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Introduction

As a network of environmental and climate non-governmental organisations (NGOs) working on the just
transition in over 25 regions scattered across central and eastern Europe, all with high-emission industries
that are being phased out, at one point we began wondering how we can make our vision of a climate
neutral Europe more concrete and grounded in reality. It is no secret that these regions are pilot projectsin
Europe’s great scheme to achieve climate neutrality, but what does this actually mean on the ground for
those undertaking to change how they produce and use energy, heat their homes, and get around their

towns? This is how the idea for the LIFE Repower the Regions project! emerged.

We sat down and talked about how to actually decarbonise municipalities in such regions and created a
project that was meant to provide support for towns or regions willing to embark on this journey with us.
We see them as the first brave pioneers to step onto a path that will become much more common and easier
in upcoming years, also thanks to the lessons learnt from the implementation of this and other similar
projects, and - hopefully - from the improvements introduced into how decarbonisation is planned, framed

and funded in future.

Since the network has worked on such areas for years, knows many of the local stakeholders, and was also
interested in working on real and tangible examples of decarbonisation, we thought, ‘Why not try to support
anormal municipality in such a region and see what we can do together?” We decided to select not the most
obvious large cities, but municipalities actually interested in becoming frontrunners in the implementation
of innovative solutions, no matter their size or circumstances. As a result, we would have the advantage of
working with public authorities who were brave enough to take on the challenge, but we would also
experience all the obstacles that typical municipalities and counties of varying sizes have to face in planning

a decarbonisation strategy, developing projects and finding funding for them.

And it has been quite a journey! The LIFE RePower the Regions project primarily focused on specific
municipalities or countriesin just transition regions, usually one in each country: Bulgaria, Czechia, Estonia,
Hungary, Latvia, Poland, Romania, Slovakia and Ukraine. In each area we started with scoping the most
urgent needs in terms of decarbonisation for the municipality or region and its citizens. We also mapped
the existing legal frameworks, strategies and plans, project ideas, relevant stakeholders, and available
administrative and technical capacities. We then went on to commission tailored studies that would allow
for developing a more in-depth approach to the identified need, be it a sociological survey to determine the
approach in the local community to clean energy (as was done in Novovolynsk in Ukraine) to technical

studies that would establish the best solution for a particular problem, such as how best to provide cheaper

! CEE Bankwatch Network, LIFE Repower the Regions, RePower the Regions: Ambitious and inclusive clean energy plans for repowering the just

transition regions, January 2024.
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clean electricity and heating to an energy poor community in the former coal-mining town of Petrosani in

Romania.

Simultaneously, we identified what kind of capacity-building activities would be most useful for the public
authorities and active members of the community to prepare them better for decarbonising their
immediate surroundings. We then set up capacity-building plans and moved ahead with organising such
events to reach those who could potentially drive local decarbonisation projects forward. Where possible,
we provided hands-on support for finding additional technical assistance or funding opportunities and
applying for them. A lot of our work involved facilitating the exchange and sharing of information,
knowledge and contacts, all of which are absolutely essential when you want to implement a truly
transformative project. For example, a simple overview of the type of information we found to be most
useful for local municipalities was included in our Guide to Decarbonisation Solutions, translated into eight

national languages.”

The report you are now reading provides a short overview of exactly what was done in each of the nine
countries, without shying away from the many challenges and barriers to decarbonisation that we
encountered. These range from administrative and legal bottlenecks, through political changes and
instability, as well as missing capacities and expertise, to lack of easy access to funding for the developed
concepts and projects. It is highly important for us that these challenges and bottlenecks be emphasised
and described, but also that we provide a list of recommendations for possible solutions. This is because
our long-term objective is to bring about a future in with European citizens can live in villages, towns and
cities that have undergone full transitions, providing cheap clean and green energy, heating and transport

to their residents.

Explaining the process: Decarbonising municipalities in central and eastern

Europe

Bulgaria

LIFE RePower the Regions was implemented in Bulgaria by Za Zemiata or Friends of the Earth Bulgaria, an
environmental non-profit association that consists of 23 staff and around 50 members. Za Zemiata works on
zero waste, energy and climate, clean air, and economic justice, including a focus on European public funds.
Za Zemiata’s sustainable energy campaign aims to develop an alternative energy strategy for Bulgaria, which
stresses the promotion of energy efficiency (EE) and renewable energy sources (RES) as alternatives to
polluting energy production. Aside from the policy level, Za Zemiata simultaneously works on practical
implementation of the solutions it proposes. The organisation has undertaken significant work in the Just

Transition field in recent years despite the long-term political deadlock at the government level.

2 CEE Bankwatch Network, Preparing municipalities for the future: A guide to decarbonisation solutions, March 2025.



https://bankwatch.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/2025_03_Preparing-municipalities-for-the-future-A-guide-to-decarbonisation-solutions.pdf

Bankwatch

CEE Network

The municipality of Pernik

Pernik in western Bulgaria is a place where the legacy of mining still shapes both the economy and the
energy system. Once known as the birthplace of Bulgarian mining, the town grew rapidly around extractive
industries, but the decline of mining after the 1990s and the closure of the last mine in 2009 left behind a
difficultand uneven transition. The focus of our activities was on Tsarkva, a neighbourhood of roughly 6,771
residents, mostly living in single-family and two-family houses. Tsarkva is especially significant because it
combines the social realities of a former coal region with a practical opportunity to test new renewable

heating and electricity options at neighbourhood scale.

The central problem identified for Pernik is air pollution and the lack of a credible decarbonisation pathway
linked to the existing district heating system. The district heating plant in Pernik, operated by TPP
Republika, is a major polluter with a poor technical record and frequent outages. The plant has not shown
meaningful interest in decarbonisation and has remained largely absent from just transition discussions.
This creates uncertainty not only about long-term emissions but also about energy security, because there
are fears that the plant could eventually close without a viable replacement ready. In this context, Tsarkva
stands out because it is not connected to the district heating system, which gives the neighbourhood an
unusual degree of flexibility to adopt alternative solutions rather than simply trying to reform a failing fossil-

based system.

The Municipality of Pernik is an important actor because it has shown openness to cooperation and to a
just transition approach. In the past, it partnered with Friends of the Earth Bulgaria (Za Zemiata) through a
memorandum of understanding focused on renewable alternatives. The Black Sea Energy Research Centre
worked on the technical exploration of renewable district heating options, Greenpeace Bulgaria
campaigned against continued pollution from the coal plant, and WWF Bulgaria supported local awareness
and participation through youth assemblies. This combination of municipalinitiative, research support and
civil-society pressure suggests that, even in a difficult institutional environment, local alliances can open a

path toward cleaner energy systems.

The significance of good data

In the first project stage, planning in Pernik was constrained by weak data availability. The contracted
researchers had to rely not only on official sources but also on mapping exercises and their own field
research because relevant national and municipal data were incomplete. This is more than a technical
inconvenience: it affects the quality of local planning and slows the preparation of investment-ready
projects. Stronger local energy data, building-level information and better coordination between public
authorities and infrastructure operators would improve the feasibility of future interventions. Still, as
cooperation with the local level improved, the municipality provided all the data that was delayed in the

first year, allowing for the development of a very high-quality analysis. Ultimately, the study?® of the

3 Ekologichno sdruzhenie “Za Zemiata” (ZZ) / Friends of the Earth Bulgaria, Study of sustainable solutions of the Tsarkva district in Pernik, January
2025.
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renewable district heating potential of four municipal buildings in the Tsarkva district was developed into
a comprehensive project ready for submission for funding to the ELENA programme or other European
programmes for which the municipality of Pernik can apply. Crucially, the initial distrust of municipal
officials towards our project and their reluctance to provide information was overcome and in the second
part of the project they fully supported ideas for renewable district heating and energy cooperatives and

currently believe that funding will be found for this project.

Choosing the right pathway forward for Pernik

Six possible technical pathways were compared for Tsarkva. Biomass was rejected because of low efficiency
and concerns about air pollution. Wind power was considered weak because local conditions are
unfavourable. Geothermal energy was seen as promising, especially in combination with solar systems. The
possibility of using industrial waste heat from the local steel company Stomana Industry was also explored,
with an estimated potential of 3 to 4 megawatts (MW) for heating and hot water. Solar energy emerged as a
key option both for electricity generation and hot water production. However, the preferred scenario is a
combination of solar panels and heat pumps, as it offers the strongest mix of economic viability,

environmental performance and flexibility.

According to the analysis, solar water heatingin the domestic sector could generate annual savings of about
EUR 796 514, equivalent to around EUR 118 per resident. If the full photovoltaic potential were used, less
than half of the electricity generated would be needed to run the heat pumps, while the rest could be fed
into the grid and provide additional income. Total annual electricity cost savings are estimated at just over
EUR 2 million, with residential buildings accounting for almost all of that amount. Environmentally, the
proposed renewable package could cut CO, emissions by about 19,000 tonnes per year. Tsarkva therefore
emerges not only as a neighbourhood in need of cleaner heating, but also as a pilot project where
renewable electricity, heat pumps and local energy organisation could demonstrate what a socially useful

just transition looks like in a Bulgarian coal region.

Bringing citizens on board

Za Zemiata also implemented an extensive programme for building the capacities of local municipal
authorities and citizens, not only in Pernik itself, but also in other towns undergoing similar transitions,
such as Bobov Dol, Kyustendil and Stara Zagora. The organisation also held eventsin the capital of Bulgaria,
Sofia, so that the activities done and conclusions reached based on work in smaller municipalities could
inform decarbonisation conversations at the central level. A large variety of events were organised tailored
to the identified needs of the targeted audiences, ranging from larger citizen forums to smaller meetings

with experts.

Among such examples of activities are four capacity-building events organised in municipalities going
through transition: Pernik, Bobov Dol and Kyustendil. The focus was on educating the participants about

the set-up of energy communities, the necessary documents, and understanding the different models. This
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resulted in the inclusion of energy communities in their plans for new projects under the Just Transition

Fund and the Recovery Planin all three towns.

One citizen forum*was held in Sofia on 27 June 2025. It brought together scientists, experts, journalists,
and members of civil society alongside representatives of the Ministry of Energy and the European
Commission. The forums enabled an open discussion of alternative perspectives on nuclear energy and
large-scale infrastructure projects. A key outcome of the forum was the presentation of scientific, economic
and technical assessments indicating that decarbonisation does not necessarily require costly new nuclear
power plants or energy ‘mega-projects’. Instead, the sessions provided citizens with different viewpoints
on decarbonisation pathways, broadening the public debate on the energy transition. The forum led to
concrete recommendations, including making access to renewable energy easier for citizens and energy
cooperatives and halting large-scale energy projects. Additionally, the presence of institutional
representatives from the Ministry of Energy and the Representation of the European Commission in Sofia
provided citizens with the opportunity to convey these recommendations directly, making their input more

than just symbolic.

Za Zemiata organised a second citizens’ forum in October 2025 focusing on the topic of one-stop shops
entitled ‘How do one-stop service centers support the building renovation process?”® The forum gathered
experts from environmental and social NGOs, government agency representatives, businesses, industry
organisations, and citizens to discuss the concept and showcase successful examples from Europe and
Bulgaria. Such models already exist in the European Union and around the world, helping people with
building renovations through one-stop service centres. They provide comprehensive support - from
technical advice and financial solutions to mediation with contractors and coordination of the entire
process. This makes it easier for citizens and other stakeholders to access reliable information, expertise,
and services, while building the necessary local capacity for sustainable renovation. At the same time, they
overcome the main obstacles for property owners - complex procedures, fragmented services, and lack of
clarity about financing options. All this, with input from other European countries through online live
presentations of existing models, was discussed at the forum. A world café format ensued and deepened
the discussion on what could function well in the local context and on the work that needs to be continued

in the future.

Overcoming barriers and bringing about change

In Bulgaria, the main barrier remains the lack of real decentralisation in the management of EU funds and
thus difficulties in accessing and influencing them by municipalities. EU funds are managed by the central

government, which is sometimes not able to adapt to the needs and real issues faced by the municipalities

4 Todor Todorov, Discussion: Playing The Nuclear Card In The Energy Transition - is there a need for new nuclear power in Bulgaria?, Za Zemiata, 28
July 2025.

5 Ekologichno sdruzhenie “Za Zemiata” (ZZ) / Friends of the Earth Bulgaria, ®opym: LleHTpoBe 32 KOMNNEKCHO 06CAY)KBaHE 3a CrPafHO 06HOBsABAHE

—Mogenu, onuT u 6baeute B bbarapus, October 2025.
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and has little capacity to discuss the situation in more detail with local administration. It should come as
no surprise that strong centralisation of EU fund management leads to a higher level of bureaucracy and a
lack of flexibility in implementing funds, and there is in fact no real possibility of directly managing funds
regionally, making the situation for municipalities wanting to move forward on innovative ideas quite
difficult.

Despite this immense challenge, huge steps were made within the scope of the project to implement
change. Our work as NGOs is often not about flashy headlines, but about bringing solutions closer to real
people in concrete places. This signifies working directly with communities, developing friendships and
relationships beyond any differences, and supporting finding solutions in even the most challenging
circumstances. In Bulgaria, as a result of our cooperation, the Tsarkva district in Pernik now has a

comprehensive project for a district heating system for municipal buildings ready for submission for
funding to European programmes, while energy communitiekave been added as project concepts for
European funding in two of the just transition regions.

Czechia

The Centre for Transport and Energy (CDE) is a non-profit non-governmental organisation founded in 1998,
which focuses on the environmental impacts of transportation and energy production, especially those on the
Earth's climate. Since 2004, CDE has been involved in the implementation of the European emissions trading
scheme (EU ETS) in the Czech Republic and is the leading Czech NGO in this field. Since 2018, CDE has been
advocating for a climate friendly EU budget by showing the best and worst practices of EU funded projects in
the Czech Republic. Currently, CDE is the go-to NGO in the Czech Republic in the fields of EU climate policy and
just transition of coal mining regions. Since 2019, they have been closely following the European Green Deal
agenda and working on increasing its understanding and acceptance in the country. In 2021, they issued an
important study on the technical and economic potential of energy communities in the Czech Republic.
Currently, they have become one the very few Czech NGOs which are closely following the Fit for 55 package
developments, including the Social Climate Fund. CDE representatives are members of several Monitoring

Committees and official bodies.

The municipality of Jifikov

Jifikovis a small town in the Ustecky coal region close to the German border. Jifikov boasts a longindustrial
history, but in recent decades it has experienced extensive socioeconomic disruptions that followed the
decline of earlier forms of local industry. Although the town’s current population is only around 3,500, it
exemplifies many of the structural challenges faced by small municipalities in former coal regions: ageing

infrastructure, fragmented heat supply, limited data and a strong dependence on conventional fuels.

Economically viable district heating

The district heating topic in Jifikov was identified by local government representatives as both the most

important and most feasible action in terms of local decarbonisation. The town used to have district heating
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infrastructure which, unfortunately, was shut down for economic reasons. At present, Jifikov meets heat
demand mainly through gas and solid-fuel boilers, while electricity comes almost entirely from the
conventional distribution network. The research commissioned within the scope of the LIFE Repower the
Regions project® provided indicative consumption figures for selected municipal buildings, including
annual electricity use of 205 MWh and fossil gas consumption of about 1,010 megawatt hours (MWh). The

calculated heat demand for these municipal buildings is around 5,300 gigajoules (GJ).

The municipality owns a relatively high number of buildings (more than 180 flats in 36 buildings) and is
ready to plan its heating supply modernisation. Most buildings rely on local boilers powered by fossil gas,
with some use of solid fuels and electricity. This creates both a challenge and an opportunity. On the one
hand, the town does not have a municipal network that can simply be modernised. On the other, it can
consider different technical and spatial models without being fully locked into legacy infrastructure.
Solutions range from smaller networks serving a compact set of nearby buildings to more extensive central

heat supply networks.

The decarbonisation study of the central heating system (CHP) in Jifikov was prepared with the aim of
creating a design for a functional CHP system for selected urban buildings, while reducing the production
of carbon dioxide and increasing the energy efficiency of urban buildings. The study analysed the current
state of energy sources and consumption, evaluated the available technologies and proposed an optimised
solution for the district heating network. This was beneficial because the viability of different options
depends heavily on whether heat prices can remain competitive for end users. This is an important
reminder that decarbonisation projects in small municipalities must succeed economically as well as

technically.

Building capacities for change

In Czechia, the main focus of the project was to bridge the European and national aims with a local
decarbonisation process. First, we coordinated an important meeting with relevant stakeholders and
technical experts to set the agenda and identify the main tasks of the local decarbonisation plan that would
serve the needs of Jifikov. This step was followed by plan finalisation and capacity-building activities.
Within the second half of the project, we concentrated on elaboration of the project concept and sharing
experiences with other stakeholders and actors via diverse events and discussions across the country. In
the final part of the project our aim was to deliver the knowledge to the public and share the findings coming
from the cooperation with the municipality, energy experts, and NGOs with relevant stakeholders and
experts. It is important that the expert solutions designed in the decarbonisation plan can be further
elaborated in the Local energy strategy of the municipality, so thereis a will and intent to proceed with local

decarbonisation in Jifikov.

¢ Centrum pro dopravu a energetiku / Centre for Transport and Energy (CDE), Technical and economic decarbonization study of district heating in
Jirikov, November 2024.

10


https://www.cde-org.cz/media/object/2596/cde_studie_dekarbonizace_jirikov.pdf
https://www.cde-org.cz/media/object/2596/cde_studie_dekarbonizace_jirikov.pdf

Bankwatch

CEE Network

Six capacity-building events were organised, mainly in the Ustecky coal region, but also in Prague. The
events had two main purposes: laying the ground for the research and tackling local needs with regard to
heating decarbonisation and energy poverty mitigation. The first one in Jifikov was extremely important
for all the following steps. It was key for the municipality to know that the strategy fully reflects its needs
and economic situation and that we aim to assist in local decarbonisation that is meaningful. Later, the
events were more focused on building local civil society capacity so they can tackle the challenges of energy
poverty in their communities and consider energy communities as a viable solution for some of their

problems.

A citizens’ forum held in Prague on 21 October 2025 brought together municipalities, public officials,
experts, and members of civil society to discuss energy efficiency and evidence-based policymaking.
Discussions primarily focused on local energy management and implementation of the EU’s Energy
Efficiency Directive. The results of these discussions highlighted the need for stable policy frameworks,
predictable funding, and stronger coordination between national and local authorities. A key takeaway was
that energy savings are not only an environmental concern, but also an economic necessity. Participants
agreed that predictable support schemes, sufficient administrative capacity, and sharing knowledge
between municipalities are essential for meeting the Directive’s objectives. Among the other key priorities
identified were the need to improve communication between central and local governments and provide

targeted support for regions.

Moving forward with implementing change

The main barriers for local decarbonisation are related to capacity as a high number of municipalities lack
expertise. At the same time, they lack understanding of EU language and EU goals. It cannot be stated
enough that cooperation and building relationships on the local level is often extremely time-demanding
and requires a lot of dedication, even sometimes simply due to the fact of how long it takes to bring experts

to more peripheral places.

Nonetheless, much was achieved within the scope of the project. The findings from the commissioned study
were adopted into Jifikov’s Local Energy Concept as a background document for future pathways
and investments. Many events were organised showing best practices for local energy transformation,
technical solutions and grant schemes for funding, building local capacities for future endeavours. However,
primarily, highly valuable relationships on the ground were built and strengthened, opening the door for
further future collaboration. Our cooperation with Jifikov addressed important issues that we have seen
impact the local level, providing basis for raising these difficulties at the national level. For example, the
decarbonisation study exposed that there is no clear message sent toward municipalities to invest in
heating decarbonisationin the Czech Republic. Unpredictable political decisions on the national level, such
as uncertainties around the implementation of ETS2 and illogical calculations of the emission factor for
heat pumps, as well as unclear flows of financial resources to municipalities for decarbonisation and a
permanent lack of capacities on the local level, are all huge barriers stopping towns from proceeding with

climate action.

11
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Estonia

The Estonian Green Movement (EGM) has been working on various environmental topics for over 30 years
and has a well-established position in the country as an expert organisation. EGM has implemented many
local, national, and international projects, campaigns and activities over the past 30 years. The organisation
participates actively in various government working groups and is an active member of the Estonian Council
of Environmental NGOs, the Estonian Roundtable for Development Cooperation, and the grassroot movement
Living Tartu, which all provide a wide network for collaboration. Since 2015, EGM has been part of multiple
pan-European projects that focus on climate change, linking local and global issues, limiting consumption,
empowering communities and Just Transition. EGM also had a local project with focus on collecting and
sharing the stories of people living in mining areas. The Estonian Green Movement has been involved in the
Just Transition process in Estonia since its inception in the country in 2018. It has taken part in roundtables
and multi-stakeholder meetings about the transition away from the production and use of shale oil as an
energy source. Since the entry into force of the Just Transition Mechanism, EGM has been represented in the
national steering committee for Just Transition. Under the umbrella of the Estonian Council of environmental
NGOs, EGM is additionally represented in the Monitoring Committee of the 2021-2027 cohesion and recovery
funds, the Sustainable Development Committee, the Development Plan for the Environment 2030, and the

National Energy Sector Development Plan 2035.

Ida-Virumaa - Estonia’s just transition region

Ida-Virumaa is a county in the northeast of the country near the Russian border. It is one of Estonia’s most
urbanised regions and also one of the most structurally dependent on fossil energy, especially oil shale
extraction, electricity generation and related industrial activity. Strong emphasis falls on the county’s
demographic and social profile: population decline, ageing, and a very high share of Russian-speaking
residents all influence the design of any transition strategy. These conditions mean that decarbonisationin
Ida-Virumaais not simply a matter of replacing one energy source with another. Itis also a question of social

inclusion, language accessibility, economic restructuring and rebuilding local trust in public planning.

Identifying Ida-Virumaa’s challenges and opportunities

The energy system is outdated and heavily reliant on fossil fuel combustion. Because oil shale has played
suchadominantrolein the regional economy, energy reform in Ida-Virumaa must address both production
and consumption. One of the most promising pathways is the creation of green energy through energy
communities. This choice is important because it shifts attention from large, centralised replacement
projects to more distributed forms of ownership and participation. Energy communities could allow
municipalities, housing associations, public institutions and citizens to benefit directly from local

renewable generation while also reducing energy costs and strengthening social acceptance.

A core issue in the Estonian case is the condition of the housing stock. Much of the region consists of

apartment buildings from the Soviet era that have poor energy performance and substantial renovation

12
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needs. The analysis we commissioned 7 treats energy efficiency as inseparable from renewables
deployment. In practice, this means decarbonisation cannot succeed if buildings remain inefficient and
residents are unable to access renovation finance. The study therefore explores ways to combine rooftop
solar, energy community structures and building renovation in order to improve affordability as well as
emissions performance. This is particularly relevant in a region where socio-economic vulnerabilities are

significant, and many residents have limited capacity to invest upfront in modern energy technologies.

Another notable feature of the Estonian case lies in the way it links technical and planning constraints. The
region faces defence restrictions due to its location at the border with Russia that can obstruct the
installation of solar panels or wind projects, and this means that regulatory and spatial planning reforms
may be just as important as funding. In other words, the challenge is not only to identify good technologies
but also to remove the institutional bottlenecks that prevent these technologies from spreading. This is
especially importantin a region where the old fossil fuel model was deeply embedded in the local economy

and energy infrastructure.

Local participation is another challenge. Researchers encountered difficulties because relevant studies
were limited and some organisations, companies and individuals showed low interest in participating. This
made information gathering more difficult and points to a wider issue: successful transition planning
depends on active local engagement, but such involvement cannot be assumed in communities that lack a
strong tradition when it comes to participatory decision-making. Language barriers add another layer of
difficulty. Poor proficiency in Estonian (as Ida-Virumaa has a high number of Russian speakers among its
inhabitants) can hinder access to information for parts of the local population, which means transition
plans must be communicated in ways that are genuinely accessible to Russian-speaking communities as

well.

The solution proposed by EGM involves scaling up solar generation on private and public buildings, creating
energy communities that can share the benefits of renewable production, and leveraging investments in
efficiency so they multiply rather than remain isolated one-off projects. Community energy should be an
instrument for regional transformation, because it can connect decarbonisation with local development,

institutional learning and citizen participation.

One of the biggest challenges for the emergence of energy communities in Estonia is the outdated grid that
allows only one-sided electricity flow, making it difficult for communities to share electricity. Concerning
this specific issue, there are quite a few limitations as to what municipalities can do. Otherwise, budgetary
and capacity limitations are apparent, and our experience with capacity-building events showed that also

interest in such solutions varies on a municipal level.

"MTU Eesti Roheline Liikumine / Estonian Green Movement (EGM), Economic, geographical and social feasibility study of the introduction of

community energy (renewable energy cooperatives) in Ida-Viru County by 2035, December 2024.
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Building capacities for change

A citizens’ forum was held on 6 September 2025 in the north-eastern city of Narva and designed to coincide
with a cultural festival organised in cooperation with local community groups.® Its success can be attributed
to the merging of technical topics with discussions around local ways of living, community and art, while
also introducing participants to a part of the country often isolated from public engagement. The discussion
around energy communities was particularly useful for sharing expert perspectives and knowledge with
participants, giving them a more realistic understanding of where and how these communities can best
function. Framing energy-related issues in the context of community life, local identity and everyday life
made the discussion more relevant and engaging for participants. It is worth noting that such events really
do have to be tailored to the planned participants. An earlier attempt at a citizens’ forum was not fully
successful as it was a stand-alone event, making it more difficult to attract a dedicated audience. It had also
been planned as a more technical presentation of possible energy community solutions, which we suspect
was seen as too difficult a topic for the typical citizen. However, we took the lessons learnt on board and

the September 2025 citizens’ forum was attended by a higher amount of people.

One of our main focuses was helping emerging community energy projects come to life within our one-stop
shops, bringing together the Savala energy community, local energy agency, TalTech experts who
conducted our research, and local municipality representatives, creating a forum for mutual
communication. The participants, especially the municipality representatives, showed their willingness to
learn about the specifics of such initiatives so they would be able to understand it and participate in future

discussions with other communities to further help decarbonise the region.

Four capacity-building events were also organised throughout Estonia, all of them focused on the future of
Ida-Virumaa county. At first, the focus was on providing local stakeholders with the necessary resources so
they can properly access EU funding from the Just Transition Fund and other sources. The available
technical assistance that could support them in accessing this funding was also presented. We also
prepared workshops that discussed the benefits of the Social Climate Fund for local decarbonisation

activities.

Bringing about change in Ida-Virumaa

The implementation of the LIFE RePower the Regions project in Estonia allowed for the assessment of the
economic, geographic, and social feasibility of rapid community energy uptake in Ida-Virumaa until 2035.
It strengthened the capacities of municipalities to participate in decentralised renewable energy
production and to bridge structural funding gaps on both local and national level. It also provided a strong
basis for a shift in public perception, fostering a more positive narrative around energy cooperatives and

community ownership models. As a result, we have an emerging energy community in Savala village in Ida-

8 Ekaterina Konakova, ,[loyemMy He npue3)ato Yyauie?“: roctu dectusans Station Narva B BocTopre 0T npurpaHnyHoro ropoaa, Delfi, 7 September
2025.
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Virumaa that - once operational - will hopefully showcase a replicable form of community-based and

citizen-led renewable energy production and be the first of many energy communities in Ida-Virumaa.
Hungary

Founded in 1989, the National Society of Conservationists - Friends of the Earth Hungary (NSC-FoE HU,
MTVSZ) is an umbrella green NGO with 100+ local member NGOs across the country. It has 25 years of
experience in organising complex national- and regional-level capacity-building, policy advocacy and
awareness-raising campaigns. These tools are used to reach its climate and energy working group’s mission:
a community-led, participatory and socially just energy transition. MTVSZ has run its community energy
programme since 2013 and its just transition programme?® since 2017, for both of which cooperation with local

stakeholders, communities and municipalities is key.

Promoting just transition and empowering stakeholders to participate in the process is a long-term activity,
especially in Hungary. Early on (2018-2020), MTVSZ organised capacity-building workshops for citizens in
Borsod-Abatj-Zemplén (BAZ) county on just transition topics. From 2021 onwards, MTVSZ and its NGO allies
(in monitoring committees and subcommittees) focused on influencing the Territorial Just Transition Plan
(TJTP) preparation and implementation process in the three designated just transition counties (BAZ, Baranya,
Heves). In the process, Hungarian NGOs also advocated for a proper coal phaseout in Hungary. The
implementation and spending of the Just Transition Fund in the country since implementation began in 2023
have been quite bumpy, with the process lagging and many public statements made over the years showing
the intent to backtrack on coal phaseout commitments. Thus, it is well-timed that since 2023, MTVSZ’s focus
has been on helping and mentoring local communities and municipalities in developing transitive and

tangible decarbonisation project planning within the framework of the LIFE project.

The municipality of Miskolc

Miskolc is Hungary's fourth largest city, an important industrial and administrative centre of Borsod-Abaj-
Zemplén (BAZ) county, situated in the northeast of the country. The city has struggled with the impacts of
industrial restructuring for decades as a result of the decline of socialist-era coal mining and iron metallurgy.
Its population has dropped by more than 50,000 since the 1990s and now stands at around 144,000. It is

also strongly impacted by demographic issues, especially an ageing population and high emigration rates.

Miskolc is one of 100 EU municipalities that have committed to becoming climate-neutral and smart city by
2030. In 2018, Miskolc published its Sustainable Energy and Climate Action Plan (called CoolMiskolc), with
proposals including community energy investments. This gives the city a policy framework within which
local energy community initiatives can be tested and expanded. In March 2024, MTVSZ signed a climate

‘partnership’ contract with the Municipality of Miskolc MJV, ensuring that the Hungarian activities and

 National Society of Conservationist - Friends of the Earth Hungary (NSC-FoE HU, MTVSZ), Programok: Fosszilis fligg6ség cs6kkentése, 2017.
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outputs (studies and events) of the LIFE RePower the Regions project can also contribute to the successful

decarbonisation of Miskolc.

The detailed local focus within the LIFE RePower the Regions project was on the Kilian and Bulgarfold
districts of Miskolc, where many residents are retirees or low-income households unable to finance energy-
saving investments on their own. In this setting, community energy emerges as a way of linking

decarbonisation with social inclusion.

Developing concepts for community renewable energy projects

Two studies were conducted within the scope of the project. The first analysis® in the region focused on the
potential for community-owned or community-benefiting renewable electricity systems. Energy providers
such as MIHO district heating company and MVM (electricity), alongside municipal bodies and social
institutions, are all relevant actors. Experts reviewed existing Miskolc plans and consolidated them into

recommendations. Working groups involving MTVSZ and other contributors supported this process.

From the seven community-based decarbonisation models that were identified in the commissioned study,
two representative projects were chosen with the greatest decarbonisation potential and social impact: the
modernisation of district-heated residential buildings and the creation of energy communities in
condominiums. For the two or three select building types frequently encountered in Miskolc city, a business
and legal model and an optimised technical intervention proposal with a roadmap were developed in the
second study.' This is an integrated, replicable ‘Miskolc Model’ that combines essential deep renovation -
like fixing degraded facades, with smart and active systems - with community photovoltaics (PV) in the
‘mixed energy community’ project, or with PV and district heating modernisation in the ‘smart DH’ concept.
These technical models were translated into visual decision-making tools that can be presented to

residents.

The goal is to create locally adapted community energy models through which energy-poor households,
local communities and small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in the buildings and public-service
facilities can all benefit, as access to cheaper green electricity will reduce energy bills. Therefore,
community energy is seen as a social infrastructure project: one that can reduce energy bills, support

vulnerable residents and strengthen local solidarity while also contributing to decarbonisation targets.

Building local capacities for change

The 16 local events organised in Borsod-Abauj-Zemplén county (mainly in Miskolc) during the project were
allintegral parts of the whole decarbonisation and concept planning process, during which we could share

information, collect inputs, engage local citizens and discuss the seven community energy concepts and

1 Magyar Természetvédbk Szovetsége / National Society of Conservationists - Friends of the Earth Hungary (NSC-FoE HU), Mapping community-led
energy transition solutions (electricity, heat) in Miskolc (Hungary) from energy and social perspective, December 2024.

H Magyar Természetvéddk Szévetsége / National Society of Conservationists - Friends of the Earth Hungary (NSC-FoE HU), Integralt tanulméany
Miskolc energiak6zosségi megoldasok, March 2026.
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the two studies, while building local capacities and awareness about community energy and

decarbonisation.

We also faced several challenges from which we learnt a lot. Our active cooperation with the municipal
authority on promising decarbonisation solutions were hindered by bureaucracy, lack of data and political
polarisation. Thus, after the first study, we agreed with experts and local stakeholders to shift our focus to
residential decarbonisation concepts to be less dependent on modifications in public authority priorities.
Another challenge was the missing dedicated funding for just transition (JTF and other EU fund spending
delays and freezes), as well as delays and backtracking by the former Hungarian government in providing
favourable legal, administrative and financial frameworks for community energy or residential building

energy renovations.

Nonetheless, despite the challenges in Miskolc, MTVSZ managed to engage a critical mass of local citizens
and experts in decarbonisation planning and co-design as many as seven viable, possibly bankable
decarbonisation projects that are prepared for implementation in the near future, perhaps under the more

favourable legal, administrative and financial environment provided by the new Hungarian government.
Latvia

Green Liberty is a non-profit NGO founded in 1993. The organisation is active in providing input on improving
policy, education, awareness raising in areas such as climate change, renewable energy, circular economy,
sustainable lifestyles and consumption, as well as biodiversity. Green Liberty cooperates with other
organisations within the scope of local and international networks (including CEE Bankwatch Network, CAN

Europe, the European Environmental Bureau, INFORSE EUROPE and Beyond Fossil Fuels).

As part of its previous work, Green Liberty has a lot of experience in organising capacity-building events on
energy transformation topics for national and municipal stakeholders and energy experts. The organisation
also provides trainings to NGOs on strengthening activism, advocacy work and campaign work in the rural
areas and regions of Latvia. Green Liberty has extensive experience in planning and carrying out awareness-
raising campaigns on energy transformation and climate-related topics. It is part of several working groups
under the national committee working on the revision of the National Energy and Climate Plan and regularly
prepares recommendations for policy documents related to energy transformation, climate policy, as well as

holding meetings with stakeholders (on the national and EU level).

The Latgale region in Latvia

The mainissue identified in Latvia was mobility and transport poverty within the wider just transition region
of Latgale, located in the eastern part of the country, for which two cases were selected: the south-eastern
city of Daugavpils and Rézekne county.

Latgale is one of Latvia’s designated transition regions and is economically weaker than many other parts

of the country, which limits local investment capacity. Decarbonisation, in such a context, cannot be
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reduced to high-cost flagship technologies. Instead, it must respond to everyday mobility needs in both
urban and rural settings, especially where car dependence and transport poverty are already serious

problems.

Cycling infrastructure in the city of Daugavpils

In Daugavpils, the focus was on cycling infrastructure. The municipality had already been planning a
mobility plan, making it a useful moment to feed research directly into policy. However, the existing cycling
network does not encourage a shift away from private cars. Problems include poor safety, weak
connectivity between districts and the absence of basic supporting infrastructure such as bicycle stands
near public buildings and multi-apartment complexes. A 2019 assessment ranked Daugavpils only 62" out
of 119 Latvian municipalities in terms of bicycle infrastructure per 1,000 inhabitants, reinforcing the

conclusion that cycling has not yet been developed as a coherent mobility system.

To address this need, a study was finalised,*? including suggested priority routes where cycling paths should
be established and where existing paths could be improved (specific infrastructure improvements),
concrete locations at public buildings where bike stands should be located, suggestions for low-cost
monitoring of cycling traffic, and also suggestions on how the municipality should continue work on this
topic. Also, specific recommendations were provided on the principles of where and how bike stands should
be established, as well as what the best technical layout of bike paths is, based on experiences from other

cities.

Rézekne county’s transport poverty

Rezekne county presents a different but related challenge. Here the main issue is transport poverty in a
large, sparsely populated rural area with a declining population and high dependence on private vehicles.
Public transport connections are insufficient, while long-standing mobility difficulties could worsen when
the second phase of the EU Emissions Trading System becomes operational in 2027. In practical terms, this
means that rising costs for conventional fuels could hit rural households hard if alternative transport
options remain weak. The Latvian case therefore connects decarbonisation to territorial inequality: without
better mobility planning, climate policy could deepen exclusion for rural residents. A study was finalised®®
containing specific recommendations for improvements in public transport timetables, information
availability and the physical layout of bus stops, alongside other solutions for reduction of transport

poverty.

In Daugavpils, earlier cycling plans and route investments had not yet produced a comprehensive and
coordinated system. Cycling had not been treated as a municipal priority, resulting in fragmented routes,
unsafe conditions and poor technical design. In Rézekne county, public transport improvement had been

mentioned in development programmes, but implementation was inconsistent and slow. These findings

!2 7ala briviba / Green Liberty (GL), Daugavpils city cycling infrastructure, February 2025.

12 7ala briviba / Green Liberty (GL), Public transport accessibility (transport poverty reduction) in the Rezekne region, May 2025.
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suggest that local authorities may acknowledge mobility decarbonisation in principle while still lacking the

institutional focus and investment discipline needed for visible change.

The analyses propose targeted, strategic solutions rather than broad generic goals. For Daugavpils, that
means building safer, better connected cycling infrastructure and integrating it into the city’s broader
mobility planning. For Rézekne county, it would entail improving public transport routes, timetables and

accessibility so that residents are less dependent on private cars.

Developing capacity for change

Two citizens’ forums were held in Latvia: one on 12 June 2024 in Daugavpils!* and the other on 18
September 2024 in Rézekne county.’® The forum held in Daugavpils, where traditions of civic participation
are limited, was largely perceived by residents as an externally driven initiative, hindering mobilisation
efforts. Nevertheless, the event proved useful in gathering the perspectives of citizens on the current state
of cycling infrastructure in the city. Their input on what they view as the key challenges and the
improvements they would like to see implemented was subsequently used to develop a cycling
infrastructure roadmap for the city. In Rézekne, where the forum was organised in close cooperation with
a local citizens’ advisory board, engagement was significantly stronger and discussions more substantive.
The meeting generated valuable insights into mobility planning and helped raise awareness about future
mobility challenges linked to the introduction of the second revision of the EU’s Emissions Trading System,
along with potential policy solutions. Importantly, the discussion encouraged members of the local

community to self-organise in an effort to address these mobility issues as a collective.

Seven capacity-building events were held in Rézekne, Daugavpils and Riga. First, local government and
their staff were provided practical training on how to increase capacity and proactively incorporate
renewable energy solutions, energy efficiency improvement measures, and zero-emission technologies
into their construction plans. The second focus was on supporting Daugavpils municipal employees in
gaining knowledge of cycling infrastructure planning. The representatives from the Daugavpils municipality

met with relevant experts from the Riga.

Overcoming barriers

For Rézekne county, the main barriers were linked to a lack of capacities, both in terms of the staff already
overburdened with tasks and the area’s minimal access to much needed financial resources. In such
circumstances, our main achievement was bringing the topic of transport poverty to the table in the
presence of decision makers (both from the local and national levels) and initiating discussions on multi-
faceted solutions, not only traditional public transport systems. At the same time, the aim was to increase

the common understanding of what transport poverty is and what mobility challenges rural areas face.

14 7ala briviba / Green Liberty (GL), Pasdkums: vai Daugavpils var klit par velobraucéju galvaspilsétu?, 6 June 2024.

% Zala briviba / Green Liberty (GL), Transporta nabadziba un zala pareja: iedzivotaji Vilanos aktualizé mobilitates problémas un daZadus risinajumus
24 September 2024.
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Ministry level civil servants gained better understanding of local mobility challenges and existing municipal
barriers to implementing decarbonisation solutions. This can result in swifter implementation of Social
Climate Plan measures, higher acceptance of ETS2, and the introduction of more effective measures for

transport poverty reduction.

For Daugavpils, the main barrier is linked to political will, since power is very centralised there and
municipal administration is not used to showing initiative. In Daugavpils, we brought together local
politicians and municipal staff with citizens to discuss cycling infrastructure in the city, something that had

never happened there before.

Energy transformation and decarbonisation planning in the easternmost regions in Latvia still requires
plenty of awareness-raising and capacity-building measures, since the population in these regions
(including municipal administrations and politicians) still do not fully understand the benefits of the
transition. On the other hand, it is not an impossible task, as it is enough to create an understanding of the
connection between economic benefits and energy transition to increase acceptance and willingness to
work on these topics. At the same time, the economic struggles of the region also require extensive and
tailored support. For smaller municipalities, such as those in Rézekne county, this also means providing
technical assistance in the preparation of projects and in carrying out feasibility studies. In the next EU
budget, technical assistance support for such municipalities is a must if we want them to compete

successfully with richer municipalities in accessing funds and implementing green solutions.
Poland

The Polish Green Network (PGN) is an alliance of 11 major environmental and sustainable development
associations and foundations from all around Poland. It was created in 1995 and registered in 2000. PGN
advocates for social and environmental justice within sustainable development. Since 2008, PGN has been
campaigning for climate protection and a socially just energy transition. PGN’s aim is to influence the new
energy policy in Poland to promote a zero-carbon energy transformation and more sustainable and climate-
friendly energy production with focus on renewables, energy efficiency and community energy. In 2015, PGN
co-founded the More than Energy (www.wiecejnizenergia.pl) movement to campaign for legislative changes
that would unlock the potential of prosumers in Poland. PGN has run the movement’s secretariat ever since
and has organised the annual Community Energy Congress on community energy and energy savings among
local, regional and national stakeholders. PGN has also been working very actively on the Polish NECP process
from its very beginning. As a CEE Bankwatch Network member, PGN has also been involved in the People’s
Budget campaign launched to ensure that the next EU budget provides adequate funding opportunities to
local, community-led transformative energy projects so that Europeans can make the most of the Clean
Energy Package provisions on energy communities and active energy consumers. PGN has been involved in
the Just Transition process in Poland since 2017 and was able to influence the draft versions of the Territorial
Just Transition Plans to a very large extent in several regions. PGN continues to monitor the situation and is

represented in a number of EU funds monitoring committees.
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The municipality of Kleczew

Kleczew is a small townin the Konin district of Eastern Wielkopolska, one of Poland’s just transition regions.
With a population of just under 10,000, Kleczew represents a municipality at an early stage of moving from

a coal-based local economy toward a renewable and more energy-efficient future.

Heating is the main concern in Kleczew. Most buildings still rely on traditional, largely coal-based systems,
which makes heat decarbonisation a priority task for the local community. Replacing these systems with
cleaner technologies, such as heat pumps and photovoltaic installations, could reduce greenhouse gas
emissions while also lowering energy consumption and operating costs. This framing is important because
itlinks climate action directly to household economics. In a small town where many residents may evaluate
transition measures mainly in terms of affordability, lower running costs are a critical part of the

decarbonisation case.

Concrete progress is already underway. The municipality has launched projects to modernise the heating
systems, notably through Poland’s Clean Air programme, which supports households in replacing outdated

heat sources and insulating single-family homes.

Therisk of energy poverty

Social and economic issues receive explicit attention in Poland. Energy poverty is a major risk during
transition processes. Households that struggle to maintain adequate indoor comfort may find it difficult to
finance upgrades even when these would produce long-term savings. This means that policy design must
combine environmental ambition with financial support and accessible advisory services. Without targeted
public support, decarbonisation measures can bypass precisely those residents who would benefit most

from lower energy bills and better housing quality.

To tackle this issue locally, PGN commissioned a study that delved into the issues faced by the building
stock in the municipality, both individual households and publicly-owned buildings.® The proposed
solutions in Kleczew are practical and building focused. A central recommendation is the thermal
modernisation of both public and private buildings. Better insulation and improved building envelopes are
seen as essential because they reduce the amount of heat needed in the first place, making it easier and
cheaper to switch to low-carbon heating technologies. Continued support for renewable heat and
electricity options, especially heat pumps and rooftop photovoltaics, is also important. Together, these
measures form a coherent approach: first reduce demand, then supply the remaining demand with cleaner

systems.

16 Zwigzek Stowarzyszen Polska Zielona Siec / The Polish Green Network (PGN), Assessment of the decarbonisation potential of the building sector
at the local level in the Kleczew commune, December 2024.
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