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Abstract

Context: The European Green Deal is a tool to make Europe the first climate-neutral continent by
2050. To reach this goal, action is needed on all organizational levels. At the same time,
temperatures keep rising, and the Meuse-Rhine Euroregion (EMR) suffered from heavy floods in
the summer of 2021and extreme weather events are expected to increase. This is an example of a
cross-border issue and therefore shows the need for cross-border climate action. The EMR could
be a showcase for climate action and collaboration for other border regions across Europe and
worldwide.

Policy Options: Citizens often do not feel responsible for taking climate action; however,
everyone should contribute to achieving the biggest results in tackling climate change. Therefore,
three policy options are presented to increase citizen participation in climate action: local climate
measurements, sustainable food consumption, less food waste, and sustainable cities through urban
gardening. These policy areas deserve more attention and have room for improvement.

Recommendations:
- Encourage the implementation of citizen science projects in the EMR.
Gather insights on the region's greenhouse gas emissions.
Provide more sustainable food in institutional canteens and reduce food waste.
Use social media as a tool to provide information about sustainable food.
Use urban areas for urban gardening projects.
Create community sustainability challenges.

Keywords: Citizen participation; Climate change; European Green Deal; Meuse-Rhine
Euroregion
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Introduction

Climate change is one of the main challenges
that encounter  humanity, and its
consequences will keep on affecting the
current forms of life on earth for the decades
and centuries to come. The human influence
on warming the atmosphere is unequivocal
(1). Moreover, in every region across the
globe, the environment is affected by human-
induced climate change. With the continuing
global warming, it is projected that the global
water cycle and other weather extremes will
be further intensified (1, 2, 3).Furthermore,
the projected change in climate is expected to
alter the geographic range and burden of
various climate-sensitive health outcomes
and affect the functioning of public health
and health care systems (4). Substantial
increases in morbidity and mortality are
expected over the coming decades if no
additional actions are taken (5). Figure 1
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illustrates the pathways by which climate
change can affect health (6).

Global actions to mediate and counter climate
change have started taking shape since the
second half of the twentieth century and kept
on gaining momentum and support from
growing stakeholders around the world. The
Paris Agreement in 2015 is one of the most
significant steps the international community
has taken toward limiting global warming in
the last two decades. It is a result of the
continuing efforts of the United Nations
Framework Convention on Climate Change
and the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change. Besides, the latest Conference of
Parties of the UNFCCC (COP26) in
November 2021 set several objectives, like
committing to more ambitious targets to
reduce Greenhouse Gas (GHG) emissions by
2030 and other matters regarding adaptation
measures and funds for developing countries

(8).
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Figure 1: A combination of conceptual frameworks to show the effects of climate change on health, conducted
by the WHO Regional Office for Europe (7).
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Europe is a key stakeholder in humanity's
fight against climate change due to several
reasons. One is the historical and ongoing
contribution of the European states to
warming the climate. Moreover, Europe must
deal with the severe consequences of climate
change, as it threatens high temperatures,
droughts and wildfires, availability of
freshwater, and sea-level rise across Europe
(9). Finally, and most importantly, there is a
desperate need for a global leader who
spearheads the fight against climate change.
Through its endeavors, the European Union
is claiming such a position. That is by leading
by example, i.e., through adopting advanced
environmental legislation, achieving its
international obligations regarding its CO:
emission reduction, stepping up its goals to
cut down emissions, and even making it a
legal obligation through the European
Climate Law (10, 11).

Those endeavors could be spotted in the
objectives of the European Green Deal,
where the Member States agreed on an array
of policy initiatives that set out how to make
Europe the first climate-neutral continent by
2050 (12). One of the main strategies of the
European Green Deal is the Farm to Fork
Strategy (F2F), which is at the heart of the
Deal. This strategy addresses the challenges
of sustainable food systems and recognizes
the inextricable links between healthy people,
healthy societies, and a healthy planet. F2F is
also essential to the European Commission's
agenda to achieve the United Nations'
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), in
particular SDG 12 (Sustainable Consumption
and production) and SDG 13 (climate action)
(13). The F2F approach aims to ensure that
agriculture, fisheries, aquaculture, and the
food value chain contribute appropriately to
the process of curbing the GHG emissions, as
stated by the EU goals (14). According to the
European Environment Agency, the 2019
levels of GHG emissions correspond to a

higher reduction rate than the original target
set for 2020 (15). Moreover, bringing citizens
together in  the development and
implementation of the European Green Deal
is the aim of the European Climate Pact. That
IS because citizens' just and inclusive
participation and engagement in all areas of
the deal is essential for the transition towards
a climate-neutral, sustainable Europe (1).

Context

During the Summer of 2021, the European
continent witnessed one of the direct effects
of global warming. After the unprecedented
heatwave in June, the hottest one since 1901,
devastating floods hit different river basins
across Europe, killing hundreds of people,
displacing thousands, and damaging the
infrastructure and the agricultural lands,
resulting in billions of euros in losses (17).

These floods contributed to the truth that the
effects of climate change know no borders.
This  fact  necessitates  cross-border
collaboration in climate action and makes
cross-border regions within Europe the main
stage to initiate actions and mediate changes.
Furthermore, the similarity in context and
culture in those regions create, to an extent, a
similar theme of challenges and barriers,
thus, similar solutions as well.

The dreadful disaster was evident in the
Meuse-Rhine Euroregion (EMR), where the
most intense floods occurred. The EMR is a
cross-border collaboration composed of three
languages (French, Dutch, and German) and
five partner regions, including the Dutch
Province of Limburg, the German
Zweckverband of the Aachen Region, the
German-speaking community of Belgium,
and the Belgian provinces of Liege and
Limburg (18,19).

This policy brief will target the citizens of the
Meuse-Rhine Euroregion in its options due to
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several reasons. The EMR is one of the oldest
cross-border regions in Europe, and it retains
a high population density, numerous
industrial activities, high traffic, and frequent
large-scale events. Therefore, it is at high risk
of large-scale disasters (20,21). Moreover,
the environment is one of the critical subjects
the EMR wants to work on in the upcoming
years (22). Additionally, the EMR could be a

Policy Options

Although a long-term strategy to mitigate
climate risks is needed, research in Hollands
Noorderkwartier in The Netherlands has
shown that citizens often do not feel
responsible for taking climate action. Even
though the urgency of climate change is
apparent, they do not feel like they would be
the ones responsible for inducing change
(23). So, to achieve the biggest results in
tackling climate change and increasing
citizen participation in the EMR, new policy
areas should get more attention. Firstly,

QUALITY
EDUCATION

showcase for other border regions across
Europe and worldwide.

This policy brief aims to provide decision-
makers in the EMR with several policy
options to promote climate literacy and
climate action among citizens of the Meuse—
Rhine Euroregion under the umbrella of the
Farm to Fork strategy and the European
Green Deal

citizen participation throughout local climate
measurements is an under-explored area that
can play an essential role in improving the
feeling of responsibility in citizens.
Secondly, food waste and sustainability are
some of the most significant contributors to
climate change, making it a relevant policy
area with great opportunities. Lastly, urban
sustainability is needed in the increasing
urban-focused communities of the EMR.
These broad policy options are required to
achieve the biggest results for a sustainable
future in the EMR..

1 CLIMATE

ACTION

Citizen participation support throughout the use of local climate measurements

Citizen involvement in scientific
measurements, or citizen science, could be
beneficial in the early detection and
communication of climate events through
monitoring and sharing data. The risk
management for the flooding in the EMR was
insufficient to provide safe evacuations for all
citizens in the affected areas. In these cases,
early detection and risk communication could

save lives by allowing for -early-stage
evacuation (24). For example, the EMR could
draw on the experiences of a citizen
observatory for flood risk reduction in
Brenta-Bacchiglione, Italy (25). Local
climate measurements could thus be an
efficient way to obtain reliable data on air
quality while increasing awareness and
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knowledge of environmental change
indicators, like air pollution.

Citizen science has recently gained attention
in environmental monitoring projects, and
communities could potentially greatly
expand the scope. In the Netherlands, the
project 'Measure Together' supports citizen
science locally (26). Climate participation
projects  have  efficiently  increased
knowledge and awareness (27). So far,
similar projects have not been implemented
in the EMR.

Different types of citizen science projects
exist; some are contributory, others

collaborative, and some are co-created
projects in which researchers and citizens
design together (28). An example of an
effective citizen science project is a tool for
carbon calculation, which contributed to
achieving the local CO2 targets in various
cities in Austria, Germany, and Spain. This
online tool gives insights into the carbon
footprint of citizens by collecting data on
several aspects of environmental factors.
Besides increasing awareness and knowledge
of CO2 impacts, the CO2 emissions of
participants slightly decreased during the
project (29).

1 RESPONSIBLE 13 CLIMATE
CONSUMPTION ACTION
AND PRODUCTION

O

Sustainable food consumption and less
food waste

Current food consumption patterns are
neither sustainable for health nor the
environment (30). Besides contributing to
cardiovascular diseases and death in humans,
tonnes of waste and increased amounts of
emissions per capita are hazardous
consequences for the planet (31). In the
EMR, these emissions are almost twice as
high as the global average (32). That is why
the EMR must transform the environmentally
friendly choice into the easiest choice. Thus,
for that purpose, alternative approaches are to
follow.

Firstly, provide information; Customers often
do not pay attention to storage instructions on

the packaging. As a result, food is usually
thrown away both because it is not consumed
before it has passed its "best by" date or
because many goods in retail shops remain
unsold since consumers prefer to buy food
with a longer shelf life (33). Besides this
information about food waste, education
about food production and its impacts on
health and the environment is needed. The
arrangement of this explicit information
makes it less demanding for people to select
healthy and economic diets that will benefit
their well-being (30). Therefore, innovative
ways to provide this information through
other means, including digital possibilities,
social media, and more regional-related
announcements, are needed.
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Secondly, creating opportunities: The EMR
could be a best practice example by setting
minimum mandatory criteria for sustainable
food procurement in institutional catering. By
integrating daily vegetarian and vegan food
in public canteens, a large part of the
population would consume fewer animal
products and eat a healthier diet (34).
Vegetarian and vegan food in canteens can
also inspire people to change their daily lives.
Additionally, the third-largest source of food
waste in Europe is the food service industry,
including school canteens (35). One of the
main reasons for this plate waste is a lack of
knowledge and awareness (36). Cities,
regions, and public authorities could assume
responsibility for sourcing sustainable food
for schools, universities, and local
institutions. In this manner, the EU plans to
enhance its commitment to feasible
nourishment utilization and, specifically,
reinforce informational messages on the
significance of healthy nutrition, ecologic
production, and diminishing food waste (30).

GOOD HEALTH
AND WELL-BEING

4

12 cowsueron | 13 Sorov

And lastly, promote awareness; To shift the
consumer's attention to the process of food
production, the EMR could promote the
extension of nutritional labeling on the front
of the packaging. In addition, origin or
provenance information should become
obligatory to indicate CO2 and water
pollution. If the product proved an
appropriate balance, it could receive its own
EMR Eco-label (32). Furthermore, citizens
should be more aware of the impact of
customer behavior on food waste and,
therefore, the environment. On the other
hand, decision-makers should also be
mindful of the different motivations of
citizens to change behavior, such as saving
money and social responsibility (37). The
aim is to create awareness of food's
background and strengthen regional offers
related to this, and canteens could state where
the products are from and how disrupting
they are for the environment (32).

QUALITY
EDUCATION
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Sustainable  Cities
Gardening

through  Urban

Due to the advancing climate change, urban
areas are currently facing significant
challenges.

On the one hand, ways must be found to deal
with more frequent weather extremes (38).
On the other hand, urban areas should involve
residents in land use, provide opportunities
for them to be outdoors, be physically active,
interact with each other, and learn more about
our environment and the consequences of
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climate change. One way to get closer to
these goals is to use urban spaces for
community projects such as urban gardens to
combine urban planning with social aspects.
Considering the weather extremes of recent
years, areas used for urban gardening can be
very beneficial because they help infiltrate
large amounts of water, reducing the risk of
flooding. They also support groundwater
replenishment. In addition, the influence of
green spaces on temperatures must be
considered. Unsealed surfaces such as grass
or patches do not store heat as much as
asphalt or pavement do and, thus, contribute
to regulating the urban climate in summer
(39).

It has also been shown that urban green areas
positively affect air quality as they absorb,
e.g., carbon monoxide, ozone, nitrogen
oxide, or sulfur dioxide (39, 40, 41).
Furthermore, this type of space increases the
urban landscape's biodiversity by providing
habitats for insects, birds, small mammals,
and a wide range of different vegetation, both
ornamental and crop plants (39, 41, 42). The
social dimension of community gardening is
another considerable advantage. People from
all generations can contact each other and
grow their food (42). Physical work outdoors
and social engagement can prevent or
improve health-related issues such as stress,
social isolation, and depression (43, 44).

It has also been shown that people integrated
into such projects by growing their food,
consuming more fruits and vegetables, and
having better food knowledge (45).
Furthermore, an argument for these projects
within cities is the accompanying educational
opportunities. Children and adolescents
especially can learn more about nature,
conservation, sustainability, seasonality, and
our food production (45). Working in a
community garden makes it possible to raise
environmental awareness and promote

citizen participation in the fight against
climate change (39).

Recommendations

The recommendations provided in this
section elaborate on implementing practical
solutions to promote climate literacy and
climate action among citizens. To provide an
integrative approach to tackling climate
change, we call on policymakers and
researchers to  follow our holistic
recommendations.

e Prioritize funding of citizen science,
urban gardening, and sustainable food
projects in the EMR

Internal or external money, current or new
staff time, technical skills, or stakeholder

buy-in may be necessary to support a project
or program, depending on the goals.
Noteworthy, the EMR is part of an EU fund
for a stronger Euregion (21). To reach a
significant impact, it is necessary to invest in
implementing the proposed projects.

e Ensure equal participation options for
every citizen

A precondition of successful implementation

is accessibility to all citizens within the EMR.

It must not be related to their education, age,

disabilities, country of origin, or financial

situation.

e Empower implementation of the
projects  through  organizational
support

Policymakers should contribute to measures

that look beyond country borders. Citizens

should be provided with the possibility to
gain insights into climate data. Early-stage
participation of partners should be
considered, for example, by stimulating

8|15


https://www.linguee.de/englisch-deutsch/uebersetzung/accompanying.html

Alsamara, |.; Beinert, S. F.; De Jong, J. C.; Klappe, M. J. P.; Marewski, V. S. (Policy brief). SEEJPH
&EE]\PH 2022, posted: 23 June 2022. DOI: 10.11576/seejph-5603

debates, gathering information, or seeking
neighbors to sign a sustainability pledge.

e Stimulate the formulation of clear
sustainability goals

Program designers should work with clearly
defined goals, communicate the goals of such
programs to the public, and choose specific
actions to pursue. These goals should be
coherent, well-designed, relevant to the
community, and proactive.

All measures must be evaluated to improve
the value and create long-term advancements.

e Encourage the implementation of
citizen science projects in the EMR
Citizen science projects aim to increase
environmental awareness among citizens
while simultaneously gathering valuable data
on the state of the environment. Reforms, as
mentioned above, are needed to allow all

citizens to take part in such projects.

e Gather insights on the region's
greenhouse gas emissions

Help local governments determine and track

progress  towards goals by  better

understanding  activities and emission

sources.

e Provide more sustainable food in
institutional canteens and reduce food
waste

A big part of the EMR student population eats

a few times per week in an institutional

canteen. Therefore, this would be a suitable

place to create opportunities for citizens to
include more sustainable food into their diet.

e Use social media as a tool to provide
information about sustainable food
Young citizens are progressive and open-
minded, and they appear to be open to
receiving advice through social media and
find it easy to communicate with peers about

societal subjects (46). Therefore, they are
most likely to change their behavior more

sustainably if they are aware of the
importance and know-how to act.

e Use urban areas for urban gardening
projects

Urban areas should be used more intensively
for urban gardening projects to promote the
health of the residents, reduce environmental
pollution, save biodiversity, and mitigate the
effects of weather extremes in cities.
Furthermore, the initiators must pay
particular attention to the quality of the soil to
prevent harmful consequences to health. The
terrain must be suitable. Issues such as
accessibility, water supply, and possible
pollutants in the soil must be considered. The
initiators have the task of ensuring this by
reporting on the project as widely as possible,
making it easily accessible, and ensuring that
participation is free of charge.

e Create
challenges

community  sustainability

Creating little public challenges (such as a
one-month vegetarian diet), discounts for
regional offerings, accessible outreach, and
education, hosting a discussion on recycling
and waste reduction, building a green
gardening demonstration project, and so on
might all be adopted. Community-based
social marketing is critical, as it uses direct
neighbor-to-neighbor communication and
influence to encourage behavior change (47).
Giving people and organizations in your
audience short-term action checklists with
doable tasks can help them feel
accomplished. Such a list can offer
suggestions and be a starting point for long-
term behavior adjustment. The action items
must be carried out in a low-key manner

Conclusion
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The climate is changing, and the human
influence on it is unmistakable. This policy
brief stresses the urgent need for leadership
to tackle these changes and provide
opportunities  for citizen participation.
Implementing the suggested measures in the
EMR will increase the knowledge and
awareness of the environment among the
EMR citizens and the local authorities,
consequently leading to empowering people
to engage in climate action. Even though
there is a long way to go, the
recommendations of this policy brief are
provided in the belief that measures to
include citizens in climate action are of high
necessity to tackle climate change
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