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Many cities have dedicated EU /
international affairs units, yet
coordination remains difficult due to
gaps in knowledge, resourcing, and
capacity to engage.

The limited prioritisation of EU /
international affairs within city
administrations hinders effective local
engagement with the EU and other
international fora.

Enhancing administrative capacity
through dedicated training and
capacity building activities is crucial
to improve the effectiveness of
diplomatic activities for cities. 

National governments are
increasingly interested in city
diplomatic activities, which present
both an opportunity and a challenge
for advancing these efforts. 
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Practices and Challenges
of City Diplomacy in a
Shifting Global Landscape

Today, cities stand at the forefront of global issues,
such as climate change, migration, sustainable
development, and increasing geopolitical tensions.
More than ever, city diplomats have a critical role to
play in addressing these challenges. In April 2025,
Eurocities and City Diplomacy Lab convened a
webinar with academic and practice experts to
explore how cities are responding to these multiple
and intersecting crises through strategic
international engagement. This was informed by the
findings of new research from the University of
Lausanne in partnership with Eurocities and the
Melbourne Centre for Cities at the University of
Melbourne, in partnership with the Carnegie
Endowment for International Peace. 

Together, the research reports and reflections
offered by leading European city diplomats revealed
a changing landscape and deepening complexity in
the way cities are conducting their international
engagements, amidst the challenges presented by
multiple urban and global crises. These changes
were particularly seen in relation to institutional
arrangements and coordination, training and
capacity building for city diplomats, engagement
with city networks, and national-local relations. 

The City Administration and EU Affairs report¹
studied the perceptions of EU officers working within
EU units or international relations departments
regarding how they organise their EU affairs
functions, their administrative capacity both within
their EU units and across the broader administration
and the relationship between EU engagement and
the cities’ political leadership. 

¹ C. Epifanio and P. Reviglio, City Administrations and EU Affairs: How Are City Administrations Working on and Engaging with EU
Developments? (Brussels: Eurocities, 2024), www.eurocities.eu.
² D. Pejic et al., City Diplomacy in Response to Multiple Crises: The 2024 Cities and International Engagement Survey (Melbourne:
Melbourne Centre for Cities, 2025), www.unimelb.edu.au.
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Institutional Arrangements
and Coordination

Conversely, the City Diplomacy in Response to
Multiple Crises report² presented findings from a
regular global survey of the international relations of
local governments focusing on: international offices
and strategies, international partners, top issues,
impacts, training coordination, resident perceptions,
and international agreements. Some key points of
comparison are presented here.

Across the global and EU surveys, most responding
cities had an office or department managing their
external affairs. Globally, 84% of cities said they
have a dedicated office for international relations,
with a median staff size of 10. The majority of the
EU cities surveyed have a team focused on EU
engagement either as a stand-alone department,
within their international affairs team, within the
mayor's office, or embedded in another department. 

Both internationally and in Europe, cities reported
resource restraints for their international work. In the
EU report, most cities indicated that ‘they do not
have enough staff to deal with EU affairs’, which led
to significant capacity constraints, with many cities
highlighting overwhelming workload levels’. These
sentiments are replicated globally, where cities often
have challenges justifying resources for international
engagements when their cities are confronted with
urgent local priorities. A third of the EU cities
surveyed reported having a delegation in Brussels.
Conversely, there was a small decrease
internationally in the number of cities, indicating they
are funding foreign-based staff compared to the last
iteration of this survey in 2022.
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https://eurocities.eu/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/City-administration-and-EU-affairs-report.pdf
https://figshare.unimelb.edu.au/articles/report/_b_City_Diplomacy_in_Response_to_Multiple_Crises_the_2024_Cities_and_International_Engagement_Survey_b_/26866966?file=52190048
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Figure 1. Location of the unit responsible for International Relations (IR) or
European affairs within the city administration

City Diplomacy Capacity
Building

In Europe, coordination across administrations
regarding international work was viewed as a key
challenge. Many European officers report a lack of
legitimacy or prioritisation of EU affairs by
colleagues from other departments. This is
especially problematic given that EU teams are
often composed of generalist bureaucrats, whose
role includes involving technical staff from across
the administration in EU-related activities. 

Internationally, 61% of cities said their international
work was coordinated across the administration
through regular meetings while 45% indicated it is
the role of senior leadership to drive this
coordination, and they have formal approval
processes to ensure the alignment of international
activities.
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European cities reported capacity gaps in their
ability to effectively deliver on their EU priorities.
While the chief gap identified was lack of staff, other
areas such as insufficient English knowledge and
lack of EU knowledge were also identified. 

Despite this, globally, it appears the
professionalisation of city diplomacy is on the rise.
Over half (57%) of the 2024 international city
diplomacy survey respondents indicated that their
staff received relevant training for their international
work, compared with just 19% in 2018. This is likely
due to a few factors, including increased demand for
i



administrative capacity is considered crucial to
improve the effectiveness of diplomatic activities for
cities. Increasing access to tailored training
programs designed to deepen knowledge and build
diplomatic capacities was identified as an important
area for development in both surveys and
discussions with cities.
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³ Michele Acuto and Benjamin Leffel, “Understanding the Global Ecosystem of City Networks,” Urban Studies 58, no. 9 (2024): 1758–1774,
www.journals.sagepub.com.

Figure 2. Perceived determinants of administrative capacity for engaging in EU affairs

international work as cities confront global
challenges, growing number and sophistication of
city networks³, the hiring of municipal staff with more
multilevel and international experience and a
growing number of training and professional
development opportunities for city diplomats.

These numbers are promising, as enhancing
administrative   

Figure 3. Percentage of cities that report their international staff receive relevant
training, comparison between cohorts
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Alongside internal coordination and capacity
building, engagement with city networks has
consistently been rated by cities as an impactful
avenue to maximise international engagements.
Peer-to-peer learning and city network training
workshops were the most common modes of city
diplomatic training activities undertaken by
international survey respondents. This indicates that
city networks are important actors in addressing the
training and capacity-building needs.

The importance of city networking was also
highlighted in the European context, with the report
finding that ‘cities generally perceive Eurocities as a
priority for EU engagement’. This report also states
that city networks, like Eurocities, are considered ‘an
important means and driver of city success at the
EU level’. 
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impact on local policymaking in 2024 (73%), with
The international report also found that city network
membership was the activity with the greatest report
impact on local policymaking in 2024 (73%), with
cities finding significant value in adapting policies
from other cities (peer-to-peer learning) and
participating in collective advocacy and
benchmarking activities offered by city networks. 

EU level’. These results demonstrate that city
networks play a critical role in city diplomatic
activities, both as a source of learning and peer
engagement and as a representative body to
advocate for local issues on the international stage.
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City Networking

Figure 4. International activities leading to greatest policy impact by percentage
selected (n=48)

City Diplomacy in Times of Multiple Crises 
Trends, Structures, and Opportunities

C. EPIFANIO, A. LEAVESLEY, D. PEJIC, P. REVIGLIO



Where city networks can accelerate international
engagements, relations between national and local
governments present both an opportunity and a
potential challenge for city diplomatic efforts. The
EU survey results demonstrate that ‘the national
level is crucial for EU engagement at city level and
that it can act as an important enabler for cities’. The
report highlights how national governments can
support city diplomacy by advocating for cities'
interests at the EU level. 

Crucially, sampled EU cities tend to feel more
attached to the EU than to their own national
governments when it comes to engaging in EU
affairs. While this might seem like an expected
finding, it is interesting to note that some cities, such
as Rotterdam, report receiving more support from
their national government than others to participate
in EU activities. 

At the same time, however, several cities
highlighted a lack of national support in EU affairs,
which limited or hindered their ability to engage, with
cities such as Budapest demonstrating how ‘varying
political dynamics and priorities at the national leve
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National-Local Relations
political dynamics and priorities at the national
level…impact local engagement with the EU’. The
report recommends that cities work together to build
national-local relations in their country by, for
example, collaborating with national associations,
establishing national contact points with the
European Urban Initiative (a large-scale EU-funded
program to support urban innovation), and building
political dialogues with the Ministry of EU affairs and
international relations in their national governments. 

The international study found that compared to
previous iterations, cities reported more frequent
coordination with their national governments. Almost
70% of cities said they were contacted by their
national government at least once every three
months regarding their international work, compared
with 59% in 2022. Conversely, 84% of cities said
they reached out to their national government on
this theme at least once every three months. This
suggests that national governments are becoming
increasingly interested in their cities’ international
engagements, creating new opportunities for cities
to expand their international engagement, but also
potential challenges for political autonomy in some
contexts. 

Figure 5. Frequency of national-city government communication related to international
work (n=48)
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This piece presents just a brief snapshot of the
findings of these two reports, but it indicates both a
professionalisation of city diplomatic practice and a
significant need to build further capacity in this
domain. While many cities across the EU and
internationally have administrative functions in place
to drive their external engagements, challenges
remain in how to effectively resource these efforts
and coordinate international engagements across
the governments. 

There has been a growth in training opportunities for
city diplomats, and yet critical skill gaps remain in
language and knowledge of the EU and multilateral
systems. City networks remain a critical enabler to
start to mitigate these capacity challenges and
create platforms for joint advocacy. While member
cities report high levels of policy impact and
satisfaction with networks, there remains limited
systematic evidence on whether deeper
engagement with networks results in tangible
impacts when compared with less engaged peer
cities. 

Finally, the relationships between national and local
governments are evolving, with many national
governments taking a more active role in the foreign
engagements of their cities. This is further
complicated in the European context with the EU,
which has both direct engagements with cities and
partnerships facilitated through national
governments. In the midst of multiple and
intersecting global and urban crises, city diplomacy
is becoming more complex, but also more essential. 

The reports call for a renewed policy focus on
equipping city administrations with the human and
strategic capacity needed to meet today’s global
challenges. In doing so, cities can move from
fragmented

7

Trends, Structures, and Opportunities
City Diplomacy Lab Policy Briefs

Bridging the Gaps in 
City Diplomacy Practice
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engagement to coherent international action, guided
by strategies and planned coordination with key
actors. This shift can unlock the full potential of city
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key actors at the national level. Its effective use will
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mature ecosystem of international exchange
presents many opportunities for cities and nations
that make these investments. 
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