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Making the transition work on the ground
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The recast Energy Efficiency Directive (EED) sets a clear
obligation under Article 25 for how heating and cooling
(H&C) should be planned and delivered at local level. The
obligation will be legally binding starting in June 2026 in which
medium-to-large cities with more than 45,000 inhabitants
must now develop local H&C plans, either on their own or
together with neighbouring municipalities.

In practice, this affects around 1,220 municipalities and about
154 million people - more than 40% of the EU population.
These plans are expected to support national energy and
climate goals, link with National Energy and Climate Plans
(NECPs), and guide real investments on the ground. Over
time, this obligation may expand to smaller cities, making
local H&C planning a core part of EU energy policy delivery.

However, turning this obligation into action remains a challenge.
While many Member States are transposing Article 25 into
national law, progress often slows down when it comes to
local execution. Cities and regions may lack staff, data, fund-
ing, or clear guidance to deliver meaningful plans according

to Energy Cities. Whereas the theoretical understanding is
there, practical guidance is lacking. There is also a risk that
authorities focus on formal compliance, producing plans to
meet legal requirements, rather than using them as tools to
deliver real energy savings and system change. This gap between
EU targets and local capacity is where implementation delays
and where policy attention is now most needed.

Moreover, the development of H&C plans requires a tailored
approach adapted to the local context. A one-size-fits-all
approach to H&C decarbonisation may not work because of
other constraints such as human and/or institutional capacity.
In many places, proven solutions already exist, but there
are not enough skilled enablers, planners, or local authority
staff to roll them out at scale. Administrative procedures
and permitting can slow projects for years, while house-
holds may hesitate due to concerns about cost, disruption,
trust in new systems or unclarity of legal requirements and
developments. When these issues are overlooked, policies
risk moving faster on paper than they do in reality, limiting
their impact and credibility.


https://energy.ec.europa.eu/topics/energy-efficiency/energy-efficiency-targets-directive-and-rules/energy-efficiency-directive_en
https://commission.europa.eu/energy-climate-change-environment/implementation-eu-countries/energy-and-climate-governance-and-reporting/national-energy-and-climate-plans_en
https://commission.europa.eu/energy-climate-change-environment/implementation-eu-countries/energy-and-climate-governance-and-reporting/national-energy-and-climate-plans_en
https://eurocities.eu/latest/eu-budget-proposals-risk-cutting-out-cities-and-regions/
https://eurocities.eu/latest/eu-budget-proposals-risk-cutting-out-cities-and-regions/
https://ehpa.org/news-and-resources/news/training-for-tomorrow-building-europes-clean-heating-workforce/
https://ehpa.org/news-and-resources/news/training-for-tomorrow-building-europes-clean-heating-workforce/
https://ehpa.org/news-and-resources/news/training-for-tomorrow-building-europes-clean-heating-workforce/
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Among the EU countries in 2024, the Nordic countries except
for Norway and the Baltic states, lead Europe’s highest share
of renewables in H&C in 2024 (over 65%). Among them,
countries that are ranked slightly above the EU average of
26,7% are Austria (42,1%), followed by Croatia (34,8%),
Slovenia (33,6%), Greece (32,6%), and France (31,3%).
Whereas several western European countries, including the
EU’s largest economies show significantly lower integration or
renewable energy in H&C. These include Germany (17,6%),
Italy (20,2%), Spain (21,5%), the Netherlands (11,2%), Belgium
(11,2%), and Ireland (7,9%).

France stands out as a positive example of Article 25.6
transposition by moving beyond high-level commitments to
embedding concrete, operational requirements into domestic
law. Through a new decree updating the Environmental Code,
France now requires inter-municipalities with at least one
town over 45.000 inhabitants to carry out comprehensive
territorial H&C diagnostics, integrate these into their Terri-
torial Climate-Air-Energy Plans (PCAETs), and clearly outline
financial support schemes for consumers transitioning to
renewable heating solutions. Significantly, planning objectives
have been reframed around the active reduction of final
energy consumption, a stronger, more ambitious target than
previous approaches. This makes France one of a small number
of Member States to translate the EU’s EED into genuinely
actionable local planning requirements, offering a replicable
model for others still working towards full transposition.

Croatia offers a noteworthy example of going beyond the
minimum requirements of Article 25.6. The latest update of
Croatia’s Heat Market Law defined that local government
units with more than 35,000 inhabitants must develop H&C
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plans, even more ambitious than the EED. This ambition is
well-founded by the ECEEE Summer Studies that confirms that
energy efficiency investments aligned with the EED can deliver
significant reductions in primary energy needs, greenhouse
gas emissions, and total system costs with higher-ambition
scenarios yielding even greater savings across the board.

H&C choices are also highly dependent on local conditions.
Urban areas face different challenges and opportunities than
rural ones, and building types, density, and existing energy
infrastructure vary widely across Europe. Some cities can
build on district heating networks, while others rely heavily
on gas grids or face limits in electricity capacity.

If policies ignore these differences, they can lead to poor
sequencing of measures, uneven cost burdens, and public
resistance to change. Recent pushback against heating system
regulations shows that social acceptance is not guaranteed,
i.e, Germany’s heating law triggers fierce backlash concerning
costs, fairness, and government overreach. Designing flexible
policies that reflect local realities and facts is essential to
deliver fair and lasting decarbonisation outcomes.

Making policy work on the ground requires closing the gap
between national policy and local implementation. VWhile
national frameworks set targets and timelines, it is at the
local level where decisions are made, projects are imple-
mented, and outcomes are delivered. Local heating planning
is, therefore, not just a technical exercise but a key tool to
translate national ambition into practical action. It allows
cities and regions to assess their specific conditions, identify
suitable solutions, and prioritise investments in a way that
reflects real local needs.


https://energy-cities.eu/france-strengthens-local-heating-and-cooling-planning-a-new-regulatory-milestone-for-cities/
https://energy-cities.eu/france-strengthens-local-heating-and-cooling-planning-a-new-regulatory-milestone-for-cities/
https://energy-cities.eu/france-strengthens-local-heating-and-cooling-planning-a-new-regulatory-milestone-for-cities/
https://outil2amenagement.cerema.fr/outils/plan-climat-air-energie-territorial-pcaet
https://outil2amenagement.cerema.fr/outils/plan-climat-air-energie-territorial-pcaet
https://energy-cities.eu/energy-cities-calls-out-missed-opportunities-by-member-states-to-support-local-heating-and-cooling-planning/
https://energy-cities.eu/energy-cities-calls-out-missed-opportunities-by-member-states-to-support-local-heating-and-cooling-planning/
https://energy-cities.eu/energy-cities-calls-out-missed-opportunities-by-member-states-to-support-local-heating-and-cooling-planning/
https://www.eceee.org/library/conference_proceedings/eceee_Summer_Studies/
https://www.politico.eu/article/robert-lambrou-alternative-for-germany-heat-pump-election-climate-change/
https://www.politico.eu/article/robert-lambrou-alternative-for-germany-heat-pump-election-climate-change/
https://www.regen.co.uk/insights/local-delivery-of-clean-heat
https://www.regen.co.uk/insights/local-delivery-of-clean-heat
https://www.regen.co.uk/insights/local-delivery-of-clean-heat
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This gap becomes most visible when solutions are not tai-
lored to the local context and simply generalised to all areas.
Effective design recognises that H&C strategies must reflect
differences in urban and rural contexts, building types, and
existing infrastructure. Local planning enables authorities to
match technologies such as district heating, heat pumps, or
hybrid systems to these conditions, while also coordinating
across buildings, energy networks, and long-term infrastruc-
ture development. Without this alignment, national targets
can lead to fragmented or inefficient investments, slowing
down progress rather than accelerating it.

A recent policy debate organised by the European Con-
sumer Organisation (BEUC) in February 2026 focused on
the steps the EU should take in the heat pump market to
be consumer-friendly and affordable. The debate implied
that the challenge is not about technological readiness but
about creating a reliable and coherent framework capable
of addressing market and financial barriers. To enhance the
transition and increase the heat pumps’ demand, policy
must correct price signals to make alternatives to fossil fuels
economically viable. [t must also provide enablers (i.e., One-
Stop-Shops), incentives, improved transparency, knowledge
and data gathering, while giving the private sector a significant
role in simplifying products, reducing installation costs, and
innovating business models. Additionally, the public sector
must reduce administrative burdens and streamline bureau-
cratic procedures.

To bridge this divide, policy design must support flexibility
and gradual implementation. Regions need room to choose
technology pathways that suit their starting point while
still moving towards shared decarbonisation goals. Phased
approaches and hybrid solutions can help manage costs and
technical constraints, making the transition more feasible
for households and businesses. At the same time, stronger
financial support, clearer governance structures, and targeted
capacity building are essential to empower local actors. VWhen
these elements come together, the gap between policy and
delivery narrows, and implementation becomes both faster
and more resilient.

The H&C decarbonisation is also fundamentally a people
challenge. Without deliberate investment in people, even
the most well-designed legislative frameworks risk stalling
at the point of implementation. Sustainable H&C on the
ground level requires skilled professionals across design,
programme management and operations which most medium
sized administrations typically lack the resources to do so.
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One way of supporting implementations is the practical
response to streamline a common methodology and com-
prehensive training programme to help local and regional
authorities design and implement tailored H&C plans in
line with EU climate goals. Policymakers and professionals
should embed structured capacity-building from the outset,
treating training as a core delivery mechanism rather than
supplementary support.

One of the aims of the ESCALATE project is to speed up
clean renewable energy by supporting cities across the EU
with the tools, knowledge, and trainings to create local H&C
plans in several languages. In particular, the project offers
an open-access training platform that incorporates videos,
a unified template and guideline as well as exercises aligned
to the existing H&C knowledge for both practitioners and
policymakers alike.

In conclusion, delivering the decarbonisation of heating and
cooling under EED’s Article 25 will depend less on setting
new targets and more on making existing ones work in prac-
tice. The priority now is to close the gap between national
ambition and local delivery by strengthening local capacity,
aligning funding with planning needs, and ensuring policies
remain flexible to reflect different starting points. As a next
step, policymakers should focus on scaling up technical
support, investing in skills and training, and providing
clear, stable incentives that enable cities and regions to act
with confidence. Embedding these elements early will be
critical to move from plans on paper to measurable results
on the ground.


https://www.beuc.eu/
https://iclei-europe.org/fileadmin/user_upload/Pdfs/H_C_Support_Package_-_Policy_Recommendations_final.pdf
https://iclei-europe.org/fileadmin/user_upload/Pdfs/H_C_Support_Package_-_Policy_Recommendations_final.pdf
https://iclei-europe.org/fileadmin/user_upload/Pdfs/H_C_Support_Package_-_Policy_Recommendations_final.pdf
https://escalate-project.eu/about/
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The ESCALATE Project is committed to accelerating the
Clean Energy Transition by assisting EU Member States
(MS) and their municipalities in meeting the requirements
of Article 25.6 of the EED Recast. This directive mandates
that local authorities in cities with populations over 45,000
must develop local heating and cooling (H&C) plans. ESCA-
LATE provides a standardised methodology and advanced
technical training to regional energy agencies across eight
EU MS, enabling them to support local administrations in
creating effective H&C plans. These efforts aim to decar-
bonise buildings, optimise energy use, and align local plans
with broader climate objectives, thereby driving Europe
toward its 2050 climate-neutrality target.

» CONTACT

Catrice Christ c.christ@irees.de
Nico Ulmer n.ulmer@irees.de

Visit escalate-project.eu
to learn more!
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Follow the project on in

linkedin.com/company/escalate-project
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