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FROM PIONEER NETWORKS TO AN 
ALL-ENCOMPASSING INITIATIVE: THE 
STORY OF LOCAL GOVERNMENTS' 
COOPERATION FOR CLIMATE
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SIGNATORIES TO GLOBAL COVENANT  

OF MAYORS AS OF FEBRUARY, 2022

THE GOVERNANCE AND ADMINISTRATION OF 
THE GCOM: PLACING MAYORS AT THE CORE WITH 
THE BACKING OF THE SECRETARIAT AND THE 
MAJOR FUNDERS
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https://www.globalcovenantofmayors.org/faq/what-is-the-global-governance-structure-of-the-initiative/
https://www.globalcovenantofmayors.org/our-regions/
https://www.globalcovenantofmayors.org/our-regions/
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The International 
Governance of Networks 
and Cooperation Initiatives
The global landscape of local actors in climate is marked by a constellation of networks and 
initiatives, supported by partner organisations and platforms. In complementarity with the 
indicators, this section will initially look at the different scales at which these networks and 
initiatives operate, and the increasingly complex links between them. Through the example 
of the Global Covenant of Mayors for Climate and Energy and its governance, the largest 
initiative that involves most of the networks at various levels, this section will also provide 
an idea of how the collaboration of local actors can take on a global form. 

Climate Action, Catalyst for 
Transnational Cooperation 
Between Local and Regional 
Governments

Transnational cooperation is an oft resorted 
to “orchestration” instrument to deal with is-
sues that cut across various policy areas and 
involve actors across state and non-state, and 
geographic levels, climate change being a 
prime example (Hale, Roger, 2014). In addition 
to their capacity for individual initiatives at 
the local level, networks of local and regional 
governments (LRGs) have a central role in the 
transnational governance of climate change 
in three ways:
• by supporting learning and exchange pro-

cesses between local governments and 
other sub-national organisations

• by bringing together local resources and 
knowledge to provide complete solutions

• by strengthening the role of cities on inter-
national agendas by engaging political and 
private actors. (Castán Broto, 2017)

Since the 1980s, the expansion of these na-
tional, regional, and international networks 
and cooperative initiatives (ICIs) of LRGs (ref. 
Keys to Understanding) has led to the buil-
ding of an extended “transnational climate 
change governance”. (Bulkeley et al., 2014) 
Accordingly, there has been “a surge of trans-
national partnerships” seeking to address 
various aspects of climate policy, from infor-
mation collection, sharing of best practices 
and experiences, and capacity building and 
implementation, to common rule and stan-
dard setting (Streck, 2021).

KEYS TO UNDERSTANDING

NETWORKS OR INITIATIVES?

In this analysis, as in the all the report, we distinguish 
between networks and initiatives of LRGs. Networks 
designate full-fledged, stand-alone organisations with 
a membership system. Once a member of the network, 
the city or the region can benefit from its services and 
take part in the projects. At the transnational level, this 
is the case of ICLEI, UCLG or Energy Cities, for instance.
International cooperative initiatives refer to spaces 
for collaboration of local and subnational govern-
ments, with a commitment system. The signatories 
voluntarily commit to align themselves with a set of 
shared principles and targets. Their progress can be 
subject to monitoring process and abidance to the 
rules set out by the initiative. International cooperative 
initiatives for climate action can have many forms. 
Some are administered by several networks of local 
governments, with separate secretariats, as in the 
case of the Global Covenant of Mayors; some are 
opened to members of a single organisation, others 
are open but administered by a network, as the Under2 
Coalition, for which Climate Group is the Secretariat, 
or RegionsAdapt, coordinated by Regions4 (ref. Focus 
Under2 Coalition and Regions4). (ref. Part III Under2 
Coalition).
Besides, there are hybrid organisations supporting 
the various networks and initiatives or working in 
complementarity with them and directly engaging 
with LRGs, be it in their administration, in providing 
research and capacity building, or a common platform 
for reporting and disclosure – as in the case of CDP 
(ref. Focus CDP). 

A
N

A
LY

S
IS

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11558-013-9174-0
https://econpapers.repec.org/article/eeewdevel/v_3a93_3ay_3a2017_3ai_3ac_3ap_3a1-15.htm
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/transnational-climate-change-governance/44AC553A1719681F5BD1D8C91B5DD999
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/transnational-environmental-law/article/strengthening-the-paris-agreement-by-holding-nonstate-actors-accountable-establishing-normative-links-between-transnational-partnerships-and-treaty-implementation/9DE9D3ECC1DAE5A6BF0F872333C866CE
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Urban Policy Networks, a Centuries-Old Practice that has 
Spread Across the World

Typically, networks of local governments gather member 
cities or regions to collaborate on shared issues related to 
urban policies. National associations of local governments, in 
their crudest form have existed for centuries, taking on more 
formalised structures in recent decades. The Convention of 
Scottish Local Authorities (COSLA), for instance, traces its 
history back 800 years, to the Convention of Royal Burghs. 
National networks can be understood as arising from the 
quest of LRGs seeking a more “granular understanding” of 
policies, tools and financing available to them within their 
countries. (Ryan, 2021) 

International networks arose as a natural reaction to the 
difficulty of LRGs in representing themselves in the internatio-
nal arena, as coming together in transitional networks give 
them the “critical mass” they require to acquire international 
legitimacy, visibility and strength (Fernandez de Losada, 
2019). There exist presently over 200 city networks, each with 
their own myriad links to and between their members, States, 
international organisations and corporate actors (Acuto & 
Rayner, 2016).

United Cities and Local Governments (ref. Part III UCLG), for 
example, is the largest such network at the global level, which 
works to give a platform for local and regional voices. It was 
created in 2004 from the merger of the International Union of 
Local Authorities (IULA) and United Towns and Cities (UTO), 
formed in 1913 and 1957, respectively. There are also regional 
networks, gathering members from a certain region of the 
world, to create regional synergies and give a voice to the 
local authorities of the region. Eurocities, and the Council of 
European Municipalities and Regions (CEMR), the European 
section of UCLG, are examples of such networks at the Euro-
pean level. Networks and initiatives of local actors also often 
have regional or national “chapters” or branches, not to be 
confused with independent regional and national networks. 

Climate- and Environment-Focused Networks Amount to 
Nearly One Third of Global Networks

The development of domain-specific focuses has been a more 
recent step in the evolution of networks. Around 29% of the 200 
and more networks existing at various levels have an explicit 
environmental focus, and 12.4% have an energy-related one, 
while most of them could be classified as “multi-purpose”, 
due to interconnected nature of urban challenges (Acuto & 
Rayner, 2016). Networks like ICLEI – Local Governments for 
Sustainability, created in 1990 (ref. Focus ICLEI), or C40, created 
in 2005, (ref. Part III C40) bring together members to act in 
the domains of environment and climate. At the European 
level, which marks the highest level of “municipalisation” 
(Fernandez de Losada, 2019), there exist networks like Energy 
Cities or Climate Alliance, with specialised areas of action 
as indicated by the names. (ref. Part III Energy Cities and Cli-

a  Additionality here means that the emissions reduction considered to be resulting from ICIs should not be a double-counting of reductions listed 
elsewhere. 

mate Alliance) In Latin America, the Argentinian Network of 
Municipalities facing Climate Change (RAMCC) is one of the 
most proactive national networks specifically dedicated to 
climate policy, and counts among the coalition partners of 
the Cities Race to Zero campaign at global level.

As members of national level networks all operate within 
the same regulatory and policy frameworks, the knowledge 
exchanges, collective problem-solving and advocacy can 
take on a more practical and concrete form; and thus natio-
nal networks have shown to fill in gaps in multi-level climate 
governance in the countries that they exist. (Ryan, 2021) 

The Creation of Joint Initiatives, The Complexification 
of Interrelations, and the Effectiveness of the Emerging 
Governance 

One or more networks may launch specific initiatives, to which 
members can be signatory or participate in, with more specific, 
and often time-bound goals. In the ecosystem of local and 
regional government networks and their actions, initiatives 
often bring networks together, to further channelise their ac-
tions. The Global Covenant of Mayors for Climate and Energy 
(GCoM), for instance, was created in 2016 from the merger of 
the Covenant of Mayors for Climate and Energy in Europe 
and the Compact of Mayors, which in turn were founded by 
networks of local actors coming together (see below). 

The proliferation of LRG networks and cooperative initiatives 
has been pushed by a need to fill in the gaps in existing 
intergovernmental cooperation. The multiplication in recent 
years of networks and initiatives is also a result of the increa-
sing importance of local actors on the global agenda. This 
reconfiguration of the ecosystem presents both challenges 
and opportunities – challenges in terms of a diffusion of efforts 
and a lack of coordination, and opportunities, evidently, in 
terms of increased spaces for fostering alliances with various 
actors. (Fernandez de Losada & Abdullah, 2019)

International cooperative initiatives, as an approach, have 
been gaining traction in the last decade as complementary 
to internationally negotiated top-down approaches, to meet 
the goal of reducing global GHG emissions. This implies a 
need larger integration of these initiatives into the existing 
international climate governance system. Measuring the 
effectiveness of ICIs however is rather complicated, and is 
conditional to their type, functions, membership and other 
factors in general, and to the existence of quantifiable targets 
and “additionality”a in particular. (Widerberg & Pattberg, 2014)

Supporting and Partner Organisations: Completing the 
Picture

The final piece of the puzzle are organisations or structures 
that aren’t networks or initiatives per se, but are crucial to 
the functioning of and coordination between them. This is 
often through a wide range of activities, from hosting the 
secretariats and supporting them in their daily functioning, 

https://www.cosla.gov.uk/about-cosla
https://www.uk100.org/sites/default/files/publications/Accelerating%20climate%20action-NoN-Final-10th%20Nov.pdf
https://www.metropolis.org/sites/default/files/resources/Rethinking%20the%20ecosystem%20%20of%20international%20city%20networks.pdf
https://www.metropolis.org/sites/default/files/resources/Rethinking%20the%20ecosystem%20%20of%20international%20city%20networks.pdf
https://www.metropolis.org/sites/default/files/resources/Rethinking%20the%20ecosystem%20%20of%20international%20city%20networks.pdf
https://www.metropolis.org/sites/default/files/resources/Rethinking%20the%20ecosystem%20%20of%20international%20city%20networks.pdf
https://www.metropolis.org/sites/default/files/resources/Rethinking%20the%20ecosystem%20%20of%20international%20city%20networks.pdf
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/1468-2346.12700
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/1468-2346.12700
https://www.metropolis.org/sites/default/files/resources/Rethinking%20the%20ecosystem%20%20of%20international%20city%20networks.pdf
https://www.ramcc.net/
https://www.uk100.org/sites/default/files/publications/Accelerating%20climate%20action-NoN-Final-10th%20Nov.pdf
https://www.metropolis.org/sites/default/files/resources/Rethinking%20the%20ecosystem%20%20of%20international%20city%20networks.pdf
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1758-5899.12184


25Global Synthesis Report on Local Climate Action

to scientific or research-based backing, or the provision of a 
disclosure platform, as already explained. The roles played 
by these organisations would also add to the legitimacy and 
institutional fit of networks or initiatives – identified as im-
portant factors influencing their contribution to international 
climate governance and climate change mitigation. (Wider-
berg & Pattberg, 2014) The CDP for instance, a “not-for-profit 
charity that runs the global disclosure system for investors, 
companies, cities, states and regions to manage their envi-
ronmental impacts”, works closely with LRGs networks and 
ICIs to support their monitoring practices.

The Global Covenant of Mayors for 
Climate and Energy (GCoM)

GCoM is the largest global alliance of cities committed to 
climate action. It was created in 2016 from the merger of the 
European Union’s Convenant of Mayors and the Compact of 
Mayors, which in turn were created from networks coming to-
gether at various points in time, as explained in the indicators. 
13 Regional or National Covenants are members of the Global 
Covenant of Mayors alliance, depicted in the indicators (and 
see below). The aim of regional/national Covenants is to adapt 
the common principles to local realities (GCoM, n.d.), uniting 
all the local, regional and national partners. The regional and 
national covenants mobilise new signatories around locally 
relevant commitments, facilitate access to specially adapted 
tools, guidance, capacity-building and technical support, 
and also communicate and share experiences. The Global 
Secretariat promotes coherence, identifies synergies, and 
facilitates the exchange of best practices among Regional 
and National Covenants stakeholders.

GCoM Governance

The Board, which provides the strategic direction for the ini-
tiative, is co-chaired by the two main funders of the initiative: 
the European Commission, represented by the Executive Vice 
President for the European Green Deal Frans Timmermans, 
and UN Secretary-General’s Special Envoy for Climate Ambi-
tion and Solutions and former New York City Mayor Michael 
Bloomberg. Ex-Officio Members include UNFCCC Executive 
Secretary Patricia Espinosa, UN-Habitat Executive Director 
Maimunah Mohd Sharif. Ten mayors are members of the Board, 
representative of all the regional covenants, and ensuring that 
the Covenant is led by mayors. The mayors on the Board serve 
a term of two years, which is further renewable for two years. 

The Board is supported by a Strategic Advisory Committee 
which helps to ensure collaboration, bolster governance, and 
provide support for the mayors, as depicted in the indicators.

The GCoM Global Secretariat, co-funded by Bloomberg Phi-
lanthropies and the European Commission, carries out the 
day-to-day working of the Covenant, working with Regional 
and National secretariats. Currently the GCOM Secretariat 
supports the coordination of city network partners through 
five “Technical Working Groups” on the following areas: (1) 
Global and Regional Coherence; (2) Data Management, Mo-
nitoring, and Reporting; (3) Finance; (4) Communications; (5) 
Research and Innovation.

The Regional and National Secretariats

The GCoM has also established Regional/ National Covenants 
as regional chapters of the global alliance. Some already 
existed before the creation of the Global Covenant. Being 
the primary founder network in 2008, the European Covenant 
accounts for the largest number of GCoM signatory cities. The 
European Commission, as the main funder of the European 
Covenant and co-founder of the GCoM, also finances most of 
the regional and national secretariats of the GCoM.

The Covenant of Mayors for Sub Saharan Africa (CoMSSA), for 
instance, is co-funded by the European Union (EU) along with 
the German Federal Ministry of Economic Cooperation and 
Development (BMZ), and the Agencia Española de Coopera-
ción Internacional para el Desarrollo (AECID) (ref. Part III CoM 
SSA). Its Secretariat and Technical Helpdesk is led by ICLEI 
Africa with support from United Cities and Local Governments 
of Africa (UCLG-A) and the Council of European Municipalities 
and Regions (CEMR), the European chapter of UCLG. It was 
born in 2015, just one year before the GCoM was established.

Some Covenants have also been created as the result of 
multi-actor projects. Among the most recent examples is 
the Covenant of Mayors for the Mediterranean (CoM Med), 
was launched as part of Clima-Med, an EU-funded project. 
Initially funded through the European Neighbourhood Policy 
(2018-2021), then extended up to 2025 by the Cities4Climate 
Program, Clima Med established the CoM Med to provide 
technical assistance to support the formulation and imple-
mentation of local Sustainable Energy Access and Climate 
Action Plans (SEACAPs), in line with the GCoM principles (ref. 
Part III Clima-Med).

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1758-5899.12184
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1758-5899.12184
https://www.globalcovenantofmayors.org/faq/what-is-a-regional-national-covenant/
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