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Abstract. Ever since the Kyoto protocol became effective (1997), national governments have been 

delegating climate policies to local governments. In the Netherlands, national climate policy has 

been effective since 1999 while targeting at a multi-governmental approach. In 2010, a survey 

found that local climate policies have been adopted by the vast majority of local governments 

throughout the country. Therefore, obviously, the national government claims that their local climate 

policy diffusion programs have been successful. This is, however, not the case. Whereas climate 

mitigation strategies have indeed been adopted widely (Hoppe and Coenen, 2011), this cannot be 

said for the adoption of adaptation strategies as this varies strongly across the country (Van den 

Berg and Coenen, 2012). Moreover, the intensity of the implementation of local climate policy 

varies strongly. In practice, local authorities often lack expertise and neglect local stakeholders in 

the formulation of climate policy goals, which leads to unrealistic goal-setting (Hoppe, 2013; Van 

Bueren and Steenhuisen, 2013). This paper analyses the development and current status of local 

climate policy practices in the Netherlands, and addresses both the mitigation and adaptation lines. 

Additionally, attention is paid to coupling these two strategies.  
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1. Introduction 

Accumulating empirical evidence is revealing that climate change is increasingly manifesting (IPCC 

2007). Observations include increased run-off and earlier spring peak discharge in glacier- and snow-

fed rivers; warming of lakes and rivers in many regions, earlier timing of spring events such as leaf-

unfolding, bird migration and egg-laying; and lengthening of growing seasons due to recent warming 

(Parry et al, 2007).  

 Initiatives on reducing the human impacts on the environment have a long tradition. For a long 

time, mitigation made up the primary strategy for environmental protection. Mitigation attempts to 

reduce the human impacts on the climate and includes major efforts at a global scale to realise the 

reduction of greenhouse gas emissions and cutting our energy consumption. This process has been 

institutionalised under the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) that 

coordinates the global negotiations on binding limits on greenhouse gases. Under the Kyoto Protocol 

that became effective from 2005, a large majority of nations have committed themselves to limit or 

reduce annual emissions of greenhouse gases to “adverse the effects of climate change” (United 

Nations 1998, p. 3).   

 However, from the mid-1980s it is increasingly being argued that mitigation efforts would be 

insufficient to anticipate the human impacts on the global climate (Schipper, 2006). Due to the 

accumulation of greenhouse gasses emitted in the past it is increasingly becoming apparent that 

climate change will inevitably occur. At the same time, it is evident that reaching a collective mitigation 

strategy has proven to be a very difficult process. Hence, it is more and more argued that climate 

change policy should also include a strategy that is targeting the impacts of climate change through 
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adapting our systems and societies.  

 Local governments have been addressed in several studies as key in the transformation 

process towards a more sustainable society (Aall & Norland, 2005; Granberg & Elander, 2007; Lindseth, 

2003; Storbjörk, 2007; Wilson, 2006). Several arguments can be brought up for focussing at the local 

level. First, of all governments it is the level that has most contact with citizens and local businesses 

offering opportunities for making an example and for facilitating local action. Further, many 

transformative potential is present as many local decisions directly affect the environment, such as its 

authorities over local transportation, spatial planning and economic matters. In contrast to the global 

efforts on mitigation, adaptation is being presented as a typical local issue (VROM-raad, 2007).  

 Because of its cross-sectoral nature, it has been argued that climate policy-making requires an 

integral approach and coordination within the administrative unit. This implies some form of horizontal 

policy integration. In reality, however, multi governmental systems are in place that typically require 

vertical policy integration because of a tradition of delegating environmental policy to the local level. 

Ever since the Kyoto Protocol became effective (1997), national governments have been delegating 

climate policies to local governments. 

 Therefore, we will approach the issue of local climate policy as an implementation study by 

going into why both climate change strategies have been taken up differently and how we can explain 

the differences? Our analysis is based upon four classical implementation factors. First, we discern the 

capacity of the implementing agencies, Second, we discern the factor of information. Third, we discern 

the factor of beliefs held by the participants in the implementation process. Fourth and last, we discern 

the power of the participants. These factors are explained in Section 4, where it is also addressed how 

these factors have influenced the implementation processes based upon our findings. 

 In this study, we focus on the Netherlands, which was for a long time considered a frontrunner 

in climate policy-making. Formally national climate policy has been effective since 1999 while targeting 

at a multi-governmental approach (Gupta, Lasage, & Stam, 2007).  In 2010, a national survey found 

that local climate policies have been adopted by the vast majority of local governments throughout the 

country. Therefore, obviously, the national government claims that their local climate policy diffusion 

programs have been successful. This is, however, not the case. Whereas climate mitigation strategies 

have indeed been adopted widely (Hoppe & Coenen, 2011), this cannot be said for the adoption of 

adaptation strategies as this varies strongly across the country (van den Berg & Coenen, 2012).  

 Starting from the point that there is a mismatch between national and local interpretations of 

climate change and the appropriate strategies, this paper focuses on the interpretation of climate policy 

in a multilevel perspective. We analyse the development and current status of local climate policy 

practices in the Netherlands while addressing both the mitigation and adaptation lines and we examine 

how local governments currently deal with the challenges of linking mitigation with adaptation. As a 

research question, we have defined the following: 

 How are mitigation and adaptation taken up locally in the Netherlands and how can we explain

 the differences in their implementation paths? 

The body of this paper consists of three sections. First, we describe the mitigation track (Section 2), 

then the adaptation track (Section 3), and discuss how they have developed both nationally and locally. 

We will then analyse these developments and identify the similarities and differences between these 

two pathways (Section 4). The paper is concluded with a section on our conclusions and offering some 

recommendations to enhance the coupling of mitigation and adaptation from a local point of view 

(Section 5). 
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2. The climate mitigation local policy adoption pathway  

Although climate change mitigation is perceived by many as a serious problem, the nature of the 

problem and its potential solutions in terms of policies remain heavily debated (e.g., Pielke, 2010). It is 

therefore fair to state that climate mitigation is a ‘wicked’ or ill-structured problem (e.g., Hoppe., 2008). 

As environmental problems manifest - and are to some extent solved - at the local level, local 

governments face a high degree of complexity on how to design and implement local climate policies as 

there is a high degree of uncertainty and local governments depend heavily on compliance by local 

actors to achieve their climate mitigation goals (cf., Hoppe, 2013). 

 Reduction of Greenhouse gas emissions has been on the policy agenda in the Netherlands 

since), following the Brundlandt report (WCED, 1987). Formally ‘climate policy’ has, however, only been 

implemented following the Policy Note on implementation of climate policy in 1998 (‘Uitvoeringsnota 

klimaatbeleid’). Nonetheless, policies indirectly aiming at Greenhouse Gas (GHG) emissions reduction, 

typically in support energy saving, energy efficiency or renewable energy, have already been in place 

since the 1970’s (De Jong, et al., 2005). Following the Brundtland report and its translation in Dutch 

policy (the first national environmental plan) central government tried to encourage local governments 

to adopt measures that can coined measures to Greenhouse gas emissions. However, this was a 

piecemeal approach as it was part of broader LA21 policy packages, while making use of 

intergovernmental policy support schemes (e.g.,VOGM; Hoppe and Coenen, 2011). Following the 1997 

Kyoto protocol, attention on reduction of GHG’s in society rose dramatically. This manifested both in 

increased national policy making and local initiatives; the latter heavily encouraged by environmental 

ngo’s (e.g., Milieufederaties, COS).  

2.1 National policy for uptake of climate mitigation policy by local authorities 

In 1998 the Netherlands translated the Kyoto Protocol approach in its own national climate policy plan, 

laid down in the ‘Uitvoeringsnota klimaatbeleid 1998’ (VROM, 1998). Key to the policy plan was 

contribution by economic sectors and multiple levels of government to achieve the national CO2 

emission reduction targets. The plan included a scheme designed to encourage local governments to 

adopt climate policies. By that time ‘climate policy’ was predominantly perceived as ‘climate mitigation 

policy’.  

 The challenge (for national government) is to stimulate local authorities to develop their own 

local climate policies, and have them implemented. Because Dutch local governments enjoy 

autonomous decision making competences, central government could not impose adoption of pre-

defined top-down climate policy upon them. They rather had to deploy intergovernmental subsidy 

schemes that would allow for less than half of the costs local governments were to make for 

development and implementation of local climate policy.  

 From 1999 local governments could apply for the grants under the first of two local climate 

schemes (‘Bestuursakkoord Nieuwe Stijl’; abbreviated as ‘BANS’). The more ambitious the proposed 

climate policy by local governments plans, the larger the subsidy sum granted by central government.  

The BANS scheme was designed to create substantial local capacity, because most local governments 

were often ill prepared, except for the few who had been active in preparing climate policy measures 

during the 1990, following the LA21 policy support scheme. The BANS scheme allowed local climate 

policy to be designed in various sectoral policy fields in which local governments exercise influence: (i) 

design and codify local climate policy in implementation plans, (ii) CO2 reduction in municipal buildings, 

(iii) CO2 reduction in housing (owned by house owners), (iv) CO2 reduction in office building (owned by 

local companies), (v) CO2 reduction by rural entrepreneurs, and (vi) CO2 reduction in transport and 

mobility (VROM, 1999).           
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2.2 Local climate mitigation policy developments 

Implementation of local climate policy stimulation schemes can roughly be divided in a start-up phase 

(1999-2006) in which local climate policy plans were developed, and a perpetuation phase (2007 – 

currently) in which local capacity becomes continuous and policy is actually implemented. 

 From 1999 till 2006 the BANS Scheme encouraged local governments to develop local climate 

policies, by providing budget, information (on examples of policy packages and measures that could 

typically be taken; see Table 1), and tailor made advice. Furthermore, grants from other policy sectors 

were available (e.g., on renewable energy and energy efficiency) for explorative studies on 

development of so-called ‘energy visions’, and (spatial) planning by determining CO2 reduction 

potentials of future projects (e.g. development of residential areas). Local governments hired 

consultants to carry out these studies (Van Bueren and Steenhuisen, 2013). Many of these reports 

became ‘blueprints’ to develop local climate policies. Strikingly, these policies were hardly subject to 

critical ex ante feasibility analysis (Hoppe, 2009). As a consequence, and in part due to strategic 

agenda-setting strategies by public officials, many ‘energy visions’ and local climate policies were 

formulated over-ambitious and paid little attention to the local context. In fact, local stakeholders were 

not even invited to participate in policy making processes (Van Bueren and Steenhuisen, 2013). In sum, 

local climate policy making had become a technocratic top-down affair, with little scope for exercise of 

democratic control by local political representatives (Hoppe, 2013). 

Table 1: Overview of typical climate mitigation policy measures used by Dutch municipalities. 

a) The municipality strives to have an up-to-date climate policy program and assigns 
high priority to it. 

b) The municipality has the ambition to achieve being a climate neutral municipality 
within the next few years. 

c) CO2-monitoring: the municipality annually calculates its CO2-production (by both 
citizens, business firms and your own municipal organization). 

d) There is a structural financial budget in the municipality for climate policy. 

e) The municipality uses the SLOK (intergovernmental) policy scheme to encourage 
local climate policy. 

f) The municipality employs a civil servant tasked with energy conservation and 
renewable energy. 

g) The municipality communicates climate change to its populace, with the aim to raise 
public support for its local climate policy. In practice this means at least one 
information activity annually aimed at the public at large. 

h) The municipality implements a policy program aimed at schools and other education 
institutes. 

i) The municipality actively encourages energy conservation amongst its inhabitants and 
house owners. 

j) The municipality sets measurable targets for the share of energy that derives from 
renewable sources (solar, wind, biomass, hydro power, geothermal heating). 

k) The municipality supports active and structured collaboration with local stakeholders 
in the field of climate mitigation and /or energy policy. 

l) The municipality has a membership of the “Klimaatverbond” (Climate Alliance). 

  From: Local Sustainability Metre (COS, 2009). 

Organisationally, taking up local climate policy meant a new mode had to be developed in which 

coordination and collaboration between the traditional sectoral policy departments in municipalities was 

to be arranged. In practice (large-scale) municipalities appointed ‘climate coordinators’ (often without 

earmarked administrative budgets) or environmental officers to manage and coordinate planning and 

implementation of policies. By the end of the BANS scheme period more than half of the Dutch 

municipalities (237 in total; and twelve provinces) were participating in the policy scheme, and on their 

way developing their own local climate policy (KplusV, 2006).         

 In 2006 Worldwide attention for climate change rose once again. This affected policy agendas 

of both central and local governments. Local governments, organized in ‘VNG’ (the Dutch cupola for 
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municipalities) initiated the ‘Climate agreement’ (VNG et al., 2007), which called both for close inter-

municipal collaboration on climate change issues, and with central government. The agreement was 

generally well received by municipalities throughout the country. The new national government coalition, 

which involved a new forerunner environmental minister, prof. Jacqueline Cramer, adopted the initiative 

in its new national climate policy, which provided a new local climate policy support scheme (on Local 

Climate Initiatives; abbreviated as ‘SLOK’). The scheme was designed to achieve perpetuation of local 

climate policy capacity, and implementation of policy plans (in collaboration with local stakeholders) 

developed under the BANS scheme. The scheme provided municipalities with financial support to hire 

personnel, conduct research, educate staff, and to develop a communication strategy (VROM, 2008a). 

Furthermore, local climate mitigation policies were assisted by support policies from other sectoral field, 

in particular on renewable energy (by the introduction of a new support scheme called ‘New energy for 

climate’ (VROM, 2008b), which enabled local actors to apply for subsidy grants for investments in 

innovative renewable energy (technical) appliances. These and other schemes enabled local 

governments to play a role as ‘launching customer’ to create market demand (Hoppe and Sanders, 

2012). By doing this it created demand in the local energy value chain, which facilitated local energy 

(decentral) producers to start producing. 

 By 2011, local climate policies had been formulated by the majority of municipalities. A study 

showed that 95% of municipalities had succeeded in formulating their own climate policy plans. 

Furthermore, the 2010 local authority elections showed that climate policy had become a political issue 

which reflected in most electoral plans by local political parties (DHV, 2010). Furthermore, nearly 82% 

of municipalities had applied for the SLOK scheme grants. When looking at policy output a study by 

Hoppe and Coenen (2011) reveals that use of available policy instruments had increased from 47% in 

2007 to 65% in 2009. The best equipped municipalities were, however, large-sized, and the ones who 

were already the forerunners from the 1990’s. Furthermore, among environmental policy field programs 

climate (mitigation) policy had become the one most used. At a glance, it can be observed that local 

climate policy had become common place among Dutch municipalities.           

 This claim is, however, misleading. Although policy output on climate mitigation looks rather 

substantial, this can hardly be said about the persistence of established local capacity and policy 

implementation as local capacity remains dependent on intergovernmental funding. This is illustrated by 

the fact that since the termination of the SLOK scheme in 2011 two thirds of all municipalities 

participating in the Climate Treaty have lowered the amount of projects subject to local climate policy 

(KplusV, 2012). The upward trend from the 2008-2011 was therefore discontinued (Klimaatverbond, 

2011). With regard to policy implementation, significant problems already applied in SLOK era, and will 

likely not be solved nor mitigate in the absence of a national support scheme. Implementation problems 

relate to: non-compliance by local stakeholders, lack of alignment with sectoral policies and the 

departments responsible for implementing them, institutional barriers, cost overruns in local projects, 

lack of policy performance measurement, evaluation, and enforcement (e.g., Hoppe, 2012; Hoppe and 

Sanders, 2012; KplusV, 2012). Many of these problems result arguably from poor policy design, over-

ambitious goal-setting, and lack of stakeholder engagement and participation in the policy making 

process (Hoppe, 2009; Hoppe and Sanders, 2012; Van Bueren and Steenhuisen, 2013).         

2.3 What lies ahead? 

Although the picture sketched looks rather gloomy there is room for optimism. Since 2007, climate 

mitigation issues, especially in the field of distributed generation of renewable energy, have received  

increasing attention by local communities and NGO’s. This is shown by the rapid nation-wide growth of 

local energy cooperatives by more than 300 since the first one was founded in 2007 (Messing, 2013). 

Local energy cooperatives indicate the adoption of climate mitigation initiatives by civilians and ‘grass 
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roots movements’. Whereas the policy push factor for local climate mitigation policy looks in decline, 

civil society is taking responsibilities into their own hands, and seems to seize control of the gap the 

Dutch central government has created by terminating the climate mitigation policy support schemes. It 

could very well be that the future of local climate mitigation lies with civil society and their 

accompanying local business partners. Local governments might retreat to a supportive facilitating role. 

Nonetheless, if civil society is to achieve climate mitigation goals autonomously it is not going to happen 

without substantive support from (central) government by taking away institutional and legal barriers 

(Straatman, et al., 2013).       

3. Developing adaptation policy in the Netherlands 

Half of the Netherlands territory is flood prone and which is therefore considered to be one of the most 

vulnerable countries of the European Union by the European Environmental Agency (European 

Environment Agency, 2006). Having 'conquered' much of its territory from the sea, the Dutch have a 

strong tradition of post-event adaptation to flooding. When dykes breeched, they were rebuild and 

strengthened. After the 1953 North Sea Flood –killing 1,850 people –the general mood was that this 

should never happen again. It resulted in the realisation of an extensive water engineering programme 

closing off river mouths and sea arms and enforcing drastic exceeding norms of up to once per 10,000 

years. Behind their safe dykes, the Dutch 'forgot' their vulnerable location (Terpstra, 2010). Only in the 

mid-1990s – when the major rivers in 1993 and 1995 had to discharge unusual quantities of rain and 

melting water from the Alps causing huge financial and physical damage – 'water' rose again on the 

agenda. In this setting, water-based adaptation was taken on board as part of a national shift towards a 

more integrated water management that commenced in 2000 (Van den Berg, 2013).  

3.1 National adaptation policy 

It was not until 2007 that a National Adaptation Strategy (NAS; Ministry VROM 2007) was developed 

that approached adaptation from a more holistic perspective. The NAS was inspired by a senate's 

motion calling for explicitly taking climate change into account in investment decisions and for a long-

term vision on the future development of the Netherlands (Eerste Kamer, 2005). The NAS was part of a 

broader adaptation programme that included the NAS, a national adaptation agenda and a research 

track in which for example the climate resilience of the Netherlands was examined. The research track 

was followed-up by two research programs of which one is still running. In the development and 

implementation of the ARK programme a broad range of ministries was involved (VROM, V&W, LNV 

and EZ) as well as the umbrella organizations of the decentralised governments. In the ARK 

programme, no clear goals were set nor were tasks and responsibilities allocated. Based on risk and 

vulnerability assessments, it was decided to focus on “spatial adaptation” that was prioritised by the 

Environmental Assessment Agency (PBL?). All sectors affected by climate change impacts were 

considered in the strategy that identified safety, climate, biodiversity and economy as the main themes 

for adaptation. Focussing on spatial adaptation, the NAS referred to non-spatial measures -e.g. public 

health – being considered in other policy processes. The measures were scheduled to materialize in a 

national adaptation agenda, but this was never delivered. 

 Parallel to the adaptation programme process, an advisory committee (the Delta Committee 

2008) was established to advice on sustainable coastal development. It advised in 2008 on the 

realisation of a Delta law and a Delta Commissioner who should be made responsible for a Delta 

programme that should make the country 'climate proof'. The Delta Commissioner began in 2010 and 

the Delta Act came into force in 2012. The ARK programme was ended in 2010 as its ambitions were 

adopted by the Delta Programme. However, the broad approach that was applied in the NAS was 

reduced in the Delta Programme to water safety and freshwater supply. 
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 The termination of the ARK programme meant a break in the trend of Dutch climate adaptation 

policy. While the NAS disappeared, it was not followed by a similar programme. Instead, currently there 

is no national, overarching climate adaptation plan with concrete measures for all sectors for which 

adaptation is required. The Delta Programme is a national program, but focuses primarily on water 

safety and freshwater supply and climate-resilient urban development -it does not consider all sectors 

that are vulnerable in terms of climate change, including public health (Algemene Rekenkamer, 2012). 

Therefore, the Dutch Court of Audit has concluded in their report on the national policy on adaptation 

that "the successive governments in recent years have taken steps to adapt to the changing climate, 

but the current policy is fragmented and does not cover all areas that are vulnerable to climate change. 

Therefore, a risk is that the country is insufficiently prepared for the consequences of climate 

change"(own translation; Algemene Rekenkamer, 2012). 

3.2 Local adaptation developments 

Adaptation in Dutch municipalities is primarily framed as adjusting to an intensifying of precipitation 

quantities. Most of the adaptation we encountered focuses on perceived weather variability which is 

typically narrowed down to increasing precipitation quantities. Broader or more abstract projections of 

future weather and climatic conditions were rarely taken into account locally. We can generally say that 

Dutch municipalities are considering adaptation in their policies and practices which generally comes 

down to the anticipation of current and projected shifts in precipitation patterns as this is now standard 

in local water policy. Adaptation further seems to also become ‘absorbed’ in the local environmental or 

climate policy where it increasingly seen as an expansion of the existing mitigation strategy 

(environmental scenario). However, the encountered adaptation plans that were in place can be 

characterised as sectoral instead of cross-sectoral plans. Therefore, the current generation of 

adaptation strategies do not consider the necessary cross-linkages in order to create efficiency and 

deploy the joint potential of knowledge, expertise and skills to cope with climate change. 

3.3 Current capacity 

Dutch municipalities quite heavily depend on the national level for funding that related to the 

decentralised policy model in which the national level determines policy and the lower governments 

implement these policies. Therefore, local financial leeway can be characterised as limited. To some 

extent related to this, the national government is generally seen by the local level to ‘own’ the problems 

that are ‘produced’ by climate change. Hence, it should prioritize adaptation as a general policy issue 

and then coordinate and facilitate the local implementation process. In addition, it is here where action 

is expected to keep up the current levels of flood protection. An observation that was made is that there 

are a few climate policy pioneers and there is a strong tendency to promote their best practices. 

However, a vast majority of middle sized municipalities shows little advancement in adaptation.  

3.4 What lies ahead 

In 2012, the General Audit Office concluded that there is limited consistency in the Dutch climate 

adaptation policy at national level. In response to this, the responsible Secretary of State explained that 

she is now working on a 'Roadmap climate' is being developed in which a broad and coherent vision on 

both climate change mitigation and adaptation (Tweede Kamer, 2013). This offers the possibility to 

reach a cross-sectoral approach to adaptation in which not only water, but also disaster management, 

public health and the environment can be considered. This is even more likely as the now dominant 

adaptation program the Delta Programme that was introduced above will end in 2014. This probably 

gives room to a different approach to adaptation. Perhaps then also other sectors that will be also 

affected by climate change can be addressed, as well as the interfaces between the affected sectors. 

Also at a local level shifts can be observed. The idea of the climate active city is now being spread that 
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calls for more attention to adaptation in conjunction with mitigation. 

4. Discussion and conclusions 

We look at the uptake of climate mitigation and climate adaptation policies as a policy implementation 

problem, where national policies and international policies have to be implemented. Although 

international treaties and national policies ask for a role of local authorities, it is also the reaction of 

municipalities on their own perception of local climate problem and local responsibility. This would ask 

for a much more bottom up approach to implementation. 

 Since the mid-seventies scholars have been studying policy implementation. A great many 

factors influencing policy implementation were highlighted. In this paper we are not taking all of them 

into account. We also do not just adopt a strict top-down perspective on the implementation only asking 

which factors hinder its implementation. We rather try to reach a synergetic perspective with a bottom-

up approach by asking also the question how the uptake of climate mitigation and climate adaptation 

policies has been given form ‘at the basis’. For this analytic framework we took the inspiration from the 

literature on the uptake of LA21 (Eckerberg et al., 1999; Coenen and Lafferty, 2001). We will discuss 

four broad categories of factors taken from implementation literature (Bressers, 2004, 2006) that 

influence implementation processes in general: 

 capacity of the implementing agencies; 

 information and knowledge;  

 beliefs, and; 

 power issues. 

4.1 Capacity of the implementing agencies 

Capacity as a success factor in implementation means that all actors who are supposed to play a role in 

the uptake of climate mitigation and climate adaptation policies have the capacity to do so. Capacity 

does not only mean resources in terms of money, personnel or other means but also organisational and 

management capacity. Some fore-running and active municipalities in both the uptake of climate 

mitigation as well as climate adaptation are actually quite small (e.g., Lochem) so the number of 

inhabitants is not the only factor that will determine available resources, but there is a strong correlation 

between number of inhabitants and financial means from local tax revenues or national funding. There 

will also be a strong correlation between size of the municipality and knowledge, professionalization 

and experience of civil servants (e.g., Kern et al., 2004). Large cities like Rotterdam have a specialised 

department for climate policy while small municipalities have to restrict themselves to the minimum 

requirements (where climate policy measures are part of the larger environmental policy domain). But 

larger municipalities, in particular cities, also might be more vulnerable to climate change impacts  

 The size is not decisive for the availability of knowledge and specialist civil servants. This also 

depends on the division of tasks between municipalities and (voluntary) collaboration between 

municipalities. In the 1990’s Dutch municipalities received incentives if the collaborated voluntarily in 

the so-called BUGM and VOGM funding to implement the national environmental policy plans. The 

earmarked funding of measures included climate mitigation but at that time not climate adaptation. In 

this earmarked funding the implementation level aimed at collaborations of at least 70,000 inhabitants. 

Collaborating in informal network, in more formal inter municipal co-operations or even in supra 

municipal authorities can be a way to overcome resource barriers. A difference between climate 

mitigation and climate adaptation seems is also the more extended voluntary network on climate 

mitigation, the climate alliance initiative. 

 The most important way to overcome the problem of basic resources and administrative 
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capacity is direct financial support by the national and regional governments or others donors. In that 

case even the smallest communities can have access to necessary resources. Here there are large 

differences in the financing of climate mitigation and climate adaptation. Whereas earmarked funding 

like BANS was available for climate mitigation policy development, climate adaptation measures had to 

be paid from basic municipality funding. For adaptation, legal requirements have been formulated 

nationally to which the local level needs to commit. However, no additional funding was made available 

for the realisation of this. This also had consequences for the differences in organisational form that the 

implementation of climate mitigation and climate adaptation took. Municipalities appointed climate 

mitigation coordinators. In contrast adaptation tasks had to be implemented within the departments of 

water and spatial planning as regular tasks  

 Differences in organisational form have also to do with the differences in municipal tasks. 

Although both climate mitigation (Coenen and Menkveld, 2002) and climate adaptation involve a broad 

set of related municipal tasks fields and municipal obligations. In climate adaptation there are indirect 

obligations for municipal water management, but this excludes health related tasks. In climate 

mitigation the tasks are based on a voluntary agreement between the different layers of government. 

Furthermore, local capacity on climate policy actions are more prevalent when municipalities participate 

in transnational municipal networks (Kern and Bulkeley, 2009; Hoppe and Coenen, 2011).  

 4.2 Information and knowledge  

For both climate adaptation and climate mitigation there is much uncertainty about the size and 

seriousness of the climate effects. What is particular difficult for climate adaptation is that the future 

effects have to be coupled with the local circumstances before one knows what to do, while climate 

mitigation measures can be taken by all municipalities independent of the local necessity. Of course 

climate mitigation measures depend on the local climate emission sources, often controlled by other 

local stakeholders. However, there is a lot of uncertainty on how GHG emissions can best be mitigated. 

Because municipalities are heavily depending on local stakeholders to mitigate GHG emissions it is 

important that these are aware about the harmful effects of energy use, GHG emissions it causes, and 

their own individual behaviours. In order to raise awareness many communicative policy instruments – 

in particular advertisements are broadcasted, campaigns are organized and informative booklets, 

website information and leaflets are disseminated.            

Because municipalities – in particular middle- and small-sized municipalities – lack expertise, 

consultancy agencies are hired to investigate the current situation, and suggest strategies to mitigate 

GHG emissions. Their technology driven views and study designs often lead to policy advise that have 

little to do with the complex reality of municipal politics, policy and practice. Nonetheless, in many cases 

these reports often deliver the blueprints for local climate mitigation policies and their spatial 

implications. Due to lack of technical insight and being overly ambitious for political reasons, policy 

makers and public official adopt these advises often without realizing that the feasibility of these plans is 

not without risks. In order to explore potential implementation risks, municipalities should – theoretically 

speaking – engage local stakeholders and allow them to participate (to a certain extent) in decision-

making, and co-create policy. Evidence, however, shows that even in relative large cities like Enschede, 

this is not happening (Kokkeler, 2012).  

Furthermore, indications are that there is little knowledge about GHG reductions that are 

actually achieved. Therefore, it is next to impossible to determine to which extent policy goals have 

been achieved. Due to a lack of monitoring, policy evaluation hardly makes sense because key 

information on policy outcome indicators are missing. Moreover, it should be stressed that many 

municipalities on purpose avoid to take up quantitative goals on GHG emission and couple it to a 

temporal dimension, for risk of failing to achieve them and, hence, bearing the political consequences 
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(e.g., Hoppe, 2009). Obviously ambitious, but contested, abstract, and hardly measurable goals such 

as ‘climate neutrality’ can be found in many local climate mitigation policy plans.  

A further difference in the uptake of climate mitigation and climate adaptation is that in climate 

mitigation other stakeholders like energy companies, NGOs and to a large extent consultancy agencies 

played a much more active role in influencing municipalities to take action.  

4.3 Beliefs  

Climate mitigation had more priority among local actors than climate adaptation. Especially, in the 

period following the ‘climate mitigation hype of 2006-7’, climate change was typically framed as ‘climate 

mitigation’ – in particular policies to support taking up energy saving measures. It was even coined the 

new frame encompassing environmental policy at large. Not surprisingly, during this period the ‘Climate 

Alliance’ was brought into existence, and many municipalities were adopting overly ambitious climate 

mitigation policies (this related to both goals and policy plans). Furthermore, the hype resulted in 

moving climate policy to the policy agenda, which indirectly resulted in a new climate policy support 

scheme (SLOK). This, however, stressed climate mitigation, and not so much climate adaptation. This 

framing and its consequences lead to adverse effects. It was observed that picking up climate 

adaptation measures would mean accepting that one will indefinitely be subject climate change. It was 

perceived that this would go on the expenses of climate mitigation efforts! The belief in the existence of 

the specific local climate change impacts influenced climate adaptation more than climate mitigation. It 

can therefore be argued that due to framing the two climate discourses ‘adaptation’ on the one hand 

and ‘mitigation’ on the other hand would be competing for political attention in agenda-setting and 

hence budget allocation (the latter clearly in the advantage of mitigation when one looks to 

municipalities’ and provincial budget sections in their yearly policy plans).  

4.4 Power issues 

The ‘drivers’ revealed show similarities to key implementation factors identified by Bulkeley & Betsill 

(2003) on local climate mitigation efforts; that is: (1) a committed individual in a local-level government 

that (2) manifests a solid climate-protection policy (preventing GHG emissions), (3) has funding 

available, (4) has power over mitigation-related domains, and (5) perhaps most crucially, has the 

political will to act. By adjusting factors (2) and (4) from mitigation to adaptation, this list provides a solid 

baseline for future adaptation initiatives. On the basis of our study, however, we would also add such 

local contextual factors as: (6) an awareness of the specifics of local climate change impacts (see Table 

8.5), (7) hands-on experience with emission-preventing policies, (8) attempts to factor risk assessment 

into long-term policies, (9) experience with previous extreme-weather events, and (10) the size of the 

municipality population. 

Further observations are that: 

 Central government exercises a great degree of influence to align municipalities in relation to 

adoption of local policy programs that are basically designed at central level, via 

intergovernmental incentive schemes; 

 Collaborative municipal initiatives, like the Climate Alliance, can influence and even set 

agendas and policies at national level (e.g. Climate Alliance, 2007-8). 

 Local climate policy officials and civil servants depend heavily on collaboration with colleagues 

from other (sectoral) municipality departments. 

 Local governments are often restricted to the take up and use of ‘soft’ policy instruments, for the 

‘hard ones’ are left for central and regional governments; this severely restricts steering capacity 
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and governance actions with local stakeholders; 

 Local stakeholders exercise a lot of power to (not) comply with (and frustrate) local climate 

policy as proposed by local government. Often they are dissatisfied with local governments 

demanding them to make high (financial) investments, whereas there is little they may expect in 

return (Hoppe, 2009). Poor enforcement of climate mitigation policy does not impede local 

stakeholder from non-compliance. 

 There is an upcoming trend of civil self-organization, mobilization and power accumulation of 

civil society. Citizens have become keener on taking matters of energy affairs (in particular) into 

their own hands. 

 

5. Conclusions 

On mitigation, adaptation and the linkage between those two pathways we conclude: 

• On the mitigation pathway: 

• Climate mitigation – in particular energy saving – is considered a popular, even ‘trendy’ 

topic. The uptake of mitigation policies at the local level since the late 1990’s shows a 

steady approach, although declining as of late (following the 2011 termination of the 

SLOK scheme). The 2000-2010 decennium was characterized as a top down policy 

affair, due to well financed support schemes. Although local capacity has increased 

substantially in this period, little is known about actual goal achievement, and 

engagement and compliance of local stakeholders is not considered to be very high.  

• Currently, it looks like local citizens want to be more in control themselves. At the same 

time municipalities are confronted with decreased budgetary support from higher 

governments. The future looks like local governments are retreating and to a status 

characterized in terms like the ‘Hollow State’. 

• On the adaptation pathway: 

• This pathway is subject to reductionist framing towards heavy precipitation and water 

policy. Although there is some awareness about the about the scope and magnitude of 

risks related to climate change, it looks like the issue is not considered very urgent. This 

is indicated by the low degree of local capacity that has been created. 

• Whereas climate mitigation from the beginning had national priority and was followed up 

with additional finances, this was not the case for climate adaptation.  

• It looks like adaptation is framed to be just an ‘add on’ to climate mitigation policy. 

• On linking mitigation with adaptation: 

• From our analysis we observe a poor linking of mitigation with adaptation in local 

practice. 

• Nonetheless, there are several on-going demonstration projects in urban areas, like 

Rotterdam and the Arnhem-Nijmegen region. Here, a focus on integrated spatial 

planning and project management are in place to link adaptation and mitigation in real-

life projects. 

In sum, we observed clear differences in the implementation paths between climate mitigation and 

climate adaptation. It looks like a clear vision and integrated program on how to link the climate 
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adaptation and mitigation pathways is still missing. The question can be raised whether Dutch policy 

makers feel the need for a coordinated and integrated program? This is currently far from reality in local 

level practice.   
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