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Introduction.

Main solution: This case study examines the integrated
climate governance architecture of Bonn, Germany, structured
across three complementary layers: (1) a city-wide monitoring
layer, operationalized through a recurring “Climate Survey”
assessing citizens’ needs, attitudes, and behaviors regarding
climate risks and actions; (2) a decentralized implementation
layer, realized through tailored, low-threshold “Climate
Districts” at neighborhood level; and (3) a deliberative layer,
embodied in city-wide and district-level “Future Forums”.

Key issues addressed: In Bonn, over 60% of required emission
reductions lie outside the direct control of the municipality
and its agencies. Urban climate neutrality hence requires more
than top-down policy and efforts to reduce the administration’s
own emissions — it demands broad-based societal engagement.
Evidence in different urban settings shows that targeted
information can reduce energy consumption or increase
recycling, among others (Allcott & Rogers, 2014). However,
such effects depend on social context and communication
design, which underscores the need for locally adapted formats.

Conflicts and interests: The general awareness around the
need for climate and broader sustainability action is high:
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79% of the Climate Survey respondents expect increasing
climate risks and three quarters are alarmed by environmental
problems. However, there is a mismatch between ambition and
actual engagement: while 62% express high willingness to act
on climate in the future, actual civic and political involvement
remains low (approx. 6%; see Figure 2) and is concentrated
among already engaged individuals.

Context and drivers: Climate Survey, Climate Districts and
Future Forums are all measures of Bonn’s Climate Plan 2035,
aiming for climate neutrality by 2035. Overall, the Climate
Plan includes over 70 measures. The above-mentioned three
are discussed in this case study. Together, they embody a shift
towards cooperative, data-informed urban climate governance
structured across monitoring, implementation, and deliberation
layers.

Located at the river Rhine in one of the warmest regions of
Germany, Bonn is already facing floods and heatwaves today
(Sandholz et al. 2021; Thomas & Kniippe, 2016). Therefore,
the climate neutrality plan is flanked by adaptation measures.
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Figure 1: Survey response rates per district with
demarcated administrative areas



Brief History of City Climate Actions.

Initiation: The Climate Plan 2035, adopted in 2023, aims for
climate neutrality and integrates outcomes of an ambitious
participatory process. The first round of the Climate Survey
was implemented in November/December 2024, reaching
2,355 residents. Shortly after, the first Climate Districts
(Bundesstadt Bonn 2025a) started operation. In July 2025,
the first Future Forum was held. All three measures are still
running and planned to be continued until 2035.

Governance structure: The Climate Survey is a cooperation
between the City of Bonn (Office for Citizen Participation)
and the United Nations University — Institute for Environment
and Human Security (UNU-EHS). The Climate Districts are
run by local NGOs and coordinated by the city administration.
The Future Forums are jointly designed and implemented by
the city administration, local NGOs, and participation experts.

Target communities: Climate change affects all residents
in Bonn and requires a joint effort. The focus of the
measures described here are private households. However,
the full Climate Plan 2035 covers seven action areas from
mobility to compensation and therefore also includes public
administration, businesses, educational and sports facilities,
cultural institutions, and social organizations. All Climate
Districts have unique foci, such as migrant communities,
youth, or long-standing local associations (e.g. the volunteer
fire department).

Analysis, Evaluation, and Implementation.

Climate Survey:

The City of Bonn and UNU-EHS conducted a two-stage
empirical study between November 2024 and April 2025.
The first stage consisted of a city-wide household survey
designed to capture climate-related attitudes, behaviors, and
perceived barriers to action across the population. A total of
20,000 residents were randomly selected from the municipal
registry and invited to participate. The questionnaire was
made accessible online, by post, and via telephone interviews,
and was offered in German, English, Turkish, and Arabic.
This multilingual approach aimed to address language barriers
among key demographic groups, particularly households with
a migration background.

Separate versions were tailored for adults (aged 18 and above)
and youth (aged 14—17), with content aligned but linguistically
and thematically adapted. In total, 2,355 individuals completed
the survey—2,275 adults and 80 youth—corresponding to
a response rate of approximately 12% (see Figure 1). In the
context of postal invitations with optional online participation,
this rate is considered robust and consistent with established
methodological benchmarks. While methodologically robust,
the sample reflects known participation patterns: highly
educated residents and homeowners are more strongly
represented, whereas residents with lower educational
attainment, single-person households, and individuals with
a migration background participate less frequently. Spatially,
response rates are higher in inner-city districts than in some
peripheral neighborhoods (see Fig. 1). Age and gender
representation are largely corresponding to the distribution of

the population in Bonn.

To supplement and contextualize the quantitative results, a
second stage of qualitative inquiry followed in spring 2025. Four
moderated focus group discussions were conducted with 10 to 15
participants each. Individuals were recruited from among those
who had voluntarily provided contact information during the
survey (opt-in rate 42%). The discussions explored key themes
such as motivational barriers, communication deficits, and
perceptions of municipal climate programs. Together, the survey
and focus groups generated a differentiated picture of climate
attitudes and engagement potential across various demographic
and geographic segments of the population, serving as an empirical
foundation for the monitoring layer of Bonn’s climate governance
and as a reference framework for the continued development of
participatory activities such as the Climate Districts. In practice,
this has already been used to sharpen communication and outreach:
e.g., improving the visibility of municipal support schemes and
strengthening local contact points that can be activated through
the Climate District participation centers (“Mitmachzentren”).
While the analysis is still ongoing, first findings show that climate
awareness is relatively high, but the willingness to act remains
lower, especially when it comes to effort-intensive actions or
behavioral changes (see Figure 2). The survey data also shows
that around 80% of surveyed households already engage in some
form of climate mitigation efforts, such as using green energy
or having energetically renovated their home, while about 60%
engage in some form of climate adaptation effort, like acquiring
hazard insurance, attending information sessions on the topic or
actively avoiding areas due to hazard-related concerns. At the same
time, our data shows that a limited share of households is aware of
support and financing schemes provided by the city administration
(19% - 28%, depending on the measure), and an even smaller
share actually makes use of them (1% - 11%). Thus, the share of
households already privately engaging in some form of climate
action remains at odds with the share making use of related financial
support schemes from the local government. Potential reasons for
impeded access of city programmes, based on findings from survey
or focus group discussions, refer to the attribution of responsibility
with other actors or scales or to practical reasons such as (supposed)
ineligibility or complicated application procedures. In the past,
research literature has already acknowledged this disconnect and
called for more targeted solutions (Alcott & Greenstone, 2012);
the Climate Survey can support finding these barriers that hinders
the translation of high motivation to actual implementation, and
translate them into concrete actions at the city administration level.

Findings have been published and presented within the municipal
administration and to the general public. They are currently being
used to inform the upcoming revision cycle of the Bonn Climate
Plan (2026-2029), particularly with regard to communication
strategies, the visibility of support schemes, and priority-setting
across action areas. In addition, selected indicators are being
prepared for integration into the city’s Climate Dashboard, which
is currently under development. The Climate Survey is designed
to be repeated every two years, with the next wave scheduled for
2026.

Climate Districts: Shortly after the Climate Survey, the City of Bonn
started establishing so-called Climate Districts (“Klimaviertel”).
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Figure 2: Climate mitigation and adaptation behavior

These districts function as decentralized hubs for participatory
climate action and are explicitly designed to complement city-
wide strategies with locally adapted formats. By mid-2025,
four Climate Districts—Beuel, Godesberg, Medinghoven, and
the central district of Bonn—have commenced operations.
The four pilot districts were deliberately selected to reflect
contrasting socio-spatial, demographic, and housing structures,
including both central and more peripheral urban areas, in
order to open access points for diverse population groups
across the city. The selection was informed by municipal socio-
economic reporting data, the spatial distribution of existing
municipal infrastructures (e.g. district management offices
and youth centers), maps of climate exposure—particularly
urban heat stress—and the presence of established civil society
engagement that could be built upon locally. Each district hence
reflects a unique social and spatial profile, and the intervention
logic differs accordingly. While Beuel builds on strong cultural
and civil society networks to mobilize existing capacities,
Godesberg emphasizes outreach to socially heterogeneous
groups, including residents with a migration background and
limited material resources. In Medinghoven, Bonn’s youngest
district, the focus lies on families and youth. The most recently
launched district in central Bonn focuses on climate resilience
and follows a decentralized approach.

All Climate Districts are coordinated by local civil society
organizations, which serve as the primary implementing
agents. They receive financial and institutional support from
the municipal’s Office for Citizen Participation. Regular
meetings bring together all Climate District coordinators and
involved municipal departments — ensuring mutual learning
and effective communication. Central to each Climate District
is a “Mitmachzentrum” (participation center), functioning as

a low-threshold entry point for residents and a coordination node
for local activities. The Climate Districts aim to create enabling
environments for climate-related action by combining technical
information (e.g. on energy or mobility), peer-to-peer learning,
and community-based initiatives. Among the practical examples
are the “PV4All” project, in which volunteer “balcony scouts” are
trained to advise neighbors on installing plug-in solar panels, and
the “Future Makers” program, which provides climate training
and seed funding to volunteers from migrant self-organizations. In
addition, consultation services by the Bonn Energy Agency (BEA)
are offered on site at the Mitmachzentrum, focusing on energy-
saving measures (Bundesstadt Bonn 2025a).

Cultural sensitivity and outreach to socially diverse populations are
structurally embedded in the Climate District model through the
selection of local implementing partners, NGOs with established
community credibility. In Godesberg-Nord, Kultur verbindet e.V.
brings experience in intercultural community work and networks
with migrant self-organizations. In Medinghoven, the Bonner
Institut fir Migrationsforschung und Interkulturelles Lernen (BIM
e.V.) combines expertise in intercultural education with strong local
anchoring. The backgrounds and networks of the coordinating staff
reduce institutional distance and build trust. In Medinghoven in
particular, participation formats draw on everyday practices such
as shared cooking events, music-based gatherings, and informal
neighborhood meetings. Embedding climate topics in these
familiar settings lowers participation thresholds and has proven
effective in reaching residents with previously limited engagement
in municipal programs.

Early evaluation findings indicate that the Climate Districts
increasingly involveresidents without prior participation experience
in municipal programs, particularly in socially heterogeneous
neighborhoods (Szabados & Ulmer, 2026). This suggests that these
decentralized, neighborhood-based formats may mitigate some of
the participation imbalances observed in the Climate Survey.

Future Forums: As a further component of its participatory climate
governance, the City of Bonn convened a city-wide Future Forum
(“Zukunftsforum™) on 11 July 2025. This first forum brought
together almost 100 randomly selected residents from all city
districts and age groups to contribute to the ongoing revision of the
Bonn Climate Plan 2035. The aim was to ensure that the updated
climate policies reflect both the priorities and the lived realities of the
city’s population. The Future Forum was timed to coincide with the
early stages of the Climate Plan’s next update cycle (2026-2029).
It was followed by two decentral forums at the level of the Climate
Districts. In a structured workshop format, participants worked on
each of the Climate Plan’s seven action areas: governance, society,
economy, buildings, energy, mobility, and carbon compensation.
Subject-matter experts from the municipality provided briefings
and answered questions, supporting the deliberative process with
technical input (Bundesstadt Bonn 2025Db).

Participants collectively reviewed existing goals and measures,
identified challenges and implementation gaps, and formulated
new proposals for action. Their inputs were formally submitted
to Mayor Katja Dorner, who acknowledged their relevance and
emphasized the value of early citizen involvement. A subsequent
“ideas market” offered space for local climate initiatives to present
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their work and engage with attendees — featuring several
key actors of the Climate Districts. This hybrid setting—
combining structured co-creation and informal exchange—
was intended to foster both strategic orientation and
individual motivation.

After the Forum, the city administration published all forum
outcomes online and invited further contributions through
an open digital consultation process.

The rationale for this participatory format is reinforced by
findings from the Climate Survey, which form part of the city-
wide monitoring layer and highlight limited participation
rates as well as perceived communication gaps between
residents and municipal institutions. Although overall
climate awareness in Bonn is high, actual participation in
municipal decision-making remains limited: only 20% of
residents reported having taken part in city-led participation
formats (see Figure 2), and just 9% were involved in specific
climate-related offers. Furthermore, the survey and focus
groups revealed a perceived disconnect between residents
and municipal institutions, including criticism of a lack of
visibility, unclear communication channels, and insufficient
transparency regarding policy progress. Many respondents
had been unfamiliar with the city’s main participation
website and emphasized the need for more personalized and
accessible communication, including local contact points
and plain-language information.

Although participants were randomly invited, this does not
automatically ensure socio-demographic representativeness,
as participation ultimately depends on voluntary uptake. As
in many deliberative formats, climate-engaged residents
remained more visible among attendees of the Future
Forums.

Concluding Thoughts and Future Implementation.
Bonn’s novel approach of combining empirical monitoring
(Climate Survey), decentralized implementation (Climate
Districts), and structured deliberation (Future Forums)
is intended to shape effective, socially inclusive climate
action. At this stage, several first learnings can be drawn
from the project:

Insights from the 2025 focus groups and the Climate District
evaluation underscore the central role of neighborhood-
based networks for both information dissemination and
engagement. Participants repeatedly emphasized that
climate-related knowledge and initiatives are more likely to
reach residents via informal neighborhood structures than
through formal municipal channels. As one participant put
it, “Information shared within the neighborhood is easier
to access than from city authorities.” The Climate Districts
explicitly build on this logic by integrating local knowledge
holders, trusted intermediaries, and familiar settings into
their design. By relying on trusted local actors and visible
contact points, the districts reduce perceived distance to
municipal institutions and lower participation thresholds.
This directly addresses barriers identified in the survey,
including limited time, low awareness of support schemes,

and uncertainty about how to start engaging. Peer-based formats
further strengthen perceived self-efficacy by demonstrating
feasible forms of action in everyday contexts. This neighborhood-
centered approach strengthens not only program uptake but
also social trust and collective agency. The examples illustrate
how the Climate Districts foster participation through everyday
relevance, accessible formats, and social multiplier effects. Initial
evaluation results confirm that these approaches already strengthen
self-efficacy, social networks, and concrete climate action at
neighborhood level (Szabados & Ulmer, 2026). While the Climate
Districts are still in an early phase, their long-term continuity is
crucial to consolidate impacts on climate mitigation, adaptation,
and neighborhood cohesion.

The Future Forums serve not only as a mechanism to inform
strategic planning, but also as a response to the diagnosed need
for more inclusive and relatable engagement formats. The early
placement of the city-wide Forum in the revision process of the
Climate Plan 2035 marks a shift towards participatory agenda-
setting, aiming to institutionalize civic input as a core element
of climate governance. Evaluation results from the two decentral
Future Forums demonstrate tangible effects on engagement and
self-efficacy: between 41% and 69% of participants reported that
they now know how to become active themselves; up to 75% stated
that they gained new ideas for integrating sustainable practices into
their daily lives; and 86-94% expressed willingness to participate
in similar formats again. Participants also highlighted new
connections and networks formed during the Forum, in some cases
leading to sustained follow-up initiatives such as the establishment
of a local Change Club (Szabados & Ulmer, 2026).

The interaction between the Climate Survey, the Climate
Districts, and the Future Forums is iterative rather than sequential.
Monitoring, local implementation, and deliberation run in
parallel and inform one another. Survey findings on participation
gaps and communication barriers influence the prioritization of
district activities and the thematic focus of both city-wide and
district-level Forums. In turn, experiences from implementation
and feedback from the Forums help interpret survey results and
guide subsequent planning cycles. For example, the identified gap
between high willingness to act and low awareness of municipal
support schemes led to strengthening visible local contact points
and low-threshold formats in the districts, while Forum discussions
addressed communication deficits highlighted in the data.

The three-layer structure — monitoring, implementation, and
deliberation — establishes an iterative governance cycle. Climate
Survey data capture societal trends and engagement patterns;
Climate Districts translate climate objectives into locally embedded
action; Future Forums connect local experiences with strategic
planning processes. This integrated architecture can strengthen
both policy legitimacy and practical implementation capacity.
The general approach is relevant and transferable to other cities
with similar structural diversity and limited administrative reach.
This integration depends on political commitment, administrative
capacity, cross-departmental coordination, and stable funding.
Without institutional anchoring, the connection between data
analysis, local activities, and strategic planning may remain limited.
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Additional Data
Population Density: 2,761 people/km?
Gross National Income (GNI): 55,090 (High Income)
Gini Coefficient: 33.7
Human Development Index (HDI): 0.959 (Very High)

Type of Climate Intervention: Hybrid




