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In 2011, the city of Leuven signed a Declaration of Intent to

become “climate neutral” by 2030. It established the ambi-

tious climate goal to cut greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions by

80% by 2030 compared to a 2010 baseline.1 Although the con-

cept of “climate neutrality” might not be scientifically sound,2 it

has been used successfully in several cities and provinces in

Belgium to gather public and political support to implement

strong climate action (Vandevyvere, 2014). Leuven Climate

Neutral 2030 (LKN2030) has since evolved into a multiactor

project and process, engaging a broad spectrum of stakeholders

in order to collectively design transition paths to climate neu-

trality. First, a baseline emission inventory of Leuven was car-

ried out, followed by a citywide project to create a roadmap for

LKN2030. In 2013, the nonprofit organization Leuven Climate

Neutral 2030 was founded, charged with overseeing the envi-

sioned transition of Leuven.

Baseline Emission Inventory of Greater  
Leuven

The baseline for the emissions inventory was executed for

2010, the year with the most appropriate available data. For

LKN2030, only scope 1 (direct emissions) and scope 2 (indi-

rect emissions from imported energy) emissions were quantified

and considered. Scope 3 emissions (indirect emissions from

imported goods and services) were qualitatively assessed.3 In

2010, Greater Leuven emitted 808,000 tons of CO
2
eq or 8.5 ton  

CO
2
eq per capita (scope 1+2) (Vandevyvere et al., 2013: 41–58).

Leuven has a strong knowledge-based economy and almost

no industry or agriculture. As a result, building-related emis-

sions (household and tertiary sector) amount to nearly 60% of

total GHG emissions. Together with transport emissions, they

make up 82% of GHG emissions in Leuven. Transition scenarios

therefore focus on the renovation of the existing building stock,

on greening the energy supply, and on switching to sustainable

transport modes (Vandevyvere et al., 2013).

A Scientific Roadmap to Climate  
Neutrality

Following the Baseline Emission Inventory, a roadmap proj-

ect was launched, structured along an explicit, combined top-

down and bottom-up approach to ensure and maximize public

support. The bottom-up process consisted of six thematic groups

(energy; built environment; mobility; consumption; agriculture

and nature; participation, public support, and transition), each

with around fifteen people from civil society, city departments,

local businesses, and the university. Simultaneously, there was the

local “G20,” a transition group with twenty key decision-makers

from knowledge institutions, enterprises, local government, and

civil society that developed top-down high-level strategies for

the city of Leuven. This combined process was supposed to build

the necessary local knowledge, create widespread public support

for the project, and have a real policy impact (Jones et al., 2012).

Both top-down and bottom-up approaches were coordinated by

a scientific team of Leuven’s University, which simultaneously

served as communication link between the two approaches. All

the recommendations were combined into a final scientific report

(Vandevyvere et al., 2013). In total, some 200 people were active

in different sections of the roadmap project. The goal was to shift

the process from the city government and the university – the

initiators of the process – to a citywide participatory process

among civil society, businesses, the university, and the city since

participatory processes are vital for building support for the plan

and realizing its long-lasting success (Vandevyvere, 2014).

The scientific report made a distinction between immediate

and long-term actions and used different scenarios: business-as-

usual, Leuven Climate Neutral by 2030, or by 2050. The report

focused on five sectors (residential buildings, nonresidential

1 These goals were adjusted to GHG reductions of 67% by 2030 and 81% (“climate safe”) by 2050, after the scientific report of LKN2030.

2 The concept of “climate neutrality” generally indicates a GHG emission reduction target of 80% or 90%.

3 Scope 3 emissions are estimated at 2,440,000 tons of CO
2
, eq
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buildings, mobility, nature and agriculture, and energy) and

proposed a list of recommendations, concrete measures, and

projects for each sector to reduce GHG emissions. For each mea-

sure, the reduction in GHG emissions and economic gain/cost

was quantified. Some examples of measures proposed are: five

refurbishment “waves” to stepwise retrofit the complete building

stock of Leuven, starting with the oldest buildings; a modal shift

to 33% bike, 33% public transport, 33% car mobility by dras-

tically improving public transport and bike infrastructure and

making the city center completely car-free; and the deployment

of renewable energy technologies.

The report concludes that, when all sectors are considered

simultaneously, aggregated emission cuts of 55% and 67% are

possible by 2030 and 2050, respectively. This would lead to a

net profit of €39 (US$46) million per year and €34 (US$40) mil-

lion per year for 2030 and 2050, respectively. These projections

include GHG emissions from local industry, a sector that was not

considered for intervention in the report. When GHG emissions

of local industry are omitted, the LKN2030 and 2050 scenarios

lead to a reduction of 67% and 81%, respectively. This means

that a climate neutral scenario can be reached by 2050 starting

from the proposed LKN-scenarios of the report.

The final recommendation of the scientific report was to

formalize LKN2030 into a long-lasting organization. The non-

profit Leuven Climate Neutral 2030 was established by sixty

city stakeholders in 2013. The mission of this organization is to

inspire, inform, measure, and facilitate and to involve partners

and activate them in regards to Leuven’s transition to climate

neutrality. In 2013, the organization also launched the public

campaign Mission Zero Emission, aimed at increasing the visi-

bility of LKN2030 and putting several initiatives in the spotlight

(see Case Study 4.C Figure 1).

In 2015, the Board of Experts – counting ten climate spe-

cialists – was charged with translating the scientific report into

explicit, yearly operational targets for the nonprofit organization

and its partners. At present, some twenty preferential projects

have been formulated as transition experiments, and appropri-

ate stakeholders and financing schemes have been identified

(Vandevyvere et al., 2015).

Lessons Learned

Several aspects proved vital for establishing a transition

project with reasonable chances for success: the scientific sup-

port given by the local university, securing engagement from

stakeholders and public support by fostering shared ownership

in order to gain the required momentum, opening the way for

practical implementation through concrete measures and proj-

ects, monitoring GHG emissions, and establishing appropri- ate

financing and communication mechanisms. Securing these

operational aspects remains a continuous struggle for LKN2030

(Vandevyvere, 2014). Innovation capacity, shared enthusiasm,

tangible engagement, and a good balance between bottom-up

and top-down actions are promising conditions for the future of

LKN2030. Challenges to this optimism are lack of financial

input, built-in structural barriers, and the dictates of short-term

agendas. Empowerment and leadership now play an important

role to secure the success of LKN2030.

Case Study 4.C Figure 1 Image of public campaign Mission Zero Emission on the Ladeuze square in Leuven (translation: “Insulate with us 500,000 m² of Leuven roofs, 50  

times the area of the Ladeuze square, so we save €3 (US$3.5) million each year!”).

Photo: RobbeMaes
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