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Summary and analysis 

On 22 September the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) together with the European 

Network for Community-led Initiatives on Climate Change and Sustainability (ECOLISE) organised a 

conference "Launch of the European Day of Sustainable Communities" in order to highlight good 

sustainable solutions to demonstrate their potential to the policy-makers at local, regional, national 

and EU level to ultimately create a more enabling framework for sustainable community-led 

initiatives. 

Contributing to the action week that celebrates the 2nd year anniversary of the adoption of the 

Sustainable Development Goals, this conference brought together policy makers and representatives 

of the thousands of community-led initiatives on climate change and sustainability in Europe in order 

to launch the first ever European Day of Sustainable Communities (EDSC) that took place the 

following day.  

Participants at the European Day of Sustainable Communities launch event included EU policy-

makers such as the European Commission, Members of the European Parliament, Members of the 

EESC, government representatives, and community leaders, including ECOLISE members, partner 

organisations, associations and NGOs. 

The EESC said it was delighted to work together with ECOLISE to promote local action on 

sustainability and stressed the significance of the potential of community-led action. Brenda King, 

President of the EESC's Sustainable Development Observatory highlighted that community-led action 

on sustainability is key to implementing the Paris Agreement on climate change and the Sustainable 

Development Goals. "We fully support the ECOLISE network in its endeavours to implement on-the-

ground actions and we believe that multi-stakeholder collaboration is an enabler of accelerated 

implementation of these agendas." She opened the space for community members to directly 

address policy makers: "The potential of community-driven actions is huge, but it is often overlooked 

by the policy makers because of a disconnect between the local sustainability and climate action 

taking place on the ground and the policy level."  
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Robert Hall, President of ECOLISE, introduced the network and gave a strong message to all 

participants: “World-wide we are seeing neighbourhoods and citizens self-organising to lead 

community actions on sustainability and climate change. Their actions are a litmus test of our culture 

and our democracy. If only 5% of the EU citizens were active in climate mitigation initiatives we 

would reach the 85% of the target of the EU by 2020,” he maintained. He described the European 

Network for Community-led Initiatives on Climate Change and Sustainability, as a coalition of 

national and international networks of community-led initiatives on sustainability and climate change 

that are engaged in promoting and supporting local communities across Europe to build pathways to 

a sustainable future and a resilient Europe. He commended the work of grassroots organisations and local 

communities striving to halt climate change and create a more sustainable society. 

Live video link-up across Europe 

The first part of the conference made a unique presentation of a live video link-up where several 

organisers from the ECOLISE network went live 

from across Europe to present their community-

led climate or sustainable development local 

action projects and events. Community leaders 

showcased their valuable work and field 

experiences, presenting the latest information, 

including research findings on the status, impacts 

and challenges of community-led initiatives in 

Europe in achieving climate targets, preserving 

natural resources and biodiversity, and creating a 

fairer and more equitable society.  

They captured policy makers' attention by expressing the real challenges they face, such as policy 

and regulatory barriers often met during the implementation process of community lead initiatives, 

access to funding and other challenges. Presenters spoke of how the transition to a resilient Europe 

is only truly possible with the support of local actors, who have the knowledge to experiment and 

find practical solutions to the challenges of climate change and sustainable development. Local 

communities are ahead of the game as they anticipate and implement sustainable projects long 

before policy-makers discuss them, was the message of one of the organisers.  

They also pointed to inadequate access to funding, "there is little access to money that ought to 

allow those on the ground to scale up community led actions, which causes people to do this work 

during their spare hours."  They asked for strong policy frameworks that support local communities 

to spread and scale up the best initiatives. An alignment of EU and national policies and funds to 

support community-led action on a path towards the transition to low-carbon, resource efficient 

and resilient societies was a key request.   
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Keynote speeches  

Kosha Anja Joubert, Executive Director of Global Ecovillage 

Network (GEN) International, presented the various programs that 

Ecovillages work on, such as greening schools for sustainable 

communities, noting there are hundreds of ecovillage projects,        

"igniting initiatives all over European countries" that should be 

supported. She stressed that although "funding is available, not 

much arrives on the ground to the communities". 

Rudolf Niessler, Director for Smart Sustainable Growth and Programme Implementation, European 

Commission, Directorate-General for Regional and Urban Policy, said that "Commission policy 

strongly supports these initiatives" and presented the role of the 

Cohesion Policy, aimed at improving the economic well-being of 

regions in the EU and to smooth out regional disparities. He stated, 

"the investments are targeted towards smart, sustainable and 

inclusive growth," and described a voluntary component in the 

Commission's regulation: the 'Community led local development', 

which, while "still in the making", has provided 1.8 billion euros to 

support community led initiatives. 

Conversation session 

Later in the morning, participants were asked to reflect in small, self-

organised groups and offer their advice to answer the question: How do 

we accelerate and enable a community-led approach? Participants 

voiced their views on the current 

challenges and offered suggestions for 

enabling the potential and increasing 

the impact of communities. One participant expressed the challenge 

of commercial advertising that promotes a culture of consumption, 

such as buying and driving cars. Others called for a need to address 

political behaviors such as the persistent message of economic growth and competitiveness from 

within the institutions and the idea that "greening" the growth was only "treating the symptoms", 

but not tackling the real underlying issue of over-stretched resources in an over-populated world. 

Further participants commented that research and innovation should also focus on contributing to 

achieving the Sustainable Development Goals rather than only economic growth and 

competitiveness. These themes carried into the panel debate that followed. 
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Panel Debate 

A panel debate offering a range of perspectives was presented with audience participation bringing 

their questions to the panel for reflection.  

Philippe Lamberts, Member of the European Parliament, stated that the "top 

down approach does not work. No one has the intelligence to singly direct 

the transition; it can only be a collective intelligence, which we must 

catalyze, where both bottom up and top down visions and efforts are 

combined. The EU Institutions have a role to play in promoting these 

initiatives more strongly, in line with what the transition needs." He called 

for policy makers to meet with the actors of change of the transition on a 

regular basis. He warned of the "growing distrust of politics" and believed 

that government must first "lift roadblocks, as many local initiatives bump 

up against structural problems when they wish to implement community projects." 

Artur Runge-Metzger, Director for Climate strategy, Governance and Emissions from Non-trading 

Sectors from the European Commission, underlined the importance of connecting top down and 

bottom up initiatives. "Without the groundswell of pressure, but also encouragements from non-

state actors of what they wanted from their leaders, the negotiations of the Paris Agreement would 

not have been possible." 

Lidija Pavić-Rogošić, EESC member, Director of ODRAZ - Sustainable Community Development, 

Croatia, said there is a "great sense of urgency in meeting the SDGs" and that "we are dealing with 

very complex problem". She noted that the clash and incompatibility of the acceleration of work/life 

balance is itself at odds with the fundamentals of what sustainable development stands for.  

Filipa Pimentel, National Hubs Coordinator, Transition Network, explained that the big challenge 

amongst communities is capacity: "there is little access to money that ought to allow those on the 

ground to scale up community led actions" and local actors are working on this important work only 

in their limited spare hours, after work and on weekends." 

Peter Ulrich, Governance and Social Innovation Officer, ICLEI called for the need to build a critical 

mass in order to push for and demand the change that we want and we need for the transition to be 

realized. 

  

mailto:press@eesc.europa.eu
http://www.eesc.europa.eu/
https://twitter.com/EU_EESC
http://www.facebook.com/pages/EESC-European-Economic-and-Social-Committee/144709575593854
http://www.youtube.com/user/EurEcoSocCommittee


Rue Belliard/Belliardstraat 99 – 1040 Bruxelles/Brussel – BELGIQUE/BELGIË 
Tel. +32 2 546 9779 – Fax +32 25469764 

E-mail: press@eesc.europa.eu – Internet: www.eesc.europa.eu 

Follow the EESC on      
 

EESC-2017-03581-01-00-WEB-TRA 

'Keynote listener', Karl Falkenberg, former Director-

General for the Environment at the European Commission 

and Hors-Classe Senior Advisor for Sustainable 

Development at the European Policy Strategy Centre, 

European Commission, gave his impressions and thoughts 

from the day. "In the system, trust is generally given to 

'big interest', while small initiatives are verified to the last 

digit….We have a collective responsibility, which cannot 

stop at our local community therefore I encourage you to 

go out and argue for your ideas and convince many more 

people, only then will the top change." 

 
Conclusions 
 

The overall message of the urgency to act and to support community-led initiatives could not be 

understated. A very clear call was expressed by the participants of the conference to bring greater 

visibility and awareness of the local community-led climate and sustainability initiatives and align EU 

policy to support them. The EESC is a bridge between the EU Institutions and the civil society 

organisations and other local actors involved in sustainability and supported the message of the need 

to align the objectives of EU policies with the needs of local actors. For example, the EESC is 

preparing an opinion on "Boosting climate actions by non-state actors", which is supportive of 

community-led initiatives to tackle climate change and move towards truly sustainable lifestyles. By 

bridging bottom-up community-led approaches with top-down policy frameworks, accessible 

opportunities for dialogue and funding in the spirit of multi-stakeholder participation, communities 

and policy makers can be more effective to meet the Paris Agreement and the SDGs. 

_____________ 
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