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Introduction

The governance of climate change adap-
tation and mitigation is becoming a major 
policy issue across the globe. It is being 
increasingly recognized that fundamental 
changes to the ways in which state appa-
ratuses function will be necessary in order 
to develop effective policies. This also con-
cerns the regulation of relations between 
government, the private sector and NGOs, 
as well as the distribution of government 
fi nance and subsidy. Considering that ‘in 
order to address the challenges of climate 
change, attention needs to be focused not 
only at the international level but also on 
how climate protection policy is taking 
shape locally’, since ‘municipalities are 
increasingly deploying self-governing and 
enabling approaches to undertaken emis-
sions reductions’ (Bulkeley and Kern, 
2006: 2237), recent years have seen the 
rising importance of the transition to a low 
carbon economy at the urban scale. It is 
widely recognized that cities will become a 
central arena for the addressing of climate 
change concerns.

One of the regions where such issues are 
becoming particularly pertinent is the space 
occupied by the former communist states 
in Eastern and Central Europe (ECE). Ur-

Can the Urban Public Sphere in Eastern and Central Europe Deliver
Participatory Climate Change Protection?

ban areas in these states have undergone a 
double transition: from a centrally-planned 
to a market economy, and from a carbon-
intensive and wasteful energy sector to 
much more sustainable energy technolo-
gies and practices. Choices about transfor-
mations that are being made in the present, 
therefore, will affect generations for years 
to come. ECE states have effectively been 
facing multiple sets of ‘critical junctures’, 
which, while determining the paths of de-
velopment to come, are themselves embed-
ded in the specifi c legacies and trajectories 
inherited from the previous system. The en-
meshing of future and past path dependencies 
has often created institutional traps and ‘lock 
ins’ – situations where economic, political or 
social ineffi ciencies persist, despite pressure 
to change from the external environment.

Social scientists have frequently ques-
tioned the idea that post-communist re-
gions and cities are undergoing a linear 
movement from one state to another, em-
phasizing the existence of diverse ‘trans-
formation’ trajectories instead. However, 
much less research has been done on the 
movement towards a low-carbon and less 
energy intensive urban and regional system, 
in the context of climate protection policies. 
While there is some knowledge about the 
overall movement towards more sustainable 

environmental practices in post-communist 
ECE, it has generally failed to communicate 
with broader scientifi c debates concerning 
science and technology studies, as well as 
bottom-up developments related to social 
movements. Moreover, discussions on ur-
ban post-communist and climate protec-
tion transitions have rarely communicated 
with each other. The transition experience 
of post-communist states is rarely invoked 
in debates about the political decisions and 
policy steps associated with the need to 
move towards a more sustainable energy 
system.

In particular – and in the light of the need 
for better climate protection policies – it re-
mains unclear whether the urban political 
sphere in post communist ECE has the ca-
pacity to deliver participatory and effective 
environmental policies. This essay, there-
fore, brings together some of the available 
knowledge on the subject to explore some 
of the local governance and public participa-
tion challenges that ECE might face in the 
future as they attempt to move towards a 
more sustainable urban system, in line with 
the demands of broader climate protection 
policies.

Considering the importance of past legacies 
in determining current and future develop-

ment, the essay commences with a review 
of existing knowledge on the role of the 
communist centrally planned economy in 
shaping local government in ECE – as one 
of the overarching features in the region. We 
then explore the ways in which decentralisa-
tion processes and broader urban transfor-
mations have unfolded in post-communism. 
This is then supplemented by a brief survey 
of environmental and climate protection pol-
icies in ECE cities; the conclusion connects 
such knowledge to debates on post-commu-
nist local government restructuring.

Territorial government during 
communist central planning

The creation of a one-party system af-
ter World War Two led to the complete 
transformation of the state administrative 
system in ECE. Sub-national government 
structures were completely reorganised 
to match the Soviet ideology and politi-
cal approach. At the same time, ‘territorial 
governments were established on the local 
level (rural and urban municipalities), dis-
trict level, and regional (provincial) level’ 
(Illner, 2002: 10), with an organisational 
structure that involved ‘an elected assem-
bly, an executive board elected by the as-
sembly and headed by a chairman, several 
committees composed of deputies, and an 
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administrative apparatus’. Central govern-
ment was given supremacy over basically 
all matters of regulatory importance, with 
sub-national units being relegated largely 
to utility and service management func-
tions. Based on the available literature, it 
is possible to identify the following key 
features of local government under com-
munism:

•	 The inexistence of accountability and 
democracy – despite the holding of 
formal elections at sub-national levels, 
these were mainly done for public re-
lations purposes rather than fostering 
any meaningful democratic processes;

•	 The maintenance of effective power 
over all appointments and staffing poli-
cies by the apparatus of the Communist 
party, which meant that all officials in 
the line of management were vetted by 
its governing structures and there was 
a firm vertical line of command among 
all levels of administration;

•	 The insufficient economic autonomy 
of territorial government, which be-
sides lacking its own property had its 
budgets completely determined by the 
central state;

•	 The inexistence of cross-sectoral co-
operation and integration among the 
various branches of local government, 
and the corresponding central govern-
ment departments. The vertical line of 

responsibility meant that there were 
overlaps in many domains, while oth-
ers were insufficiently covered by state 
liabilities;

•	 The gradual emergence of local clien-
telism, as a result of the growing power 
of economic organisations as well as 
the expansion of relations of network-
ing, negotiation and informal economic 
exchange. This meant that certain ac-
tors were more privileged than others, 
and effective action at the local scale 
was determined by the ability of indi-
viduals and firms to win favours from 
the political elites linked to enterprises 
and the Communist party;

•	 The divergence of national level condi-
tions post-1960, as a result of reforms 
undertaken by individual countries 
(early 1960s in Czechoslovakia, early 
1970s in Poland and Yugoslavia, and 
the early 1980s in Hungary). 

Illner (2002) claims that a number of spe-
cific legacies arose out of this process. The 
policies adopted under communist central 
planning, according to him, created ‘a sepa-
ration of the private and the public spheres’ 
accompanied by ‘a popular distrust of insti-
tutions, of any political representation, and 
of formal procedures’ (page 14). They also 
resulted in an ‘unwillingness on the part of 
citizens to get involved in public matters 
and to hold public office’. At the same time, 
there was ‘a paternalism that was charac-

terized by a belief that local needs should 
be and will be taken care of by extralocal 
actors, usually by higher standing authori-
ties’ accompanied by ‘a popular feeling 
of being chronically disadvantaged, of the 
community being neglected by authorities’ 
(ibid). Overall, it can be concluded, local 
communities in most ECE states were in 
position where a culture of proactive local 
public participation was lacking at the end 
of communism; even though a burgeoning 
environmental NGO movement started to 
appear already in the late 1980s, citizens 
found it difficult to define the common in-
terest on matters of local community con-
cern, and to be proactive in lobbying the 
authorities for change.

Post-communist decentralisation
processes: challenges and dilemmas

The post-communist restructuring process 
that commenced in 1990 led to radical 
changes in the structure of economic and 
political institutions in ECE. However, this 
was not necessarily a rational process of 
constructing new institutions in order to 
move toward optimal economic develop-
ment goals. Stark (1996) contends that it 
involved ‘…rebuilding organizations and 
institutions not on the ruins but with the 
ruins of communism’ (page 995). He ar-
gues that because of the importance of the 
‘ruins’ of the state socialist system (in terms 
of trade, links, institutions, regulation, per-
sonal, and inter-firm networks), the econom-
ic transformation can be characterised as 

path dependent. This is not a deterministic 
trajectory, however, since the actors in the 
transformation process are constrained by 
existing institutional resources. As a result, 
some courses and horizons of actions were 
limited, while others were favoured.

The local government policies adopted 
by ECE countries during the transition 
were variegated and diverse. Overall, how-
ever, it can be concluded that there was a 
widespread process of political and admin-
istrative decentralisation. The roots of this 
structural movement can be traced back as 
far as the 1980s, when local political action 
became a key focus for political resistance 
in countries like Poland. Despite the factors 
noted above – i.e. the low overall develop-
ment of a grassroots political culture – citi-
zens generally wanted their governments to 
give greater power to decisions made at the 
local level. In part, some of these expecta-
tions harked back to pre-communist nostal-
gia, when the Austrian, German – and to a 
lesser extent, the Ottoman – empires that 
ruled this part of the world had developed 
extensive and functional systems of territo-
rial management.

In terms of decentralisation policies, the 
basic principle followed initially by most 
countries was to create small local gov-
ernment units that would reflect historical 
legacies and local peoples’ wishes. Hunga-
ry was possibly the most successful in this 
regard, having established a functioning sys-
tem already at the end of the 1990s. Other 
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Central European countries were quick to 
follow. However, one of the main problems 
was the insufficient capacity at the middle 
tier of government – regional level govern-
ments often lacked resources, democracy, 
or both. Also present was the issue of po-
litical and economic fragmentation, due to 
the excessive number of municipalities in 
some countries. Work to resolve this is still 
in progress – while some countries still lack 
a middle tier of government with a properly 
functioning and clear mandate (especially 
in Central Europe), in others, there still is 
an effective lack of fiscal and political de-
centralisation to the local level (particularly 
in the Balkans).

Such changes unfolded alongside the ex-
tensive transformation of post-communist 
cities. The breakdown of the land alloca-
tion and urban planning model favoured by 
the central economy led to rapid processes 
of residential and commercial suburbanisa-
tion and exurban sprawl; decentralisation 
policies also made a contribution in this 
context. There was also an overall reor-
ganisation of the urban system in most 
countries, with national capitals or the 
centres of prosperous regions tending to 
expand at the expense of many small- and 
medium-sized towns in less prosperous re-
gions. This process was catalysed by the 
uneven economic geographies of transi-
tion, which resulted in the concentration 
of high-value-added industries and ser-
vices in a limited number of metropolitan 
agglomerations. ‘Winner’ urban centres 

(e.g. Prague, Budapest, Warsaw, Krakow, 
Ljubljana, Bratislava, Bucharest, Timisoara, 
Sofia) also saw dynamics of reurbanisation 
and inner-city regeneration, while the effects 
of industrial decline and population outflow 
were most visible in ‘loser’ regions (such 
as Eastern Poland, Northern Bohemia and 
Northern Moravia in the Czech Republic, the 
Great Plain and Northern Hungary, Eastern 
and Southern Serbia, Northeastern Slovenia, 
Northern Moldova and the Southeastern Ro-
manian Plain, North Central Bulgaria).

Local-level climate protection 
policies in transition

The post-communist transition led to im-
portant reform decisions in terms of the 
ways in which the energy sector’s infra-
structure networks, economic relations and 
legislative systems were organised. Most 
countries in ECE – partly under pressure 
from the EU – developed extensive energy 
efficiency support programmes to deal with 
the inherited communist legacies in this do-
main. Such policies resulted in significant 
improvements of the intensity of energy use, 
especially in the residential sector. Com-
bined with the major decrease of industrial 
energy intensity as a result of downsizing, 
this meant that most ECE states have seen 
significant energy efficiency gains in recent 
years (see Ürge Vorsatz et al., 2006). 

Municipalities have been taking an increas-
ingly prominent role in managing climate 
protection matters in ECE. A central part 

of this has been the development of mu-
nicipal energy strategies and plans, as key 
components of regional and local strategies 
for the sustainable development of regions 
and cities. In addition, many ECE munici-
palities have developed energy programmes 
and action plans to address climate protec-
tion and energy security issues. These have 
been coordinated with wider spatial and ur-
ban development plans, as well as national 
building rules and standards. They have of-
fered different options for the development 
of energy networks (see GEF/UNDP, 2004). 

Some ECE local authorities have also been 
involved in programmes for retrofitting the 
municipal building stock – as well as en-
ergy efficiency measures and energy man-
agement – in addition to energy audits of 
municipal buildings and carrying out pro-
jects for energy efficiency improvement. In 
their role as energy producer and supplier, 
cities and regions have been addressing 
issues surrounding the efficiency of heat 
and power generation (particularly district 
heating) and the use of renewable energy 
sources. A central part of this has been di-
minishing losses in the transportation and 
distribution of energy (since most such net-
works are municipally-owned) (ibid).

Typical activities undertaken in the public 
participation domain have included dissemi-
nating information on the advantages of in-
vestment in energy efficiency measures, and 
conducting campaigns on the opportunities 
for more efficient energy use. Some local 

councils have also implemented demonstra-
tion activities, which point to the advantages 
of energy efficiency, while offering practical 
ways and means to achieve it. Municipali-
ties have also been involved in the provision 
of consultancy support for the implementa-
tion of energy efficiency projects (ibid).

While the list of the measures noted above 
is neither exhaustive nor comprehensive, 
one would struggle to find a local authority 
that has implemented it in its entirety. Com-
monly, the lack of economic resources and 
effective political power have prevented 
municipalities from acting comprehensive-
ly in the domain of local energy efficiency 
and climate protection. What is more, the 
combination of rigid national policies and 
inadequate legal regulations has often cre-
ated conditions in which local authorities 
are unable to affect infrastructural and tech-
nological systems that fall under their juris-
diction. This is perhaps most evident in the 
domain of district heating, which, despite 
providing a potentially highly sustainable 
method to heat collective residential build-
ings, has been in decline across many ECE 
states (particularly in Southeastern Europe, 
where such networks have often suffered 
from vicious circles of disconnection). The 
problems faced by district heating networks 
illustrate the inherited technological issues 
faced by this type of infrastructure, as well 
as the inability of municipal governments 
(which often own the networks) to provide 
for effective means of public participation 
(Poputoaia and Bouzarovski, 2010).
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Another case where ECE municipalities 
have struggled to infl uence the management 
of public matters pertains to the domain of 
spatial planning. ECE cities have often suf-
fered from dynamics of urban sprawl and 
inner-city decline as a result of broader 
processes that local authorities have been 
either unwilling or unable to control. In the 
Czech Republic, for example, the construc-
tion of thousands of satellite settlements – 
with all of their negative long-term impacts 
on climate change mitigation and adapta-
tion – happened at the behest of suburban 
municipalities who were eager to attract the 
population and tax revenue that accompa-
nied this phenomenon. The poor capacity 
of regional and metropolitan government to 
regulate the matter, coupled with local au-
thority fragmentation, meant that its larger 
scale consequences remained unchecked.

Conclusion

This essay has highlighted the different 
ways in which moving towards a low car-
bon energy future in the ECE context has 
to take into account the legacies of the 
communist past in the regulation of terri-
torial government, as well as the present 
capacity of local authorities to undertake 
policies in this domain. It is clear that 
the challenges brought about by the post-
communist restructuring process have 
affected the ‘institutional and economic 
parameters [that] determine the underly-
ing vulnerability and adaptive capacity of 
societies’ in the context of ‘interventions 

and planned adaptations at the most ap-
propriate scales’ (Adger, 2001: 921). 

Given the diversity of the urban public 
sphere in ECE, it is diffi cult to make an 
overall assessment of its public participa-
tion abilities. What is clear, however, is that 
energy policy making in ECE is increasing-
ly devolved to the local and regional level. 
An entire de facto legal framework is being 
created to support this process. Given the 
poor fi nancial and regulatory power of re-
gional government, as well as the problem 
of liability fragmentation at the local level, 
it is clear that a signifi cant amount of ca-
pacity-building will be necessary in order 
to increase the administrative competence, 
institutional transparency and democratic 
profi ciency of local authorities, civil socie-
ty organisations, enterprises and the public 
more generally.
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