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I n  early June 2023 ,  45  countr ies from all around the world 
agreed on the Versa il les Statement “the cruc ial decade 
for energy eff ic iency ”  and called for governments to 
implement pol icy packages that include suff ic iency 
measures 1.

 

The concept of “sufficiency measures” or “suf-
ficiency policies” is increasingly being used by 
political decision-makers. The latest Internation-
al Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) report has 
further legitimised it. For IPCC author Yamina 
Saheb, sufficiency policies are “a set of meas-
ures and daily practices that avoid the demand 
for energy, materials, land, and water while 
delivering human wellbeing for all within plan-
etary boundaries”2. This framing draws a clear 
line between sufficiency and efficiency, a closely 
related concept that relies on technical 
progress rather than reduced demand3.

In a world where climate, financial, energy, and 
resource-related crises are hitting territories 
with increasing frequency and greater intensi-

ty, it has becoming more relevant to mobilise 
sufficiency. The energy crisis, worsened by the 
Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022, has high-
lighted how sufficiency policies were not only 
easy and low-cost to implement, but also high-
ly beneficial and effective. Initiatives like the 
Cities Energy Savings Sprint, launched by the 
Covenant of Mayors Europe, showed how cities, 
at the forefront of crises, can rapidly implement 
measures that reduce the use of resources4. 

Many measures motivated by the energy crisis 
have been extended to the local level and even 
integrated into more structural plans. Resource 
savings are commonly approved as an appropri-
ate answer to the crisis. However, the potential of 
structural sufficiency policies, capable of trans-

Suff ic iency: 
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forming society enough to use only the neces-
sary resources, is largely untapped in Europe.  
The European Green Deal has set many ambitious 
goals for the European Union, including Europe’s 
aim to reach climate neutrality by 2050, among 
others. However, the targets are far from being 
reachable, because the path taken so far is not 
ambitious enough. The recently published Clev-
er Scenario shows that carbon neutrality by 
2045 and a reduction of 55% of our final energy 
consumption is possible if we carry out strong 
cross-sectorial sufficiency policies5. This 
scenario, based on energy sufficiency, energy 
efficiency, and renewable energy sources illus-
trates a path in which Europe is fully independ-
ent of energy imports and makes a difference 
in climate change mitigation and adaptation. 

Decision-makers often go against this, claim-
ing that making such changes is impossible, 
will make them unpopular, or is overly idealis-
tic. However, locally elected representatives 

in various countries have already started im-
plementing sufficiency-based policies, and are 
harvesting the fruits: greater resilience, high-
er quality of life, and a safe path to meet cli-
mate goals.  Furthermore, we cannot risk win-
ters where energy costs soar and the vital 
needs of part of the population are not covered. 

This paper will precisely explore the transfor-
mations that cities are carrying to deliver pub-
lic services and shape the urban space with a 
sufficiency approach, especially to answer re-
source scarcity. By looking at examples from 
countries like France, Finland, or Austria, we 
will see that cities also need the support of 
the Member States and the European Union to 
accelerate their progress in this area. We will 
highlight opportunities at the European level, 
such as the Energy Union and Climate Action 
governance regulation, which must integrate 
sufficiency to enable a socially just and accel-
erated transition towards climate neutrality.  

Cities’ voices:  

The examples quoted in this paper are based on interviews conducted with elected represent-
atives, experts, and heads of departments of different cities unless otherwise stated. Led 
in spring 2023, the interviews explored cities’ strategy towards resource consumption, with 
various focuses from energy sufficiency to circular economy and doughnut economics6.
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1 .  A  RESOURCE CONSUMPT ION REDUCT ION AGENDA FOR C IT IES

Sufficiency is possible: the inspiring example of Flensburg 
In response to resource crises, more and more cities are choosing the path of sufficiency. There are 
many reasons for this choice, which will be explored further in the second part of this paper. First, let’s 
take a look at an exemplary instance of a sufficiency project addressing both land use and energy scar-
city, while taking social justice into account.  In Flensburg, a northern city in Germany, urban density is 
a reality. To address the growing demand for affordable and efficient housing, the city has decided to 
cooperate with the University of Flensburg to build a new neighbourhood in the area of the old harbour.

Energy and land: two scarce resources for European cities 
The interviews conducted for this paper have highlighted the scarcity of two main resources: energy 
and land. The stakes related to these resources differ from place to place. Naturally, other resources 
are becoming insufficient, such as water, but the European cities interviewed mentioned them less. 

1.1 CITIES ON THE FRONT LINE OF RESOURCES SCARCITY 

Cities, particularly, are on the front line of crises. When a resource such as energy, land, water, 
or materials is in short supply, whether due to an external or internal shock, cities are dealing 
with the immediate consequences. Indeed, the local level is the one at which citizens’ needs and 
demands are addressed, directly. Cities have been key stakeholders in climate change mitiga-
tion and environmental protection, exploring more ambitious answers, like sufficiency policies.

Energy  
The Russian invasion of Ukraine, in late Febru-
ary 2022, compelled the EU to accelerate the 
transition to cleaner energy while simultaneous-
ly seeking new fossil fuel energy suppliers as 
quickly as possible. Indeed, the cheap Russian 
gas and oil could not be paid with EU money 
anymore because this would mean to finance 
Putin’s war. To avoid an energy crisis and main-
tain full storage, the EU had to pay significantly 
higher prices to new suppliers. The consequence 
of this geopolitical uncertainty and higher pric-
es is still the surge in bills. Since then, authori-
ties at all levels have been pressured to urgent-
ly find ways of reducing energy consumption. 

Energy savings have been at the top of the politi-
cal agenda at each level of government – nation-
al, regional, and local – for many months. These 
savings have yielded clear benefits, leading to 

many cities developing more structural policies 
for energy consumption savings. The energy cri-
sis has truly impacted every city in the European 
Union, which is precisely why we chose to focus 
on energy as a scarce resource in this paper. 

Land 
Cities’ populations are growing, due to ongoing 
rural exodus, driven by job opportunities. As a 
result, the housing sector is put under tension. 
Cities are caught between two seemingly contra-
dictory demands: to meet the growing demand 
for housing and to meet environmental stand-
ards, which call for less artificial land use. Many 
cities are also limited in their urban expansion by 
urbanism rules and historical protection zones. 
Land is a scarce resource as long as the sufficien-
cy approach for land use is not mainstreamed. 
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The Hafen-Ost project is a great example of 
an urban (re)generation, that coastal cities 
can get inspired from, but also of a sufficien-
cy and holistic approach to urban planning. 

The project started as a collaboration with the 
research centre Norbert Elias to draft guide-
lines7. Voted on by the city council in 2020, 
the guidelines determine key principles for 
socially and environmentally just urban de-
velopment in the area. At the same time, cit-
izens and politicians were engaged in con-
versations explaining what sufficiency is and 
what a sufficient neighbourhood can look like. 
Such dialogue has led to a greater acceptance of 
the project.  

“Less is more” is one of the guidelines shap-
ing opportunities to keep the historical mar-
itime style. The aim is to build with the 
fewest resources possible and make sure 
that spaces are mixed and multifunctional. 

As the land is municipally owned, the leas-
ing model allows rents to be regulated by a 
cap. This neighbourhood aims at being cli-
mate-neutral and favours alternative mobili-
ty with bike lanes and access to public trans-
port, inspired by the 15-minute city model.  

Urban planners have now joined the research 
team to elaborate a concrete plan. Consultations 
with citizens and current inhabitants of the area 
were carried out to ensure that the plan is the 
result of cooperation between the concerned 
stakeholders. The future Hafen-Ost is already 
showing how sufficiency is cross-sectorial by 
essence as the project tackles two different 
scarce resources, land and energy, while car-
ing about affordability. The project was made 
possible thanks to the strong political will of 
the Mayor of Flensburg, Henning Brüggemann, 
and the smart collaboration between research 
and university partners and citizens. Such a 
neighbourhood is an inspiring holistic example 
of what sufficiency can mean at the local level. 

1 . 2  SUFF IC IENCY AS A TRANSFORMAT IVE PROJECT FOR C IT IES

Sufficiency is not about sectorial and isolated 
measures. Its definition implies a cross-sec-
toral focus that can lead to a lot of changes in 
the way a municipality implements policies 
and works daily. Sufficiency requires cooper-
ation between stakeholders at the local level. 
It naturally fosters a cross-silo approach and 
pushes cities to innovate in the design and de-
livery of public services. The following cities’ 
examples will illustrate how sufficiency policies 
can transform and support municipalities in 
their path to climate mitigation and protection.

Sufficiency fostering a cross-silos approach 
Adopting a sufficiency approach to re-
source management requires significant 
change in the way municipalities work in-
ternally. The two following examples show-
case how sufficiency leads to rethinking the 
way municipal departments work together.  

In Zürich, the strategy net zero 2040 integrates 
energy sufficiency and energy efficiency8. For 
its implementation, various stakeholders have 
started to meet regularly. At all levels, from di-
rectors to experts, stakeholders take part in 
workshops, five times a year. They are involved 
in the long process of defining measures to 
get to net zero in 2040, especially sufficien-
cy measures. Next to this cross-departmental 
cooperation for long-term planning, the crisis 
has led the city to create an energy crisis task 
force. This initiative gathers several depart-
ments and identifies measures that need to be 
implemented to respond to the energy crisis. Due 
to its success, the task force is still operating. 

In Vienna, sufficiency has been part of the de-
carbonisation of the energy system – as stated 
in the Vienna Climate Guide – but the energy 
crisis has given it even more relevance9.
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This approach has increased coordination at all 
levels. At the municipal level, there has been in-
creased collaboration with different stakehold-
ers: e.g. energy suppliers, grid operators, emer-
gency departments, fire brigades (for black-out 
prevention), Austrian regions, and the city admin-
istration. Cooperating and sharing information 
are even more important as data availability and 
analysis are central to energy planning. Vienna is 
working on collecting real-time data involving the 
grid operator. One definite advantage is that Vi-
enna owns its utility which allows for deeper work 
relationships and discussions on energy supply.

Sufficiency changing the dynamics between 
municipalities and external stakeholders 
Implementing sufficiency measures depends 
on internal cooperation and political will. 
Changes in the municipality itself also impact 
its relationship with partners, like energy pro-
viders, citizens, associations, or companies. 
The three following cities are illustrations of 
sufficiency and circularity policies changing 
of the rules of the game with stakeholders. 

 In Tampere, the city is implementing its plan for 
circular economy, which includes actions, among 
others for the built environment, i.e. for land use, 
and construction. To successfully implement a 
circular economy, the city knows that introducing 
innovative public procurement schemes is re-
quired to enhance market change. Backed by the 
national Finnish vision of implementing a circular 
economy at the local level, the city has developed 
new types of public procurement. One of the pilot 
projects specifically tackles the issue of street 
procurement. This consists of a co-creative pro-
cess between the city and private stakeholders to 
define requirements for using secondary materials 
and respecting circular economy criteria detailed 
in the city plan. They hope to scale up the pilot 
projects to normal procurements in a few years. 

The Brussels-Capital Region is playing an active 
role in imaging new ways to involve the city’s 
stakeholders, from associations to researchers, 
companies and administrations. The capital re-

gion was among the frontrunners to experiment 
with the donut economics model. This work gave 
rise to Shifting Economy, its regional strategy for 
the economic transition¹0. One of the key charac-
teristics of Shifting Economy is that it strives to 
build new partnerships. The strategy has pushed 
for a new ordinance for economic expansion aid, 
making environmental and social exemplarity key 
criteria to access public subsidies. Behind envi-
ronmental exemplarity, the capital region wants 
to verify that the project contributes to a circu-
lar economy and adopts a more rational use of 
resources. These new criteria for public aid will 
come into force in 2030. It gives a significant 
time for organisations to adapt to it. The top up 
granted from 2024 onwards to already-exempla-
ry projects stimulates all economic players to 
shift. Subsidies for research and innovation also 
apply the same criteria. Thus, the Brussels-Capi-
tal Region gives visibility to companies and other 
stakeholders making choices to fit in the circular 
future. The implementation of the donut is about 
imagining new ways of involving stakehold-
ers in designing a more resource-wise future. 

Sufficiency as a trigger to reinvent public ser-
vice: Grenoble as role model 
Public services aim to meet the needs of citizens, 
whether in terms of housing, transport, heating, 
among others. Questioning our resource con-
sumption in light of exceeding planetary limits 
leads to a reconsideration and reinvention of 
public services. Grenoble, one of the frontrun-
ners of sufficiency, has embarked on an inspiring 
reflection on this topic. In Grenoble, the munic-
ipal team is working to democratically define a 
roadmap for the future of the city, taking into 
account planetary limits. For Vincent Fristot, 
deputy mayor of Grenoble in charge of finance 
and ecological accounting, litigation, and en-
ergy transition, the intention is “(…) to develop 
resilient public services with shrinking resourc-
es, and that means making choices and maybe 
giving up on certain things. Giving up can also 
mean redirection of means for other priorities”.    
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To reach the goal of building resilient public ser-
vices, Grenoble has given citizens a large role to 
play. For a few months in 2021, randomly chosen 
citizens, from different ages, genders, neigh-
bourhoods of the city, and socio-professional 
backgrounds, have come together in workshops 
titled “ecological redirection”¹¹. Two require-
ments were at the centre of these workshops. 
The environmental requirement, defined by the 
planet’s boundaries, demands to specifically re-
think  human lifestyle, work, and transport. The 
social justice requirement ensures that public 
policies are built to reduce inequalities and guar-
antee access to common goods. Citizens’ role 
in the workshop was central. They discussed 
what to prioritise in various sectors, like trans-
port, green spaces, and consumption. The final 
roadmap defines for each domain what to give 
up on, what to keep and what to modify or start.  
This is a great example of how a city can re-
define priorities, in collaboration with citi-
zens, and also accept to give up some non-suf-
ficiency-friendly investments or actions. 

A concrete example of this is the reconsideration 
of swimming pools in Grenoble. These facilities 
consume a large amount of water and energy, but 
they also play a crucial role in enabling every citi-
zen to learn how to swim. Following the roadmap, 
Grenoble is now looking for solutions to facilitate 
access to a swimming place in local lakes and 
rivers. The awareness of crises has led Grenoble 
to take a step back and rethink the way they view 
public services, aligning them to fit planet bound-
aries, creating more sufficient public services. 

Sufficiency policies are often responses to cri-
ses, but their success and effectiveness reveal 
their long-term potential. They are key to deliv-
ering climate action, ensuring a fair transition, 
and shaping future-proof cities. Nevertheless, 
today, sufficiency is unevenly solicited in Eu-
ropean countries. At the EU level, steps in its 
direction remain timid. This is all the more re-
grettable because integrating sufficiency pol-
icies into European policies is essential to 
achieving climate neutrality objectives on time. 

 

2 .  A SUFF IC IENCY COMPASS FOR A CL IMATE-NEUTRAL EU

On the 24th of October, the European Commission 
published the 2023 State of the Energy Union re-
port, which reflects on the EU’s answer to the en-
ergy crisis, the state of play of the implementation 
of the Energy Union, and the progress reports of 
the National Energy and Climate Plans (NECPs)¹². 
This strategic report makes no mention of suf-
ficiency. Initially, the energy union strategy was 
established under the Juncker Commission 
(2014-2019) to guide energy and climate policy in 
the EU and to deliver on 5 pillars: the security of 
supply, the development of an integrated internal 
energy market, the improvement of energy effi-
ciency, the decarbonisation of the economy and 
the guarantee of innovation and competitiveness. 
Sufficiency was not considered at that time. 

Ignoring the potential of sufficiency poses 
many risks for the EU. The first one is to fail to 
meet climate targets, as we mentioned above. 
Such silence also means failing to fulfil the ba-
sic needs of the most vulnerable populations. 
In this way, sufficiency is either a choice for the 

most precarious populations or a burden on the 
shoulders of citizens. If sufficiency policies are 
entirely left to the will of voluntary individuals 
and governments, it would perpetuate the cur-
rent status quo of an uneven and unfair use 
of resources based on geography and means.  

The potential revision of the Energy Union and 
Climate Action Governance Regulation in the 
coming years is a key opportunity to integrate 
sufficiency as one of these pillars structuring 
EU energy policies. This is primarily because it 
would guarantee that Member States include a 
sufficiency chapter in their future National Ener-
gy and Climate Plans and Long-Term Strategies.  

Making sufficiency one of the strategic pillars 
of the energy union will enable the EU, Member 
States, and local governments to tap into the full 
potential of sufficiency policies to meet EU cli-
mate and energy goals. Therefore, Energy Cities 
proposes three ways to put sufficiency back at 
the heart of the energy and climate discussions.   
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1. Sufficiency, the missing chapter of the National Energy and Climate Plans 
(NECPs) 
In Tampere, much like the rest of Finland, the fo-
cus has now broadened from solely addressing 
climate and biodiversity to actively implementing 
a circular economy. But sectors like building and 
renovation still lack clear legislation that would 
enable sufficiency incentives and practices like 
the reuse of material from deconstruction. Tam-
pere’s circular economy expert, Irina Simola, ex-
plains that many questions remain unanswered, 
such as: “Is it a product of material which can 
be reused or is it waste? Can you use it? And 
how?”. This interpretation of waste legislation 
is very crucial when developing new ways and 
models to keep materials in circulation. Irina Si-
mola states, “It is quite easy to make a strate-
gic plan for circular economy but when you are 
thinking about how it is implemented in everyday 
life,  how it is followed up, and what kind of input 
this follow-up gives for the next round, then we 
have a lot of work to do. It is not just city lev-
el, but also national, and EU legislation. We have 
many overlapping strategies and legislations 
but much less effort is being put on trying to im-
prove policy coherence and to simplify legislative 
framework (than creating new requirements)”. 

Having sufficiency as one of the pillars of the 
energy union would push the EU and Mem-
ber States to rethink their approach to climate 
and energy policies by putting the finiteness 
of resources and social justice on their agen-
da. This new pillar would build a comprehen-
sive framework for cross-sectorial sufficiency, 
as well as give a clear and unified definition of 
the spectrum of sufficiency.  Sufficiency should 
therefore be integrated into all EU energy and 

climate-related policies and constitute a dedi-
cated chapter in the future NECP. This would con-
cern all NECP sectors: building, transport, waste 
management, energy, industry, and, we soon hope, 
water, soil, and food.  This new chapter would 
bring a cross-sectoral approach to limiting de-
mand for resources in a fair manner. It would also 
define the concrete actions that Member States 
put in place to this end. However, the EU must 
not fall into the trap of adding yet another plun-
der, and further complicating the task of Member 
States for whom NECPs remain largely a bureau-
cratic exercise with limited impact¹³. That is why 
the redesign of the energy union is essential.  

The CLEVER (Collaborative Low Energy Vision 
for the European Region) scenario, which aims 
at bridging the neutrality, energy security, and 
sustainability gap, helps us to imagine another 
selection of pillars. The potential of sufficiency 
to deliver climate objectives becomes evident 
when complemented with efficiency and re-
newable energies in a well-defined hierarchical 
framework. The scenario considers first the 
demand, with sufficiency, then the intensity, 
with efficiency, before finally integrating supply 
changes with renewables, to deliver services. 
It is also a modeling approach demonstrating 
that such a framework can help Europe become 
GHG-neutral by 2045 and fully renewable by 
2050. In addition, Europe would be free of ener-
gy imports by 2050, halving fossil gas and phas-
ing out coal before 2035¹4. However, to achieve 
these promises, the EU must guarantee two 
critical elements at all levels: sufficient fund-
ing and an increased number of qualified staff. 

2. Providing sufficiency with funding and staff means   
The question of funding is always central when it 
comes to energy and climate policies. The Swiss 
city of Zurich is well aware that “money and peo-
ple” are the ingredients to success. The City of 
Grenoble has successfully mobilised funds to 
hire dedicated staff for sufficiency policies. The 
French city has indeed opened a couple of posi-
tions for sufficiency innovation, monitoring, and 

implementation. 
Local staff is key “to switch from policymaker 
speech to implementation”, advocates Deputy 
Mayor, Vincent Fristot.  However, not all cities 
can mobilise funds for this, as they are hindered 
by limited operating budgets and strict rules on 
local government debts¹5.  
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Studies have raised concern about the funding 
of essential investments to reach EU climate 
targets. Indeed, achieving emission reduction 
requires considerable efforts to allocate ade-
quate funding at all levels. A unified definition is 
a first step, but it will lead nowhere if there are 
no means to implementat strategic plans, like the 
NECPs. In a recently published report “Energy 
Union 2.0. to deliver the European Green Deal”, 
Camille Defard, head of the Jacques Delors Ener-
gy Center, emphasises that the “Energy Union still 
lacks adequate funding to effectively support col-
lective efforts and policy coordination, whether 
addressing short- term security of supply chal-
lenges or addressing longer-term transition 
needs […]¹6.  

The question of funding also covers human 
needs, particularly at the local level, to hire 
and train staff with the right skills for the chal-
lenges of transition. The campaign “Localstaff-
4climate”, launched in 2022, has succeeded in 
quantifying the human and local needs to achieve 

decarbonisation objectives in the building sec-
tor. At the European level, around “2.5 additional 
full-time positions per municipality per year over 
the next 9 years (including 2022), or 214,000 new 
local employment positions across the European 
Union” are needed, which represent around €16 
billion per year for municipalities at EU level¹7.   

These quantified needs are substantial. Even 
if they do not yet exist, figures measuring the 
financial and human requirements for imple-
menting structural sufficiency measures could 
be similar. However, it is important to acknowl-
edge that many sufficiency policies are, in 
fact, relatively inexpensive to implement. 
Naturally, funding positions, like in Grenoble, 
of skilled staff are still essential to create and 
implement a sufficiency-based strategy at 
every level. Funding is also needed to create 
new places for citizens to debate sufficiency 
and the future of climate and energy policies.

3. Putting sufficiency up for debate    
Clermont-Ferrand, a city from the centre of 
France, would like to see the European Union take 
the lead in organising many more local citizen as-
semblies to get all citizens on board with the tran-
sition. For Anne-Laure Stanislas, deputy mayor of 
Clermont-Ferrand, developing citizen assemblies 
is key when taking measures for sufficiency: “We 
need to work on sufficiency based on people’s 
need (…). We have to ask ourselves: What are 
our needs? What are the resources we can use? 
And how to fight energy poverty [with them]?”¹8.  

Citizen assemblies, like the one organised in Cler-
mont-Ferrand, on average tend to support a lot 
more sufficiency measures compared to the ones 
put forth by policy-makers. Indeed, a recent study 
from the junior research group “ENSU” is compar-
ing mitigation policy recommendations formulat-
ed by citizen assemblies, in ten countries, with 
the ones written in NECPs¹9. According to the au-
thors, 39% of citizen assemblies’ policy recom-
mendations include sufficiency, which is a great 

deal more than the NECPs. The average approv-
al rate of these policies is around 93%, with the 
highest rates for regulatory policies and fiscal 
and economic instruments. This study goes even 
further by asserting that the significance of these 
recommendations, calling for a shift in regulatory 
policies towards sufficiency, represents a “suf-
ficiency turn” in climate and mitigation policies. 

There is an urgent need to put sufficiency up 
for debate, within citizen assemblies at all lev-
els. Such debates are the only way not only 
to legitimise sufficiency policies, but also 
for them to be designed by and for citizens in 
a participatory approach. In this way, all cit-
ies – not just those with the means and will 
to do so – could genuinely rethink public ser-
vices, taking into account the scarcity of re-
sources while achieving climate neutrality. 
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conclus ion

The time has come to put sufficiency at the heart of European strategies and texts. In the short term, we 
cannot afford another winter with exorbitant energy costs and unmet essential needs of the population. 
In the long term, “If we continue to ignore sufficiency policies, the 1.5 °C target is out of reach and the 
case of EU becoming climate neutral by 2050 is simply impossible” underlined Yamina Saheb, lead author 
of the IPPC²0.  

Sufficiency is a pragmatic response to the scarcity and poor distribution of resources that Europe is 
already facing and will have to confront even more in the coming years. 
Local governments and citizens are ready to embark on this sufficiency turn, provided that there is a joint 
debate, integration into the decision-making process, and the provision of appropriate means to turn the 
policies into action.  

Energy Cities therefore hopes that the next mandates of the European Parliament elected in June 2024 and 
the subsequent Commission for 2024-2029 will put sufficiency into action at the European level, with the 
aim of ensuring social justice while respecting planetary boundaries and reinforcing the EU’s resilience.  
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Energy Cities’ mission is to empower cities and citizens to shape and transition to future-proof cities. 
We showcase concrete alternatives deployed by cities, we advocate changing policy and economic 

governance at all levels and we foster  wide cultural change leading to a future-proof society. Energy 
Cities community is composed by local leaders of thousands of cities in 30 European countries. 
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