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Cities’ international action: 
human action for resilience 

Every day, we witness the extent to which our global societies have become 
interdependent. Climate change, the pandemic, migration, and the fight against 
economic and social inequalities are all challenges that remind us how pervasive 
global issues affect the everyday lives of every individual, society and region. 

The opening up of cities to the international scene is certainly not new, but their 
role and influence are growing and are now fully recognised. Cities are implement-
ing several key solutions for the world’s crucial transition to a sustainable and 
low-carbon future. In cooperation with nation states, French cities are committed 
to meeting the Paris Agreement objectives: going carbon neutral, reducing green-
house gas emissions, transitioning to renewable energies and limiting the rise in 
temperature to below 1.5°C. The urban infrastructure decisions that will be made 
in the coming decades - including urban planning, energy and transport - will have 
a decisive and tangible impact on our shared destiny. 

Initially perceived as a tool for dialogue and reconciliation between the peoples 
of Europe, the international action of cities has continued to evolve over the 
course of the 20th century, and now covers a multitude of fields. French cities 
have gradually implemented their own international strategies, which now cover 
a wide range of actions: twinning, solidarity initiatives, technical cooperation, 
humanitarian response, economic diplomacy and outreach policies. These various 
fields require a comprehensive understanding of the international context in which 
cities cooperate, and demand a new vision that takes into account the current 
state of international affairs, including global equilibria and permanent changes.

In 2021, it is impossible to deny the crucial role that metropolises and large cities 
play in terms of international action. Stakeholders have diversified. Although States 
long held a form of diplomatic monopoly, they are no longer the only ones to 
engage in diplomatic relations and promote their nation. Decentralised cooperation 
clearly strengthens France’s position in the world. It is a grassroots, pragmatic and 
above all human cooperation. French cities have valuable expertise, experience and 
messages to communicate. Instead of competing, large cities are cooperating. By 
sharing experiences through a robust network, they bring new life to traditional 
international action.

E D I T O R I A L  J O H A N N A  R O L L A N D

In 2021, it is 
impossible 
to deny 
the crucial 
role that 
metropolises 
and large 
cities play 
in terms of 
international 
action.

Johanna ROLLAND
President, France Urbaine

Mayor of Nantes

President of Nantes Metropole
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The renewal of municipal, inter-municipal and metropolitan teams, combined with 
the serious economic and social consequences of the Covid-19 pandemic, offers 
a unique opportunity to re-examine the way in which French stakeholders, and in 
particular large cities and urban areas, act internationally.

In a complex world where relationships of influence are constantly changing and 
where crises emerge one after the other, our nations must have the resources nec-
essary to position themselves strategically, seek new opportunities to the benefit 
of their population, and also draw on the vast experience of their partners. In this 
framework, French cities embody the values that both sustain and complement a 
truly French diplomatic vision. 

Thanks to an invaluable association with the Institut National des Etudes Territoriales 
(INET), France Urbaine is contributing to this collaborative and forward-looking 
analysis. In cooperation with our partners, we are rethinking the ways in which our 
metropolises and large cities project themselves internationally. Through interviews, 
feedback and details for ambitious future projects from urban elected officials, techni-
cians and researchers, this study provides a comprehensive vision of the international 
action of major French cities. It also articulates a new collaborative ambition for 
French and regional diplomacy, as well as for our international partners who have 
established ties with French local authorities, in order to respond collectively to the 
major challenges we face today. n

E D I T O R I A L  J O H A N N A  R O L L A N D
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The international action of 
local authorities:  
a role that local authorities 
need to reinforce, with strategic 
approaches to prioritise

The international action of large cities, and more generally of local authorities, cov-
ers a wide range of fields, motivations and approaches: decentralised cooperation, 
public development aid, European programmes, humanitarian action, networking, 
twinning, economic promotion and international influence. Nearly 5,000 French 
local authorities are leading development action abroad with more than 8,000 
partner local authorities, for a total of more than 10,000 projects in 134 countries.

By sharing valuable experience, international action makes it possible to promote 
French expertise in key areas of excellence (local public services management, 
basic infrastructure development, rural development, urban planning, transport, 
tourism, digital administration, environmental management). International action 
also encourages comparative approaches and the exchange of best practices, which 
allow administrations to innovate and improve local public action that impacts their 
organisation and operating methods. They particularly promote the evolution of 
administrative practices by encouraging the decompartmentalization of services. 
International action also makes it possible to give global issues a local focus. This 
makes them more relevant and easier to take on board by the general population: 
democratic governance, sustainable development, the fight against global warming, 
the pandemic, fighting inequality, etc.

Thanks to this inter-agency study conducted with France Urbaine, INET students 
provide us with access to the international action of large cities and to many of 
the problems shared by French local authorities. Why pursue international action 
in a context of budget cuts? How to involve local citizens and stakeholders to 
ensure their support for international policy? What local impact can be expected? 
What are local elected officials’ expectations for international action? What drives 
or hinders this action? This study observes the practices and policies at the heart 
of the international action of large cities in France in order to identify areas of 
interest for local decision-makers. These areas of interest are also inspiring the 
development of our training services.

I would like to thank France Urbaine for this partnership of trust with INET, which 
has given its students a positive framework for their training as well as a subject 
that demonstrates the importance that CNFPT attributes to local authorities’ 
international action. n

Franck PÉRINET
Deputy CEO, CNFPT

Director, INET

E D I T O R I A L  F R A N C K  P É R I N E T

INET students 
provide us 
with access 
to the 
international 
action of large 
cities.
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By Kader MAKHLOUF, 
Advisor in Charge of International and European Relations at France Urbaine

To provide an updated analysis of the interna-
tional action of major French cities and inter-
municipalities is an ambitious project that 
could never have been achieved without the 
help and support of many. This approach has 
guided all of our work and I would like to sin-
cerely thank all those who have been involved 
in this project, and in particular the sixty people 
who agreed to be interviewed.

First of all, I would like to express my warmest 
thanks to the eight INET students who led this 
project over a period of nine months. Their pro-
fessionalism and rigour were invaluable, but I 
would also like to pay tribute to their curiosity 
and willingness to take on a subject that is of 
particular importance for local authorities.

I would also like to thank all technicians in 
charge of international action from major 
French cities who agreed to share their con-
cerns and their everyday reality of working 
in the interest of international action. Their 
dedication is commendable. 

I would like to extend a warm thank you to 
all of the elected officials, and particularly the 
mayors and EPCI presidents, who agreed to 
be interviewed for this study. Their voice is as 
essential as their role is decisive: they provide 
the key impetus for any international strategy.

I am equally grateful to all of the research-
ers and experts who have given us the keys to 
understanding a complex world.

Because this work must be useful to all French 
stakeholders taking part in international action, 
I would like to warmly thank all of France 
Urbaine’s partners who have agreed to con-
tribute their expertise to a collective project, in 
the interest of developing a common approach 
to international issues.

I would also like to thank all steering com-
mittee members who supported us through-
out this project: Madam Christine MORO, 
Ambassador, Delegate for the international 
action of local authorities; Geneviève SEVRIN, 
Executive Officer of Cités-Unies France; Gaëlle 
NARAYANASSAMY, French Development 
Agency; Sladana ZIVCOVIC, elected official, 
city of Dijon; Gabriel VOISIN, Grenoble Alpes 
Metropole; and Denis SCHAMING, Cabinet 
Director, city of Metz. Their views and contri-
butions have helped us at every stage of this 
project. I would like to honour their commit-
ment as well as their passion for international 
action. 

Finally, I would like to thank Olivier Landel, 
Executive Officer of France Urbaine, for his 
trust and constant support in promoting inter-
national action within the association.
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 Chloé BELLAMIO: library cura-
tor student (Toni Morrison class). Chloé 
graduated from the Sciences Po Paris 
with a bachelor’s degree in the Euro-
American programme. She then earned a 
master’s in public policy from the School 

of Public Affairs. Her interest in cultural policies and 
dedication to working closely with the public naturally 
led her to public libraries and regional public policy. 
At INET, Chloé has focused on public library network 
structures, internal and external communication, public 
awareness and management’s adaptation to remote 
working practices. 

 Marie BONFILS: chief engineer 
student (Rachel Carson class). Marie 
graduated from the Paris School of 
Urban Planning and has extensive expe-
rience with local authorities. Specialised 
in mobility and public space, Marie was 

determined to take part in this study as she is convinced 
that an international perspective is crucial to building 
the cities of the future.

 Maxime CHOPLIN: territorial 
administrator student (Abbé Pierre 
promotion). Maxime graduated with a 
degree in law and political science from 
the University of Lyon II, and a degree in 
public affairs from Sciences Po Grenoble. 

After a range internships and professional experience in 
the civil service, Maxime decided to focus on a career 
in regional civil service. He appreciates the tangible 
aspect of local government and the impact of public 
policy on local citizens. At INET, Maxime has focused 
on child protection, youth guidance and orientation, 
and human resources.

 Frédéric DESPINASSE : chief 
engineer student (Rachel Carson class). 
After completing a degree in environ-
mental studies, Frédéric graduated with 
a master’s II in landscape planning from 
the ISA of Lille. Specialised in public 

space planning, he has more than 12 years of experi-
ence working for local authorities. Given his heightened 
awareness of ecological issues, Frédéric is a proponent 
of regional transitions, whether ecological, economic or 
social, where cooperation, including at the international 
level, is key to exchanging best practices. His ethos is 
that we must act together to address the challenges that 
this necessary paradigm shift presents. 

 Emeline LAFAURY: chief engi-
neer student (Rachel Carson class). A 
DPLG architect, Emeline is graduate of 
the Ecole Nationale Supérieure d’Ar-
chitecture of Paris-La Villette. She has 
worked for local authorities for more 

than 15 years in the public construction field. She has 
a long-standing dedication to environmental and eco-
logical issues and believes that change requires sharing 
experiences and successfully networking stakeholders 
at the national and international level.

 Tiffany OUETCHO: territorial 
administrator student, New Caledonia 
(Abbé Pierre class). Tiffany has a bach-
elor’s degree in Ethnology from the 
University Paul Valéry (Montpellier 3) 
and a master’s degree in European and 
International Studies from the Institute 

of European Studies (IEE), University Paris 8. Her expe-
rience working for local authorities in European affairs 
and economic development was enriched by her work at 
INET, which included missions in the fields of engineering 
and regional planning, culture, education and youth.

 Agathe PAYAN: library curator 
student (Toni Morrison class). Agathe 
graduated from the École Normale 
Supérieure de Lyon with a Master’s 
in Ancient Languages, Literatures and 
Civilisations. She decided to get involved 

in local government action after several internships with 
local authorities. During her time at INET, she expanded 
on her initial experience thanks to internships in public 
library services, with an emphasis on public audience 
development and the user experience.

 Hélène TOTTOLI–DESANTE: 
chief engineer student (Rachel Carson 
class). Hélène graduated from the École 
des Hautes Études Industrielles in Lille 
with a degree in building engineering. 
Her career has focused on public con-

struction. She has led a number of projects in fields as 
varied as education, public safety, veterinary inspection 
and organising equestrian sports world championships. 

The authors1 

(1) Christophe Rispal, territorial administrator student (Abbé Pierre class). 
Christophe assisted the group of students who produced this report with 
the interview phase.
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AEICT  Action européenne et internationale des collectivités territoriales (European and International Action 
by Local and Regional Authorities)

AFD Agence Française du Développement (French Development Agency)

AFCCRE  Association Française du Conseil des Communes et Régions d’Europe (French Association of the 
Council of European Municipalities and Regions)

ADF Assemblée des départements de France (Assembly of French Departments)

AMF  Association des maires de France et des présidents d’intercommunalité (Association of Mayors of 
France and Presidents of Intermunicipalities)

AMIF  Association internationale des maires francophones (International Association of Francophone Mayors)

APD Aide publique au développement (Public Development Assistance)

ARRICOD Association des professionnels de l’AEICT (Association of AEICT professionals) 

ATR Administration territoriale de la République (Regional Administration of the Republic of France)

CCI Chamber of Commerce and Industry

CGCT Code général des collectivités territoriales (General Code of Regional and Local Authorities)

CGLU United Cities and Local Governments

CNCD  Commission Nationale de Coopération Décentralisée (National Commission on Decentralised Cooperation)

CNFPT Centre National de la Fonction Publique Territoriale (National Centre for the Regional Civil Service)

COP Conference of the Parties for the Climate

COPIL Steering Committee

CUF Cités-Unies France

DAECT  élégation à l’action extérieure des collectivités territoriales (Delegation for External Action of Local 
Authorities) 

EPCI  Etablissement public de coopération intercommunale (Public Establishment for Intermunicipal 
Cooperation)

ETS Entretiens territoriaux de Strasbourg (Regional Conference of Strasbourg)

EU European Union

FICOL Facilité de financement des collectivités territoriales (Local Government Finance Facility)

GESCOD  Grand Est Solidarités et Coopérations pour le Développement (Grand Est Solidarity and Cooperation 
for Development)

GHGS Greenhouse gases

ICLEI International Council for Local Environmental Initiatives

IFRI Institut français des relations internationales (French Institute for International Relations)

ILO International Labour Organization

INET Institut national des études territoriales (National Institute of Regional Studies)

IRIS Institut de relations internationales et stratégiques (Institute for International and Strategic Relations)

LGBT Lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender

MAPTAM  Modernisation de l’action publique territoriale et affirmation des métropoles (Modernisation of 
regional public initiatives and affirmation of metropoles)

MEAE Ministère de l’Europe et des Affaires Étrangères (Ministry of Europe and Foreign Affairs)

NGO Non-governmental organisation

PFVT Partenariat Français pour la ville et les territoires (French Partnership for Cities and Regions)

RRMA Réseaux régionaux multi-acteurs (Regional Multi-Stakeholder Networks)

UNESCO United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization

VP Vice President

WHO World Health Organization
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SUMMARY AND OVERVIEW OF 
RECOMMENDATIONS 

In the face of multiple stakeholders,
activism by France’s largest cities and
intermunicipalities

 
A multitude of stakeholders are involved in inter-
national action. This means that local authori-
ties have access to a complex and rich network, 
provided they use it. A diverse range of resources 
can be mobilised as needed for technical support, 
exchanging best practices, obtaining funding, or 
even assistance with developing an international 
strategy. There are stakeholders at the local, 
regional, national and European levels. The MEAE 
and European Union are the main partners for 
local authorities. 

The comprehensive survey of France Urbaine 
members (over 43% response rate) has made 
it possible to identify the international action 
of large cities and metropolises by type. Below 
a 200,000-inhabitant threshold, cities tend 
to engage in international action. Above this 
threshold, intermunicipalities are more active. 
In terms of resources, local authorities allocate 
an average budget of €100,000 to more than 
€1 million to international action, in proportion 
to their overall financial resources. This budget 
is stable and, in some cases, increasing. The 
average number of staff is 6, ranging from no 
dedicated staff to 30. Finally, no single organisa-
tional model emerges from the local authorities 
surveyed. 

The action of large cities and intermunicipalities 
is always diverse. It can be classified primarily by 
field of decentralised cooperation and the influ-
ence and attractiveness of the region. Although 
twinning arrangements continue, they are grad-
ually being refocused on partnerships that are 
beneficial to both parties. Solidarity is still very 

much a part of international action and themes 
are often transversal and shared: sustainable 
development and the environment, education and 
youth, economic development, sport and culture. 

Local authorities interviewed emphasised the 
central role citizens play in international action. 
Although most already involve local residents in 
their projects, they generally expressed a wish 
to expand or improve participation in initiatives; 
some regret that citizens are not more involved. 

As the international context is causing 
a permanent change in the AEICT, elected
officials and technicians are identifying
new prospects.

 
The global context is changing rapidly. The 
Covid-19 crisis and questions surrounding exces-
sive globalisation have highlighted the need to 
focus action on sustainable development. They 
have also made clear the urgency of working 
with local stakeholders in order to achieve the 
objective of shared benefits for local authorities 
and their international partners. 

Elected officials interviewed for the survey also 
confirmed this observation. They highlighted a 
recent change in their international strategy, 
which has led to the transformation of their 
needs. The dominant trend is towards gradu-
ally reducing twinning in favour of partnerships 
based on mutual interests. Elected officials cited 
multiple challenges: these primarily revolve 
around their region’s influence and development, 
as well as the need to take into account local 
issues while advocating openness to the world 
as a means of countering isolationism. 

Local 
authorities 

interviewed 
emphasised 

the central role 
citizens play in 

international 
action.
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Elected officials’ expectations focused on their 
need to better understand the international 
context, to make better use of existing networks, 
and to optimise internal organisation within 
their local authority. 

Elected officials cited the following expectations: 
•  stakeholder mapping (there are numerous 

networks and their role is sometimes unclear); 
•  dedicated training (for newly elected officials, 

on international relations in general and on 
European institutions in particular);

•  exchanges between cities (best practices, 
fostering shared intelligence and building a 
common strategy);

•  creating a dedicated international commission 
within key networks;

•  creating thematic working groups;
•  human and material support (centralised 

in-network support for searching for European 
funds);

•  network lobbying and advocacy with the 
French government and European authorities;

•  strengthening interactions with the MEAE;
•  at the regional level, creating an entity to 

coordinate the region’s international action 
(harmonising action and practices);

•  internal local authority organisation (skills 
development; removing internal barriers to 
action; position of international relations in 
the organisational chart; integrating interna-
tional action across public policies, etc.).

Technicians cite the same areas of concern, and 
also insisted on:
•  the need to clearly position the AEICT in the 

organisational chart; 
•  the need for strong and voluntary political 

support;
•  the development of cross-departmental inte-

gration within the local authority to ensure 
that the international dimension is incorpo-
rated in all of the local authorities’ public poli-
cies.

With regard to France Urbaine, 
several needs emerge.

 
First, elected officials highlighted the need 
for greater networking. This would encourage 
exchanges between colleagues, help develop 
schema for sharing best practices as well as 
new strategies, facilitate benchmarking, support 
collaborative initiatives for the representation of 
interests, project support and creating interna-
tional alliances.
 

An ad hoc structure within France Urbaine 
could fulfil this role. This would increase 
the visibility of France Urbaine’s activity in 
the field and would allow the AEICT to be 
recognised in local public policy. A desig-
nated elected official could be in charge of 
this entity in order to ensure its political 
viability.

Second, in terms of action implementation, 
several stakeholder networks exist, particularly 
for subject-specific expertise and technical 
support. However, 76% of local authorities 
surveyed would like to see France Urbaine play 
a role in supporting and facilitating local author-
ities’ action.
 

Prioritising international issues in France 
Urbaine’s strategic agenda, specifically by 
defending the interests of the municipal-
ities and EPCIs that it federates, is crucial. 
The broad scope of France Urbaine’s remit, 
i.e., supporting large cities and EPCIs in all 
areas of operation, supersedes the various 
actions that could be individually under-
taken by theme-specific networks. This is a 
key asset for strengthening the AEICT and 
the visibility of this public policy at the 
national level.
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S U M M A R Y  A N D  O V E R V I E W  O F  R E C O M M E N D A T I O N S

Third, stakeholders expressed expectations for 
sharing expertise, but also in terms of support. 
This could be provided in the form of guides, 
help in finding European funds, technical support 
or even AEICT-related training for elected offi-
cials and staff.
 

France Urbaine’s positioning as a network 
that supports its members and their projects 
justifies actions in this field.

Recommendations for large cities and
intermunicipalities to strengthen their
European and international action 

 
In order to strengthen their European and inter-
national action, cities and intermunicipalities 
can: 

1. Conduct a diagnostic of the region’s “inter-
nationalisation”; 

2. Clearly position the AEICT in the local 
authority’s organisational chart, in a way that 
reinforces the transversal integration of the 
AEICT and guarantees strong support; 

3. Develop an international dimension for 
every local public policy;

4. Include all citizens, as well as possible 
diaspora living in the local authority’s commu-
nity, for example by working with the region’s 
associations;

5. Increase communication with local resi-
dents about projects and action carried out 
under the AEICT;

6. Develop specialised AEICT training courses, 
in conjunction with the CNFPT and other local 
authorities, for elected officials as well as staff;

7. Raise awareness of international issues 
among staff and elected officials by organising 
conferences or workshops with external experts;

8. Identify specific budget lines for the AEICT 
(particularly in relation to the 1% water and 
sanitation schemes, and in future transport and 
mobility action);

9. For local authorities that have designated 
an “international” responsibility to a particular 
elected official, structure a service or mission in 
charge of European and international affairs in 
order to finalise political projects. An accessible 
annual report summarising the action carried 
out by this mission or service would strengthen 
the management of the AEICT;

10. Within the framework of the AEICT, 
develop decentralised cooperation initiatives 
involving several French local authorities, in 
order to pool resources and increase the scope 
of projects. It may be advisable to create joint 
entities with local stakeholders who have 
a shared interest in an international action 
(universities, hospitals, local authorities, etc.). 



14

©
 v

eg
ef

ox
.c

om
 / 

A
do

be
 S

to
ck



15

A development dynamic for the
international action of large cities

 
Decentralised cooperation, cross-border action, 
international solidarity, inter-cultural exchanges, 
participation in city networks, attractiveness and 
outreach programmes: the areas of intervention 
of large cities’ and their groupings’ international 
action have continued to diversify over the past 
few decades. Similarly, the fields of public pol-
icy affected have multiplied: from sustainable 
development to educational and youth policies, 
including sport, culture and urban planning, every 
field that falls under local authorities’ purview 
now has an international dimension. 

  What current international 
action are local and regional 
authorities taking? 

 •   4,700 local and regional authorities 
involved in international action

 •   8,150 foreign local authorities 
partnering with our regions

 •   10,440 current partnerships

 •     French local authorities contribute 
more than €100 million annually 
to national official development 
assistance (ODA)2

(2) Ministry of Europe and Foreign Affairs, “Key AECT figures”, accessed 
online on 3 May 2021: https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/fr/politique-
etrangere-de-la-france/action-exterieure-des-collectivites-territoriales/
les-chiffres-cles-de-l-aect/.

More than 80% of local authorities’ burgeoning 
international action comes from municipalities 
(particularly the largest cities), in terms of num-
ber of projects. This is unsurprising given that 
urban centres have always played a significant 
role in international exchanges. From ancient 
city-states to modern metropolises with a global 
reach, urban centres structure human exchange. 
Strong value-added businesses that generate sig-
nificant wealth are concentrated in major cities. 
They are key players in terms of the solutions 
that must implemented in order to respond to 
the challenges of the contemporary world, par-
ticularly in terms of an eco-transformation and 
fighting poverty. 

The strong diversification of international 
stakeholders - with the rise in importance of 
non-governmental organisations, companies and 
citizens - primarily affects sub-national insti-
tutional stakeholders, with local authorities at 
the forefront. While States continue to structure 
international relations, local authorities interact 
with a multitude of local and national, public and 
private stakeholders on a daily basis thanks to 
their international action. 

Although the Covid-19 crisis necessarily inter-
rupted a number of cooperative projects, sev-
eral French local authorities received support, 
whether from Europe or internationally, both in 
terms of patient care in neighbouring countries 
and the delivery of medical equipment from 
foreign partners. At the same time, many French 
cities responded to their foreign partners’ call 
for crisis management support. Financial help, 
solidarity action, sharing experiences: several 
approaches have been implemented in response 
to global emergencies. These initiatives high-
light the world’s interdependence, not only 
between countries, but also between regions. 
International action is no longer simply a choice, 

INTRODUCTION 

I N T R O D U C T I O N

Local 
authorities 

interact with 
a multitude 
of local and 

national, 
public and 

private 
stakeholders 

on a daily 
basis for their 
international 

action.
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it has become a necessity; this is the reality that 
all institutional stakeholders must face.

Although the effectiveness of crisis response 
depends directly on regions’ ability to adapt 
to emergency situations and provide local 
responses that complement state action, local 
authorities must also reflect on their resilience 
plans and crisis anticipation strategies. In terms 
of international action, it is in the interest of 
local authorities to analyse and revise their strat-
egies in order to ensure international action acts 
as a lever in support of local policies. This is all 
the more necessary as a global “race” for attrac-
tiveness is emerging between various regions, a 
race to attract people, goods and capital.

In this sense, the new municipal and commu-
nity councils, and the start of a new financing 
mandate following the June 2020 elections, pro-
vide municipalities and their groupings with an 
ideal opportunity to revise their international 
and European strategies, and the resources 
allocated to their action. By focusing on the 
106 municipalities and Public Establishments 
for Intermunicipal Cooperation (EPCI) that are 
members of France Urbaine, this study aims to 
help support this process.

I N T R O D U C T I O N

Understand the framework of local
authorities’ “external” action

 
Before detailing the methodological approach of 
this study, it is important to clarify the definition 
of terms. This report is the outcome of France 
Urbaine’s study proposal to the National Institute 
of Regional Studies (INET) with the following title: 
“International action of large cities: prospective 
strategies until 2026” However, the terms “exter-
nal action” or “European action” are also widely 
used in specialised literature and in legislative and 
regulatory texts.

The international action of local authorities orig-
inated prior to the decentralisation laws of the 
1980s. At the time, the main outcomes were twin-
ning and friendship ties, mainly within Europe in 
the post-war context, followed by decentralised 
cooperation with developing countries. 

However, as laws and regulations evolve, the term 
“external action” is becoming more widely used, 
as in the Legal Guide to the External Action of 
Local and Regional Authorities, published in 2019. 
The term “external action” also makes it possible 
to account for the specific nature of cooperation 
between European local authorities. This compre-
hensive term makes it possible to include cooper-
ation projects supported by the European Union, 
following the example of cross-border projects, 
such as those structured by the “INTERREG” pro-
grammes, or initiatives taken by the “Europe for 
Citizens” programme, which includes a twinning 
support component. 

  Article L. 1115-1 of the General 
Code for Regional and Local 
Authorities states that “in compli-
ance with France’s international 
commitments, local authorities 
and groupings may implement or 
support any annual or multi-annual 
international cooperation, develop-
ment aid or humanitarian action. To 
this end, local authorities and their 
groupings may, where appropriate, 
conclude agreements with foreign 
local authorities.”
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French local authorities can rely on a relatively 
clear legal framework, as well as a point of con-
tact at the Ministry of Europe and Foreign Affairs 
(MEAE) with the Delegation for the External 
Action of Local Authorities (DAECT). Since the 
26 May 1983 circular, which allowed local author-
ities to diversify France’s external action, the core 
principles have been consistently reaffirmed. 

The 6 February 1992 “ATR” law establishes the 
principle of the voluntary nature of local author-
ities’ external action, as well as compliance 
with France’s international commitments. The 
4 February 1995 law introduced the principle of 
prohibiting agreements between a French local 
authority and a foreign State, although exemptions 
were granted to overseas local authorities by the 
13 December 2000 and 5 December 2016 Acts.

There are a number of noteworthy sector-spe-
cific developments: the 9 February 2005 “Oudin-
Santini” law authorises local authorities, their 
unions and water agencies to finance interna-
tional solidarity action in these sectors up to 
1% of their water and sanitation budget. The 
2 February 2007 “Thiollière” law significantly 
strengthens the legal security of local authori-
ties’ external action by providing a legal basis for 
humanitarian action, and explicitly removing the 
requirement for local authorities to demonstrate 
a local interest in this action.

Since the 27 January 2014 “MAPTAM” law, more 
recent legislation has completed this framework. 
For example, the 5 December 2016 law creates 
more possibilities for agreements with foreign 
states. 

The 7 July 2014 law strengthens coordination 
between international institutional stakeholders. 
It certifies the State’s benevolent stance towards 
the international action of local authorities, with 
a desire to seek out potential synergies between 
national and local action. A National Commission 
for Decentralised Cooperation was established, 
which “monitors the status of local authorities’ 
external action”, promotes “coordination between 
the State and local authorities” and can issue 
operational proposals. The text also introduces the 
“1% waste” principle. This allows municipalities, 
their EPCIs and trade unions, which are respon-
sible for collecting and disposing of household 
waste, to devote up to 1% of their waste col-
lection budget to cooperation, development or 

humanitarian action, on the same basis as the 
“1% water” principle enacted by the 9 February 
2005 “Oudin-Santini” law.

Articles L.1115-1 et seq. of the General Code of 
Regional and Local Authorities (CGCT) codify all 
applicable provisions, in particular the optional 
and voluntary nature of this action, the possibility 
of using operators, the need for approval by the 
voting assembly, the need to respect France and 
Europe’s international commitments, and that no 
prior proof of local interest is required3.

Administrative case law, particularly that of the 
Council of State, is still limited but generally 
encourages the external action of local authori-
ties. The Council has shown a willingness to seek 
a balance between local authorities’ freedom to 
pursue their own action and compliance with 
France’s international commitments.

The State is supporting this movement. In addi-
tion to creating the DAECT in 1983, the MEAE has 
been running a network of contacts for non-gov-
ernmental cooperation in embassies since 1999. 
These contacts are responsible for facilitating the 
relationship between French local authorities and 
the host country’s local authorities. France has 
also ratified the European Charter of Local Self-
Government. Article 10 states that “local author-
ities shall be entitled, in exercising their powers, 
to co-operate and, within the framework of the 
law, to form consortia with other local authorities 
in order to carry out tasks of common interest.”

Contributing to a reflection on the
challenges of cities’ international action

 
Although several studies have been carried out 
on cities’ international and European action, the 
positioning, vision and expectations of elected 
officials, and in particular mayors, deputy may-
ors and vice-presidents responsible for inter-
national and European affairs, are still poorly 
documented. Similarly, no analysis has yet been 
carried out to provide consolidated information 

(3) Legislative changes are underway, with the draft bill on solidarity-
based development and the fight against global inequality adopted 
on first reading by the National Assembly on 3 March 2021. Among the 
provisions it amends is Article L.1115-3 of the CGCT, as it introduces the 
1% mobility.

The MEAE  
has been 
running a 

network of 
contacts  
for non- 

governmental 
cooperation 

in embassies 
since 1999. 

These contacts 
are respon-

sible for facil-
itating the 

relationship 
between 

French local 
authorities 

and the host 
country’s local 

authorities.
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on the influence the health crisis that began in 
March 2020 has had on cities’ external action. 

How will France’s major cities and intermu-
nicipalities position themselves internationally 
during the 2020-2026 mandate? What areas 
of intervention will be prioritised? Does public 
support for decentralised cooperation still meet 
the needs and expectations of regions and their 
elected officials? Should State operators and 
local authority networks reposition themselves 
to better support their members internationally?

By focusing on France Urbaine members, this 
study aims to contribute to a reflection on these 
major themes by offering:
•  a cartography of organisations chosen for 

external action: choices in terms of organi-
sational charts, scope of action for elected 
officials appointed;

•  an analysis of international developments, 
particularly in light of the crisis;

•  a presentation on the positioning of some city 
networks;

•  a survey of the main priorities for the external 
action of major French cities and EPCIs; 

•  an assessment of the adequacy of existing 
support tools offered to local authorities by 
the State and its operators;

•  forecasting in order to anticipate the role that 
cities will be able to play in a changing inter-
national context.

The primary contribution of this work is that it 
gives a voice to elected officials, to the mayors, 
presidents, deputy mayors and delegates respon-
sible for international affairs. The aim is to offer 
a collection of their perceptions and expecta-
tions regarding international issues, but also to 
identify their motivations for the international 
action of their local authority, whether it be, 
for example, the attractiveness of their region 
or prioritising solidarity initiatives during their 
term in office.

To complete this study, France Urbaine worked 
with the National Institute of Regional Studies 
(INET), represented by nine civil servant students 
specialising in the administrative, cultural and 
technical fields. The study methodology was 
based primarily on a literature review and quali-
tative interviews with elected officials and local 
authority professionals specialising in external 
action. 

The work was monitored by a steering commit-
tee based on a partnership with the Delegation 
for the External Action of Local Authorities 
(DAECT), Cités-Unies France (CUF) and the 
French Development Agency (AFD). Other 
steering committee participants included France 
Urbaine members: Grenoble Alpes Metropole, 
the Grand Nancy Metropole as well as Dijon 
Metropole and the city of Dijon.

I N T R O D U C T I O N

This report is divided into four 
sections:

1.  A methodological summary;

2.  An assessment of International 
action taken by large French cities 
and intermunicipalities;

3.  Analyses of the evolution of the 
international context and on 
stakeholder expectations;

4.  Recommendations aimed at 
strengthening the position of 
international action in local policies.

The primary 
contribution 
of this work 
is that it 
gives a voice 
to elected 
officials.
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1
WORKING METHODOLOGY 

Europe and Foreign Affairs created the best possi-
ble conditions for strengthening large cities and 
metropolises’ international action in the interest 
of regional deliverables, French diplomacy and rela-
tionships with partner authorities and countries. 
The work programme agreed in early 2019 has 
made it possible to identify a number of work-
streams in coordination with the Delegation for 
the External Action of Local Authorities (MEAE). 
 
Involvement with the Ministry of Europe and 
Foreign Affairs takes several forms:
•  participating in DAECT calls for proposals selec-

tion committees, particularly in the context of 
the joint Franco-Moroccan fund for decentralised 
cooperation;

•  participating in MEAE working bodies (National 
Commission for Decentralised Cooperation, 
National Council for Development and 
International Solidarity, working group on dig-
ital technology, studies on the international 
mobility of students and researchers)

•  support for designing and organising events 
(Franco-British local elected officials summit, 
Africa-France sustainable cities summit, seminar 
on sustainable tourism in Morocco, etc.). 

•  participating in all selection committees for 
Sustainable Food Calls for Proposals.

France Urbaine supports decentralised cooper-
ation:
•  every year, in conjunction with the MEAE, 

France Urbaine identifies “priority” countries 

The study was based on two distinct research 
phases. An initial assessment phase using pub-
lic data and existing literature on local author-
ities’ international action was conducted from 
July to September 2020. The second phase sur-
veyed stakeholders in the field from October 
2020 to January 2021. An online question-
naire was sent to all France Urbaine members, 
followed by semi-structured interviews for a 
qualitative assessment.

Study based on France Urbaine’s current
role in the field of AEICT

 
Four complementary workstreams characterise 
France Urbaine’s international action: 
1.  Involvement with the Ministry of Europe and 

Foreign Affairs’ Delegation for the External 
Action of Local Authorities; 

2.  Supporting decentralised cooperation; 
3.  Promoting French urban expertise interna-

tionally; 
4.  Participating in major international confer-

ences focused on the urban environment. 

The 2019 annual report cites France Urbaine’s 
action to support and strengthen the AEICT as 
an example.

The three-year agreement signed on 15 January 
2017 between France Urbaine and the Ministry of 

The 
methodology 

is based on an 
assessment 

and field 
survey.
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with which it develops initiatives. In 2019, 
France Urbaine continued its work with 
Lebanon, Madagascar, Morocco and Tunisia 
while opening up to new countries such as the 
United States and Sweden;

•  forging a relationship and signing a water and 
sanitation cooperation agreement between the 
Greater Nancy Metropole and the Madagascan 
municipality of Farafangana;

•  organising a Franco-American dialogue on the 
theme of digital technology and innovation;

•  presenting France Urbaine’s work on urban agri-
culture and food production in the context of a 
Franco-Swedish partnership for innovation and 
green solutions, in partnership with the French 
Embassy in Sweden;

•  monitoring the partnership between France 
Urbaine and the National Federation of 
Tunisian Cities (Fédération Nationale des Villes 
Tunisiennes, FNVT) (governance of an elected 
officials’ association, local finances, support for 
the launch of Lab Baladya (municipal labora-
tory), mobilising French elected officials and 
technicians during the 6 seminars organised in 
2019 as part of Lab Baladiya);

•  participating in all work meetings organised 
in the context of the joint Franco-Moroccan 
fund supporting decentralised cooperation in 
conjunction with the French and Moroccan 
authorities;

•  participating in Franco-Lebanese and Franco-
Vietnamese conferences on decentralised coop-
eration.

In terms of promoting French urban expertise 
internationally, France Urbaine:
•  supports its members with the international 

engagement their regions and local economic 
stakeholders. Depending on the target topics 
and countries, France Urbaine develops part-
nerships to facilitate the organisation of these 
assignments, particularly in cooperation with 
Business France. In this context, the participa-
tion of French cities at the last Smart City expo 
world congress in Barcelona, the main smart 
cities event (November 2019) was unprece-
dented: a delegation of elected officials and 
technicians attended (13 cities represented, 
including 4 exhibitors, 60 participants);

•  promotes the “Cities, digital technology and 
social innovation: French experiences” publi-
cation (16 cities contributing);

•  organises a Franco-Swedish dialogue on the 
themes of innovation, digital transformation 

and sustainable solutions (7 French cities rep-
resented);

•  organises a Franco-American dialogue on the 
theme of the smart city in partnership with 
the US embassy in France (9 French cities rep-
resented).

Acts as the voice of local authorities at interna-
tional conferences: every year, France Urbaine 
advocates on behalf of its members at major 
conferences on urban and ecological issues. The 
World Urban Forum, organised every two years 
by UN-Habitat, and climate conferences are 
all opportunities for France Urbaine to defend 
a French model for a sustainable, resilient and 
inclusive city, in conjunction with its partners 
(PFVT, MEAE, Cités-Unies France, etc.). 

Inaugurated on 16 February 2021 by co-presidents 
Jeanne Barseghian, Mayor of Strasbourg, and Magali 
Altounian, Deputy Mayor of Nice, France Urbaine’s 
new “Europe” commission also aims to mobilise 
members behind an ambitious regional roadmap. 
The aim is to support France’s Europe Presidency 
in 2022 and contribute to major issues such as 
the Green Deal, social and economic recovery and 
ecological transition.

Assessment phase
 
The first phase consisted of gathering data from 
the websites of France Urbaine’s member local 
authorities. Approximately one hundred local 
authorities were studied, with the following 
questions used as a framework for reading and 
research:
•  What is the role of international action in the 

organisational charts of local authorities?
•  What political support is there for international 

action?
•  What projects are carried out by the local 

authority?
•  What budget is allocated to international 

action?
•  What is the international strategy?

Data collected during this process made it pos-
sible to identify key trends in the positioning 
and consideration of international action by local 
authorities, cities and EPCIs. This research also 
uncovered original experiences which were further 
explored in the interview phase.

W O R K I N G  M E T H O D O L O G Y

France Urbaine 
is the voice of 
local regions 
in the field of 
AEICT.
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However, as information gathered on the Internet 
is only partially complete as it reflects local 
authorities’ communication strategies, the trends 
identified had to be compared to:
•  existing literature on the international action 

of local authorities: reports, articles, forums, 
guides, etc., in order to understand the main 
issues at stake;

•  information gathered directly from France 
Urbaine members, and in particular interna-
tional action technicians.

Surveying stakeholders in the field
 
The second phase consisted of interviewing local 
authorities’ international action stakeholders: 
technicians and elected officials, as well as 
qualified professionals: researchers, think tank 
directors, etc.

An online questionnaire was first sent to techni-
cians working on international relations within 
local authorities: approximately forty local author-
ities responded. The information collected was 
cross-checked with Internet data and processed 
using dynamic cross-tabulation to highlight the 
types of action and shared or distinct foci of the 
international action of major cities. Particular 
attention was paid to processing these data in 
order to avoid bias related to respondents’ percep-
tion of their own action. Certain questions, par-
ticularly in terms of the local authority’s interna-
tional engagement, led a respondent to express a 

personal feeling. Yet we found that those involved 
in international action within local authorities 
often lacked points of comparison.

Interviews were conducted in parallel to provide 
substance to the information gathered, but above 
all to understand the meaning and purpose of 
international policies. A total of nine mayors, nine 
deputies, twenty-two technicians, one operator, 
six institutional representatives, three researchers/
experts and the seven members of the steering 
committee were interviewed.

Each type of stakeholder was interviewed using a 
personalised interview grid. We were interested in 
the significance and role that large cities attribute 
to their international approach, as well as their 
strategy, the involvement of local citizens and 
outlook of the evolution of international action. 
Researchers and institutions made it possible to 
obtain an overview of the AEICT.

These two phases made it possible for us to gather 
the information required to write this report.

Successive stages included exchanges with and 
approval by the steering committee. This made 
it possible to focus the objectives of the study in 
order to best respond to France Urbaine’s project 
specifications.

Types of stakeholders

MEAE (State) or  
its operators

Various institutions

Other COPIL members

Mayors

Deputy mayors or 
municipal councillors

Local authority 
technicians

9

9

7

22

1

6

More 
than fifty 

interviews 
were 

conducted.
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Lille
European Metropolis of Lille

Dunkerque 
Grand Littoral

Amiens
Metropolis of Amiens

Reims
Grand Reims

Nancy
Metropolis of the Grand Nancy

Lyon
Metropolis of Lyon

Grenoble
Metropolis of Grenoble Alpes

Saint-Etienne

Montpellier
Metropolis of Montpellier 
Méditerranée Cannes

Nice
Metropolis of 
Nice Côte d’Azur

Clermont-Ferrand
Metropolis of 
Clermont Auvergne

Mulhouse
Urban community of 
Mulhouse AlsaceDijon

Strasbourg
European Metropolis 
of Strasbourg

Caen

Colombes

Evry-
Courcouronnes

Orléans
Metropolis of Orléans

Tours 

Rouen
Metropolis of 
Rouen Normandie

Angers
Metropolis of 
Angers Loire

Brest
Metropolis of Brest

Rennes
Metropolis of Rennes

Nantes
Metropolis of Nantes

Greater Paris South 
metropolitan area 

Urban community of 
Creusot Montceau

The metropolitan 
area of La Rochelle

Poitiers
Grand Poitiers

Toulouse
Metropolis of Toulouse

Pau Béarn Pyrénées

Bordeaux

Limoges

Paris

Cherbourg-en-Cotentin

Grand Arras

Marseille
Metropolis of 
Aix-Marseille-Provence

List of cities and EPCIs surveyed

 Cities

n Metropolitan areas

n Urban communities

n Metropolitan communities

W O R K I N G  M E T H O D O L O G Y
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2
ASSESSMENT OF CITIES’ INTERNATIONAL 
INITIATIVES: IN THE FACE OF MULTIPLE 
STAKEHOLDERS, ACTIVISM BY FRANCE’S 
LARGEST CITIES AND INTERMUNICIPALITIES

 A complex network of 
stakeholders that provide local 
authorities with a wide range of 
resources

Networks of communities with varying
degrees of specialisation that provide 
technical support and forums for exchange

 
The analysis of responses to the survey carried 
out among France Urbaine’s members shows that 
other local authorities (73%) and local authority 
associations (57%) are local authorities’ main 
partners in their international action. 

Different networks exist at the national level:

• ARRICOD is an association of professionals 
in the field of European and international 
action working within local authorities. 
Founded in 1994, this association aims to fed-
erate AEICT professionals in order to develop a 
shared vision of AEICT issues as well as exper-
tise that is useful to the professionals and 
institutions in charge of international action. 
The association produces and distributes con-
tent on strategic issues, practical information 
sheets for professionals and has organised 
regional meetings to discuss current affairs 
since 2012.

• Cités-Unies France (CUF) is an associa-
tion of elected officials whose objective is 
to support local authorities in their interna-
tional projects through expertise, partnerships 
and financing, enabling local authorities to 
expand their international action in terms of 
Sustainable Development Goals - SDGs. It is 
also the French subsidiary of United Cities 
and Local Governments (UCLG).

• The French Association of the Council 
of European Municipalities and Regions 
(AFCCRE) is an association of elected 
officials that brings together 1,000 local 
authorities. It was initially created to sup-
port twinning initiatives, but its role has 
diversified over time. It is the French division 
of the Council of European Municipalities 
and Regions. AFCCRE supports and advises 
municipalities, groups of municipalities, 
departments and regions in their European 
activities and procedures: sourcing infor-
mation, contacts and funding for transna-
tional projects. It permanently monitors 
Community regulations to enable local 
authorities to anticipate local consequences. 
Its activities include driving the twinning 
movement in France, participating in meet-
ings organised by European institutions, 
organising training sessions for elected offi-
cials and local authority executives on the 
functioning of European institutions.
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Associate
and fund

Coordinate
and advise

Lobbying

Finance

Fund and  
support projects

State

Directorate-General for 
Globalization (DGM)

Delegation for the External Action 
of Local Authorities (DAECT)

National Commission for 
Decentralised Cooperation 

(FACECO: Fund for the External 
Action of Local Authorities

Associations  
and networks

of local authorities

ARRICOD, 
RESACOOP (ARA region), 

Cités unies France,
United Cities and Local Governments,
French Association of the Council of 

European municipalities and 
regions, International Association of 

Francophone mayors,  
Eurocities,

+ Associations of elected officials 
(France Urbaine, AMF, etc.)

g 200 city networks

Operators

French Agency for 
development (AFD)

Organisation internationale de  
la francophonie

Local authorities

European
Commission 

DG REGIO

“Europe for Citizens”: 
twinning support

Structural funds

Finance Fin
an

ce

Influencers
Humanitarian 
associations

Think tanks 
Terra nova, IFRI, IRIS

World  
Urban Forum

Mapping stakeholders

• The International Association of Franco-
phone Mayors is an association of mayors 
of French-speaking municipalities around the 
world. It carries out international solidarity 
projects focused on promoting diversity and 
sustainable urban development.

At the local level, there are regional multi-stake-
holder networks (RRMA) that bring together 
regional stakeholders active in the international 
field in order to carry out coordinated and 
concerted action: Lianes Coopération (Hauts-
de-France), Gescod (Grand Est), Bourgogne 
Franche-Comté International, RESACOOP 

(Auvergne-Rhône-Alpes), Territoires Solidaires 
(Sud PACA), Occitanie Coopération, SO 
Coopération (Nouvelle Aquitaine), Centraider 
(Centre Val-de-Loire), Bretagne Solidaire and 
Horizons Solidaires (Normandie). There is also 
a network in Guadeloupe (Karib Horizon). There 
are also several commissions and working 
groups within the national associations of local 
authorities, such as the Association of Mayors 
and Presidents of Intermunicipalities (AMF) and 
France Urbaine.

Local authorities can request support from 
various networks specialising in international 



25

A S S E S S M E N T  O F  C I T I E S ’  I N T E R N A T I O N A L  I N I T I A T I V E S

and/or European action. Most networks offer 
opportunities to exchange and meet, both for 
professionals and elected officials. They also have 
numerous methodological tools at their disposal 
for implementing an international project. Some 
also enable local authorities to join together 
and pursue these projects in a regional-scale 
partnership or on a shared theme. Finally, some 
networks go so far as to help finance the action 
of their member local authorities.

The Ministry of Europe and Foreign Affairs
(MEAE), providing technical and financial
support to local authorities

 
The services of the Ministry of Europe and 
Foreign Affairs, particularly those offered by 
the Delegation for the External Action of Local 
Authorities (DAECT), are an important resource 
for local authorities in terms of pursuing interna-
tional action. The questionnaire in fact revealed 
that the State and its satellite entities (AFD, 
Expertise France) are partners for 95% of local 
authority respondents. 

The Delegation for the External Action of 
Local Authorities, which is part of the General 
Directorate for Globalisation, Culture, Education 
and International Development at the Ministry 
of Europe and Foreign Affairs, is a key contact 
for local authorities in their international action.

In terms of funding for local authorities, the 
DAECT launches several calls for projects every 
year: a general call for projects, thematic calls for 

Network Region Governance Resources available to members

ARRICOD Europe and International AEICT professionals Methodological tools

CUF Europe and International Local elected officials Partnerships, expertise and funding

AFCCRE Europe Local elected officials
Monitoring and information, partnerships with 

European institutions, twinning, training

AIMF Francophone Regions Mayors
Network exchanges, tools, support,  

partnerships

RRMA Europe and International

Governance shared by 
local elected officials / 

associations /  
economic stakeholders

Methodological tools, information,
forums for exchange

Summary table of networks 

  DAECT PURPOSE AND OBJECTIVES 

 •   The DAECT defines and implements the support 
strategy for decentralised cooperation (calls for 
projects, joint geographical funds). It implements 
this strategy in correlation with the action of all 
partners: coordinating dialogue with local author-
ities and their associations, coordinating working 
groups that promote a joint approach, developing 
partnerships (particularly with operators), etc.

 •   In consultation with embassies, it defines and 
implements geographical strategies for developing 
decentralised cooperation, particularly in countries 
where French local authorities have little or no 
presence.

 •   It implements tools that encourage coherence and 
harmonisation (bilateral meetings, French atlas 
of decentralised cooperation, CNCD’s economic 
committee) and that promote the development of 
decentralised cooperation (online call for partner-
ship database).

 •   It provides information, analysis and advisory 
services to local authorities involved in international 
cooperation and develops communication tools to 
facilitate consultation and coordination.

 •     It helps draft legal texts (cross-border cooperation, 
overseas regional cooperation) and improve decen-
tralised cooperation modalities.4

(4) Ministry of European and Foreign Affairs, «La délégation pour l’Action extérieure 
des collectivités territoriales (DAECT)», accessed online on 3 May 2021: https://www.
diplomatie.gouv.fr/fr/politique-etrangere-de-la-france/action-exterieure-des-
collectivites-territoriales/presentation-et-activites-de-la-cncd-et-de-la-daect/article/
la-delegation-pour-l-action-exterieure-des-collectivites-territoriales-daect 



26

projects (youth and sport in 2021, for example), as 
well as bilateral calls for projects (promoting part-
nerships with target countries). Thanks to these 
calls for projects, selected local authorities receive 
funding to pursue their international action.

The National Commission for Decentralised 
Cooperation (CNCD) is closely connected to 
the DAECT. The CNCD has an equal number of 
representatives from local authority associations 
(AMF, ADF, Régions de France) and from the 
ministries involved in decentralised cooperation, 
it is chaired by the Prime Minister and, in his 
absence, by the Minister for Europe and Foreign 
Affairs. According to Article L.1115-6 of the 
General Code of Regional and Local Authorities, 
the CNCD “issues and updates a report on the 
external action of local authorities. It facilitates 
coordination between the State and local and 
regional authorities, as well as between local 
and regional authorities. It may formulate any 
proposal relative to the external action of local 
and regional authorities”. It is therefore a forum 
for exchange and proposals between the State 
and local and regional authorities.

The MEAE, and the DAECT in particular, therefore 
play a major role in supporting local author-
ities at the international level. According to 
Lorenzo Kilghreen, a researcher at Sciences Po 
Paris, France is a benchmark in this field. In other 
countries, local authorities do not benefit from 
such formalised State support, yet this support 
is essential in encouraging the development of 
what is known as “city diplomacy”.

Financing facilitated by dedicated
operators

 
The State’s role in cities’ international action is 
also reflected in the purpose of its operators, in 
particular the French Development Agency (AFD) 
which works in partnership with local authorities 
to finance their projects.

In 2014, AFD created the French Local Authorities 
Finance Facility (FICOL). This facility provides 
direct financing for local authorities’ projects that 
are in line with the UN’s Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs), with France’s climate change com-
mitments, and France’s development and inter-
national solidarity policy guidelines. 
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Projects financed by this mechanism must have 
a knock-on effect on mobilising stakeholders in 
the partner region, and can then be supported 
in future by AFD’s classic tools for larger-scale 
operations. This is why it is referred to as a 
“springboard for the external action of French 
local authorities”.

Funding ranges from 200,000 EUR to 1,500,000 
EUR. At least 30% of the project’s financing plan 
is provided by local authorities and their poten-
tial partners. AFD financing is multi-annual, for 
a maximum of three years.

Local authorities can also benefit from European 
funding by responding to European calls for pro-
jects in the field of decentralised cooperation 
with countries outside the EU. Nevertheless, 
most stakeholders interviewed cited the com-
plexity of applications for subsidies or calls for 
European projects as an obstacle to accessing 
this support. Only local authorities with signif-
icant human resources and the necessary skills 
apply for this type of funding.A springboard 

for the 
external action 
of French local 
authorities.

  73 % of survey respondents stated 
that they receive external financial, 
human or technical support for their 
international projects. This support, 
often from multiple sources, is 
mainly provided by the MEAE, the 
AFD and Europe, although other 
stakeholders are cited, such as French 
regions, departments, the CUF or 
water agencies. 

  93 % of local authorities are very 
satisfied with this support, but 76% 
describe the schemes as complex or 
fairly complex. 

  80 % of respondents that did not 
receive any support are municipalities 
with fewer than 200,000 inhabitants.
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Stakeholders to scrutinise local 
authorities’ international action and 
give it meaning

 
Although the State is a privileged partner of 
local authorities in terms of their international 
action, civil society (associations and NGOs) 
engagement is almost as significant. In fact, 
91% of local authorities responded that they 
rely on civil society partners.

Local authorities can coordinate their action 
with NGOs, particularly through the RRMAs, 
which bring together local authorities and insti-
tutional stakeholders. They can also delegate 
their AEICT to NGOs via a call for projects, or 
support them with grants. 

 EXAMPLE 
The City of Cherbourg en Cotentin has 
set up two support funds, one for schools 
(€45,000), the other for associations 
(€35,000), to support their international 
action and encourage them to incorporate 
this action into the international partner-
ships supported by the city.

Cooperation between local authorities and 
civil society can be facilitated by think tanks 
such as the French Partnership for Cities and 
Regions (PFVT). The PFVT organises workshops 
with various international action stakeholders, 
particularly with the objective of organising 
global urban forums and other international 
meetings by considering a shared position for 
French territories. International action research 
institutes can also contribute to AEICT stake-
holders’ strategy planning and assessment. These 
include the Institut de Relations Internationales 
et Stratégiques (IRIS) and the Institut Français 
des Relations Internationales (IFRI). These think 

tanks produce reports and studies on the vari-
ous strategic aspects of international action in 
the broadest sense, with the aim of providing 
essential expertise and a deliberation forum for 
policy makers.

Finally, the Agence du Monde Commun supports 
local authorities in the “internationalisation” 
of their region by emphasising the concept 
of globality richness produced by the cultural 
diversity in a region, as opposed to the concept 
of globalisation, which implies uniformity and 
cultural impoverishment.

The institutions and associations cited above 
do not provide an exhaustive overview of the 
stakeholders who scrutinise international action 
but offer a few examples among those identified 
in our study.

91% of local 
authorities 
responded 

that they rely 
on civil society 

partners.
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 Type of European and 
International action taken 
by large French cities and 
intermunicipalities 
 

Data from the following postulates comes from 
the questionnaire sent to all France Urbaine 
members, i.e. 53 municipalities and 51 inter-
municipalities.5 

Classification of France Urbaine 
member municipalities 

200,000 to 400,000 
inhabitants

More than 400,000 
inhabitants

Fewer than 100,000 
inhabitants

100,000 to 200,000 
inhabitants

21%

58%

13%

8%

Classification of France Urbaine  
member intermunicipalities 

500,000 to  
1,000,000 inhabitants

More than 1,000,000 inhabitants

Fewer than 200,000 
inhabitants

200,000 to  
400,000 inhabitants

400,000 to  
500,000 inhabitants

18%

45%

19%

8%

10%

(5) At the time of the preliminary work for this study, in the summer of 
2020, France Urbaine had 104 members. France Urbaine now has 106 
member local authorities, 50 municipalities and 56 EPCIs.

45 local authorities responded to the online 
questionnaire: 25 municipalities and 20 intermu-
nicipalities. Of these, 10 have a department dedi-
cated to international relations shared between 
cities proper and intermunicipalities.
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Which cities and intermunicipalities 
are the most active? 

 
If we analyse the number of inhabitants for each 
local authority, we can see that cities with fewer 
than 200,000 inhabitants are most involved in 
international action. Beyond that, a threshold 
effect is observed, and it is then intermunicipal 
authorities with more than 200,000 inhabitants 
that are active. This is particularly true of large 
metropolises, which complement the action of 
cities proper, in line with the dynamism of the 
latter. There is therefore a strong link between 
the action of cities proper and that of the inter-
municipalities to which they belong, with inter-
national action that is often complementary.

Intermunicipalities are particularly active in eco-
nomic development and regional attractiveness, 
in coordination with economic stakeholders; 
cities tend to be active in education and civic 
life in coordination with local associations where 
social and cultural concerns dominate. The envi-
ronment and sustainable development are issues 
that are shared by both types of local authority. 
The French metropolises that are most active 
in terms of international initiates are Lyon, 

Bordeaux, Grenoble, Strasbourg, Saint-Etienne, 
Nantes, Rouen, etc. 

In terms of the distribution of type of inter-
national action between municipalities and 
intermunicipalities, more than 40% of the local 
authorities surveyed responded that they are 
carried solely or predominantly by the city. This 
is the case in Limoges, Saint-Etienne and Tours. 
It is however rare for it to be carried out solely 
by the intermunicipality (13%), as is the case 
for the La Rochelle metropolitan area or the 
Dunkerque Grand Littoral metropolitan area.

 EXAMPLE 
The mayor of Grenoble, Eric Piolle, sought 
communal support as he considers European 
and international action as a means of tran-
scending public policies. For him: «it’s a vision 
of public action that must be adopted». This 
systemic approach implies a paradigm shift 
in the development of international action, 
and according to the mayor of Grenoble, it is 
not shared with the metropolis.

Finally, more than 40% of respondents believe 
that international action is complementary 

International action of cities

Fewer than 100,000 inhabitants

100,000 to 200,000 inhabitants

200,000 to 400,000 inhabitants

More than 400,000 inhabitants

8

2

4

3

3

2

1

1

1

1

n Not very active

n Fairly active 
n Very active

International action of intermunicipalities

Fewer than 200,000 inhabitants

200 000 to 500,000 inhabitants

More than 500,000 inhabitants 4

442

1

4

n Not very active

n Fairly active 
n Very active

There is a 
strong link 

between the 
action of cities 

proper and 
that of the 

intermunici-
palities.
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between cities and intermunicipalities, which is 
consistent with the distribution of type of action 
specified above. This is primarily true for metrop-
olises such as Lyon, Nantes and Strasbourg, 
which have set up structures to share services. It 
should be noted that in the interest of efficiency, 
few similar initiatives are carried out both by a 
city and the intermunicipality to which the city 
belongs (5%), except in Lille.

Distribution of international action  
between cities and intermunicipalities

International action 
undertaken primarily by 
the intermunicipality

Similar action undertaken 
by the city and the 
intermunicipality

International action 
undertaken primarily  

by the city

Complementary action 
undertaken by the city 
and the intermunicipality

5%

41%

41%

13%

What internal organisation and 
resources should be allocated to
international action?

 
As far as resources are concerned, two types of 
resources were analysed: financial resources and 
human resources. When asked in the question-
naire to state what they needed to facilitate 
their international engagement, France Urbaine 
members cited human resources within the local 
authorities and financial aid as their number 
one priorities.

The budget dedicated to international action 
varies in a fairly balanced way, depending on 
the size of the local authority and its ambi-
tions, ranging from €100,000 to €1,000,000. 
The average budget is €300,000 p.a. Some local 
authorities, such as Poitiers, Caen, Tours and 
Cannes, have a budget of less than €100,000; 
some large cities, such as Paris, Nantes, Lyon and 
Lille have a budget of over €1,000,000. 

 EXAMPLE 
Thanks to a resolution passed in 1985, Rennes 
allocates 1/1000th of the municipal budget 
to international issues, which safeguards the 
resources allocated to this public policy.

Despite local authorities’ tightened economic 
and financial context, the budget allocated to 
international action remains fairly stable (50% 
of respondents) or is increasing (35%). Cuts 
were only cited by 5 respondents. Cuts are often 

A S S E S S M E N T  O F  C I T I E S ’  I N T E R N A T I O N A L  I N I T I A T I V E S
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Budget allocated per year in € incl. VAT

Less than e100,000

e100,000 to e300,000

e300,000 e to e1,000,000

More than e1,000,000

12

7

11

4

Evolution of the budget for international action

Stagnation

Increase
35%

50%

15%

Decrease

Number of people involved in international action 
in a given local authority

0 to 2 people

3 to 6 people

7 to 10 people

More than 10 people

14

11

5

4

linked to uncertainties in terms of defining the 
roadmap for new municipal mandates.
 
In terms of teams, the average number of staff 
dedicated to international action cited by the 
respondent local authorities is approximately 
six people. This number varies in proportion to 
the size of the local authority and its ambitions, 

as is the case for financial resources as cited 
above. More than a dozen local authorities (Caen, 
La Rochelle, Reims, etc.) have a small team of 
one or two staff, or even no dedicated staff. 
In these cases, international action is incorpo-
rated into other departments. However, 4 local 
authorities have more than 10 staff dedicated 
to international action: 18 in the city and met-
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Who is responsible for carrying out 
international action?

Evenly shared between 
elected officials and 

administration
88%

Administration only

Elected officials only
9%

3%
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ropolitan area of Nantes, 19 in Lyon city and the 
Strasbourg Eurometropole, 30 in the city of Paris.
 
In terms of local authority organisation, there is 
no dominant model for the hierarchical position 
to which international action is attached. For the 
most part, dedicated departments report either 
to a Deputy (nearly 50%), or directly to the 
Director General of Services, or even directly to 
the Mayor or President’s office (15% of respond-
ents). A Deputy may also be assigned to the 
department full-time.

As for the question “Is this action carried out 
throughout the local authority’s organisation?”, 
more than 70% of local authorities answered 
yes, but expectations are strong that interna-
tional action should be understood by other 
departments and benefit the whole organisation, 
through sharing experience for example.

Finally, the management of international action 
is mostly evenly shared between elected officials 
and administrations. Elected officials determine 
the priorities and course of action in line with 
mandate objectives and the local authority’s 
general policy, whereas the administration sup-
ports and guides elected officials in making deci-
sions and, above all, implements international 
action in accordance with the priorities specified 
in order to bring projects to life. Between the 
elected officials and the administration, local 
authorities must clarify the role of the citizen. 

How do cities engage 
internationally?

 
A majority of cities and intermunicipalities - 
and all metropolises - responded that they are 
either maintaining or increasing their budgets 
for international action. Several large cities and 
metropolises, such as Lyon and Lille, allocate 
more than one million euros to international 
action annually.

International action is diverse, and local authori-
ties that are active internationally always invest 
in a wide range of initiatives. 

Decentralised cooperation and outreach action, 
and regional attractiveness action dominate, 
with 90% and 85% of respondents, respectively. 
However, while regional attractiveness emerged 
as a dominant field for international action in 
our review of public data, this was not the case 
for decentralised cooperation, which we found 
for only ten France Urbaine members. This type 
of wide-ranging action is not often highlighted 
by local authorities on their websites.

As our public data review suggested, twinning is 
still widely practised (69%), particularly in the 
municipal sector: 22 cities out of 27 are twinned. 
However, this traditional international action is 
now accompanied by the significant commit-
ment of local authorities, EPCIs and municipali-
ties to international and European partnerships 
(79%) and international city networks (74%).

Decentralised 
cooperation 
and outreach 
action, and 
regional 
attractiveness 
action domi-
nate.
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Type of international action 
(39 local authorities)

Decentralised cooperation

Attractiveness, outreach

International and European partnerships 

Networks

International solidarity

Twinning

Intercultural exchanges and discoveries

Cross-border

Other 10%

90%

79%

85%

26%

74%

74%

62%

69%

A S S E S S M E N T  O F  C I T I E S ’  I N T E R N A T I O N A L  I N I T I A T I V E S

Areas in which local authorities are active 
(39 local authorities)

Sustainable development

Education and youth

Economic development 

Sport and culture

Civic life

Innovation

Emergency aid

Urban planning and development

Agriculture, water and food

Other

Fight against poverty

Peace and human rights

79%

69%

59%

59%

54%

51%

41%

41%

38%

31%

15%

15%
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Finally, international solidarity plays an impor-
tant role: 74% of respondents cite it as one of 
their types of action.

 EXAMPLE 
Olivier Bianchi, Mayor of Clermont-Ferrand, 
described three periods in the history of cities’ 
international action. First, the post-war period 
focused on a peace building strategy in Europe. 
The main outcome was twinning, supporting 
exchanges for young people and culture. This 
was followed by a period of co-development, 
often bilateral, in the economic, university 
and research sectors. Today, cooperation has 
broadened towards multilateral relations and 
networking that promotes an exchange of best 
practices with the entire world.

In terms of the themes and public policies mobi-
lised internationally, sustainable development 
and environmental issues are omnipresent. This 
is particularly true given that they coincide with 
other themes such as urban planning, agriculture 
and water resources, which are traditionally focal 
points for cooperation. 

Education and youth come second, with 69% 
of local authorities focusing their international 
strategy on this field, ahead of economic devel-
opment (59%), and sport and culture (59%).

Finally, we note the significant emphasis on civic 
life, a theme prioritised by 54% of local author-
ities (both municipalities and EPCIs).

Again, areas of intervention are multiple and 
local authorities always mobilise several skillsets 
and services. A majority of respondents (62%) 
stated that international action is carried out 
across the board within the local authority.

 EXAMPLE 
The new municipal team of the city of 
Colombes wants to develop an international 
action focused on resilient cities, and the 
issues of equality, women’s rights and cul-
tural minority rights.

What role can citizens play in 
international action?

 
The majority of France Urbaine members state 
that citizens participate in international action 
(61%), and for more than half of respondents, 
this involvement is carried out through the inter-
mediary of local associations, which are partners 
to the local authorities. 

Several cities, such as Marseille and Saint-
Etienne, emphasise their desire for greater par-
ticipation and citizen involvement in interna-
tional action. Several cities are already going a 
step further. Toulouse describes a highly inte-
grated international action, led by an interna-
tional trans-institutional steering committee and 
a broad mobilisation of national communities 
and associations around local initiatives; Tours 
describes co-writing, co-production and co-re-
sponsibility as projects carried out or supported 
by the city.

However, although active internationally, more 
than one third of respondents (36%) indicate 
that citizens are absent or relatively absent from 
their work.

 EXAMPLE 
The city of Brest is running two exchange 
programmes, one for 200 local children with 
Plymouth in the United Kingdom based 
on the aquariums in both cities, and the 
other a local authority staff exchange with 
colleagues from the same fields in Kiehl, 
Germany and Yokosuka, Japan.

61% of France 
Urbaine 
members 
responded that 
citizens are 
participants in 
international 
action.
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International action and the role of citizens
(38 local authorities)

Participants

Drivers Absent

Relatively absent

10%

24%

61%

5%

 KEY POINTS 

some cases, increasing. The average number of 
staff is 6, ranging from no dedicated staff to 30. 
Finally, no single organisational model emerges 
from the local authorities surveyed.

 The action of large cities and intermunicipal-
ities is always diverse. It can be classified pri-
marily by field of decentralised cooperation and 
the influence and attractiveness of the region. 
Although twinning arrangements continue, they 
are gradually being refocused on partnerships that 
are beneficial to both parties. Solidarity is still very 
much a part of international action and themes 
are often transversal and shared: sustainable 
development and the environment, education and 
youth, economic development, sport and culture. 

 Local authorities interviewed emphasised the 
central role citizens play in international action. 
Although most already involve local residents in 
their projects, they generally expressed a wish 
to expand or improve participation in initiatives; 
some regret that citizens are not more involved. 

 A multitude of stakeholders are involved in 
international action. This means that local author-
ities have access to a complex and rich network, 
provided they use it. A diverse range of resources 
can be mobilised as needed for technical support, 
exchanging best practices, obtaining funding, or 
even assistance with developing an international 
strategy. There are stakeholders at the local, 
regional, national and European levels. The MEAE 
and European Union are the main partners for 
local authorities. 

 The comprehensive survey of France Urbaine 
members (over 43% response rate) has made 
it possible to identify the international action 
of large cities and metropolises by type. Below 
a 200,000-inhabitant threshold, cities tend to 
engage in international action. Above this thresh-
old, intermunicipalities are more active. In terms 
of resources, local authorities allocate an average 
budget of e100,000 to more than e1 million to 
international action, in proportion to their overall 
financial resources. This budget is stable and, in 
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3
UPDATING THE PRIORITIES AND METHODS 
OF THE AEICT IN LINE WITH DEVELOPMENTS 
IN THE INTERNATIONAL CONTEXT

 A world suspended between 
solidarity and competition

In 2020, local events in cities were particularly 
overwhelmed by the international context. Fear of 
the coronavirus was the number one reason cited 
by voters who thought they would abstain in the 
first round of municipal elections on 15 March. 
The abstention rate hit a record high of 55.3%. 
550 mayors were elected with an abstention rate 
of more than 70%. The gap between the first and 
second round was then extended to 4 weeks from 
the usual 5 days, forcing candidates to extend 
their campaigns and comply with sanitation 
requirements.

As soon as they were sworn in, municipal and 
intermunicipal councils were mobilised to manage 
the Covid-19 crisis, the effects of which are grad-
ually spreading across all fields of public action. 

The Covid-19 crisis, 
a post-globalisation turning point 

 
Internationally, the Covid-19 pandemic has had 
a significant impact due to its global reach (all 
world regions have been affected) and absolute 
nature (no one is spared the risk of contami-
nation)6. Measures taken to contain the virus 
have generated significant losses for the global 
economy.

According to the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD), the 
world’s GDP fell by 4.2% across all sectors in 
2020. International trade has also suffered 
a sharp decline. The International Labour 
Organisation (ILO) estimates that 114 million 
jobs were lost worldwide in the same year. The 
most vulnerable groups were the most affected: 
women and young workers. Experts expect an 
increase in poverty and inequality that may 
destroy efforts to build a middle class in devel-
oping countries.

At the same time, the health crisis could con-
tribute to a de-globalisation, or “reform” of the 
globalisation experienced since the early 2000s. 
This is evident in Western countries’ withdrawal 
in the face of the emergence of competing 
powers on the economic and political levels7. In 
Europe, the tensions observed in the supply of 
masks revealed the extent to which European 
countries depend on economic partners in stra-

(6) STRAUSS-KAHN Dominique, “L’être, l’avoir et le pouvoir dans la crise”, 
Politique internationale n° 167 - “Printemps 2020”, 2020
(7) MOREAU DEFARGES, Philippe. “Après le Covid-19 : une terre démon-
dialisée ?”, Politique étrangère, vol. automne, no. 3, 2020, pp. 47-58
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(8) GAILLARD Norbert. “Le Covid-19, accélérateur de la post-mondialisa-
tion”, Politique étrangère, vol. automne, no. 3, 2020, pp. 59-70

tegic sectors, but also the consequences of out-
sourcing national industry. We then witnessed a 
sudden acceleration of existing trends: borders 
being re-established, the return of States and the 
relocation of economic activity. The position of 
science as either a source of rivalry or common 
interest was again brought into question as vac-
cines were developed.

According to Norbert Gaillard, the continent 
must envisage the path of post-globalisation. 
This translates into an economic, commercial 
and migratory interdependence with partners 
“whose strategic, political and geopolitical inter-
ests are convergent and even compatible”8.

If future outlooks for a post-Covid-19 era must 
take into account a context where competition 
between States is exacerbated, existing cooper-
ation at the local and regional levels has proven 
its relevance.

In terms of cities’ international action, the Covid-
19 crisis has had some positive impact: best 
practice exchanges have developed, and some 
cross-border cities have been able to capital-
ise on existing channels of communication to 
anticipate conditions for workers or pressure on 
healthcare facilities (e.g. Strasbourg). The idea 
of working together to combat the pandemic 
was not planned, but was quickly implemented. 
The use of digital communication tools (video 
conferences) has become widespread, where 
previously there was some reluctance. However, 
as with everything else, a slowdown in projects 
has been observed and it is feared that inter-
national action could suffer under the looming 
economic crisis.

Achieving Sustainable Development 
Goals is more relevant than ever

 
The challenges of the coming decades call for 
an energetic cooperation between the various 
stakeholders on the international scene.

The global Agenda for Sustainable Development 
adopted in 2015 identifies the 17 Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) for 2030. Progress 
made by the international community was 
thwarted by the pandemic in 2020. This has left 
a decade (2020-2030) nicknamed the decade of 
“action” where efforts to fight poverty, climate 
change and empower women and girls must be 
redoubled.

In this context, SDG 17, “Strengthen the means 
of implementation and revitalize the global part-
nership for sustainable development” is crucial. 
This includes strengthening policy coherence for 
sustainable development and promoting public, 
private and civil society partnerships.

Depending on the degree of State decentral-
isation, a proper adoption of SDGs by local 
authorities may prove a prerequisite for their 
implementation. This is true for France, given 
the distribution of skills between the different 
strata of local authorities, but also given the 
fact that they represent 70% of public invest-
ment. However, the 2030 Agenda, as a common 
roadmap, can also be used as a tool to ensure the 
coherence of planning documents produced by 
municipalities, intermunicipalities, departments 
and regions. It has made it possible to highlight 
potential synergies and improve the legibility of 
public action for the local authorities that have 
adopted the Agenda.

In its guide “Pour l’appropriation de l’Agenda 
2030 par les collectivités françaises” (For the 
adoption of the 2030 Agenda by French local 
authorities) published in November 2019, the 
Comité 21 cited several examples of local 
authorities pioneering initiatives in favour of 
the SDGs. For example, the Bourgogne Franche 
Comté region had already adopted an Agenda 
21 and now uses this new UN roadmap in its 
sustainable development report.

The city of Niort has also been able to quickly 
mobilise regional development stakeholders to 
develop the “Sustainable Niort 2030” roadmap. 

It is feared 
that inter-

national 
action could 
suffer under 
the looming 

economic 
crisis.
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It must be noted that cities, in which more than 
half of the world’s population lives, are par-
ticularly committed to the Covid-19 response 
strategy specified in the 2030 Agenda in order 
to mitigate the economic impact of the crisis 
and begin the recovery process. According to 
SDG 11 “sustainable cities and communities”, 
they are called upon as key players in saving the 
environment (sustainable urban planning, nat-
ural heritage preservation) and fighting poverty 
(housing access, inclusive public services, etc.).

A cold war climate that weighs 
on international cooperation

 
The international scene must also reckon with 
an intensified Chinese-American rivalry and its 
consequences, which could spread to different 
regions of the world.

With a GDP of 16,493 billion dollars, China has 
risen to the rank of 2nd global economic power 
within the past 30 years. It competes with the 
United States, the figurehead for Western econo-
mies. China’s rise calls into question the hegem-
ony of the liberal democratic model that we have 
known since the end of the Cold War. Respect 
for international law, individual freedoms and 
free trade are all sticking points for Western 
countries. The consequences of these differences 
are becoming increasingly visible.

Between 2018 and 2020, the United States, 
under the presidency of Donald Trump, embarked 
on a trade battle with China, which initially con-
sisted of a sharp increase in tariffs on the coun-
try’s exports. In addition to protecting American 
industry and jobs, the aim was to slow China’s 
rise in technological power (new information 
technologies, energy, transport, etc.). It is to 
be expected that this economic containment 
strategy, to which both American political parties 
adhere, will continue under Joe Biden’s presi-
dency and taken to a multilateral level. The new 
President also seems to be working to restore 
the transatlantic relationship. The United States’ 
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partners, and first and foremost the member 
states of the European Union, will be urged to 
take a stand on Chinese expansionism.

In Europe, the question of future relations with 
China is approached for the time being more 
through a prism of shared values, such as respect 
for human rights. The situation of the Uighurs, the 
umbrella revolution in Hong Kong, and cyber-sur-
veillance of Chinese citizens have received a great 
deal of media attention. However, conflict with 
this country, which is on its way to becoming the 
world’s leading power, fail to generate a joint and 
comprehensive reaction. The European Union’s 
approach will nevertheless have to be adapted in 
several areas , starting with development coop-
eration where the EU is competing with Chinese 
investments and South-South cooperation. As 
far as energy supply (oil and gas) is concerned, 
the EU will be affected by the needs of Chinese 
growth. On the other hand, sustainable devel-
opment will become one possible area of coop-
eration with the Asian power, which is already 
facing major ecological challenges (air pollution, 
CO2 emissions, etc.).

However, even if it wishes to continue enjoying 
opportunities for developing trade with China, 
France is rallying to the American containment 
strategy, at least on the political level. At the 
end of 2018, it formed a strategic alliance with 
India, Australia and Japan, known as the Indo-
Pacific axis, for an open Pacific in the face of 
China’s geopolitical project for new land and 
sea silk routes.

Emerging powers, notably China, Turkey and 
India, are also banking on their relationships with 
African countries. They are pursuing ambitious 
infrastructure investment policies, emergency 
aid plans, notably during the Covid-19 pandemic, 
and now vaccine supply. These strategies com-
pete with countries that have historically main-
tained close relations with the African continent, 
including France. France is losing momentum 
where the African continent is concerned, despite 
its special relationship with the continent for 
which it still has strong ambitions. Decentralised 
cooperation, and more generally the AEICT, is 
therefore an influential tool that is all the more 
strategic for reinforcing French influence.

International cooperation stakeholders will 
therefore have to incorporate these strategies 

(9) NARDON Laurence, VELLIET Mathilde, “The US-China Trade War: 
What Is the Outcome after the Trump Presidency?” Potomac paper, n°40, 
November 2020
(10) MAYER Maximilien, “Chine : l’affirmation d’une puissance”, L’Europe 
et le monde en 2020 Essai de prospective franco-allemande, Septentrion, 
p.129-143
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of key major donors, whether public or private. 
For local authorities, it is expected that they 
will be confronted with the significance of these 
rivalries in terms of the cooperation framework 
with countries or regions outside the EU, or with 
international organisations.

A growing role for local stakeholders
and their networks in a redefined
multilateralism

 
Multilateralism, which is founded on the princi-
ple of equality between states and their willing-
ness to agree on common rules to ensure lasting 
peace, has been gaining ground since the 1960s. 
Its success has been reflected in the adoption of 
legally binding texts by a large number of states 
(Vienna Conventions, Nuclear Non-Proliferation 
Treaty, etc.). The use of these instruments sub-
sequently declined, due to their rigidity.

At the same time, the United States’ ambiv-
alence towards multilateralism deprives the 
international community of real leadership. The 
country that founded the League of Nations 
oscillates between multilateralism and unilater-
alism, which it considers two facets of its foreign 
policy. While the United States recently adopted 
an isolationist policy (withdrawal from UNESCO, 
the WHO, etc.), China has sustained investment, 
using multilateral bodies to establish bilateral 
relations with Southern countries.

The multilateral system is therefore evolving 
under the influence of powers that are reluctant 
to compromise on a global scale. It is adapting 
its methods to seek voluntary commitments 
from states and the involvement of other types 
of international stakeholders, such as NGOs, 
companies and even cities.

The Paris Agreement, adopted in December 2015, 
therefore focuses more on States’ obligations to 
mitigate the effects of climate change rather 
than on results; there are no sanctions in the 
event of non-compliance with its provisions. 
The text also recognises the role of non-state 
stakeholders, including local authorities, and 
invites them to increase their efforts to reduce 
GHG emissions, build resilience and promote 
regional and international cooperation.

This “bottom-up” multilateralism is destined 
to develop under the effect of stakeholder 
networks. Thanks to their means and scope 
for action, they have a considerable impact on 
fulfilling the objectives that the international 
community sets for itself. Despite their status, 
stakeholder networks acquire legitimacy in mul-
tilateral bodies as a result of their effectiveness: 
they are able to produce real change on the 
ground.

At a time when 30% of the world’s countries 
have no other regional government than cities, 
cities are the only sub-state entities capable of 
structuring cooperation and building advocacy 
on a global scale. In the years to come, following 
the lead of the largest cities, other cities will 
be able to influence, if not join negotiations in 
terms of greening infrastructures, health and 
social inclusion, and education and culture. This 
is the message already being conveyed by asso-
ciations such as ICLEI, C40, United Cities and 
Governments and the 100 Resilient Cities Club.
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 Elected officials’ 
expectations: towards a city-led 
diplomacy, spearheading a local 
response to global challenges

Elected officials interviewed for this study 
reported numerous changes in their international 
strategy, both in terms of issues identified and 
objectives sought, and in the organisation of 
international action within their local authority. 
These changes naturally lead to a change in the 
needs expressed in terms of tools and support.

The search for mutual interests, 
a new priority

 
The most notable evolution seems to be in the 
role elected officials attribute to international 
action: the search for mutual interests is a new 
priority. This is reflected in a recent change of 
attitude towards twinning arrangements, which 
are considered too static, protocol-based and 
inefficient. They no longer correspond to the 
current vision of international cooperation. This 
observation has led to new trends in cities’ inter-
national action. Projects are becoming increas-
ingly concrete, with attractiveness or economic 
development objectives supported by metropo-
lises. Partnerships are also becoming more flex-
ible, without always requiring a contract. The 
relational aspect, which is evident in an increased 
desire to «network», is gaining momentum, 
whether it takes place on a national (between 
cities or EPCIs), European or extra-European 
scale. Long-term partnerships have enabled cities 
to be particularly responsive during the Covid-19 
pandemic, making it possible to carry out spe-
cific initiatives. In recent decades, the evolution 
of decentralised cooperation has also led to the 
recentralisation of international action, in con-
junction with increased State intervention. While 
the approach to partnerships used to be pre-
dominantly humanitarian, local authorities are 
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now looking for more reciprocity in their action. 
They are also trying to transversally incorporate 
international action across their public policies.

Regional dynamism is also acquiring a central 
role. Many elected officials agree that cities 
must transform their twinning arrangements. 
They need a more partnership-based approach, 
and cities must gradually orient them towards 
economic cooperation. Although twinning is still 
part of local authorities’ strategy, it is gradu-
ally evolving towards more partnership-based 
approaches or a form of decentralised cooper-
ation. This strategic development is highlighted 
by certain cities, such as Caen and Reims. In 
Rennes, the municipality is seeking North-South 
partnerships based on reciprocity. The city of 
Toulouse is looking for an even greater balance: 
it signs three-year agreements, at the end of 
which an assessment of the action is com-
pulsory. Regional development and influence 
regularly feature among the reasons for which 
cities increase their international action, as does 
the search for potential co-financing. Several 
elected officials also insist that international 
projects be coextensive with their city’s own 
strategies. This is to ensure the cross-disciplinary 
integration of international action and policies 
implemented: the local level remains essential. 
Among the strategic foci cited by mayors are 
proximity initiatives, youth involvement, eco-
nomic development and cross-border coopera-
tion. It is also a question of fighting a potential 
isolationist approach by local authorities. This 
often gains momentum in difficult economic or 
political contexts: increasing interaction seems 
an effective tool, particularly in response to the 
challenge of regional competition.

Cities’ international strategy is also largely based 
on interests that transcend national boundaries. 
Elected officials highlight the role their cities 
play in terms of ecological, egalitarian or solidar-
ity commitments. For example, the city of Tours 
on ecological transition and gender equality; the 
city of Paris with its feminist diplomatic action 
to defend human rights; the city of Montpellier 
and its aim to develop partnerships based on 
LGBT issues. Issues raised concern both major 
themes related to current global issues, and 
transversal action that can be implemented by 
cities. The elected officials interviewed cited 
climate and migration issues, which are often 
linked, as priorities, but also citizenship, youth, 
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innovation, human rights and gender equality. 
International solidarity and a desire to convey 
a message of peace were also cited, for example 
by the urban community of Dunkirk, which is 
a member of a «cities of memory» network. 
Finally, sustainable development is an issue in 
its own right; it is reflected in the use of «1% 
sanitation or waste» schemes or proactive water 
access policies. Issues related to transport, cul-
ture and Europe are also mentioned: Strasbourg 
city and Eurometropole combine these last two 
issues with a view to disseminating European 
culture among its population.

Exchange of best practices and a search 
for diplomatic authority as motivations 
for international action

 
Although there are many reasons why cities 
develop international action, one of the most 
frequently cited is the exchange of best prac-
tices. Elected officials also consider joining net-
works an integral part of cities’ international role: 
it allows them to exchange and capitalise on 
experiences, but also to speak together as cities 
with one voice in response to shared concerns or 
particular themes, or to maintain relationships 
with other cities.

Cities’ search for diplomatic authority is directly 
linked to the federating role cities play within 
their region: they can bring together and coordi-
nate international action in order to harmonise 
it, particularly with foreign partners. For example, 
the city of Paris emphasises the effectiveness of 
megacities: they are generally more reactive than 
the state in terms of international action and 
can therefore play a leading role on the inter-
national level. As an example, we can cite the 
environmental diplomacy spearheaded by the 
French capital. This is being emulated, particu-
larly in certain African cities, as noted by elected 
officials at the meetings of the International 
Association of Francophone Mayors (AIMF). 
Cities are quintessentially a forum for consulta-
tion, exchange and co-construction. They there-
fore play an essential role at the local level, both 
in the implementation of national and interna-
tional commitments within their regions, and 
for federating locally implemented international 
action. With this in mind, some elected officials 
have expressed a desire to create an entity that 

would be able to coordinate international public 
action at the regional level. Several cities have 
developed international diplomacy strategies: 
Toulouse capitalises on bilateral exchanges; 
Reims is involved in European networks such as 
the Speed Up business start-up, incubator and 
nursery network; Rennes is developing a strategy 
aimed at developing and promoting the voice of 
local authorities on an international scale.

Interviews with elected officials indicated that 
it is now essential to prioritise local initiatives 
that give meaning to international action for 
local citizens. It is also important to promote 
French best practices and to ensure a positive 
image of local authorities abroad.

The organisation and visibility of
international relations: a central issue for
local authorities

 
Elected officials interviewed for this study 
also expressed strong expectations in terms 
of the organisation of international relations 
within their local authorities. They particularly 
called for cross-departmental approaches. This 
need for transversal approaches, and first of 
all between stakeholders, is a response to an 
existing obstacle: the lack of unity among stake-
holders in terms of international relations. In 
the same region, it is quite common for cities, 
EPCIs, departments, universities and/or insti-
tutes of higher education, or the Chamber of 
Commerce and Industry (CCI) to be in contact 
with the same partners, without harmonising 
their policies, actions or practices. As previ-
ously mentioned, the local dimension of inter-
national action has become a priority for the 
international strategies developed by cities and 
metropolises. This can take several forms, such 
as the creation of a French network of interna-
tional action by the city of Grenoble (including 
Annecy and Chambéry), or developing citizen 
participation in all city actions, including inter-
national action, as is the case in Nantes. Cities’ 
participation in city networks is another form of 
transversality: the city of Clermont-Ferrand has 
created the network of Michelin cities worldwide; 
Strasbourg wishes to strengthen the Upper Rhine 
city network as part of its cross-border strategy. 
All elected officials interviewed considered inter-
national action to be quintessentially transversal 
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and felt it should be implemented across all of 
their city or intermunicipal authority’s public 
policies. This is how international action will 
take shape and emerge from among other public 
policies. The transversal nature of public policies 
is already more or less developed, depending on 
the local authority. One of the means identi-
fied to encourage and facilitate this transversal 
approach would be to have international action 
directly linked to the general management of 
the local authority. Transversal international 
strategy is also applied at the regional level: 
some elected officials are calling for a General 
Secretariat for International Affairs managed 
by cities, that would allow them to work trans-
versally across regions. Cities could then act as 
sounding boards for local international policies. 
These same elected officials emphasise the need 
to engage in collective deliberation and best 
practice exchanges in order to implement their 
action more effectively. However, they warn that 
new decentralised cooperation operating meth-
ods, currently organised by theme, risk making 
action more complex by restricting transversality.

Elected officials also expect to see an increase 
in skills and resources allocated to international 
action by local authorities. Knowledge of the 
region’s assets and dynamics makes it possible 
to undertake international action that is relevant 
to the region. However, internal obstacles exist 
within local authorities: international action may 
not be highly visible; it may be perceived as cer-
emonial public policy, or even a sign of compla-
cency. The lack of involvement of some elected 
officials, lack of funding, language barriers and 
internal organisation were all cited by elected 
officials as factors that ultimately leave little 
room for international action. The geopolitical 
situation can also restrict cities’ international 
action, as can the State framework or national 
diplomacy. Although the health crisis has fro-
zen the physical exchanges between partners 
that are essential to everyone’s involvement in 
international projects, videoconferencing has 
nevertheless made it possible to simplify certain 
interactions, particularly by mitigating time con-
straints and geographical distance. The lack of 
training for elected officials and administrative 
staff in charge of international relations, lan-
guage difficulties, a restrained capacity to mobi-
lise both human and financial resources, lack of 
time, the complexity of applications and the 
administration’s lack of familiarity with inter-

national relations were all identified as issues 
to be redressed. Elected officials also highlighted 
difficulties in accessing European funds.

Visibility and legitimacy among local citizens 
are also of great interest. For elected officials, 
it is a key expectation, and most consider it 
an issue of raising citizen awareness through 
communication. Civic life and local authorities’ 
relationship with local citizens is paramount in 
several areas: accountability in the use of public 
funds for international action; the desire to forge 
strong links with civil society - including asso-
ciations, which are the main source of support 
for a substantial share of international action; 
building bridges with local inhabitants in order 
to foster a greater understanding of the issues 
at stake in international action. Actions to pro-
mote international action are also part of cities’ 
strategies: they can be implemented locally, as 
in Tours where the city has created a “Maison 
de l’international”, but also abroad. For example, 
the city of Rennes promotes its public policies at 
the European level while simultaneously raising 
awareness of and promoting international work 
on a local scale, through international coop-
eration, raising the profile of foreigners living 
in Rennes and generally embodying the city’s 
European and international policies. Cities are 
facing the internal challenges of refocusing and 
reorganising local administrations. According to 
elected officials, this will allow them to improve 
the transversality of international action and 
increase citizen participation.
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Dynamic participation in cooperation 
and support networks

 
Finally, participation in cooperation or support 
networks is strongly encouraged by the elected 
officials interviewed. Many cities are working 
hard to obtain city certifications. Limoges 
has been awarded Creative City status by 
UNESCO, and Le Creusot Montceau has joined 
the Universities of Europe network. The same 
is true for participation in major international 
events such as the COPs (Orléans Metropole, 
for example). Networks are cited almost 
unanimously as a means of enabling cities to 
speak “with one voice” and thereby amplify 
their impact on national political entities. 
Respondents are also interested in benefiting 
from training and the expertise of technicians 
participating in these networks. For example, 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and French 
Development Agency (AFD) are cited by many 
elected officials as facilitators of international 
action. This enthusiasm for networks is, however, 
somewhat complicated by the multiplicity of 
stakeholders. This can make it more difficult to 
identify the most relevant network for a given 
region, and also make the actions undertaken 
by these networks unclear. Respondents also 
registered a strong support for the creation of 
governing bodies for all stakeholders operating 
in each region undertaking international 
action in order to federate this action. The city 
of Mulhouse highlighted a unique national 
action, the GESCOD (Grand Est Solidarity and 
Cooperation for Development). This entity brings 
together all technical projects within the Grand 
Est region. According to elected officials, local 
entities that manage and facilitate commu-
nication would make it possible to unify and 
coordinate initiatives carried out at the inter-
national level. These entities could also assume 
the role of communicating with the State or 
ambassadors present in the region.

According to the elected officials interviewed, 
support tools and city networks are transfor-

mation levers in their own right. One of their 
main assets is the methodological support they 
provide. Elected officials regularly expressed a 
need for decision-making tools, such as a prac-
tical guide or supporting document to help local 
authorities undertaking voluntary international 
action. Elected officials emphasised that it is 
crucial for these networks to have a complete 
and accurate vision of local authorities’ expec-
tations in order to adequately adapt their sup-
port mechanisms. Mayors in particular expressed 
a desire for support from networks, including 
France Urbaine, in sourcing European funds, 
particularly in the form of assistance specifi-
cally aimed at responding to European projects. 
Many elected officials also expressed an expec-
tation for a clear identification of international 
relations stakeholders. This identification would 
allow cities to develop joint initiatives, which 
networks should also support. Finally, officials 
frequently cited their interest in training for 
newly elected officials, especially in terms of 
international relations and European as well as 
international institutions. 

An exchange of best practices and experience 
is also a clear priority. One of the main expec-
tations with regard to networks is to enable 
members to exchange international strategy 
information and experience. Mayors suggest 
several ways of structuring these exchanges. They 
could consist of fostering shared intelligence, 
either by inviting foreign partners or simply 
between network members. These exchanges 
could facilitate the development of shared strat-
egies. Some elected officials also requested that 
all of the main networks create a commission 
dedicated to international affairs, and even the 
appointment of an elected official in charge of 
international action. Proposals for networking 
between French cities were also put forward, 
particularly for discussion forums to act and 
reflect on the issues faced by different types of 
urban areas, and to create working groups or 
thematic commissions.

Elected officials also expressed a need for human 
or financial support. Some emphasised that the 
need for a project manager specifically tasked 
with finding European funding should be cen-
trally managed by a network. Others would like 
to see an entity created that would enable them 
to pursue economic development in parallel with 
their humanitarian action by bringing together 
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the economic stakeholders in their region. They 
expressed a desire for dedicated support on this 
subject.

Finally, the elected officials interviewed empha-
sised the institutional relay that they expect 
from networks. They would like to see a more 
robust interaction with the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs. They would like increased support from 
the Ministry and the AFD to collaboratively pur-
sue the development of city diplomacy and to 
structure or even coordinate the international 
action of major local authorities. Other elected 
officials expect networks to provide support for 
the political implementation of their action. 
This support could take the form of networks 
acting as the spokesperson for local authorities 
at major international conferences, or lobbying 
the French government, European entities or 
European networks.

However, it is important to remember that net-
works are numerous, including national net-
works. Elected officials are calling for networks 
to adopt a synergetic approach, particularly as 
membership fees can be costly, which is lead-
ing local authorities to restrict their number of 
memberships.

 Technicians’ expectations: 
reinventing local authorities’ 
international action in the field 
in order to ensure it is relevant 
to local citizens

The technicians we interviewed reported positive 
developments in the way international action is 
designed, both in terms of the action itself and 
the positioning of international action within 
cities’ strategic and political priorities. The ques-
tions of mutual benefits, organisation and polit-
ical support were frequently cited. Sometimes 
obsolete forms of international action are simul-
taneously being called into question.

Mutual benefits as a cornerstone of 
today’s international action

 
The concept of mutual benefits from interna-
tional action shared by the two partner cities 
is gradually becoming a fundamental criterion 
for action and significantly impacting cities’ 
positioning. The effectiveness of traditional 
twinning is being called into question. Many 
technicians are expecting their elected officials 
to refocus their action and abandon the almost 
exclusively protocol-based twinning strategy. 
For technicians, the international role of cities 
is now largely relevant at the local level. It con-
sists in ensuring the region benefits from the 
local authority’s international action. This may 
involve citizen participation or support for a 
region adopting an international approach. Types 
of action vary, as do the themes it addresses. 
Among numerous examples, we cite the imple-
mentation of migration routes in Grenoble and 
Rennes; Cherbourg’s work on the role of com-
panies and corporate partnerships with foreign 
countries; solidarity initiatives and technical 
cooperation between cities as developed by 
Lille Metropole on water treatment and waste 
management. This commitment to local impact 
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is also reflected in an evolution in the fields of 
international action. They now focus more on 
themes of transition, resilience and civic life.

Some cities are gradually joining working 
groups to develop common positions and 
undertake forms of lobbying. The aim is to 
influence European legislation, which is wel-
comed by technicians. For example, Rennes and 
Pau participated in the Eurocities social forum; 
Saint-Etienne, the Strasbourg Eurometropole 
and Grand Paris Sud participated in the “city 
diplomacy” action led by the AFD. Technicians 
emphasise local authorities’ new objectives as 
they seek to acquire a geopolitical dimension 
that complements that of the State on subjects 
that are of direct interest to them. 

Finally, as people’s ways of thinking change, 
cities are adopting a different role in terms of 
international action. Technicians are looking for 
increased reciprocity, emphasising partnerships 
and more balanced approaches, and aim to join 
cooperation networks. This is true, for example, 
of Lille Metropole, which is a member of the net-
work of North-Western European Metropolises, 
and of Limoges, which has joined the UNESCO 
Creative Cities network.

Technicians also highlight the wide range of 
issues represented in cities’ international action. 
Although it is not appropriate to list every issue 
and objective, it is possible to identify main focal 
points around which international action policies 
are developed. These focal points mainly revolve 
around integrating the international dimension 
at the local level by prioritising economic devel-
opment, community influence, new opportuni-
ties for young people, European positioning and 
improving the service provided to the public by 
exchanging best practices with foreign counter-
parts. Technicians are calling for the implemen-
tation of practical initiatives that closely align 
with local realities and act as a source of positive 
deliverables for their region.

Strong organisational expectations
 
The technicians interviewed also expressed their 
expectations in terms of the organisation of and 
resources allocated to international action. A 
transparent administrative approach to interna-
tional action will encourage the mobilisation of 
levers both internal and external to local authori-
ties. Technicians support the creation of an inter-
national action department that is clearly visible 
in the authority’s organisational chart and that 
is assigned transversal projects and means. The 
aim is to avoid discrediting international action, 
which sometimes still struggles to be recognised 
as a field in its own right. The distribution of 
action between the city and metropolis also 
raises questions. Although many configurations 
exist, the consensus is that there is a need for 
a transparent and formalised distribution, with 
clearly identified points of contact. Given that 
the human and financial resources dedicated 
to national action are often constrained, their 
re-evaluation and correction are essential for 
the further development of policies and associ-
ated action. The complexity of raising European 
funds does not help overcome this budgetary 
constraint; however, it does call for dedicated 
support. Respondents also cited the need for the 
recognition of international action. Recognition 
would require a central position in the organisa-
tional chart, as well as a clear emphasis on the 
visibility of international action’s transversality. 
Several technicians expressed a desire for their 
department to report directly to general man-
agement in order to increase legitimacy and 
facilitate transversal initiatives at the heart of 
local public policies, and to designate an inter-
national point of contact for each department.

Demand for training and methodological sup-
port, such as benchmarking and identifying 
international stakeholders, have finally emerged 
in some local authorities; however, a certain 
professionalisation of teams in charge of inter-
national action has been noted. According to 
technicians, this demand parallels the catalysing 
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role of local authorities’ international action. 
Cities must respond to the challenge of contin-
uing to expand their skills and better structure 
their international action. This is in addition to 
the need cited by some cities to pursue collab-
orative efforts and raise awareness among local 
populations in order to promote the accepta-
bility of measures approved and consequently 
avoid isolationism. Finally, specific demands for 
city and professional networks were expressed. 
Technicians expect networks to bring the various 
stakeholders together in order to avoid duplica-
tion and clarify the roles and missions of each 
participant. They also cited the need for tools 
to encourage exchanges between colleagues, 
develop best practices schema, promote new 
strategies, lobby the State and European insti-
tutions, provide project support, help create 
international alliances, etc. 

Governance and political support 
essential for quality international action

 
Governance and political support for public 
action are also particularly important. Most 
technicians indicated that overall, there was a 
growing mobilisation among elected officials in 
terms of international issues. They also noted 
that when the elected official in charge of inter-
national relations is Mayor or President of the 
intermunicipal authority, the positive impact of 
this mobilisation is tenfold. Technicians were 
unambiguous in their expectations of the elected 
official in charge of international relations: the 
elected official is expected to be committed, mil-
itant, motivated and professional, and to bring 
a new drive to international action. The official 
is also expected to be able to defend interna-
tional action beyond the protocol for welcoming 
elected officials from twinned cities. 

Technicians also expect the elected official to 
have training in international issues, as well 
as a mastery of foreign languages, particularly 
English. Technicians unanimously insist on the 
crucial importance of real political leadership 
for international action, for a number of rea-
sons. First of all, the elected official must have 
a strategic vision of international action in order 
to mobilise international policy as a real lever 
for regional development. The elected official 
must believe in the significance of international 

action. The official must know how to persuade 
an often-reluctant general population which 
tends to prioritise local action when the stakes 
and contributions of international partnerships 
fail to be sufficiently clear. Finally, the elected 
official must be willing to advocate the local 
authority’s action to networks or institutions 
in order to articulate project objectives and 
demonstrate project deliverables. 

This last expectation is echoed in the need tech-
nicians cited for increased visibility of interna-
tional action in the interest of greater legitimacy 
among local populations and other local author-
ity departments. Visible action will be more 
easily and sustainably perceived as successful. 
According to technicians, city networks have 
significant impact on this issue and therefore an 
essential role to play in facilitating networking 
between professionals, the exchange of best 
practices and feedback. Technicians also stress 
the importance of an annual report on actions 
undertaken by local authorities.

U P D A T I N G  T H E  P R I O R I T I E S  A N D  M E T H O D S  O F  T H E  A E I C T 
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U P D A T I N G  T H E  P R I O R I T I E S  A N D  M E T H O D S  O F  T H E  A E I C T 

 KEY POINTS 

•  exchanges between cities (best practices, foster-
ing shared intelligence and building a common 
strategy);

•  creating a dedicated international commission 
within key networks;

•  creating thematic working groups;
•  human and material support (centralised in-net-

work support for searching for European funds);
•  network lobbying and advocacy with the French 

government and European authorities;
•  strengthening interactions with the MEAE;
•  at the regional level, creating an entity to coordi-

nate the region’s international action (harmonis-
ing actions and practices);

•  internal local authority organisation (skills devel-
opment; removing internal barriers to action; 
position of international relations in the organ-
isational chart; integrating international action 
across public policies, etc.).

 Technicians cite the same areas of concern, 
and also insisted on:
•   the need to clearly position the AEICT in the 

organisational chart; 
•   the need for strong and voluntary political sup-

port;
•   the development of cross-departmental integra-

tion within the local authority to ensure that the 
international dimension is incorporated in all of 
the local authorities’ public policies.
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 The global context is changing rapidly. The 
Covid-19 crisis and questions surrounding exces-
sive globalisation have highlighted the need to 
focus action on sustainable development. They 
have also made clear the urgency of working with 
local stakeholders in order to achieve the objective 
of shared benefits for local authorities and their 
international partners.
 
Elected officials interviewed for the survey also 
confirmed this observation. They highlighted a 
recent change in their international strategy, 
which has led to the transformation of their needs. 
The dominant trend is towards gradually reduc-
ing twinning in favour of partnerships based on 
mutual interests. Elected officials cited multiple 
challenges: these primarily revolve around their 
region’s influence and development, as well as 
the need to take into account local issues while 
advocating openness to the world as a means of 
countering isolationism. 

Elected officials’ expectations focused on their 
need to better understand the international con-
text, to make better use of existing networks, and 
to optimise internal organisation within their local 
authority. 

 Elected officials cited the following expectations: 
•  stakeholder mapping (there are numerous net-

works and their role is sometimes unclear); 
•  dedicated training (for newly elected officials, 

on international relations in general and on 
European institutions in particular);
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Technicians interviewed did not always spon-
taneously refer to France Urbaine’s actions in 
terms of international action. Some see a role 
in this field, but it lacks visibility. Other opera-
tional stakeholders were unable to cite specific 
initiatives and were sometimes unaware of the 
association of elected officials’ involvement in 
this field.

Among elected officials, four out of nine 
answered that they lacked visibility concern-
ing France Urbaine’s role in supporting cities’ 
international action. Among them, some felt 
that international action was not a priority for 
France Urbaine and that its services could be 
expanded in this field.

Many suggestions were made as to France 
Urbaine’s potential role. Three major focal points 
were identified:
•  Improve the integration of international affairs 

in local action and policies;
•  France Urbaine’s role in terms of networking 

AEICT stakeholders;
•  Work towards strengthening the exchange of 

expertise.

4
RECOMMENDATIONS 

		SUMMARY OF STAKEHOLDER 
EXPECTATIONS WITH REGARD TO  
FRANCE URBAINE:

  Technicians:

 •  networking

 •   creating a group of elected officials and training a 
group of technicians

 •   acting as the ambassador of a contemporary AEICT 
that meets the challenges of the 21st century

 •   lobbying or influencing European authorities

  Elected officials:

 •   creating a dedicated France Urbaine vice-
presidency 

 •   creating thematic working groups

 •   networking LAs working on similar themes

 •   shared monitoring between local authorities 
of the political and economic current affairs of 
countries with which they work the most 

 •   facilitate technical knowledge transfer

 •   lobbying at the national, European and 
international level
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 Integrate international 
affairs into the local policies of 
large cities and EPCIs by setting 
up a dedicated unit within 
France Urbaine

A need for networking 
 
Transforming France Urbaine into a tool for 
its members in order to develop international 
projects also emerged as a concern during the 
interviews. The main need expressed was for 
networking, as discussed above in the section 
on the changing international context and local 
authorities’ expectations.

The aim of this service would be to encourage 
exchanges between colleagues, help develop 
schema for sharing best practices as well as 
new strategies, facilitate benchmarking, sup-
port collaborative action for the representation 
of interests, support projects and create inter-
national alliances. Through networking, France 
Urbaine intends to develop a good overview 
of its member local authorities’ expectations 
in terms of the AEICT in order to better adapt 
its support systems and possibly develop its 
strategy as and when its members’ expectations 
are clarified. 

This role as an umbrella organisation would then 
allow France Urbaine to communicate with a 
single voice the position of major French cities 
and EPCIs within an existing thematic or sec-
tor-specific network.

This emphasis would also enable France Urbaine 
to better represent its members’ views to natio-
nal governmental bodies, in order to negotiate 
the best possible terms and conditions for the 
external action of local and regional authorities, 
particularly large cities and EPCIs.

Proposals for networking between French cities 
were put forward by the various stakeholders 
interviewed. In this respect, they reflect the 
questionnaire answers which indicated that 
creating a partnership network for exchanging 
and sharing experiences was the need most fre-
quently cited by respondents (60%).

Proposals consist of several types of networks:

•  creating discussion forums for France 
Urbaine members to act and reflect on 
issues affecting large urban areas;

•  creating working groups or thematic com-
missions within France Urbaine (e.g. decen-
tralisation and local authorities’ internatio-
nal action, EU mobilisation in decentralised 
cooperation, etc.).

From an operational point of view, these 
groups could help:
•  federate French cities around shared action;
•  with lobbying European networks.

Towards an ad hoc structure within 
France Urbaine

 
France Urbaine has recently created a Europe 
commission. However, there is no commis-
sion for international action, and this des-
pite France Urbaine’s active participation in 
this field through the missions of Mr. Kader 
Makhlouf, Advisor in Charge of International 
and European Relations, Security and Sustainable 
Food Supply, technicians interviewed cited very 
little knowledge of activities in this area. They 
are more familiar with other stakeholders such 
as Cités-Unies France, the Agence Française de 
Développement and the MEAE. 

In order to rectify this situation, this report 
recommends creating an entity specifically 
dedicated to “international action”. This 
commission would provide visibility to actions 
undertaken. In terms of stakeholders who have 
worked or been in contact with France Urbaine, 
feedback is very positive: the commission could 
capitalise on this feedback.

France Urbaine enables its member local autho-
rities to find funding opportunities (mainly 
European). It is also a source of information 
thanks to its newsletter, which keeps members 
informed of actions carried out by local autho-
rities, thereby communicating best practices. 
France Urbaine also contributes significantly to 
local authorities’ skill improvement, particularly 
through regular publications that list exemplary 
city initiatives with fact sheets in French and 
English. It also federates large local authorities 
and international action, helping joint projects 

R E C O M M E N D A T I O N S
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to emerge. Finally, France Urbaine is able to sup-
port political strategies and advocate on behalf 
of local authorities with the State or at major 
international conferences, particularly in the 
framework of the World Urban Forum. 

A specific commission would lend weight to 
these actions which France Urbaine already 
undertakes.

For example, some mayors expect France Urbaine 
to provide support for the political implemen-
tation of their action. This could be in the form 
of a spokesperson representing French local 
authorities at major international conferences, 
or representing their interests (to the French 
government but also EU bodies).

Creating networks for exchange emerged as 
a major expectation. Mayors in particular 
suggested several ways of structuring these 
exchanges. They could consist of fostering 
shared intelligence, between France Urbaine 
members, but also with invited partners if 
necessary. These exchanges could make it 
possible to develop common strategies, 
particularly on issues such as waste mana-
gement. A technical commission of elected 
officials complemented by thematic working 
groups is a good way of implementing these 
networks.
Creating an entity within France Urbaine 
dedicated to the international and European 
action of large French cities and intermu-
nicipalities would increase the visibility of 
France Urbaine’s activity in this field, and 
would allow this public policy to be reco-
gnised in local public initiatives. A designated 
elected official could be in charge of this 
entity in order to ensure its political viability.

R E C O M M E N D A T I O N S

 Ensure that France Urbaine 
adopts a position emphasising 
complementarity and 
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A search for synergy between actions

 
France Urbaine’s initial challenge lies in clarifying 
its role in terms of AEICT in order to identify a 
clear identity for its role and objectives. Given 
that many stakeholder networks exist, particu-
larly in terms of expertise and technical support, 
it is crucial that France Urbaine avoids appear-
ing as duplicating their services. However, 76% 
of local authorities surveyed would like to see 
France Urbaine to play a role in supporting and 
facilitating local authorities’ action. 

Elected officials pointed out that several net-
works exist (including national and international 
networks), and that there are certainly syner-
gies to be found between them, especially as 
membership fees can be costly. Local authori-
ties are having to make choices and are turning 
to networks that seem most relevant for the 
implementation of their strategy. Respondents 
stressed that it could be interesting for France 
Urbaine to strengthen its ties with the AFCCRE 
on European issues, as has already been done 
in certain areas, for example on migration, in 
conjunction with European partners.

The important thing for France Urbaine is to 
pursue a strong legitimacy at the international 
level, particularly outside Europe. To do so, a new 
roadmap should be drafted that specifies the 
roles of existing stakeholder networks.

Networks such as ARRICOD or CUF are technical 
networks for operational stakeholders. An essen-
tial asset for France Urbaine would be to create 
a network of elected officials to complement 
other networks.

76% of local 
authorities 
surveyed 
would like to 
see France 
Urbaine to 
play a role in 
supporting 
and facilitating 
local authori-
ties’ action.
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R E C O M M E N D A T I O N S

Creating a political interface with the
MEAE and its operators

 
A second challenge for France Urbaine, particu-
larly highlighted by the mayors interviewed, is 
the interface to be created or strengthened with 
the MEAE. 

France Urbaine could provide better support to 
its members in their exchanges with the MEAE 
and, from a political point of view, encourage 
shared action in the interest of developing city 
diplomacy.

France Urbaine’s added value lies in the possi-
bility of building a robust political network that 
will enable:
•  interest representation;
•  political decision-making, complementing 

technical action;
•  adapting international action to elected 

officials’ expectations, ensuring it is firmly 
anchored in regional policy;

•  support and increase the visibility of the AEICT.

Finally, France Urbaine could offer training and 
awareness-raising initiatives for elected officials 
on international relations, European institutions, 
international institutions, the AEICT legal frame-
work, etc.

France Urbaine is a network of elected offi-
cials. In this respect, France Urbaine’s role 
in encouraging its members’ international 
action could significantly complement the 
services of other existing stakeholder net-
works. France Urbaine’s position is also its 
opportunity. It is a general network whose 
vocation is to liaise with the Government 
and key national agencies, as well as 
European and international entities, on any 
subject within its members’ field of compe-
tence. France Urbaine’s role in defending the 
interests of the municipalities and EPCIs that 
it federates supersedes the sum of individual 
actions that thematic networks could under-
take. This is a key asset for strengthening the 
AEICT and the visibility of this public policy 
at the national level.

 Work towards expertise 
exchange

Stakeholders interviewed often expressed the 
importance of sharing experiences and expertise. 
This translates into a number of expectations:
•  issuing guides;
•  implementing regional “buddying”;
•  implementing operational thematic groups;
•  identifying European funding;
•  technical support;
•  training elected officials.

Requests focus on specific operational aspects 
such as:
•  developing cooperation, AEICT project man-

agement, integrating international action in 
all regional public policies;

•  linking the AEICT to sustainable development 
objectives;

•  support finalising applications to European 
calls for projects;

•  knowledge of the AEICT through a clear iden-
tification of stakeholders, which specifically 
facilitates the development of common 
actions;

•  a practical methodology for France Urbaine 
members that allow them to assess the scope 
of the international dimension for their region 
(initiatives, assets, structural and contextual 
concerns, inventory and indicators).

Internally, the targets of expertise exchange are 
both the technicians and elected officials of 
France Urbaine’s member local authorities. 

Elected officials are naturally the preferred recip-
ients of expertise exchange. France Urbaine could 
therefore position itself as offering services to 
elected officials, for example through regional 
diagnostic tools, mapping levers of internation-
alisation in their local public policies, or language 
adapted to the AEICT field. From a political per-
spective, the technical contributions that France 
Urbaine could offer or organise would be useful 
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to elected officials in preparing to respond to 
the international aspect of their mandate. For 
elected officials with a delegation working on 
international action, there is also the challenge 
of persuading their peers to include this dimen-
sion in their portfolio.

Externally, possibly in a second phase, an exten-
sion of these expertise exchanges could be devel-
oped beyond France Urbaine members, particu-
larly for French-speaking local authorities and 
stakeholders. In fact, Francophonie could prove 
a unifying link by capitalising on the 3.5 million 
French people living abroad. Also, taking into 
account and mobilising the diaspora (whether 
French-speaking or not) in a given region often 
acts as a lever for the development of an AEICT 
policy. According to Yannick Lechevallier, this is 
one of the diagnostic elements to be identified 
in the region. Through the institutions that rep-
resent them, these populations could play a role 
as ambassadors and points of contact. This could 
be done through thematic group sessions open 
to the international community.

The sharing of experience and expertise 
appears to be a major expectation among 
stakeholders. France Urbaine members will 
benefit from using thematic and technical 
groups to maintain their knowledge in this 
field. However, other networks operate in this 
field and it is essential to ensure that France 
Urbaine’s services are well coordinated with 
those of other stakeholder networks.

 Recommendations for large 
cities and intermunicipalities to 
strengthen their european and 
international initiatives

In order to strengthen their European and inter-
national action, cities and intermunicipalities can: 

1. Implement a regional diagnostic. European 
and international action often tends not to have 
a clear method: cities and EPCIs would benefit 
from upstream mapping. The regional diagnosis 
consists in identifying all internationalisation 
indicators in a given region. For example, this 
could be diaspora, foreign students, economic life 
or associations, etc. Identifying assets and short-
comings makes it possible to develop a political 
strategy for international action. This can be 
based on a regional analysis methodology11; 

2. Clearly position the AEICT in the local author-
ity’s organisational chart, in a way that makes it 
possible to reinforce the transversal integration of 
the AEICT and guarantees strong support;

3. Develop an international dimension for 
every local public policy;

4. Include all citizens, as well as possible 
diaspora living in the community, in the local 
authority’s action, perhaps by working with local 
associations;

5. Increase communication with local res-
idents about the projects and action carried 
out under the AEICT. Rely on the region’s “glo-
bality” factors to develop visible initiatives. An 
iconic and symbolic site, such as a House of 
International Affairs, also makes it possible to 
give a tangible form to the AEICT in terms of 
local public policy;

(11) Similar to that proposed by Yannick Lechevallier, Director General of 
the Agence du Monde Commun, and for example used for a regional dia-
gnostic of the globality of Grand Paris Sud.
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6. Develop specialised AEICT training courses, 
in conjunction with the CNFPT and other local 
authorities, for elected officials as well as staff. 
This could include training to improve foreign 
language skills, especially English, as well as legal 
training on specific aspects of the AEICT (staff 
travel abroad, legal framework of the AEICT, etc.);

7. Raise awareness of international issues 
among staff and elected officials by organising 
conferences or workshops with external experts. 
It seem s important to develop familiarity with 
the international context, where issues are con-
stantly evolving; 

8. Identify specific budget lines for the AEICT 
(particularly in relation to the 1% water and 
sanitation schemes, and in future transport and 
mobility initiatives);

9. For local authorities that have designated 
an “international” responsibility to a particular 
elected official, structure a service or mission in 
charge of European and international affairs in 
order to finalise political projects. An accessible 
annual report summarising the actions carried 
out by this mission or service would strengthen 
the management of the AEICT;

10. Within the framework of the AEICT, 
develop decentralised cooperation initiatives 
involving several French local authorities, in order 
to pool resources and increase the scope of pro-
jects. It may be advisable to create joint enti-
ties with local stakeholders who have a shared 
interest in an international action (universities, 
hospitals, local authorities, etc.).

R E C O M M E N D A T I O N S
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