to say 
that we receive no funding from 
either the state or our regional 
government. Our budget de-
rives from the contributions of 
our 36 municipalities.

At this stage, we have been 
waiting for European funds for 
a long time and this is demon-
strated in the 36 projects that 
we have meticulously presented, 
waiting for acceptance in the 
European application process. 
For us, it is important that EU 
funds are managed by cities 
rather than invested in cities, 
because our reality is deter-
mined by our own day-to-day 
experience, which can change 
very rapidly. 
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Michał Olszewski

First Deputy Mayor of 
Warsaw

Imust say that nowadays we 
are having difficulty trying 

to show, not only the reality of 

Warsaw, but the bigger picture 
of cities in Poland. For instance, 
in the case of values, we have a 
general consideration based on 
the common values of the EU, 
but some states have a differ-
ent vision. As partners of many 
common EU projects, we feel 
that we are accepting some 
values, and working on imple-
menting them (e.g. green transi-
tion and participation), because 
there is a will among our citi-
zens advocating for changes in 
new mobility and water man-
agement, despite the fact that, 
at national level, these values 
are not a priority.

According to the Multiannu-
al Financial Framework and 
recovery plan, the state is the 
only actor negotiating with the 
European institutions. This 
means that, once again, the 
state will determine the line 
in which this money will be 
invested. In our case, the state 
can decide to invest the entire 
amount of the funding in rural 
areas, excluding the big cities 
and metropolitan region. This is 
totally incoherent, considering 
the numbers of people living in 

big cities and the corresponding 
challenges that arise. We have 
also been affected by a drop of 
5 % in the income we receive 
from the state, as a result of the 
pandemic, and a further 5 % due 
to the new national investment 
and taxation plan.

This is the problem we are up 
against: the risk involved in 
giving the state the right to 
distribute the funding. Cur-
rently, we feel that the Polish 
government is interested only 
in remaining in government 
and holding on to power, rath-
er than delivering real action 
through the implementation of 
policies.

To sum up, it is evident that the 
model created at European level 
for distribution of the funding 
is not working and the Polish 
example must be taken as a 
reference. For this reason, we 
advocate for a more inclusive 
way to discuss how the funding 
is distributed.
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Pascal Smet 

State Secretary in 
Charge of International 
Relations and Urban 
Planning of the Brussels-
Capital Region and 
Regional Vice-President 
for Europe in Metropolis

In comparison to the recent 
past, we should recognise that 

the EU has recently moved on 
from austerity policies and is 
now allowing more investment, 
financed by new mechanisms 
such as a common European 
Union debt. This is very positive 
for EU construction and devel-
opment.

Belgium has a federal state and 
three regions, one of which is 
the Brussels-Capital Region. 
Every region develops its own 
spending programme and dis-
tribution of funds is managed 
through close cooperation be-
tween institutions. However, we 
believe that the way in which 
the European construction has 
been shaped, with only states as 
subjects, is a potential problem. 
We are aware of ongoing dis-
cussion around giving money 
directly to local and regional 
authorities, but it is a thorny 
issue as states are reluctant to 
hand over their power – largely 
derived from economic resourc-
es – to local institutions. Our 
hope is that, if experts and main 
actors continue to reiterate that 
metropolitan areas are funda-
mental to the development of 
the future Europe, the states 
will, at some point, realise that 

some financial shift might be 
needed. Cities and metropolitan 
areas should be recognised as 
full partners.

We are convinced that, in 
terms of funding right now, 
the lines we need to prioritise 
in the current post-COVID-19 
scenario are more open public 
spaces, green spaces, afford-
able high-quality housing and a 
powerful first-response medical 
system at local level.
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Cities, metropolitan areas 
and the twin transition in 
Europe

Manuel Pizarro 

Member of the European 
Parliament

The form of a city changes 
faster than the heart of a 

person. Cities have a shifting 
identity. It is true that we pre-
fer the word transition to the 
word change. Nowadays we talk 
about the green transition and 
the digital transition, which are 
evidently interconnected, as 
President Ursula Von Der Leyen 
says. 

At other moments in history, 
changes occurred abruptly 
through wars and catastro-
phes. Today, however, changes 
are generally accelerated to 

achieve technological, climatic, 
socioeconomic, working, and 
anthropologic transformations. 
For this reason, change is an 
imperative for our society and 
one which requires global syn-
chronisation.

Cities and metropolitan areas 
have two options: they can be 
the active shapers of change, 
or they can be the passive ob-
servers of this change. Histor-
ically, cities have been hubs of 
innovation and knowledge and 
act as laboratories where pilot 
solutions are tested. For this 
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reason, when we talk about sus-
tainability, the decarbonisation 
of economy or the Green Deal, 
we must look to cities and met-
ropolitan areas as the places 
where these ambitions will be 
achieved. Two-thirds of the Eu-
ropean population live in these 
areas, and 80 % of energy is con-
sumed there. Consequently, the 
future of Europe will be closely 
linked to the future of metro-
politan areas, and this indicates 
that Europe should observe as 
well as take care of these crucial 
areas.

Progress has been made in 
this area, and recent strategic 
approaches of European Au-
thorities have been defined by 
the need to give more power 
to local institutions. This idea 
is represented in recovery and 
resilience programmes and the 
Multiannual Financial Frame-
work.

For instance, the New European 
Bauhaus initiative aims at le-
veraging funds directed at re-
newing housing stock to go the 
extra mile and actually improve 
quality of life through energy 
efficiency, aesthetics, sustain-
ability and social cohesion.

The smart cities of the future, 
heavily reliant on digitalisation, 
will allow for optimisation of 
processes and energy consump-
tion and be allied to remote 
working, and may even have a 
significant impact on the reduc-
tion of fossil fuel dependency. 

Finally, it is important that 
the twin transition process of 
individual cities does not take 
place in isolation, given the wide 
amount of intercity traffic flows. 
Instead, cities should cooper-
ate with each other to ensure 
the success of the twin transi-
tion, cooperating to optimise 
systems and processes among 
themselves. In addition, the 
transition will need to be backed 
up by stakeholders across so-
ciety, including citizens, com-
panies and public authorities, 
as the transition will only be 
achieved through working to-
gether towards a common goal.
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Conclusions

Antonio Cunha 

President of the North 
Regional Coordination 
and Development 
Commission

Territories need to evolve 
into greener electrical ur-

ban contexts and foster decar-
bonisation as well as creativity 
and human inclusion. Metro-
politan regions can be at the 
forefront of this change and 
provide historical examples of 
this endeavour. But challenges 
are not overcome by regions or 
metropolitan areas alone. They 
should be tackled within large 
and participative partnerships 
and dialogue between several 
ecosystems (e.g. cultural and in-

dustrial ecosystems). In order to 
thrive, urban territories should 
be a place for integration that 
provides better quality of living 
for its inhabitants. A contempo-
rary, more decentralised gover-
nance model, with higher levels 
of participation and closer to 
citizens and their actual needs, 
is required in order to improve 
agility of response to emerging 
problems.
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João Pedro Matos 
Fernandes 

Minister for the 
Environment and Energy 
Transition

Day-to-day human activities 
take place in cities. This is 

exactly what a city is. A city is 
always having to reinvent itself. 
If we think of Athens, London, 
Vienna or Paris, none of those 
cities have ever been famous for 
the same reason. Therefore, it 
is important to understand that 
creative and innovative cities 
are those with the longer future. 
How do we merge this with the 
climate action emergency? To 
answer this question, we need 
to understand the case of Por-
tugal. Portugal was the first 
country to adopt the challenge 
of carbon neutrality by 2050, 
and 60 % of our energy comes 
from renewables, reducing 
our carbon emissions by 32 %. 
To become carbon neutral, we 
must reduce 85 % of our emis-
sions by 2050 and, in just one 
third of that time, we have al-
ready reduced one third of our 
emissions. Hence, we must ac-

standing at around 60 % of its 
capacity. We continue to see 
massive traffic jams in the cities 
of Porto and Lisbon and this is 
the most important issue we 
have. Ten years ago, mobility was 
an issue of interest for national 
politics and businesses. Today 
the story is completely different, 
and mobility is one of the main 
concerns for mayors, alongside 
housing and water supply. A big 
boost has been received in the 
form of investment from public 
institutions and it is now im-
possible to find mobility options 
cheaper than public transport. 
This means there is no longer an 
economic incentive for people to 
use private modes of mobility, so 
we must do better at convincing 
people to use public transport. It 
is a key issue because emissions 
from transport are growing and 
currently represent 28 % of our 
total emissions. This is where we 
must concentrate our efforts if 
we are to succeed.

We must look at cities as a great 
blaze of disruption. Cities are 
home to more people. Centres 
of knowledge and the most as-
tute people are found in cities. 
I do believe that, if mayors get 
together and share their knowl-
edge and experience, they can 
do better than governments in 
bringing about a carbon-neutral 
world, one which understands 
that economic growth must 
rely on the regeneration of re-
sources, without the use of fos-
sil fuels, respecting the natural 
limits of our world and leaving 
no one behind. None of this will 
be possible without the efforts 
and involvement of mayors and 
metropolitan areas. 

celerate our efforts, but we have 
already achieved a reduction to 
be proud of.

Cities are key to this transforma-
tion, both in Portugal and world-
wide. There can be no transition 
without the involvement of local 
mayors, because they are the 
only politicians that can be si-
multaneously concerned about 
their country and the world, and 
about improving the day-to-day 
life of citizens in one specific 
place. Since two-thirds of the 
world’s population live in urban 
areas, it is clear that metropoli-
tan areas may be even more im-
portant than cities.

My biggest concern regarding 
cities is mobility. It is my ob-
servation that public transpor-
tation systems nowadays are 
failing, not due to the systems 
themselves, but because no one 
seems able to change their own 
behaviour in order to accept 
collective transport as part of a 
lifestyle. In some places, we con-
siderably reduced ticket prices 
on public transport, but we did 
not experiment any significant 
change in occupancy, currently 
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“If urban areas are where COVID-19 impacts 

have been the most severe, it also means that 

interventions in cities and towns can have the 

biggest impact […] this also means they are the 

key to climate sustainability and where green 

investments will have the biggest outcomes.”

Sameh Wahba, 
Global Director of the World Bank’s Urban, Disaster Risk 
Management, Resilience and Land Global Practice
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TIS.PT has been contracted by the Porto Metropolitan Area (AMP) to provide sup-
port to the organisation of the European Metropolitan Areas (EMA) conference to 
be held in the city of Porto, including the development of policy briefing documents 
that could leverage greener, smarter and more resilient metropolitan areas.

The main goal of this Policy Brief is to offer an overview of the role European Met-
ropolitan Areas, and EMA as its representative network, can expect to play in terms 
of boosting climate neutrality in metropolitan areas. Its purpose is also to guide the 
debates that will take place during the next EMA Forum in Porto, on 11–12 Novem-
ber, 2021.

This briefing is mainly supported by desk research, covering both policy and prac-
tices, including commitments and challenges. The Policy Brief will be updated once 
the conference has taken place, with new materials derived from the debates that 
will be held at the EMA Forum, where a number of metropolitan areas will be rep-
resented. Results and new commitments emerging from COP26 will also be taken 
into consideration.

From Lyon in 2019 to Porto in 2021, metropolitan areas have had to respond to sig-
nificant challenges, and have had to react rapidly with new policies and initiatives 
in response to a number of disruptive events:

• the COVID-19 pandemic challenged (and continues to challenge) the resilience 
and adaptability of authorities to a new reality;

• the adoption of the European Green Deal announced by the European Commis-
sion in 2019 entailed a wide range of policy initiatives towards a climate-neutral 
European Union (EU) by 2050 1, including the Fit for 55 package2, which cements 
the EU’s global leadership through action and the European Climate Law3;

• the EU’s 2020 Sustainable and Smart Mobility Strategy4 and accompanying ac-
tion plan, with its “flagship” areas of action to promote the reduction of green-
house gases (GHG) emissions from the EU’s transport sector by 90 % by 2050;

• the adoption of a bold initiative to deliver 100 climate-neutral and smart cities 
as an EU Mission5 coordinated by the Commission in the framework of the new 
Research and Innovation Programme, Horizon Europe;

• the EU recovery strategy, commonly known as the Next Generation EU6 Fund, 
and the finalisation of the associated negotiations.

Furthermore, the crisis that has emerged since the takeover of Afghanistan marks a 
setback for global human rights to which metropolitan authorities are not indifferent.

 1 European Commission, 2019. The European Green Deal. https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal- content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CEL-
EX:52019DC0640&from=E

 2 European Commission, 2021. Fit for 55: delivering the EU’s 2030 Climate Target on the way to climate neutrality. https://
eur-lex.europa.eu/legal- content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52021DC0550&from=EN

 3 European Commission, 2021. Regulation (EU) 2021/1119 establishing the framework for achieving climate neutrality 
and amending Regulations (EC) No 401/2009 and (EU) 2018/1999. https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PD-
F/?uri=CELEX:32021R1119&from=EN

 4 https://transport.ec.europa.eu/other-pages/transport-highlight/european-sustainable-and- smart-mobility-strategy_en

 5 European Commission, 2021. EU Mission: Climate-Neutral and Smart Cities. https://ec.europa.eu/info/research-and-in-
novation/funding/funding-opportunities/funding- programmes-and-open-calls/horizon-europe/missions-horizon-eu-
rope/climate-neutral-and- smart-cities_en

 6 European Commission, 2021. Recovery plan for Europe.https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/recovery-plan-europe_en#doc-
uments
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All in all, metropolitan authorities have had to respond to unprecedented levels 
and new forms of social and economic problems, and have been on the front line of 
crisis management, often without the necessary powers and financial resources.

The Financial Framework for 2021–2027 and the Next Generation EU package 
open up opportunities to empower metropolitan areas to address these universal 
challenges and provide them with the financial capacity to act. However, prelimi-
nary analysis shows that such empowerment has not yet been achieved, with only 
a few countries highlighting a close involvement of metropolitan authorities in the 
design of National Recovery and Resilience Plans (NRRP).

Metropolitan areas are home to the largest share of the EU population. The Sev-
enth Cohesion Report 7 highlights that, in 2014, nearly two-thirds of the European 
population lived and worked in metropolitan areas, and these areas were responsi-
ble for generating 67 % of the GDP and 61 % of employment in the EU.
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Source : European Commission, 2017, 
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docoffic/official/reports/cohesion7/7cr.pdf

Figure 1. Evolution of total employment (number employed) in metro regions, 
2000-2014
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Metropolitan areas are typically vibrant regions, hosting the major economic, em-
ployment and cultural activities of a region. Therefore, they can be key players 
in identifying solutions to current challenges and their impacts on the lives (and 
quality of life) of millions of citizens and visitors. Moreover, metropolitan areas 
can simultaneously be innovation hubs for researching and piloting solutions and 
initiatives, attracting capital and investment and improving conditions for all who 
live in or visit these areas. Nonetheless, this potential can only be fully realised if 
policy responses with a strong territorial element and coordinated approaches are 

 7 European Commission, 2017. My Region, My Europe, Our Future: Seventh report on economic, social and territorial 
cohesion. https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docoffic/official/reports/cohesion7/7cr.pdf
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put in place. Different studies and publications from the European Commission, 
European Parliament, CoR, and even studies by the ESPON European Grouping 
on Territorial Cooperation have acknowledged this potential. Thus, metropolitan 
areas are well placed to be the natural actors to envisage and implement integrat-
ed place-based strategies, with the engagement of their local communities. The 
recent coronavirus crisis provided a perfect demonstration of this.

2.1. THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC

The COVID-19 pandemic raised new challenges in our society, uncovering the con-
tradictions and vulnerabilities of traditional management models. Metropolitan 
areas were confronted with unprecedented levels of friction and had to deal with 
new forms of social and economic issues. They were also on the front line of crisis 
management, and often without the necessary powers and financial resources. The 
SLOCAT Transport and Climate Change Global Status Report8 highlights how the 
pandemic has transformed transport and mobility patterns in every corner of the 
world. In Europe, prolonged periods of lockdown and travel restrictions contribut-
ed to a 61 % reduction in public transport demand in 2020. Inversely, increases in 
cycling were recorded in many cities across Europe. A study9 carried out by the Eu-
ropean Cyclists’ Federation (ECF) on temporary cycling measures adopted in 106 
European cities showed that, in the first three months after opening a temporary 
bike lane, there was an average increase in cycling of 7 % over the average recorded 
for the 12 months prior to the opening, with an estimated EUR 3 billion (USD 3.5 
billion) in annual health benefits due to the implementation of pop-up cycle lanes. 
This study provides insights into the extent to which provisional COVID-19 infra-
structure (the rollout of pop-up cycle lanes) can induce significant, rapid growth 
of active modes of transport, contributing to make people healthier and creating a 
wide range of additional social and environmental benefits.

Organisations that connect major EU cities, such as EUROCITIES10 or POLIS11, have 
collected examples of measures taken by metropolitan areas during the pandem-
ic. EMA also promoted a set of targeted meetings during which members shared 
and discussed examples of measures taken, as well as any difficulties experienced 
in their adoption and roll-out. Overall, transport and mobility measures occupied 
the largest share of the total interventions. However, these also showed evidence 
of metropolitan coordination in economic matters or in housing and social issues. 
In this respect, the European Committee of the Regions (CoR) 2021 Barometer12 
acknowledges that Local and Regional Authorities (LRA) have played a major role in 
improving the economic and social resilience of their territories, rapidly develop-
ing policies and actions to limit the spread of the virus, dealing more directly first 
with the health emergency, and later on with the vaccination campaign. Thus, they 
were able to offer support and practical solutions to those affected, ranging from 

 8 SLOCAT, 2021. Transport and Climate Change Global Status Report. https://tcc-gsr.com/

 9 ECF, 2021. If you build it, they will come. https://ecf.com/news-and-events/news/if-you-build-it- they-will-come-new-
study-shows-impact-covid-19-cycling

 10 EUROCITIES COVID-19 live updates. https://covidnews.eurocities.eu/?s=metropolitan+area&orderby=rele-
vance&order=DESC&post_t ype=post

 11 POLIS, COVID-19: keeping things moving. https://www.polisnetwork.eu/document/covid-19- keeping-things-moving/

 12 2021 EU Barometer: Local & Regional authorities for recovery. https://reneweurope-cor.eu/2021eubarometer/
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unprecedented social support schemes for vulnerable groups, to grants and loans 
assigned to local businesses.

Simultaneously, the CoR has raised awareness of how the crisis has weakened the 
financial firepower of public institutions such as LRA because of a so-called “scissor 
effect” that combined falling revenues and rising expenditures. Overall, the CoR es-
timates an unprecedented budget pressure of approximately EUR 180 billion for all 
EU LRA, despite significant (though uneven, according to the CoR study) national 
and EU support for LRA budgets to mitigate this effect.

2.2. CLIMATE CHANGE

Climate change is one of the most complex and critical global challenges human-
kind has ever faced. Climate science and clear evidence from increasingly frequent 
and dramatic weather events emphasise that reduction of greenhouse gases (GHG) 
is not only necessary, it is extremely urgent. Science and technology will be pow-
erful instruments in making this reduction possible through new processes and 
products, though these alone will not be enough. It is therefore no surprise to see 
COP26 strongly reinforcing further commitments on the part of all countries to 
coming forward with ambitious 2030 emissions reductions targets or nationally 
determined contributions (NDC) that align with reaching net zero by the middle of 
the century and keeping 1.5 degrees within reach. Working together to deliver on 
these targets requires collaboration and the active engagement of governments, 
business, industry and civil society. Metropolitan areas and cities are also required 
to take an active role.

In December 2019, an ambitious strategy package was announced for Europe to be-
come the world’s first climate-neutral continent by 2050: the European Green Deal. 
Accelerating the shift to sustainable and smart mobility is one of the key pillars needed 
to “transform the EU into a fair and prosperous society, with a modern, resource-effi-
cient and competitive economy where there are no net emissions of greenhouse gases 
in 2050 and where economic growth is decoupled from resource use”.13 

However, OECD/ITF14 argues that “transport decarbonisation policies currently in 
place or in the pipeline in the EU (the Current Ambition scenario) will not suffice 
remotely to reduce Europe’s transport emissions sufficiently to meet the target 
of 90 % less transport CO2 by 2050. With policies based on current ambitions, the 
EU will never reach this target”. In the same vein, ITF argues for stronger political 
leadership and accelerated technological development to achieve the pathway of 
the High Ambition scenario, and raises ten recommendations for transport decar-
bonisation in Europe (Figure 2).

 13 European Commission, 2019. The European Green Deal: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cel-
lar:b828d165-1c22-11ea-8c1f-01aa75ed71a1.0002.02/DOC_1&format=PDF

 14 OECD/ITF, 2021. Decarbonising transport in Europe: The way forward: https://www.itf- oecd.org/sites/default/files/docs/
decarbonising-transport-europe-way-forward.pdf
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1
Act now. Do not delay 

policy decisions

8
Invest in digital 

transport 
infrastructure and use 

the decarbonisation 
opportunities that 

digitalisation has to 
offer

9
Design stimulus 

packages for economic 
recovery from the 

pandemic to accelerate 
the transition to low-
carbon transport and 

energy generation

2
Set policy and build 
infrastructure so it 
adapts to changing 

conditions. Invest in 
multiple solutions and 

contingency plans

7
Empower local 
authorities to 
take transport 

decarbonisation 
actions that 

correspond to local 
specificities

10
Help transport 

sector companies to 
accelerate the uptake 
of green solutions by 
reducing uncertainty 
through transparency 

and collaboration

3
Create cross-

sectoral governance 
structures with the 

power to address 
decarbonisation 

challenges

6
Increase support for 

innovative technologies 
and services and 

ensure new solutions 
are introduced where 

they have most impact

4
Use decarbonisation to 
make transport more 
resilient, sustainable, 

accessible and 
equitable

5
Communicate the 

wider benefits 
of transport 

decarbonisation 
to ensure citizens’’ 

acceptance and 
involvement

Figure 2. OECD/ ITF’s 10 recommendations for transport decarbonisation in 
Europe

Source: Adapted from OECD/ITF, 2021. Decarbonising transport in Europe: The way forward

The previously mentioned SLOCAT report supports these statements, arguing that 
the ambitious Paris Agreement targets and the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDG) will not be met unless radical action is taken. The report emphasises that, in 
order to pick up pace, a combined “Avoid-Shift-Improve” approach is needed:

• Avoid unnecessary motorised trips based on proximity and accessibility

• Shift to less carbon intensive transport modes

• Improve vehicle design, energy efficiency and clean energy sources
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Figure 3. Avoid-Shift-Improve approach

Source: SLOCAT, https://tcc-gsr.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/Slocat-Global-Status-Report-2nd-edition.pdf

Arguably, the authors emphasise that a number of uncertainties – many of them 
heightened by the pandemic – have the potential to enhance, accelerate or reverse 
the positive impacts of climate action in the transport sector. As such, they advo-
cate for a more attentive role for authorities in anticipating and addressing un-
certainties, while capitalising on emerging opportunities and addressing looming 
threats and loopholes. In this way, positive outcomes for sustainable, low carbon 
transport can be maximised.

Cross-cutting approaches and broad community collaboration are expected to be 
increasingly present at the heart of metropolitan areas, which are well placed to set 
up integrated strategies, engaging stakeholders in “quintuple helix”15 participato-
ry schemes and ensuring that no one is left behind. Such integrated, place-based 
approaches, multi-level governance, participation and co-creation have been rein-
forced in the new Leipzig Charter16 signed in November 2020, and in the 2030 Ter-
ritorial Agenda17. Both policy strategies highlight the need to enhance the role of 
Functional Regions as one of the six priorities to achieve a Just and Green Europe. 
Nonetheless, a clear reference to metropolitan areas and their role ahead of Func-
tional Regions is absent. Such non-definition is perceived as an important setback 
for metropolitan areas.

Achieving a climate-neutral economy by 2050 requires decarbonisation actions 
Europe-wide. The economic, environmental and social costs of this transition are 
particularly high for territories and populations more heavily dependent on fos-
sil fuels and industries emitting significant greenhouse gases. Radical action, as 
argued in the SLOCAT report, will require taking unprecedented risks and creat-

 15 Franc, Sanja and Karadžija, Deniza, 2019. Quintuple helix approach: the case of the European Commission. https://www.
researchgate.net/publication/338475799_Quintuple_helix_approach_The_case_of_the_European_Union

 16 European Commission, 2020. New Leipzig Charter: The transformative power of cities for the common good.https://
ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/information/publications/brochures/2020/new-leipzig- charter-the-transformative-
power-of-cities-for-the-common-good

 17 European Commission, 2020, Territorial Agenda 2030, a future for all places. https://territorialagenda.eu/library/
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Functional Regions as one of the six priorities to achieve a Just and Green Europe. 
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for metropolitan areas.

Achieving a climate-neutral economy by 2050 requires decarbonisation actions 
Europe-wide. The economic, environmental and social costs of this transition are 
particularly high for territories and populations more heavily dependent on fos-
sil fuels and industries emitting significant greenhouse gases. Radical action, as 
argued in the SLOCAT report, will require taking unprecedented risks and creat-

 15 Franc, Sanja and Karadžija, Deniza, 2019. Quintuple helix approach: the case of the European Commission. https://www.
researchgate.net/publication/338475799_Quintuple_helix_approach_The_case_of_the_European_Union

 16 European Commission, 2020. New Leipzig Charter: The transformative power of cities for the common good.https://
ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/information/publications/brochures/2020/new-leipzig- charter-the-transformative-
power-of-cities-for-the-common-good

 17 European Commission, 2020, Territorial Agenda 2030, a future for all places. https://territorialagenda.eu/library/

ing positive (and creative) disruption. In this regard, it will be necessary to antic-
ipate and embrace short-term turbulence to ensure a fairer transition in the long 
term and prepare for potential future shocks. The same document emphasises that 
making systemic changes to reduce transport emissions can enhance rather than 
diminish citizens’ quality of life. In practical terms, this means that sustainable 
urban mobility plans can lead to economic prosperity, personal well-being and de-
coupling of transport emissions.

In this respect, it is worth considering that the objective of a just transition, as 
foreseen by the EU, is to ensure that progress towards a climate-neutral economy 
is made fairly, leaving no one and nowhere behind, and delivering a high quality of 
life for all. Investment will be needed, particularly in territories negatively affect-
ed by the transition process, to enable regions and people to address the social, 
economic and environmental impacts of the transition towards a climate-neutral 
economy by 2050.

2.3. OTHER TRENDS AND CHANGES

The above-mentioned 2021 CoR barometer reinforces the hypothesis that, regardless 
of the pandemic crisis, other trends and changes will continue to shape the coming 
years, citing in particular: (i) exogenous technological trends such as the digital tran-
sition; (ii) the environmental and climate challenge; and (iii) social change including 
migration, ageing or fluid social institutions. The SLOCAT report also acknowledges 
that, while the pandemic has dominated recent policy and funding discussions, this 
has delayed urgent global action against a growing climate crisis. In addition, the 
crisis has actually broadened inequalities that the United Nations 2030 Agenda on 
Sustainable Development seeks to address.

Ageing, and domestic and intra-European migration, including depopulation, pose 
challenges to Europe’s welfare systems as well as to local and regional development. 
These demographic dynamics have severe social implications, such as increased 
social exclusion and greater inequality, as well as challenges for public service pro-
vision, labour markets and housing. Moreover, these documents argue, ageing and 
migration lead to increased density in urban areas, along with the depopulation of 
rural and peripheral areas. This especially concerns remote areas that lack access 
to public services and economic and social opportunities. Extra-European migra-
tion flows, including out-migration of young, talented people and immigration of 
refugees, may further exacerbate these challenges.

The previously mentioned SLOCAT report also argues that, in order to leverage 
COVID-19 recovery packages towards green and equitable transport financing, it 
is necessary to build on trends that proved successful during the pandemic (e.g., 
tactical urbanism measures) and ensure that positive changes become permanent 
(e.g., reduced congestion and improved urban air quality). This includes expanding 
opportunities for sustainable, low-carbon transport and will require the adoption 
of measures that support the SDGs, such as decent work and economic prosperity, 
as well as affordable and clean energy (for instance, through the deployment of 
electric freight vehicles powered by small-scale renewables).
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In the context of the URBACT programme18, different projects have been promoted 
to share experiences and address the identified challenges, including the RiCon-
nect project19, led by the Barcelona Metropolitan Area, and the Urb-En Pact20, led by 
the Clermont Auvergne metropolitan area in France, each of which involves collab-
oration with another seven metropolitan areas.

Figure 4. URBACT projects involving metropolitan areas

Source: URBACT, https://urbact.eu/

Rethinking infrastructure 

RiConnect is an Action Planning Network of 8 metropolises which aim is to rethink, 
transform and integrate mobility infrastructures in order to reconnect people, neigh-
bourhoods, cities and natural spaces. We will develop planning strategies, processes, 
instruments and partnerships to foster public transport and active mobility, reduce 
externalities and social segregation and unlock opportunities for urban regeneration. 
Our long-term vision is a more sustainable, equitable and attractive metropolis for all.

Together towards net zero energy cities

The 8 partner cities and organisations involved in the Urban Energy Pact project 
embrace the ambitious goal of becoming net zero energy (NZE) territories no later 
than 2050. Urb-En Pact aims to define local action plans for the implementation of a 
local and sustainable energy balance by producing and delivering renewable and reg-
ulated sources of energy. Urb-En Pact will unite all of the stakeholders of this circular 
economy, especially the consumers included in this energy loop, in and around the 
metropolitan area.

2.4. LAUNCHING THE EMA PORTO ANNUAL FORUM

The three pillars of the EU’s Urban Agenda21 call for better regulation, better fund-
ing and better knowledge. The Agenda further recognises that metropolitan areas 
are the engines that drive the Member States’ economies22.

Metropolitan areas also have to cope with specific challenges associated with trans-
port, the environment and social inclusion, as well as an ever increasing demand 
for services coupled with limited financial resources to provide these. How these 
challenges are handled will have a significant impact on the population’s overall 
quality of life.

Framed by the overall theme “Boosting climate-neutral metropolitan areas: green, 
smart and resilient”, the panel sessions at the EMA Porto Annual Forum have been 
designed to cover different areas of intervention by metropolitan areas.

• Session 1. The new metropolitan agenda: (re)think, (re)design, (re)act

Metropolitan areas are home to the largest share of the EU population, hosts to the 
country’s main economic, employment and cultural activities, and key players in 
the identification of solutions to new challenges and their impacts on the lives of 
millions of citizens and visitors.

The fallout from the COVID-19 crisis and the changes it brought to every aspect of 
our everyday lives will have lasting consequences in the “new normal”, reshaping 

 18 European Commission. URBACT: Driving change for better cities. https://urbact.eu/

 19 URBACT: Rethinking infrastructure. https://urbact.eu/riconnect

 20 URBACT: Together towards net zero energy cities. https://urbact.eu/urb-en-pact

 21 European Commission, 2017. Urban Agenda for the EU. https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/newsroom/
news/2017/03/22-03-2017-a-new-dedicated- interactive-website-for-the-urban-agenda-for-the-eu-is-launched

 22 https://www.espon.eu/sites/default/files/attachments/TO13 %20- %20Evidence %20for %20a %20European %20Urban %20
Agenda.pdf
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the way we live, work and travel in metropolitan areas. Nonetheless, the pandemic 
also creates tremendous opportunities to (re)think and (re)design our cities and 
recover the economy in order to “bounce back” or return to a societal equilibrium.

Metropolitan areas are potential game changers for the new sustainable, smart, 
resilient and green recovery: urban public spaces, tourism and social life are all 
pieces that can be transformed as we imagine the metropolitan areas of the future. 
The key question is simply to ask policymakers whether they wish to return to the 
“old normal” or use this moment to define a new agenda for metropolitan areas.

Moreover, metropolitan areas, inversely to cities and regions, are not current-
ly represented as such in the organisational configuration of the European deci-
sion-making process, notably as a recognised member of the CoR. Efforts towards 
such recognition should be prioritised under the future metropolitan agenda.

• Session 2. Green and smart mobility: there is no turning back

Transport is one of the sectors hit the hardest by the COVID-19 pandemic. New 
Mobility-as-a-Service products (MaaS), urban logistics and green deliveries, tour-
ism, shared mobility, city information platforms, e-governance and other emerging 
solutions are increasingly present in our everyday lives.

This session will discuss the extent to which it is possible to find pathways out of 
the crisis and boost sustainable mobility in metropolitan areas. It will also provide 
insights into the format of policy responses which can be provided at the metropol-
itan level, questioning whether digital transformation is the solution to restoring 
the confidence of the general population in the mobility system, for passengers and 
logistics chains alike, or whether it may in fact exacerbate persisting inequalities, 
particularly among the most vulnerable segments of society.

• Session 3. Recovery & resilient metropolis: the financial challenge

The quest for climate-friendly cities is largely connected to the capacity to become 
increasingly adaptive to changing economic conditions, and to rebuild social trust 
(at community and institutional level). The new multiannual financial package and 
Recovery and Resilience Facility funds create considerable opportunities for such 
adaptation while challenging current financial and business models.

While EU funds provide a boost to the economy, they are only part of the solution 
and key challenges persist. How can the financial gap be bridged at the metropoli-
tan level? Which financial model should metropolitan areas pursue or adopt? How 
can citizens be actively involved in the preferred model? Is financing the real game 
changer for green, smart and resilient metropolises? These and other questions 
will be launched during the session in order to promote common understanding of 
the financial challenges that confront metropolitan areas and inspire the audience 
to forge the economic resilience of their territories.
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Europe’s twin transition towards a green and digital economy requires social fair-
ness and an economy that works for the people, as set out in the Commission’s 
priorities for 2019 - 202423. The Cohesion Policy 2021–202724 aims to channel EU 
investments into building a “smarter Europe” through innovation, digitisation and 
economic transformation. The European Data Strategy25 outlines a vision of da-
ta-enabled sustainable development. The promotion of smart cities powered by 
digital technologies and generating massive streams of data creates extensive op-
portunities for entrepreneurship. It is therefore no surprise to see a growing num-
ber of cities and regions adopting smart technologies for efficiency, sustainabili-
ty and economy, with examples targeting energy efficiency, waste management, 
transportation, civic engagement, public health or safety.

Key technologies such as 5G networks, the internet of things (IoT), cloud comput-
ing, big data analytics and next-generation geo-information systems are being pi-
loted or implemented in real applications to meet different needs and, predictably, 
enabling smart governance. The World Bank’s World Development Report 202126, 
for instance, underscored that a data infrastructure policy is one of the building 
blocks of a good data governance framework, which fosters the local data economy 
at the same time as it promotes digital inclusion.

Accessibility and mobility-related disadvantages have become focal points and is-
sues for discussion. These issues are referred to as mobility poverty, as evidenced 
in the contrast between the unevenness of services among urban, peri-urban and 
rural areas, as well as in the disparity between the way in which the services pro-
vided cater to the needs of the general public on the one hand, and to the differ-
entiated needs of the socially disadvantaged or vulnerable segments of the popu-
lation on the other. Indeed, as mobility becomes more digital, with rising levels of 
automation and connectivity, the most disadvantaged social groups may require 
additional capabilities to be able to fulfil their daily mobility needs.

Numerous studies have addressed aspects relating to citizens more prone to ex-
periencing mobility exclusion due to their age, income, disabilities, or level of edu-
cation or digital literacy, among other factors. Although these studies specify user 
groups with specific needs for mobility or for interacting with mobility services, 
there is still a knowledge gap on the subject, and its quantification and impacts 
are yet to be fully defined. Some Horizon 2020 projects, such as HiReach27 and In-
clusion28, show that transport poverty is not restricted to physical infrastructure 
and transport offerings. The lack of digital access and skills experienced by some 
population groups may also hamper the efficient roll-out of solutions.

Another important aspect is that of high commuter inflows of workers from sur-
rounding regions that typically converge on metropolitan areas, raising a different 
set of challenges for both environmental and transport development. This rein-

 23 European Commission, 2019. Political guidelines for the next European Commission 2019–2024.  https://ec.europa.eu/
info/sites/default/files/political-guidelines-next-commission_en_0.pdf

 24 https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/2021_2027/

 25 https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/europe-fit-digital-age/european-data-strategy_en

 26 https://wdr2021.worldbank.org/

 27 HiReach, 2017–2020. Innovative mobility solutions to cope with transport poverty. https://hireach-project.eu/

 28 INCLUSION, 2017–2020. Towards more accessible and inclusive mobility solutions for European prioritised areas. 
https://www.theinclusionproject.com/
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forces the relative position of better-off places and further perpetuates imbalances 
with respect to access to markets, disparities in quality of governance or public 
services. Moreover, as pointed out in the RiConnect project, challenges related to 
social inclusion, ageing population, homelessness, crime, in-work poverty and af-
fordable housing cannot be disregarded.

Developing and implementing integrated place-based strategies and investment 
requires cross-sector cooperation policies and adequate levels of government and 
governance, as well as the engagement of local communities. Continuous capacity 
building at all levels is particularly important to enhance participatory implemen-
tation of the strategies. The Avoid-Shift-Improve paradigm requires looking be-
yond infrastructure and technology and focusing on behavioural change.

While teleworking, video conferencing and other remote collaboration methods 
have long been seen as potential solutions for reducing transport demand, their 
extensive use during the crisis may result in a greater proportion of employers and 
employees continuing to adopt such practices. Hybrid working arrangements with 
work-from-home or in-office days and flexible working hours may become more 
common and contribute to reducing rush hour congestion. However, e-shopping 
and food deliveries, which boomed during the pandemic, are likely to remain in 
high demand. The ITF study of decarbonisation argues that the pandemic will have 
significant short-term and possibly medium-term impacts. The extent of these im-
pacts is still uncertain, but the pandemic has reinforced the need to choose mobil-
ity policies that create resilient transport systems. A broader offering of mobility 
services – and deeper integration of these – will help build resilience by creating 
modularity and adaptability by fostering cohesion among mobility system stake-
holders.

The ITF has explored alternative scenarios that could deliver considerable decar-
bonisation of the transport sector. These scenarios suggest that, besides electrifi-
cation, integrated land-use planning and transport-oriented development are par-
ticularly effective at reducing emissions by shifting shorter trips away from private 
cars. They also assume strong growth in shared mobility and public transport, as 
well as in active modes such as walking and cycling. The pathway towards lower 
emissions will largely build on increases in load factors and fuel efficiency, which 
will contribute to halving emissions by 2050.

In their modelling exercise, the ITF points out that new forms of shared mobility 
services have considerable potential to reduce the need for private cars and reduce 
emissions. These shared modes also enable more rapid adoption of clean technol-
ogies. Integration of services is an important component of successfully achieving 
a lower carbon future for urban transport, as shown in the exercises conducted by 
ITF in Lisbon and Helsinki.

Mobility as a Service (MaaS), with its user-centric perspective and modal integra-
tion, is expected to further contribute to the accessibility of cities and regions, 
leading to more sustainable transport systems and promoting the vitality of met-
ropolitan areas. By facilitating multimodality, MaaS is expected to make important 
contributions to the general sustainable social development goals. However, this 
potential will not be realised without the implementation of the proper policies, 
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notably at regulatory level. An overview of MaaS from a transport authorities per-
spective was recently published by European Metropolitan Transport Authorities 
(EMTA)29. The report defines the societal megatrends that have acted as precondi-
tions for the recent surge in new mobility products, and outlines the underlying 
potential for “public value” in the deployment of MaaS solutions.

Other major actions envisaged by metropolitan areas with respect to improving 
the effectiveness of climate change adaptation measures and increase territorial 
resilience is through the design and development of so-called nature-based solu-
tions (NbS).

The LIFE Metro Adapt project30, funded by the EU’s LIFE programme, has devel-
oped a set of guidelines aimed at providing public authorities with knowledge to 
facilitate the implementation of NbS using four types of tools: (i) strategies and 
plans, (ii) cognitive tools, (iii) regulations and technical guidelines, and (iv) pub-
lic-private agreements. A catalogue of solutions with a set of practical examples of 
deployment of NbS measures across water management, built environment and 
green spaces was also produced. Examples provided include green roofs, green 
walls, urban forests and alternative rainwater management systems.

Local measures and adaptation actions are needed to address the challenge of cli-
mate neutrality. As acknowledged by the CoR, support provided to regional and 
metropolitan authorities yields European added value and ensures the EU’s global 
competitiveness as well as further regional convergence through spillover effects 
resulting from such support.

In their role as drivers of Member States’ economies, metropolitan regions must 
respond to multiple challenges associated with transport, environment, housing, 
migration and social inclusion, as well as to an ever-increasing demand for services 
coupled with limited financial resources to provide these. How these challenges are 
handled will have a significant impact on the population’s overall quality of life. As 
pointed out in the Working Document produced by the CoR Commission for Ter-
ritorial Cohesion Policy and EU Budget31, metropolitan regions are considered the 
economic engines of the EU. However, the public services they deliver are costly, 
and own budgets do not always suffice. The report acknowledges that the resource 
reallocation method used by the European Structural and Investment Funds (ESIF) 
is primarily based on a single indicator – GDP per capita/purchasing power pari-
ty – and does not include social, territorial and environmental aspects in Europe’s 
regions. Hence, it does not give a full picture of their level of development.

 29 EMTA, 2019. A perspective on MaaS from Europe’s metropolitan transport authorities. https://www.emta.com/spip.
php?article1319

 30 http://www.lifemetroadapt.eu/en/2020/05/19/nature-based-solutions-in-metropolitan-areas-characteristics-and- bene-
fits/

 31 European Committee of the Regions, 2019. The challenges of metropolitan regions and their position in the future Cohe-
sion Policy post-2020.
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Another study from OECD32 analysing the territorial impacts of the pandemic cri-
sis highlights the cascade effects on sub-national government finances, as shown 
in Figure 5. 

Figure 5. How the cascade effects of the crisis may affect sub-national government 
finances (OECD)

Source: OECD, The territorial impact of COVID-19: Managing the crisis aross levels of government. 2020
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The EU’s COVID-19 recovery plan focuses on implementation of the European 
Green Deal to provide safe and healthy conditions and restore economic growth 
in a sustainable, fair, strong and inclusive manner. The plan includes Next Gener-
ation EU, an emergency allocation of EUR 750 billion to help repair the immediate 
economic and social damage from the pandemic, by boosting rail travel and clean 
mobility in cities and regions, for instance. Together with other targeted funding 
for 2021–2027, the Next Generation EU plan will bring the total financial firepower 
of the EU budget to EUR 1.85 trillion. To access this funding, Member States must 
submit National Recovery and Resilience Plans (NRRP) based on Next Generation 
EU’s six priority areas: green transition; digital transition; smart, sustainable and 
inclusive growth; social and territorial cohesion; health, economic, social and insti-
tutional resilience; and the next generation, children and young people.

Despite the major boost that the EU’s recovery plan represents, another CoR 
study33 raises concerns that the involvement of regional and local authorities in its 

 32 https://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/the-territorial-impact-of-covid-19- managing-the-crisis-across-lev-
els-of-government-d3e314e1/

 33 CoR, 2021. Study: Local and regional finances in the aftermath of COVID-19. https://cor.europa.eu/en/engage/studies/
Documents/Local and regional finances in the aftermath of COVID-19/CoR_Local_and_regional_finances_after_
Covid-19.pdf
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governance and implementation – particularly in relation to its main component, 
the Recovery and Resilience Facility – is relatively limited. A survey conducted as 
part of the study highlights that only a minority of Member States consulted their 
regional authorities in the early preparation of their National Recovery and Resil-
ience Plan. An even lower number actually incorporated their input and sugges-
tions into the plan. The study highlights the insufficient territorial dimension of 
these plans (and the asymmetric territorial impact of COVID-19) with respect to 
designing measures adapted to and able to cope with the challenges ahead.

Figure 6. Involvement of LRA by National Governments in the preparation 
of NRRP

Source: CoR, 2021. Regional and local authorities and National Recovery and Resilience Plans.
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Arguably, this runs contrary to growing awareness on the part of EU citizens34 in 
terms of their perception of EU regional policy and the subsidiarity principle. In-
deed, the majority of respondents believe that decisions about EU regional policy 
projects should be taken at sub-national levels, with 32 % opting for the regional 
level and 23 % for the local level.

The lack of participation of metropolitan areas in the preparation of NRRP has been 
extensively discussed in the context of EMA, culminating with the presentation of 
a political statement35 to the main representatives for the European institutions in 
December 2020.

In that statement, EMA calls attention to the fact that metropolitan areas can offer 
well- designed projects based on integrated and existing strategies as well as on 
the legacy of their well-functioning public administrations and their proximity to 
the territory and local stakeholders. In particular, EMA reinforces that metropoli-
tan area priorities, if included in those plans, could make a significant contribution 
to the fulfilment of the EU strategic goals expressed in its seven Flagships, among 
which the following are particularly relevant (Figure 7).

 34 European Commission, 2021. Flash Eurobarometer 497 survey report: Citizens’ awareness and perception of EU region-
al policy.

 35 https://www.espon.eu/sites/default/files/attachments/EMA_POSITION %20PAPER_The %20role %20of %20metropoli-
tan %20 areas %20in %20the %20RRF.pdf
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 Figure 7. Most relevant EU Flagships (2021 Annual Sustainable Growth Strategy )36
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It will not be an easy ride. The transition of our societies into a climate-neutral op-
erating mode will impact on many of our habits and interests. Some companies will 
not be able to adapt their processes and products, corresponding jobs may be lost, 
and the perpetuation of certain lifestyles and consumption patterns will no longer 
be possible. Therefore, public resistance will need to be overcome, and this can only 
be achieved within a framework of participative processes.

In a global market-oriented economy, multiple commitments are necessary to seize 
competitive advantages. A key possible first step could be a new legal framework 
(such as an international treaty) recognising a stable climate as a common heritage 
of humankind, from which new ways for market economic transactions to inter-
nalise both negative and positive contributions to climate stability would derive.

However, the fact that increasingly large parts of the world’s population and eco-
nomic activities are located in metropolitan areas make these the main stages on 
which the drama and great events of the transition will be played out. Tensions will 
be most visible there, and practical solutions and new realities will also emerge there. 
The diversity of situations across multiple metropolitan areas can provide a powerful 
learning basis for this collective endeavour which requires us all to evolve rapidly.

The challenges are immense and multidimensional, and a number of increasingly 
important factors of interactions in society must be taken into account in design-
ing what could be a successful policy approach to address those challenges.

36  https://www.europeansources.info/record/annual-sustainable-growth-strategy-2021/
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The digital factor: most citizens worldwide (and certainly in Europe) currently live 
under a system that is rapidly approaching full digital integration, which provides 
a wealth of new capabilities for acquiring, processing, integrating and interpreting 
all kinds of data. Monitoring and predictive management of multiple systems are 
being put in place, and a new type of evidence-based operational decision-making 
is emerging, significantly reducing wear-and-tear disruption risks. Citizens are at 
the core of this new policy factor, as they are able to easily access information about 
many issues that affect their lives as well as generate data (voluntarily and involun-
tarily) about their actions and points of view through, for instance, crowdsourcing 
mechanisms.

The governance factor: partly as a reaction to globalisation, and partly based on 
feelings of legitimacy and capacity, an increasing desire for agency in matters of 
public interest is visible across society, involving not only the various levels of gov-
ernment but also multiple types of stakeholders: some formally constituted, and 
others arising spontaneously around issues of common interest. Multiple forms and 
timings of engagement of these various agents are possible, and the most appro-
priate option in each case will depend on the issue and on local circumstances, but 
currently command-and-control governance is virtually impossible across the EU.

The equity and social cohesion factor: besides income and wealth inequality, in-
equality looms large and worrisome in other dimensions, such as physical access to 
jobs, health, education and other social functions, and interaction with friends and 
family, among other issues. Significant differences of access to all these activities 
exist across metropolitan territories, particularly for those who depend on pub-
lic transport. Thus, equality of access is an important element of social cohesion. 
Perceptions of equity and fairness by the public at large, as well as by minority 
groups, are of critical importance to allow smooth transition in periods of signifi-
cant change, as the period of adaptation to climate change will undoubtedly be in 
the coming decades.

The resilience factor: digital embedded and twin systems are increasingly a part of 
the sophisticated technological devices that ensure the smooth and efficient per-
formance of so many components of contemporary life, providing significantly in-
creased reliability against internal failure. At the same time, the risk of disturbance 
and even disruption of many of these components as a result of external factors is 
growing. Very recent evidence from the COVID-19 pandemic and extreme weather 
events in multiple regions show that system resilience against these shocks is nec-
essary and can only be provided at system level, rather than individually for each 
component. Thus, resilience must be built into not only the technical systems but 
also society itself.

Given the uncertainties regarding the precise nature and timing of availability of 
the forthcoming technical solutions, and the complexity of social and economic sys-
tems in metropolitan areas in particular, it is not possible to have a clear vision (or 
even a number of alternative visions) of life in our metropolitan areas once society 
is fully decarbonised. Politically, the greatest challenge is not determining the “end 
point”, but rather the navigation of the transition required to reach that point, given 
the risk of public protests at different moments and for different reasons. Uncer-
tainties concerning the technologies and the reactions of different social groups 
along the way make the preparation of these transitions even more challenging.
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All in all, the greatest effort must be invested less in defining the desirable societal 
configuration and more in preparing and discussing transition plans (roadmaps) 
towards a broad space of desirable configurations, covering a range of scenarios 
along the way, and preferably:

• including in that preparation identification of the data acquisition and analysis 
necessary to enable smart monitoring of the evolving level of progress towards 
decarbonisation, not only with respect to GHG emissions, but also the rearrange-
ment of social processes that may impact on equity of access levels;

• involving in those discussions multiple groups of stakeholders, ensuring that the 
level of uncertainty and abstraction of the information provided to each group is 
compatible with its capacity to digest it, and contributing positively to the dis-
cussion by offering suggestions for adaptation and not only protest and threats.

Regarding mobility, a keystone of progress towards climate-neutral metropolitan 
areas, the higher efficiency of electric motors and lower taxation of electricity lead 
to much lower operating costs for electric rather than fossil fuel-powered vehicles, 
thus generating a risk of traffic induction and even greater congestion. Hence, fleet 
electrification is far from a panacea for the provision of good quality metropolitan 
mobility systems.

Scheduled public transport is essential for the major transportation relationships, 
though it is unable to attract many car owners, given the advantages of the car in 
terms of flexibility of use in time and space. A significant component of demand-re-
sponsive, shared mobility (car sharing) is needed, providing levels of personal flex-
ibility and time efficiency similar to those of the private car, and public space us-
age efficiency similar to that of scheduled public transport. Given the high level of 
expected usage of vehicles in these shared mobility systems, their total ownership 
costs will be lower if they are electric.

A significant shift from private cars to soft transport modes (walking, bikes and 
especially e-bikes) is also necessary. However, public space is required for these 
to operate safely, and this space must be acquired mainly from what is currently 
allocated to parking of private cars.

For urban logistics, electrification is also necessary and is already highly cost-com-
petitive in various segments, but new organisational schemes must also be adopt-
ed. These should be based on networks of micro-hubs receiving direct deliveries 
from suppliers, with each micro-hub serving businesses located in their proximity, 
and shipment collection (last mile) carried out by each client’s business, preferably 
with e-cargo bikes.

The call for urgent decarbonisation comes at a time when a significant number 
of business agents in metropolitan areas are in a fragile financial situation and 
seeking recovery from the loss of business during the pandemic. Hence, private 
investment capacity is lower than usual and, in many cases, these agents can only 
assimilate the (initially) higher costs associated with decarbonising their business 
processes if they receive targeted financing with favourable conditions. Metropol-
itan authorities can be powerful advocates of this need in dialogue with national 
authorities supervising the financial sector.
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Moreover, it is important to recognise that some businesses will no longer be via-
ble, while others will have to make substantial changes to their processes, which in 
both cases may lead to job losses. The density and diversity of economic activities 
in metropolitan areas create an environment in which some businesses flourish 
while others are in crisis. This is an important resilience factor as it helps reduce 
the impact of job losses. However, for some people, decent jobs will be harder to 
find. Specific requalification and financial support schemes will therefore be neces-
sary. The EU’s Just Transition Fund was created in December 2020, precisely with 
this in mind.

Overall, metropolitan authorities may provide vital support to companies and 
workers in distress as a result of the decarbonisation process, given their first-
hand knowledge of the economic issues in their territory and their capacity to help 
these agents navigate the application rules of the different EU financial packages.
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More information:
EMA: www.amb.cat/ambmetropole
ambmetropole@amb.cat


