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Local Climate Policy and the Role of the Citizen –
The Case of Potsdam (Germany)

FRITZ REUSSWIG and MIRJAM NEEBE
Potsdam Institute for Climate Impact Research (PIK)

Local Climate Policy and the Role 
of Citizens

Until recently, it seemed self-evident that in-
ternational negotiations between nation states 
are the adequate arena for dealing with global 
issues such as climate change. Two independ-
ent developments have challenged this view: 
the rather disappointing outcomes of the two 
UN climate summits in Copenhagen (2009) 
and Cancún (2010), and the growing rel-
evance of local climate policy activities. 

Cities cover only about 2 per cent of the 
Earth’s surface, but are home to more than 
50 per cent of the world’s population, and 
own a disproportionately high share of the 
global GDP. In other words: cities are the 
planet’s economic growth machines, be-
sides being its major knowledge centres and 
cultural laboratories. They are also major 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emitters and thus 
bear global responsibility. Greater London’s 
GHG emissions, for example, exceed those 
of Greece, but only Greece is participating 
in the UN climate policy system. 

While addressing international climate poli-
cy, many national states show symptoms of 
free-rider behaviour–leading to sub-optimal 
outcomes, incremental progress, and a dom-
inance of averaged national interests–while 

at the local level, it has been observed that 
some cities move ahead and implement am-
bitious GHG reduction targets well beyond 
their national government’s counterparts. 
As there is no international policy arena for 
local climate policy—only voluntary asso-
ciations in cities such as the Climate Alli-
ance (see http://www.klimabuendnis.org/) 
or the Local Governments for Sustainability 
Organisation (ICLEI, see http://www.iclei.
org/)—all these are local activities and, be-
ing voluntary, come without conditions. 

To what degree do citizens and their will-
ingness to do something about climate 
change infl uence this fact? Can the proac-
tive role of some cities in the domain of 
climate policy be traced back – at least in 
part – to the policy preferences and the be-
haviour of citizens? What role do citizens 
play in the context of local climate poli-
cies? And can cities perform better in terms 
of climate policy if they improve the par-
ticipation of citizens? These are important 
questions, which we would like to discuss 
briefl y against the background of a German 
case study: the city of Potsdam. 

Potsdam’s Local Climate Policy

Potsdam, more than 1,000 years old and lo-
cated southwest of Berlin, is the capital of 

the German Federal State of Brandenburg 
and has about 155,000 inhabitants. Unlike 
many other cities in the former East Ger-
many, Potsdam is not a shrinking, but a 
growing city, with more than 1,000 new in-
habitants every year. The attractiveness of 
the city is due, partly, to its steadily grow-
ing (mostly, service) economy, its beauty 
and high quality of life, and its vicinity to 
Berlin, where many inhabitants work. 

In 1990, the GHG emissions from the city 
area (excluding indirect emissions result-
ing from consumption and air travel) were 
about 1.59 million tonnes of CO2eq (11.2 t. 
per capita and year). At the time, a lignite-
based power plant provided the bulk of the 
city’s heat and power. In a very heavily 
debated decision (Brandenburg is a coal 
producing country, Potsdam is its capital), 
the city decided to replace the old power 
plant with a new, natural gas-based CHP 
plant in the mid-1990s. In addition, many 
ineffi cient buildings – owned mostly by 
public utility housing enterprises – were 
retro-fi tted during the 1990s. As a result, 

the city’s emissions in 2005 amounted to 
0.867 million tonnes of CO2eq (5.9 t. per 
capita and year).1

In 1995, Potsdam joined the Climate Alli-
ance, which included a ‘soft’ commitment 
to reduce GHG emissions by 10 per cent 
every fi ve years. In 2000, the city admin-
istration published its fi rst GHG inventory 
as part of its Climate Alliance membership 
duties. In order to fulfi l the recurring duty 
of GHG reporting, as well as to coordinate 
tasks of local climate policy, an administra-
tor post was created in 2000 to act as the 
nucleus of the Climate Protection Coordi-
nation Offi ce established in 2007. In the 
same year—the global climate debate had 
reached a historical peak during the publi-
cation of Intergovernmental Panel on Cli-
mate Change’s (IPCC) Fourth Assessment 
Report that very year—the city council (the 
legislative body of Potsdam) decided in a 
resolution to further reduce the city’s emis-
sions by 20 per cent by 2020, with 2005 as 
the base year. This translates into an aver-
age annual reduction of 0.173 million tonnes 

1 The average German emits about 11 tonnes of CO2eq per year. But this figure includes direct and indirect emissions from 
food and other consumption as well as from air travel, areas that the city administration—according to the accounting rules of 
the Climate Alliance—had excluded from its own calculations. The sum of air travel, food and other consumption-related emis-
sions per capita in Germany on average is 5.4 tonnes. Added to Potsdam’s 2005 per capita emissions, a hypothetical per capita 
emission figure of 11.3 tonnes for that year is calculated. This indicates that the city still has a long way to go in order to meet its 
long-term goal. Despite the Climate Alliance accounting rules, however, the city felt that air travel and the general consumption 
patterns of its inhabitants were beyond its influence. 
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up until 2020. The long-term goal for 2050 
was set at 2.5 tonnes per capita and year, 
according to the Climate Alliance agree-
ments. It was felt that additional efforts 
were needed, but the council members as 
well as the administration did not know ex-
actly how—with what strategy and at what 
cost—this goal could be achieved. For that 
reason, the administration decided to com-
mission external expertise in order to real-
ise the 2007 resolution.

It was at this point that the Potsdam Insti-
tute for Climate Impact Research (PIK) 
came into play, with PIK leading a consor-
tium of consultants that eventually won the 
competition to provide the city with a strat-
egy, the so-called Integrated Climate Pro-
tection Concept.2 PIK, a globally oriented 
climate-science think tank with a strong 
capacity in modelling, did not have expe-
rience in local climate policy consultancy, 
but this was viewed as a unique opportunity 
to work for Potsdam—after all it was the 
city from which its name was derived and 
where its office was based. For PIK and its 
partners—city planners, energy consult-
ants, traffic planners, and engineers—the 
requirement to finalise the concept in only 
six months was a real challenge. 

The Integrated Climate Protection
Concept

As a result, PIK and its partners delivered 
a 477-page report and handed it over to the 
city administration.3 The study contained 
a detailed analysis of Potsdam’s carbon 
footprint, including a land-travel analysis, 
a regionalised and digitalised account of 
the heating demands for all buildings, and 
a complete account of electricity usage in 
the city. In addition, the structure of the city 
including its large green areas, were ana-
lysed. 

Based on this analysis, a general vision 
for climate protection and adaptation in 
Potsdam was provided. Although the city 
administration was mainly interested in 
concrete climate change adaptation and 
GHG mitigation measures, it was felt that 
this overarching vision was important, as it 
illustrated the specific ‘Potsdam approach’ 
to local climate policy. For the global goal 
of climate protection it is only the reduced 
tonnes of CO2eq that count. But this is not 
the case for cities, because they are living 
social organisms: GHG are always con-
nected to the specific character of the city, 
and reduction strategies are part of a socio-

2 Many cities and townships in Germany have such concepts, and usually the know-how is provided by external experts. The 
German environmental ministry (BMU) supports the creation of these strategies financially, which was the case in Potsdam.
3 The complete German version of the concept can be downloaded at http://www.potsdam.de/cms/dokumente/10069761_978696/
a89a339e/IntegriertesKlimaschutzkonzept2010.pdf.
4 For many of these measures it was next to impossible to calculate CO2 reduction potential and/or monetary costs, especially 
for measures such as the provision and dissemination of information to the public. Some measures had co-benefits that out-
weighed costs, these included reducing air pollution, or adaptation measures that would also improve public health or reduce 
the health risks of climate change.

technical transformation process; part of 
individual biographies—or even biographi-
cal changes. Carbon accounting is both a 
matter of numbers and of stories—stories 
of cities, and stories of people. In order to 
connect the ‘numbers’ with the ‘stories,’ the 
concept provided a vision, both as a mission 
statement and as a statement of how the city 
could utilise its particular urban capital. 

But of course, even with such a mission 
statement, concrete measures were indis-
pensible. The PIK-led consortium came 
up with 99 detailed measures for Potsdam, 
accounting for an average annual reduc-
tion of 0.284 million tonnes—substantially 
more than the city had originally planned. 
Whether or not Potsdam could really 
achieve this goal clearly depended upon 
the political will of the city government 
and the participation of the business sector 
and private households. For each measure 
proposed by the concept, the costs and ben-
efits were listed, along with the responsible 
body within the city.4 The concept con-
cluded by discussing different scenarios: 
for example, a combination of measures 
that was compatible with the 2007 goal of 
reducing Potsdam’s emissions by 20 per 
cent. These measures differed according to 
the selection criteria used: CO2 efficiency, 
cost efficiency, or strategic coherence. PIK 
and its partners clearly preferred the stra-
tegic coherence scenario over the others 
although it was neither the cheapest nor the 
most cost-effective choice. It comprised 
50 single measures, leading to a combined 

reduction of 0.192 million tonnes annually, 
which would translate into a total monetary 
cost of 342.3 million Euros up until 2020, 
and cost the city administration about 8.7 
million Euros in the same period. 

The reason for preferring this ‘Leitbild’ 
(Model) scenario over the others was the 
consortium’s commitment to a coherent 
and publicly visible local climate policy. 
Although it would have been possible to 
achieve most of the reductions by way of an 
expansion and densification of the central 
district heating system with which Potsdam 
is endowed, we rejected this idea. The pri-
mary reason for this was both economic and 
strategic: as district heating today is more 
expensive than individual heating systems 
based on natural gas, changes would have 
had to be made to pricing policies, while 
homeowners would also have had to be con-
vinced to connect to the central system.

This would have required a deliberate stra-
tegic choice on the part of the public util-
ity company, and a proactive communica-
tion strategy by the city itself. Both in turn 
would have required a solid climate protec-
tion policy and a credible communication 
strategy, clearly asking for a broad array of 
measures in various domains (public and 
private buildings, traffic and city planning, 
and communication), all of which are pub-
licly visible and credible at the same time. 
But it was exactly these criteria that led to the 
Leitbild scenario we proposed for the city of 
Potsdam. In addition, the preferred scenario 
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covered (and, sometimes, burdened) various 
important actors in the city, but not one actor 
alone: public housing, private homeowners, 
car users, city planners, and the whole of 
civil society at large. It is at this point that 
public participation came in. 

Before we discuss this point in more detail, 
it should be noted that the city council of 
Potsdam adopted the Leitbild scenario as 
an ‘orienting framework’ for future deci-
sions early in 2011. The Green Party had 
brought in an alternative resolution, pledg-
ing to take the scenario and its 50 measures 
as a binding climate policy ‘package,’ but 
this resolution did not find a majority. Now 
it is up to the city to implement the mea-
sures proposed, and the city assembly will 
have to, wherever its consent is required, 
decide on each single measure separately. 

Citizen Participation 

Be it at the national or local level: climate 
policy cannot be realised without the ac-
tive participation of citizens. For various 
reasons:

• While climate change is heavily de-
pendent upon scientific analysis, it 
is—as a social, not as a ‘natural’ 
fact—clearly dependent upon public 
perception and concern, as well as on 
the agenda set by the political system. 
It was the public climate discourse—
including perception and action—that 
put scientific findings on the agenda 

of policy makers and corporate ac-
tors (Reusswig, 2010). Climate policy 
needs the person. 

• Political decisions must be backed by 
the public, especially in democracies, 
where politicians hope for (re-)elec-
tion by the electorate. It is clear from 
surveys that climate change is a con-
cern for many, and that large numbers 
of the public ask for more proactive 
climate policies (BMU/UBA, 2010). 
Climate policy needs the citizen. 

• Given the high share of consumption-
related emissions (more than 40 per 
cent of the personal carbon footprint), 
individuals (private households) have 
a clear responsibility to contribute to 
climate protection. Climate policy 
needs the consumer.

This holds even more so in local communi-
ties. At the local level, the integration and 
participation of citizens is both easier to re-
alise and more relevant politically. Urban-
ity and civility are genuinely connected: 
democracy has its origins in the city, where 
politics is closer to the citizen, which fa-
cilitates the collaboration and exchange 
between local government and citizens. 
Urban citizens also have more influence 
on decision-taking and planning processes, 
the consequences of which are directly 
perceptible, are thus more transparent, and 
more directly sanctioned, by vote, than on 
national level (Kleger, 2002). Citizens of 

cities also find it easier to become active 
within their direct environment: in associa-
tions, neighbourhood initiatives, and local 
economies, they can influence the values 
and lifestyles of their fellow citizens, and 
create new modes of living and forms of 
economy. Furthermore, there is a strong 
link between citizen engagement and en-
vironmental performance. The sum of citi-
zens’ individual decisions – from actions 
such as insulating their house, going to work 
by bike or eating less meat – has a deep im-
pact on the environment. The individual de-
cisions of cities’ inhabitants are, collectively, 
more powerful than their government’s abil-
ity to intervene. This also holds for local cli-
mate policy, even in very large cities such 
as London (McKinsey & Company, 2008). 

In Potsdam, citizen participation played 
an important role in the formation phase 
of its local climate policy. Between 1999 
and 2001 there were several energy fo-
cused round-table conferences, as a re-
sult of which the city launched several 
energy-saving initiatives in schools, while 
the mayor announced publicly that the 
city would work to mitigate the effects of 
climate change in 2007. A climate coun-
cil was established in the same year as a 
consulting body to the mayor, comprising 
a broad range of representatives from the 
administration, important corporations, 
scientists, and civil organisations. In 2007, 
the Energy Forum Potsdam (http://www.
energie-forum-potsdam.de/) was founded, 
a civil organisation dedicated to promot-

ing climate policy and clean energy for the 
city, which actively and critically engaged 
with the city administration and the corpo-
rate sector. An active student group was set 
up at Potsdam University, which installed 
solar power on the university’s roof, and 
actively sought to engage both the admin-
istrative heads and the students in climate 
policy. In autumn 2010 Potsdam Univer-
sity of Applied Science (Fachhochschule) 
staged an innovative public exhibition on 
climate change and climate policy, and 
it is about to implement a new course of 
study on urban climate management. Envi-
ronmental NGOs in the city (mostly as lo-
cal representatives of regional or national 
organisations) actively promote the issue. 
The ‘Bürgersolarverein,’ a cooperative as-
sociation, recruits members and fundraises 
in order to realise solar energy facilities on 
rooftops within the city. 

This sort of participation was also an im-
portant feature of the Integrated Climate 
Protection Concept. Once it was ready and 
public, and before it went to the city assem-
bly, the administration decided to engage 
with the cities’ public and discussed the 
concept in 12 public meetings during the 
autumn of 2010. These meetings deliber-
ately took place in various locations around 
the city in order to cover its geographical 
and social heterogeneity. PIK and consor-
tium partners, together with the climate 
protection unit of the city administration, 
presented and discussed the results of the 
study in the context of the future of local 
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climate policy. These meetings saw some 
vivid debates, but in general,  public par-
ticipation has been low: a comparative par-
ticipation process—the so-called ‘citizen 
budget’—attracted up to 100 participants, 
while the climate protection assemblies 
saw a disappointing 20 people or less. For 
the majority of citizens, it would seem, the is-
sue of climate change is still quite distant to 
their everyday lives, not only because climate 
change is sometimes perceived as a scientific 
area that is still being debated, but also be-
cause many people assume that ‘the adminis-
tration’ will somehow take care of it.5 

On the other hand, debates at these meet-
ings showed that this perception might 
change rapidly once the personal relevance 
of local climate change and local climate 
policy become clearer. For example, when 
it comes to discussing future energy op-
tions, a vivid debate on the sustainability 
of biomass for energy use ensues. Although 
Potsdam farmers might profit from large 
scale purchases of the public utility, many 
of them are against a land-use change, fa-
vouring corn for energy instead of wheat 
for food.6 Instead, fast-growing tree spe-
cies are regarded as more sustainable—and 
aesthetically preferable, in addition. Fervid 
debates also ensue once discussion turns to 

the fair balance between climate protection 
and monument conservation. Potsdam’s 
baroque inner city, as well as many other 
places in its boundaries, are very beautiful 
and subject to preservation orders. Even 
Green Party members loudly speak up 
against solar panels on historic rooftops, 
while strict adherents of climate protection 
or modern architecture—both of which 
are not easy to find in Potsdam—would 
be willing to sacrifice the look of Potsdam 
for a lower carbon footprint (and/or a more 
‘modern’ look). The expansion and densi-
fication of district heating  prompted fur-
ther heated debate. Visitors to an additional 
public meeting, organised by the Left Party 
of Potsdam, even drew parallels to GDR 
methods as they perceived that the concept 
of ‘forced connection’ equated to a more 
expensive system. 

We would like to summarise our experi-
ences as follows: First, the public’s par-
ticipation in serious debate about local cli-
mate policy in Potsdam is still limited. One 
generally meets ‘the usual suspects,’ a few 
people (plus some others), when it comes 
to more traditional forms of public debate 
or evening events on the issue, which the 
majority of people still perceive as distant 
to their own lives. Second, local climate 

5 This at least is the preliminary conclusion we draw from an ongoing research project funded by the EU, in which ten urban 
and rural regions from five European countries are compared with respect to attitudes to climate change, local climate policy, 
and energy saving (http://www.gildedeu.org/). As final results are still pending, we will have to substantiate this hypothesis at 
a later time.
6 In 2003 the city of Potsdam expanded to the north and now some rural communities with a substantial share in farming are 
part of the city boundary.

policy in the city of Potsdam has up until 
now been driven mostly by the administra-
tion –or, more precisely, by some engaged 
people in the administration – but it has also 
had the backing of the city and the mayor. 
Ambitious goals have been developed, due 
mostly to the fact that Potsdam is a mem-
ber of the Climate Alliance – which as the 
city chose to become a member of it – these 
goals can be interpreted as a mixture of vol-
untary measures and a ‘soft compulsion’ by 
a civil organisation. Third, once it is appre-
ciated that the effects of climate change and 
climate policy impact on the individual—be 
it in terms of vulnerability, responsibility, 
or  effectiveness of public decisions—the 
intensity of the debate, and also presum-
ably, the number of people involved, will 
increase. This does not automatically mean 
that people will engage in favour of climate 
protection or better energy efficiency; they 
might also choose to opt for less stringent 
goals once the costs are clear, or decide to 
shift the burden to others. In any case, this 
would require a much broader and more 
personally tailored communication strat-
egy, as well as new formats for such events. 
Fourth, given the recent level of activity 
within civil organisations operating within 
the area of climate policy in Potsdam, one 
can predict that public participation will 

become increasingly important, and that 
the issue will move beyond the arena of the 
city administration or its legislative body. 
In part, this is a side effect of the impor-
tant role that public utilities and the pub-
lic housing sector will play in the future. 
When new forms of renewable energy are 
introduced, when more decentralised en-
ergy solutions become feasible (e.g. at the 
level of single city quarters), when electro-
mobility becomes more important (with 
mobility management), or when housing 
companies actively advertise lower energy 
costs, or even think about becoming energy 
providers—when all this happens, the pub-
lic will have to engage much more actively 
with local climate policy. This will also be 
the time when city administrations should 
be prepared to actively engage with their 
inhabitants in order to co-govern the city. 
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