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Highlights
As Europe accelerates its climate commitments under the European Green Deal (EGD), the 
promise of a fair and inclusive transition has become both a guiding principle and a critical test. 
The ambition to reach climate neutrality by 2050 must be matched by policies that recognise and 
address the uneven social and economic impacts of this transformation across regions, sectors, 
and communities. While the EGD outlines a comprehensive roadmap for sustainable change, its 
success depends not only on achieving environmental targets, but also on the capacity to 
ensure that no one is left behind. 
 
This policy brief draws on evidence from the CAPABLE project to examine how regional dynamics, 
stakeholder perspectives, and public attitudes shape the implementation of green initiatives. 
Focusing on Emilia-Romagna, Italy, it highlights the real-world challenges and opportunities of 
making the ecological transition truly just.  
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Key Policy Messages
● Develop a cohesive macroeconomic strategy that supports the green transition goals and 

includes robust social protections. 

● Enhance multi-level policy coherence, ensuring better coordination between EU, national, 
and regional governance, improving communication among them. 

● Increase flexibility of funding mechanisms addressing the specific needs of vulnerable 
regions and sectors. 

● Institutionalize stakeholder participation, including trade unions and community groups, in 
all phases of policymaking. 

● Invest in capacity-building, especially at the local level, to improve administrative efficiency 
and policy implementation. 

● Emphasize economic diversification and green job creation in the region, stressing the co-
benefits of the ecological transition in terms of employment and quality of life. 

● Strengthen public awareness and understanding of participatory tools through awareness 
campaigns and educational initiatives. 

● Prioritize transparency, demonstrate accountability, and ensure that participatory 
processes lead to tangible outcomes to reinforce the credibility of climate policies and 
involve citizens in co-creating solutions that can close the trust gap and drive more 
sustained civic involvement. 
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Just Transition: The uneven 
impacts of the green initiatives 
The urgency of climate change demands transformative action. The European Green Deal 
(EGD), finalised in 2020, represents the European Commission’s flagship initiative to 
achieve climate neutrality by 2050. It encompasses a suite of policy measures aligned 
with the Paris Agreement’s three core goals: to limit global temperature rise to well below 
2°C, ideally 1.5°C; enhance adaptive capacity and climate resilience; and align public and 
private financial flows with low-emission, sustainable development. 
 
The EGD aims not only to address the environmental crisis but to do so in a socially just and 
inclusive way. This dual ambition, combining environmental sustainability with social equity, is 
what sets the EGD apart. However, translating this vision into coherent, actionable policies across 
diverse regional contexts remains a significant challenge. 
 
Through the CAPABLE project, we examined how local and regional governments within the EU 
are managing the ecological transition within the framework of multi-level governance systems. 
A central concern is the mismatch within ambitious EU-level targets and the capacity of national 
and regional actors to implement them effectively. Key barriers include conflicting policy 
objectives across governance levels, limited financial incentives for local authorities, and policy 
instruments that often lack the flexibility needed to address specific regional challenges. To 
explore these issues in practice, the project focuses on the Emilia-Romagna region in Italy, a 
highly industrialised and economically dynamic area with strong commitments to environmental 
goals. With its 2030 Energy Plan and central role in the Pact for Work and Climate, Emilia-Romagna 
provides a compelling case study of regional attempts to reconcile economic competitiveness 
with the aims of the Green Deal. A distinctive feature of our approach is its multi-actor 
perspective. Rather than focusing solely on elected officials or institutional actors, our research 
incorporates also the views of civil servants, trade unionists, and technical experts. This approach 
reveals important tensions in how the EGD is interpreted and operationalised. While there is 
widespread support for the ecological transition, many stakeholders express concern about the 
equity, and feasibility of its implementation. 
 
Trade unions, in particular, are vocal in the just transition debate. They recognise the necessity 
of environmental action but highlight the disproportionate impact of green policies on workers, 
especially in carbon-intensive sectors. Their call is clear: the financial resources mobilised under 
the Green Deal must be directed toward long-term investments that are supportive of job 
creation and social protections, not only training and short-term fixes or one-size-fits-all 
solutions. 
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Despite the EGD’s promise, several structural challenges remain. Those include: 1) unequal 
access to funding, with wealthier regions better positioned to leverage EU support, 2) limited 
participation of local stakeholders, which undermines the legitimacy and effectiveness of 
policies, 3) administrative and regulatory bottlenecks, which frustrate regional actors, and 4) 
inadequate adaptation to regional contexts. Moreover, the lack of a robust macroeconomic 
framework has been criticised as a key weakness. As noted by Filipović et al. (2022), the Green 
Deal does not yet provide a comprehensive economic strategy that ensures green investments 
are systematically linked to broader social justice and economic resilience goals. 
 
Nonetheless, the Green Deal also presents significant opportunities. Its long-term vision offers a 
clear direction for policy alignment and public investment. The emphasis on innovation, such as 
funding for hydrogen, renewable energy, and electric vehicles, is helping to position Europe as a 
leader in sustainable technologies. Furthermore, regional initiatives like those in Emilia-Romagna 
show that localised approaches, when supported by strategic frameworks and stakeholder 
engagement, can yield promising results. 
 
In summary, the ecological transition must be not only green but also fair. Achieving this balance 
requires stronger mechanisms for integrating social equity into climate action, particularly 
through sustained engagement with trade unions, civil society, and regional actors. A just 
transition cannot be imposed from the top; it must be co-created with those most affected by the 
changes it implies. 
 
 
  

The ecological transition must be not only green but also fair. Achieving this 
balance requires stronger mechanisms for integrating social equity into 
climate action, particularly through sustained engagement with trade 
unions, civil society, and regional actors. 
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Awareness and Support: Who 
understands and endorses the 
transition? 
Public support plays a pivotal role in the success of energy and climate policies. Without 
broad societal support, even the most well-designed strategies risk failure at the 
implementation stage. Research shows that local community endorsement significantly 
enhances the feasibility and long-term success of energy projects (Zöllener et al., 2008). 
In the context of the EGD, which aims to achieve climate neutrality by 2050, public 
perception and behavioural adaptation to renewable energy solutions are essential to 
achieving emission reduction targets. 
 
IRegional governments often bear the responsibility for implementing “visible” climate policies 
that directly affect citizens, through land-use decisions, transportation systems, energy 
projects, and industrial transformation. Without community engagement, these initiatives can 
face delays, resistance, or even failure. Public acceptance affects not only whether a project 
moves forward, but also how efficiently it can be implemented, whether the benefits are widely 
understood and equitably distributed, and the degree of community support it receives. 
 
Several factors influence public support of regional climate action such as 1) perceived fairness 
and transparency of the transition process, 2) trust in institutions and decision-makers, 3) clarity 
of benefits and risks, including economic and environmental trade-offs, 4) public involvement in 
planning and decision-making, and 5) information and awareness about the purpose and 
expected outcomes of policies. For example, if residents of a highly industrialised region like 
Emilia-Romagna perceive that climate policies threaten jobs without providing adequate 
compensation or alternatives, resistance could undermine both local and EU-wide goals. 
Conversely, when the public is engaged through consultation and sees tangible benefits such as 
cleaner air, new employment opportunities, or improved public services, support for regional 
action tends to increase. 
 
The success of the EGD hinges on its ability to be implemented effectively across diverse regions. 
If public acceptance is low, especially in regions critical to the energy transition (e.g., those reliant 
on fossil fuels or carbon-intensive industries), then the EGD’s broader objectives such as 
achieving climate neutrality by 2050 or ensuring a just transition may be compromised. 
 
Public acceptance also has a ripple effect: legitimacy and political support for climate measures 
increase when policies are co-designed and supported by communities; adoption of low-carbon 
technologies is more likely when citizens understand and trust their benefits and equity and 
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social cohesion are strengthened when vulnerable groups are included and supported during 
transitions. 
 
A lack of public support, on the other hand, may intensify regional disparities, fuel political 
backlash, and delay urgent decarbonisation efforts, making the EGD’s targets harder and costlier 
to achieve. 

 

 
  

The success of the EGD hinges on its ability to be implemented effectively 
across diverse regions. If public acceptance is low, especially in regions 
critical to the energy transition, then the EGD’s broader objectives such as 
achieving climate neutrality by 2050 or ensuring a just transition may be 
compromised. 
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From Willingness to Action: 
Barriers to meaningful 
participation 
While public support for climate action is growing across Europe1, transforming this 
willingness into sustained and effective engagement remains a challenge. 
 
Citizens often express concern for the environment and a readiness to contribute, yet face 
numerous barriers, ranging from limited access to information and decision-making processes to 
a lack of institutional mechanisms for involvement. In recent years, tools like citizens' climate 
assemblies have emerged as promising approaches to deepen democratic participation and 
bridge the gap between public opinion and policy action. However, these initiatives remain 
unevenly implemented and often lack follow-up or integration into formal governance structures. 
In our project, we explored how these challenges play out in practice, identifying the conditions 

 
1 2024-2025 EIB Climate Survey 

Figure 1  Citizen’s barriers in The Netherlands 



 

CPB / 2° -  Truly just? Barriers to participation and uneven impacts of the Green Deal policies 10 

under which participation becomes genuinely meaningful and the barriers that continue to hinder 
it (Graphs 1 and 2).  
 
In light of this, our survey explored a range of potential barriers that may hinder citizens' 
willingness to engage in climate action and policymaking processes. Survey data from the 
Netherlands (Graphs 1) reveal that limited public participation in climate action is driven less by 
denial of climate change and more by systemic and psychological barriers. The most prominent 
obstacles include distrust in politicians, feelings of powerlessness, and scepticism toward 
proposed solutions, indicating a disconnect between citizens and institutional climate efforts. 
Practical challenges such as a lack of time and insufficient knowledge also hinder engagement, 
though to a lesser extent. Notably, a significant share of respondents express climate fatalism, 
perceiving it as too late to make a difference.  
 

 

Figure 2c Citizen’s barriers in Slovenia 

 
These findings suggest the need for policies that not only inform but also empower citizens, build 
institutional trust, and offer clear, accessible pathways for meaningful participation in climate-
related decision-making. On the other hand, results from Slovenia (Graph 2) reveal a nuanced 
picture of the barriers citizens face in engaging with climate action. The most prominent 
challenges appear to be emotional and motivational, with many respondents citing feelings of 
powerlessness, a lack of belief in the effectiveness of climate solutions, and a perception that 
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climate change is not personally close to them. These insights point to a disconnect not with 
science, but with the perceived relevance and impact of individual action. 
 
Distrust in politicians also emerges as a significant barrier, although distrust in science is less 
commonly seen as relevant, suggesting that public confidence in scientific consensus remains 
relatively intact in these two countries. Practical constraints such as lack of time and insufficient 
knowledge are also noted, but to a lesser degree. Interestingly, while the belief that “it’s too late 
to fix the problem” is not dominant, a sizeable group does express moderate levels of climate 
fatalism, which may dampen motivation. 
 
Overall, these findings suggest that Dutch climate engagement policies should prioritise 
empowerment, localised relevance, and trust-building measures, especially through clearer 
communication of how individuals can make a difference and how proposed solutions are both 
feasible and fair. 
 
 

These findings suggest the need for policies that not only inform but also 
empower citizens, build institutional trust, and offer clear, accessible 
pathways for meaningful participation in climate-related decision-making 
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Conclusions 
The European Green Deal represents a bold and necessary step toward climate neutrality, but its 
long-term success will depend on its ability to deliver a transition that is not only green, but also 
just and inclusive. As shown through our work in Emilia-Romagna, regional actors are both central 
to the implementation of climate strategies and highly sensitive to the socio-economic impacts 
they generate. Localised approaches, tailored support mechanisms, and coordinated multi-level 
governance are essential to bridging the gap between EU ambitions and ground-level realities. 
 
Moreover, public acceptance and engagement must be actively cultivated. Our findings 
underscore that citizens are not indifferent to climate action, but structural barriers such as 
mistrust in institutions, lack of time, limited information, and unfamiliarity with participatory tools 
prevent meaningful involvement. Addressing these issues is critical to building democratic 
legitimacy, fostering long-term support, and ensuring that climate policies work for all segments 
of society. 
 
A just transition cannot be assumed; it must be designed, supported, and continuously adapted. 
By embedding fairness, transparency, and participation at the heart of climate governance, the 
European Green Deal can live up to its transformative promise. 
 
 

Localised approaches, tailored support mechanisms, and coordinated 
multi-level governance are essential to bridging the gap between EU 
ambitions and ground-level realities. 
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The CAPABLE project 
Policies to transform the European economy to meet the global climate targets of the Paris 
Agreement need to be cost-effective, fair, and politically and socially feasible. There is therefore 
a fundamental challenge for policy design which requires robust scientific methods to assess 
policy portfolios and the “sequencing” of policies. The project CAPABLE (ClimAte Policy 
AcceptaBiLity Economic framework) addresses these challenges by improving economic analysis 
in four ways:  

• develop frameworks for decision-making under deep uncertainty, taking into account 
behavioral factors and heterogeneous social actors; 

• account for the social acceptability and political feasibility of policies and their 
sequencing; 

• explicitly take into account the preferences, knowledge, and capabilities of policymakers 
as actors in the process. 

• utilize the existing evidence base, summarize it clearly and efficiently, and make it 
accessible and usable to policymakers; 

This policy brief is the second one of a series that collects and synthesizes the findings of the 
CAPABLE: https://capableclimate.eu/ 

 

  

https://capableclimate.eu/
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Disclaimer
The project CAPABLE has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon Europe research 
and innovation program under grant agreement No 101056891. This policy brief reflects the 
authors’ views, and the European Commission is not responsible for any use that may be made 
of the information this document contains 


	Table of Contents
	Highlights
	Key Policy Messages
	Just Transition: The uneven impacts of the green initiatives
	Awareness and Support: Who understands and endorses the transition?
	From Willingness to Action: Barriers to meaningful participation
	Conclusions
	References
	The CAPABLE project
	Disclaimer

