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A Memo based on the roundtable organised by the Institute of European Right titled “Green
Horizons: Environmental Stewardship and Decarbonisation.” The event convened policymakers,
sustainability experts, and industry leaders to explore strategies for achieving the EU's decarboni-
sation goals while fostering economic growth and social well-being.

This memo is based on the key insights and recommendations presented during the event, with
Chatham House rules in place.

Executive Summary:

» The EU’s green transition presents significant challenges in maintaining competitiveness while
adhering to stringent decarbonisation goals. Financial constraints, regulatory burdens, and a
skills gap complicate efforts to meet sustainability targets.

« Recommendations for the EU policymakers and the member states:
o Increased Funding for Green Initiatives: There is a need for greater financial support,
particularly for smaller municipalities and businesses, to implement sustainable policies. EU
and national governments must provide the necessary resources for a feasible transition.

o Streamlined Regulations: Simplifying regulatory requirements and compliance processes
will ease the burden on local governments and businesses. This will accelerate the
decarbonisation process and remove bureaucratic obstacles.

o Public-Private Partnerships and Skills Development: Collaborative efforts between the
public and private sectors should be encouraged to fund innovative decarbonisation
projects. In parallel, investments in education and training programs are essential to close
the green industry skills gap.

« A coordinated, EU-wide approach to decarbonisation, supported by sustained investments,
regulatory reform, and public-private cooperation, is vital to ensuring the long-term success of
Europe's green transition.

1. Introduction

The European Union (EU) has placed environmental sustainability at the centre of its long-term
strategy, most notably through the European Green Deal, which aims to make Europe climate-neu-
tral by 2050. This decarbonisation effort is critical for addressing global climate challenges, reduc-
ing greenhouse gas emissions, and fostering economic growth through green innovation. The ur-
gency of the transition cannot be overstated, as Europe faces ecological and financial pressures to
lead the world in sustainable practices.

Balancing environmental stewardship with economic competitiveness and social well-being is es-
sential to achieving these ambitious goals. Decarbonisation must address emissions and improve
citizens' quality of life, create new jobs, and promote sustainable economic growth at both local
and regional levels. This necessitates a multi-layered approach that includes innovative policy
frameworks, technological advancements, and active collaboration between governments, busi-
nesses, and communities.
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The core objectives are clear: the EU must develop comprehensive decarbonisation strategies,
identify and overcome barriers to implementation, and offer robust policy solutions that ensure
long-term sustainability and resilience. By doing so, Europe can secure its position as a global

leader in the green transition, providing a model for other regions to follow.

2. Challenges in the EU’s Green Transition

The transition to green energy presents significant economic challenges, particularly in industries
that rely heavily on energy consumption. High energy costs associated with renewable technolo-
gies create a substantial burden for manufacturing, transportation, and heavy industry sectors.
This burden risks reducing competitiveness unless targeted policies are introduced to alleviate the
immediate costs of transitioning while ensuring long-term environmental benefits. Subsidies, tax
incentives, and innovative financing models must ease the strain on high-energy sectors and facil-
itate a smoother shift toward sustainability.

Europe's dependence on external raw materials, particularly renewable energy technologies, com-
plicates the green transition. Silicon, essential for solar panel production, is predominantly sourced
from outside the EU, raising concerns about supply chain security and the environmental costs of
importing these materials. Sourcing sustainable alternatives within Europe is critical, but this re-
quires investment in domestic extraction and production capacities. The EU must accelerate ef-
forts to secure strategic materials and develop internal supply chains to reduce dependency on
external sources and ensure the stability of its green energy transition.

The challenge of balancing economic growth with sustainability commitments remains central to
the EU’s green transition. Ensuring that decarbonisation efforts do not disproportionately impact
economically weaker regions is vital. Regional inequalities risk undermining the broader European
project if wealthier countries accelerate their transition while leaving others behind. Policies must
be crafted to support all member states equally, particularly those with less advanced industrial
bases. Ensuring equitable access to green technologies, funding, and resources is essential for
maintaining competitiveness across the continent and preventing fragmentation of the EU's eco-
nomic and environmental goals.

3. Local-Level Approaches to Decarbonisation

Local governments play a crucial role in the success of decarbonisation efforts, as they are at the
forefront of implementing strategies that directly impact citizens' lives. The Vilnius Municipality
presents a case study on how cities can achieve climate neutrality while enhancing the well-being
of their residents. Vilnius has integrated green strategies into its urban planning, prioritising sus-
tainable transportation, energy efficiency, and waste reduction. By focusing on innovative city
technologies and infrastructure development, Vilnius is working to reduce carbon emissions while
improving air quality, reducing noise pollution, and fostering economic growth through green
investments.
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Sustainability at the local level must be viewed as an environmental objective and a social and
governance priority. Decarbonisation initiatives should enhance the overall quality of life, focusing
on inclusivity and fairness. Sustainable development policies must consider the social dimensions,
ensuring that no group is disproportionately affected by the economic or infrastructural changes
that come with decarbonisation. Governance structures must be adaptive, flexible, and account-
able, ensuring that sustainability goals are integrated into every layer of local government deci-
sion-making.

Public engagement is critical to the success of local decarbonisation efforts. Transparent commu-
nication and active citizen involvement foster public trust and ensure the community supports and
participates in these initiatives. Effective decarbonisation strategies should involve citizens from
the planning stages to implementation, allowing local governments to align their initiatives with the
broader environmental goals of the EU. By engaging the public, municipalities can ensure that the
transition to sustainability is equitable and efficient, making citizens active participants in shaping
the green future of their cities.

4. Barriers to Decarbonisation

One of the most pressing challenges for the EU’s green transition is the significant financial cost of
decarbonisation. Industries heavily dependent on fossil fuels and energy-intensive processes will
face substantial upfront expenses to upgrade infrastructure and adopt new technologies. Small
and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), in particular, need help with the financial burden, as they
need more resources available to larger companies to invest in sustainable alternatives. While in-
vesting in green technologies is essential for meeting long-term climate goals, the mismatch be-
tween the long-term returns on these investments and the immediate financial pressures busi-
nesses face complicates the adoption of necessary technologies. Many SMEs will need targeted
financial assistance to handle the transition.

In addition to financial constraints, the complexity of complying with EU environmental regulations
presents a significant barrier, particularly for smaller municipalities and businesses. Compliance
with reporting requirements, sustainability standards, and carbon accounting frameworks de-
mands substantial administrative resources that many local governments and SMEs need to gain.
The intricate regulatory landscape, including frameworks such as the Carbon Border Adjustment
Mechanism (CBAM) and the EU taxonomy for sustainable investments, can stifle innovation by
placing excessive burdens on those with limited technical capacity. These bureaucratic challenges
slow the pace of the green transition and make it difficult for companies to align their operations
with EU decarbonisation goals.

The transition to a green economy also faces challenges related to the skills gap in the workforce.
New green technologies and sustainable management competencies are essential as industries
adopt renewable energy technologies, circular economy practices, and carbon-neutral in-
frastructure. There is a significant gap between the skills required and those available in both the
public and private sectors. The need for qualified personnel capable of designing, implementing,
and maintaining sustainable solutions threatens to slow the transition. A concerted effort is re-
quired to train a workforce with the necessary expertise to support the green transition effectively.
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5. Opportunities in Green Innovation and Technology

The transition to a low-carbon economy presents substantial opportunities for economic growth,
primarily through innovations in renewable energy, smart grids, and electric vehicles. These sec-
tors are critical to reducing emissions and hold immense potential for job creation, increased com-
petitiveness, and technological leadership. Renewable energy technologies, including wind, solar,
and hydroelectric power, offer a reliable and sustainable energy supply that can reduce Europe's
dependence on fossil fuels and strengthen energy security. In parallel, smart grids and energy
storage systems are crucial to optimising the integration of renewable energy into existing infra-
structures. They enhance energy efficiency, reduce wastage, and allow more effective use of in-
termittent energy sources. Additionally, electric vehicles are instrumental in decarbonising the
transport sector and stimulating the growth of supporting industries such as battery production
and charging infrastructure.

To maintain a competitive edge in the green economy, Europe must prioritise sustained investment
in research and development (R&D) for green technologies. Advanced technologies such as hy-
drogen power, carbon capture and storage, and energy-efficient industrial processes are essential
to achieving long-term decarbonisation goals. Public and private investment in R&D will drive the
development of these innovations, positioning European industries to lead in emerging global mar-
kets while reducing greenhouse gas emissions. Increased support for innovation clusters and col-
laborations between academic institutions, governments, and the private sector will accelerate
technological breakthroughs, enabling Europe to meet its ambitious environmental targets.

The circular economy offers a transformative approach to managing resources by focusing on re-
ducing waste, reusing materials, and improving resource efficiency. Implementing circular econo-
my principles allows industries to minimise their environmental footprint while maintaining compet-
itiveness. This model emphasises designing products for durability, reducing material consump-
tion, and promoting recycling and reuse throughout supply chains. Although Europe has already
made progress in adopting circular economy practices, further efforts are needed to scale these
solutions across industries. By prioritising resource efficiency, the EU can reduce its reliance on
raw material imports, lower production costs, and create sustainable business models aligned with
decarbonisation objectives.

6. Global Cooperation and Trade Alliances

Global cooperation is essential for Europe’s decarbonisation efforts, particularly in building new
trade alliances with emerging markets. Forging partnerships with countries like India and regions
such as Africa is critical for diversifying supply chains and reducing reliance on high-emission im-
ports. These markets offer access to vital raw materials needed for green technologies and
present substantial opportunities for mutual collaboration in renewable energy projects. India’s
rapidly growing renewable energy sector and Africa’s vast solar and wind resources offer strong
potential for strategic partnerships. By investing in infrastructure development, technology trans-
fer, and capacity-building initiatives in these regions, Europe can enhance its own energy security.
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However, establishing these partnerships is challenging. One key difficulty lies in aligning the EU's
stringent environmental standards with the varying capabilities of developing nations. The EU has
set high regulatory benchmarks for carbon emissions and sustainability, which many emerging
markets may struggle to meet due to a lack of financial resources, technology, or institutional ca-
pacity. These discrepancies can hinder the formation of new trade agreements and complicate the
development of shared supply chains.

To overcome these obstacles, Europe must adopt a flexible and supportive approach. While main-
taining its environmental integrity, the EU should provide technical assistance and financial sup-
port to help emerging markets comply with global climate objectives. By offering gradual compli-
ance mechanisms and tailored support, the EU can ensure that trade alliances are beneficial and
contribute to global decarbonisation efforts without stifling the economic growth of its partners.

7. Policy Recommendations

Increased Funding for Green Initiatives

More significant financial support from the EU and national governments is essential to facilitate
the green transition, particularly for smaller municipalities and businesses. Decarbonisation re-
quires substantial investment in infrastructure, renewable energy, and green technologies, which
often need to be put in reach for smaller entities. Targeted grants, low-interest loans, and subsi-
dies must be available to enable local governments and small businesses to invest in sustainable
projects. This financial support would also mitigate the high upfront costs of transitioning to re-
newable energy and other green initiatives.

Streamlined Regulations

The complexity of existing environmental regulations poses a significant barrier to effective decar-
bonisation. Simplifying regulatory requirements and compliance processes would ease the admin-
istrative burden on local governments and businesses, allowing them to focus more on implemen-
tation rather than navigating bureaucratic hurdles. Streamlined regulations should maintain envi-
ronmental integrity while making compliance more accessible, particularly for small and medium-
sized enterprises (SMEs).

Public-Private Partnerships

Collaboration between the public and private sectors is crucial to achieving decarbonisation goals.
Governments should incentivise businesses to invest in green technologies and sustainable prac-
tices through tax credits, public funding for research, and infrastructure development. These part-
nerships can accelerate the implementation of innovative solutions, particularly in sectors like re-
newable energy, transportation, and waste management. Private sector involvement is critical to
scaling up successful pilot projects and driving large-scale adoption of green technologies.
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Education and Skills Development

Closing the skills gap in green industries is critical for Europe's long-term sustainability efforts.
Investment in education and vocational training programs must be a priority to ensure the work-
force is equipped with the necessary competencies in green technologies, energy efficiency, and
sustainable business practices. Schools, universities, and training centres should partner with in-
dustry leaders to create curricula that reflect the evolving needs of the green economy.
Continuous professional development programs for current employees will also be essential to up-
skill the existing workforce for a sustainable future.

Conclusion

A coordinated, EU-wide approach to decarbonisation ensures that Europe remains competitive
while achieving its environmental objectives. By aligning national and regional efforts, the EU can
better leverage its collective strength to overcome the challenges of transitioning to a low-carbon
economy. This requires sustained investment in critical industries, such as renewable energy and
green technologies, as well as comprehensive regulatory reforms to simplify the path to sustain-
ability for businesses and municipalities alike. Public-private cooperation will foster the innovation
and infrastructure necessary for this transition. Collaborative efforts will accelerate progress and
ensure that the economic benefits of decarbonisation, such as job creation and technological
leadership, are shared across the EU. In conclusion, Europe’s green transition will depend on
strategic investments, regulatory efficiency, and the active participation of all sectors of society.

The Institute of European Right is a think tank in Vilnius working in the tradition of
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