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This document summarizes the main ideas and postures of the Notebook 07 Local
Governments on the International Agenda: Actors or Spectators? from the Euro-Latin-
American Alliance for Cooperation among Cities, AL-LAs. 
 
The objective of this notebook is to show cities and local governments that having an
impact in the world is no longer an option but a need closely related to the responsible
performance of government action. Through these chapters we will answer the
following questions: Must cities take part on the big topics of the global agenda and
why? Are local governments leading actors or secondary roles in the world stage? What
mechanisms or tools do local authorities have to impact global agendas? Can cities
export their priorities to global agendas and not only adjust, comply or influence the
agendas of the United Nations system?

INTRODUCTION
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CHAPTER I .
 
GLOBAL AGENDA AND LOCAL GOVERNMENTS
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Nowadays, the general consensus is that for international
policies to be efficient, they must depend on local
governments and city and territorial actors (civil society
organizations, private companies, scholars, etc.). Said
policies are clearly related with plenty of the competences
that local governments manage. In most cases, they
guarantee what are considered basic services.
Over the last decades, local policies have a greater impact
on the main topics of the global agenda. Nowadays, local
governments have a crucial role in fighting climate change,
as around 80% of the CO2 emissions are produced in urban
contexts. Supporting local policies aimed to favor
renewable energies and promote energy saving practices
and reducing urban emissions have become key challenges
of our day.

Local governments also play a crucial role in migration flux
management as they manage social integration policies
related to housing, education, health or employment and
they must encourage the citizens to be tolerant and
respect diversity. By the same token, the growing planet
urbanization (the last projections place urban population
over 60% by 2050) has made the urban agenda a top
priority challenge. Given this context, it is necessary to
reinforce institutional and operative capacities of local
governments and improving their working contexts. This
vision is now widespread and has overcome resistance. For
local governments to assume their corresponding
responsibilities in an efficient fashion, they need proper
financial, human and material resources.
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Likewise, it is necessary to make legal, institutional and
economic frameworks in which local governments work to
answer to their proximity government nature. We talk about
decentralization, local autonomy, subsidizing or local financing,
concepts that often meet resistance.
 
Local governments have increasingly gaining capacities to
impact agendas not only nationally, but regionally and
internationally. European and Latin American local governments
have sought a leading role in regional integration processes and
an active participation in regional integration, creating networks
like Euro cities, the Council of European Municipalities and
Regions or Mercocities.
 
Slowly, but steadily, the same phenomenon is observed on the
world stage, through networks like the United Cities and Local
Governments world organization (UCGL), Metropolis or ICLEI (the
global network of local governments for sustainability) that
allows an ever greater presence in some of the core agendas of
the international stage.

Networks are undoubtedly the main tools local governments
have to impact global agendas.
 
Defining and implementing global agendas is relevant for local
governments for two reasons: firstly, it allows to streamline it so
that they better answer to local authorities of territorial actors.
Secondly, because it promotes an improvement in life quality of
global strategies and legitimizes the decisions made
internationally.
 
However, the space they seek to have in a context traditionally
restricted to central governments still shows reluctance to
overcome. Nowadays, we can say that local governments have
gone from mere spectators of the international scenario to
develop an actor role, although secondary, acknowledged,
legitimized and deemed necessary.
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CHAPTER II. 
 
REGIONAL IMPACT OF CITIES: LATIN AMERICA
AND EUROPE
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Although national governments (particularly their executive
branches) are still the main actors who determine the way to
integrate South America, from the beginning of Mercosur, sub-
national government movements were created to influence the
regional agenda.

The common market of the Southern Common Market
(Mercosur) was created in 1991 with the Treaty of Asuncion,
entered into by the presidents of Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay
and Uruguay, thus beginning its transition period. During this
stage, some local governments stated the first "individual"
demands given the lack of a sub-national dimension on the
Mercosur agenda.
 

Therefore, local governments, especially cities, created two
types of regional incidence mechanisms: a process outsider
(Mercocities Network) and insiders (like the Municipalities
consultative forum, federated states, provinces and
departments of Mercosur)

The 1994 Ouro Preto Protocol ended the transition period and
determines the institutionality of Mercosur. However, it did not
foresaw within its structure a space for local government
participation, whether on its main organisms nor its assistant
organisms.
 
The collective foundational breakthrough was the Seminar
"Mercosur: Opportunities and challenges for cities" organized
by the Union of Ibero American Capital Cities (UCCI) in March
1995 in Asuncion, Paraguay. 

2.1 Local governments facing Mercosur

2.1.1 Incidence mechanisms
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Mercocities network



On said seminar, the need to create a city network of the
Mercosur countries was formulated to give democratically
elected municipal authorities the chance to partake in regional
integration decisions.
 
In November 1995, eleven cities signed the Foundation
document of Mercocities: Asuncion (Paraguay), Montevideo
(Uruguay), Rosario, Cordoba and La Plata (Argentina), Porto
Alegre, Florianopolis, Curitiba, Brasilia, Salvador and Rio de
Janeiro (Brazil).
 
Mercocities is created with a clear political impact objective
from locality to regional frameworks. It is not gratuitous, then
that the first objective of the network on its Statute is "pursuit
the acknowledgement of Mercocities in the Mercosur structure,
striving for co-decision in its areas of competence."

Mercocities understood from the very beginning that generating
cooperation channels among its members, formulating postures
or being a "foreign" interlocutor of national governments and
regional organisms does not suffice. It was necessary to work to
establish a space of local government representation in the
institutional structure of Mercosur.
 
It is thanks to the claim of Mercociudades that the REMI
(Specialized Reunion of Municipalities) was created. It was
considered a leap forward for city impact on the regional
agenda, although it did not answer to the type of representation
claimed by the cities, as the category of Specialized Reunion
meant that local governments were a mere "topic".
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Beyond the limited impact capacity of the mentioned
internal Mercosur institutions, its creation has meant placing
the local dimension in the regional agenda.
 
The Mercocities network, as a third party network to the
regional integration process has sought to impact said
process in several ways and has had a direct impact in
constituting agendas both of REMI as FCCR of Mercosur.
 
Mercocities has fostered the agreement of common positions
regarding the main debate topics, as well as the constitution
process of the Free trade Area of the Americas (ALCA), the
Agreement between Mercosur and the European Union or the
social agenda of Mercosur, among others. 
 
Moreover, through the generation of knowledge about local
problems and public policies in the different Theme Units of
the network, as the work performed before the Rio+20
summit by the Environmental and Sustainable Development
Theme Unit of Mercocities. Additionally, the Permanent
Technical Secretariat of the network is located on the
Mercosur headquarters and is closely linked with all the
agendas of the different Mercosur organisms.
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The expression of local governments as actors in the
institutionalization of Mercosur was made patent on December
2004 with the creation of FCCR, substituting REMI. FCCR is an
organic and consultative part and of the Mercosur structure (no
longer a topic of one specialized reunion).
 
Practically speaking, and after almost eight years from its
creation, the FCCR capacity to effectively impact the regional
agenda and the government decisions has shown limitations.
 
The most evident motives are related with its consulting, non
abiding nature of its attributions as well as the unprivileged
spot it holds in the institutional structure of Mercosur (it is not
an independent organ as it is subordinated to the Common
Market Group through which it speaks) and the role that
central governments still play in its constitution and function.
 
Although the FCCR has developed efforts to break its limitations
(as the creation of a permanent secretariat), it seems
insufficient to this day.

Consulting Forum of Municipalities,
Federated States, Provinces and
Departments of Mercosur (FCCR)

2.1.2 The impact area: the regional agenda



2.2 Local  governments facing
the European Union

2.2.1  The Committee of  the Regions

It is an EU consulting organism composed of local and regional
elected representatives from the twenty-eight Member states.
The representatives can voice their opinions on the EU
legislation directly impacting regions and cities through this
committee.
 
Its competences have been reinforced over the last years with
the mechanism to control the application of the subsidiarity
principle, one of the most important democratic principles in
the modern governance context. It is oriented to settle the
most pertinent intervention level when shared competences
arise and it determines that the decisions must be adopted in
the government level that is closest to the citizen.

With the new century, central governments have yielded part
of their lead role to other key actors in the European
integration process. As of the validity date of the Maastricht
Treaty in 1993, not only did the European Parliament role
increased, but also other actors, like local governments, saw
the doors opened to them. It is a bet on democracy quality
increase regarding the union policies.

With the creation of the Regions Committee, the Maastricht
Treaty strove for local and regional realities to inform and
impact the European policy making processes so that they
were better responses to the citizens' needs and interests.
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Apart from the role of the Committee of the Regions, the
community institution, notably the European Commission, have
established formal and informal communication channels with
local governments in multiple aspects. The European
Commission is increasingly for opening referendums with the
citizens and other actors interested in the norm, political
agendas and financial program definition processes.
 
Apart from these open consult instances, it established
"structured dialogues" in areas as sensitive as regional policy,
infrastructure, youth policy or development cooperation.
Another important participation space is the Political Forum for
Development, an informal dialogue space between the
European Commission, the Member States and civil society
representatives and local governments
 
But more than creating dialogue spaces, the European
Commission has found its main allies in local governments in
some big operations. Such is the case of the "Pact of the
Mayors", a political agenda in which signatory mayors assume 

2.2.2 The European Commission
and local governments

a series of commitments against climate change, through
energy efficiency improvements and the use of renewable
energy sources on their territories.
 
Certainly, the best examples of collaboration mechanisms
between the European Commission and local governments are
the so called EU financial programs, in which territorial
governments can participate.
 
The European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) is the
flagship instrument that has allowed locally and regionally
important infrastructure financing (related to local and urban
development, the environment and climate change combat,
innovation and technological development, the support of
SMEs, etc.) Other important trusts are: The Cohesion Fund, The
European Social Fund or the European Agricultural Fund for
Rural Development.
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 Life + program; environmental and climate change combat
policies 
URBACT Program; urban policies
Creative Europe Program; cultural policies
Erasmus Program; Education and professional formation
COSME program; support to competitiveness and SMEs
Civil society organizations and local autorities prgram;
development cooperation
2020 Horizon Program; research and technological
development policies

Table 1. European programs with local
government participation
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European local governments would not have been able to go
that far if they supported the integration process individually.
They have joined forces, gained critical mass through multiple
networks that have been built over the last decades.
 
It is until the late 1980s, with the creation of Eurocities (1986)
and early 1990s that city networks start proliferating. Each
network had a different objective and will to impact the
European Union policies.
 
General networks have a calling to defend local government
interests on the European Union institutions, as the Council of
European Municipalities and Regions, Eurocities or Eurotowns.

At the same time, there are networks we can deem as
especialized, which focus its reach in one concrete theme, as
Energy Cities (energy policies), Platform (international
cooperation) or Polis (transport).
 
Finally, territorial networks have proliferated thanks to the
European Union regional policy. Some of them are the
Conference of Peripheral and Maritime Regions of Europe, the
Arco Latino network or the Baltic cities Union.

2.2.3 EU local  government networks
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The following years will be crucial for the definition of
public agendas that will boost global development
processes until 2030. The fight against poverty and
exclusion, buffering climate change effects, universal
access to basic services (health, education, water,
sanitation or energy) or the definition of a new urban
agenda are some of the major challenges that call for a
clear impact in cities and territories.

CHAPTER III. 
INTERNATIONAL AGENDAS WITH GREATER LOCAL
IMPACT
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The new development agenda was defined with the new
Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) is not only based
on them. Other issues such as financing, international
cooperation efficiency, climate change impacts, world
trade order or the progressive and unstoppable planet
urbanization also have an impact on development.



In September 2015, world leaders met in New York to
adopt the Sustainable Development Objectives, the new
map for development policies until 2030.
 
The definition process of the SDG began from a global
scale consult that involved all type of actors on most
world countries on a two year span. One of the main
lessons learnt from the SDG was the need to open the new
development agenda to a broad set of economic and
social actors whose role is crucial on a local, regional or
global scale.
 
Said opening is not thanks to goodwill nor the
generosity of country representatives. It is the result of
evidencing that having territorial actors partake in the
definition, implementation, monitoring and evaluation
activities of the development agendas is not only
desirable out of "aesthetics"; it is a must to gain impact
efficiency and a greater citizen appropriation.

3.1 Sustainable Development Goals
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Local governments are acknowledged as one of the major
groups and had quite a dynamic participation along the
whole process.
 
The main tool of local governments in this area was the
Global Task Force of Local and Regional Governments for
Post 2015 Development Agenda and Towards Habitat III
(GTF). GTF was conceived as a platform integrated by the
main city and local government network that operate
globally (such as CGLU or ICLEI), regionally (as Mercocities
or the Council of European Municipalities and regions,
among others) and even nationally (As United French
Cities).
 
The main achievement of local governments across the
process was including a city and human settlement focused
objective in the final proposal, SDG 11.

However, the GTF efforts were not only to ensure the
viability of the urban SDG; it bet on including the local
dimension in all its objectives. Thus, GTF sought to
generate local indexes on the SDG impacts and proposed
a document ("Localizing goals and indicators of the Post
2015 Agenda) with a set of over 100 localizable indicators
over most objectives.

3.1.1 SDG 11: Sustainable urban
development
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On 2002, the United Nations organized the so called Monterrey
Conference, to get development financing in the global
agenda. Thanks to the Monterrey Consensus, the international
community attempted to articulate a joint answer to the need
for financing and bet on a comprehensive approach towards
the big development challenges.
 
In Monterrey we can attest for the very first time that official
financing is insufficient to approach development needs, it is
necessary to find new schemes for resource captation.

The conference was open to civil society, private sector and
big miltilateral financial institution representatives, but it did
not specifically foresaw the need to create dialogue channels
with local governments. This omission of local governments
in the debate remained in the II Global Conference on
Financing for Development (Doha, 2008) as in the III
conference (Addis Ababa, 2015). 
 
However, and as a result of the impact efforts performed by
the GTF and diverse local government networks, the States
have acknowledged in the Addis Ababa Action plan that
investment is also necessary on a sub-national scale to
forward sustainable development.

3.2 Development financing
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On a traditional sense, climate change agenda has had
the participation of local governments. Although it is
also an agenda that is managed by national
governments, the determinant and acknowledged role
of cities in buffering CO2 emissions has opened the
doors to their formal participation in debates. This
facilitates the local authorities' capacity to have an
impact.
 
There are several platforms that operate, joining forces
and channeling the voice of cities and territories in the
grand negotiating forums on climate change. From
global organizations as CGLU to specialized platforms
as ICLEI and cities network such as C40; cities have
developed highly innovative global mechanisms to
measure, report and verify their action to favor the
environment.

The Mexico City Pact, the Durban Adaptation Charter,
the Climate Record of Carbon Cities (CCCR), the Global
Protocol for Community Scale GHG Emissions (GPC),
and the No Regrets Charter, promoted by the Berlin
town hall are some initiatives backed by cities network
and that place them as first class global operators.

19

3.3 Climate change

In 2013, during the World Mayors Summit on Climate
Change held in the French city of Nantes, the main
objectives for local governments were stablished. The
focus was on the global agenda, as the United Nations
Climate Change Conference (CO21, 2015) and related to
the main sector negotiation, such as biodiversity
(2014), natural catastrophe risk reduction (2015) or in
the third United Nations Conference on Housing and
Sustainable Urban Development (Habitat III, 2016).



The Climate summit held in New York in 2014 saw the
launch of Compact of Mayors, an initiative addressed to
significantly reduce Greenhouse Effect Gasses (GHG),
boosting measurement systems, standarize buffering
methods and ease the information access  platforms.
 
The Paris Declaration, signed on 2015 at the end of
COP21, acknowledges the action of local governments
as the only possible path and invites to take steps to
improve "access to financing, budget autonomy and
greater legislative capacities to maximize climate
change fighting actions.
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The urban agenda concept is not so old. Actually, it's been
four decades since the international community began
paying attention to cities. On 1967 the General Assembly of
the United Nations organized the first Conference on
Human Settlements (Habitat I, Vancouver) to approach a
recent issue with a strong transcendence: the fast
urbanization in developing countries and rural-to-urban
migrations.
 
However, local governments were mere witnesses and
had little capacity to impact the agenda. Habitat II
(Istambul, 1996) meant a qualitative leap in its
acknowledgment as the United Nations deemed them as
the main partners of the agenda implementation.
 
The preparation process of Habitat III and definition of
the new urban agenda, GTF, especially through CGLU, as
positioned in relation to the main topics that should
make up the agenda.

3.4 Habitat III and the new urban agenda

Urban and territorial governance
Urban financing
Urban planning
Inclusive cities and territories
Local economic development
Sustainable urban environment
Culture: heritage, diversity and creativity
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Table 2.CGLU and the Global Task Force: 
Priority topics of the new urban agenda



The impact on global agendas is one of the most
groundbreaking dimensions of city international
action. Recently, awareness on the impact of
territories in topics analyzed by the international
community is increasing.
 

CHAPTER IV. 
IMPACT MECHANISMS AND TOOLS
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For an incidence action to ve impactful, 5 basic
vectors must converge: networking, topic
knowledge, management transparency,
coordination with other government levels and
civil society and communication on what is being
defended and why.



a) The essential networking

Cities must be able to join forces, meaning, to
generate enough critical mass to allow their voices
being heard. Over the last years, it has been shown
that the insistent work of some city networks such as
CGLU, Metropolis, ICLEI, c40, CLGF, AIMF and others
provided with strong legitimacy have opened doors
and allowed to convey local and regional
governments' needs and concerns in the main global
decision making spaces.
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Table 3. Local government international networks
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NETWORK COVERAGE COMPOSITION FOCUS

UCLG
United Cities and
Local Governments

World Association of
the Major
Metropolises

ICLEI
Local
governments for
sustainability

C40

Cities for Mobility

CEMR
Council of European
Municipalities and
Regions

Global

Global

Global

Global

Global

Europe

All sorts of local government
(cities, metropolis, provinces,
regions) and its associations

Big metropolitan areas of over 1
million inhabitants

All sorts of local government and
environment related entities

Major cities

Cities

Cities, provinces, departments,
regions

Transversal, multi-topic

Transversal, multi-topic

Theme: environment

Theme: Climate change

Theme: mobility

Transversal, multi-topic



Table 3. Local government international networks
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NETWORK COVERAGE COMPOSITION FOCUS

Mercocities

Africité

CityNet

Energicités

CIDEU
Ibero American City
Network

Latin America

Africa

Asia

Europe

Ibero America

Cities, municipalities

Cities, municipalities

Cities

Cities

Cities, municipalities

Transversal, multi-topic

Transversal, multi-topic

Transversal, multi-topic

Theme focused on energy

Theme focused on urban strategic
planning



A local government network that focuses its
efforts on external functions to which we have
referred (representation, political impact) but
disregards the connection of its international
speech with the local reality will struggle to
support its demands and positions facing the
global agenda topics. Therefore, it is necessary
to consolidate its political message with empiric
evidence in the form of knowledge.
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b) Beyond the speech,
impact through facts

City networks must be able to develop communication strategies
that allow them to convey their key messages to the main territory
actors to the citizenship of different agendas they seek to impact.
The urban SDG campaign revealed some of the feature components
that any communication strategy must include:

Clear message, based on properly defined objectives;
Proper image;
Properly defined recipients;
Use of adequate channels, including social media and some
specialized means of communication;
Ability to have relevant allies;
Enough budget

c) Being visible: conveying the interests of local
governments in the global agendas
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Just as communicating, it is indispensable to guarantee
coordination among the different government levels to link
viable impact strategies. It is possible to identify some
good practices on this issue. We are talking about
platforms that, from a formal or informal perspective,
gather national and local governments for a shared goal.
 
Therefore, and back to the urban SDG example, some
European governments with high importance within the
United Nations as France or Germany built an alliance with
CGLU and UNSDSN (a platform under the United Nations) to
ensure maintaining the urban objective within the SDG.

d) Multilevel coordination e) Local governments cannot do it by
themselves. Citizen participation and
accountability

To have a world impact, cities and networks must have the
support of citizens and the main territorial actors. Nowadays, it is
clear thad local governments can have an important role to make
citizens close to the discussions held at the big international
forums.
 
Recently, we have seen a very successful citizen proximity
experience. As we noted before, the definition of the SDG was
created by an open and inclusive process that had two sets of
global questions in which over five million people and civil
society representatives took part along with private sector,
scholars, local governments, minority groups, religious
institutions and others.
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CHAPTER V. 
 
CORE IDEAS



The new global agenda and the SDG will define the
approach to big humanity challenges and will
determine public policies around the world until 2030.
Local mayors cannot be left outside the decision
making scenarios.
The international community is approaching in parallel
other more specific and sector agendas which will have
a notorious territorial impact: development financing,
climate change or the new urban agenda, among others.
Definition of these agendas has the somewhat
structured participation of local governments. In some
cases, such as SDG, the climate agenda or Habitat III,
formal channels have been created to ensure said
participation. In others, such as development financing,
its presence is testimonial.
The capacity of local governments to influence global
agendas is still much reduced. Furthermore, the legal,
human and material resources available to them are
still limited.

Cities must be able to join efforts and generate enough
critical mass to be heard and have an impact. Over the
last years, it has been shown that the constant work of
some networks has opened some doors and allowed to
move the challenges they face to some global agendas.
In order to have an impact, it is necessary to base the
arguments defended with solid and well-built evidence.
Thus, cities and networks must be able to generate
knowledge in those global agenda aspects that are
more related to its domestic action. However, providing
evidence is not enough; making an impact demands
communication, convey messages and forge alliances.
In order for impact strategies to be successful, it is
essential to avoid single, isolated city operations,
disregarding the opinions and positions of other actors.
The pending challenge for most local governments is
building alliances with the territory citizens and actors
to build shared international strategies.
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