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1) Welcome to Freiburg 
 
Freiburg, Germany’s southernmost city, has a directly elected mayor – Dieter 
Salomon, a member of the Green Party.  The city has a population of 220,000 
and is recognised as one of the leading ‘eco-cities’ in Europe.  Car ownership 
is going down, and the citizens are proud of it.  From having no bike paths in 
1970 the city now has a network of over 300 miles of bike lanes.  Urban 
designers in the UK have been so impressed with the achievements of the 
city that they published The Freiburg Charter for Sustainable Urbanism in an 
effort to identify guiding principles for good planning and design from the city.i  
Freiburg is not only a progressive green city – it is one of the fastest growing 
cities in Germany for both population and jobs.  Solar technology has created 
over 1,000 jobs in the last ten years. 
 
2) The legal context 
 
Freiburg is located within the state of Baden-Wuerttemberg, and the local 
authority of Freiburg has two political institutions: 
 

 The City Council (Gemeinderat). This has 48 members who are elected 
for a term of five years. The law requires that the number of councillors, 
reflects the population size of the city. The city population is 220,000 
and this results in 48 councillors. They are elected ‘at large’ – they do 
not represent districts or wards within the city – and they are expected 
to serve the whole city. The City Council, which meets around twenty 
times each year, is the main policy making body of the city – covering 
planning, the budget, city laws and taxes. 

 

 The Directly Elected Mayor. The Mayor is elected by the citizens for a 
fixed term of eight years. The Mayor chairs the City Council and is the 
49th member (and can vote). The Mayor is also the most senior 
representative of the city and is the Chief Executive Officer of the city 
administration. In cities like Freiburg one or more Deputy Mayors 
support the Mayor. There are four in Freiburg and they cover: budget 
and public housing; environmental politics, schools and youth; social 
and cultural affairs; and planning and development. Deputy Mayors are 
elected by the City Council for a term of eight years but they are 
professionals, chosen for their professional skills. They are not 
members of the City Council, but attend all Council meetings and have 
the right to speak on matters relating to their department.  

 
 



 2 

3) The Freiburg story – key features 
 
The origins of the community activism that underpins current innovations in 
Freiburg can be traced to the late 1970s.ii A successful local and regional 
campaign against a proposal to locate a nuclear power station in nearby Wyhl 
provided the original impetus. Those involved recall that the campaign was 
both creative and inclusive – it united farmers and conservative businessmen, 
students and activists, old and young – in a new kind of political movement, a 
‘green’ movement.  
 
In 1992 Freiburg was chosen as Germany’s ‘Environmental Capital’ for its 
pioneering achievements, such as the installation of an early-warning system 
for smog and ozone pollution, pesticide bans, recycling measures and its high 
quality public transport. Freiburg is now one of the greenest cities in Germany 
– no city of comparable size has more forests, vineyards and open space. It 
has a high quality public transport system and it is very easy to move around 
the city either by tram or bicycle.  
 
The largest solar research institute in Europe – the Fraunhofer Institute for 
Solar Energy Systems (ISE) – is based here. The city council organises ‘Solar 
Tours’ to enable visitors to learn from the practical experience of some of the 
500 solar projects that are now up and running in the city. Environmental 
policy, solar engineering, sustainability and climate protection are key features 
of public policy, and the city council is deeply committed to further innovation 
to advance the green agenda for the city. 
 
A key strength of the ‘Freiburg approach’ is that the city is not complacent. 
Visitors from across the world now flock to the city to learn about the 
achievements of the city – in public transport, solar energy, green jobs, urban 
design, and the creation of communal forests and green spaces. But the city 
is keen to redouble its climate protection efforts. Deputy Mayor, Gerda 
Stuchlik, who leads on environmental and educational matters, has recently 
promoted plans to reduce CO2 emissions to 40% of 1990 levels by 2030. 
There are many examples of high quality, green urban developments in the 
city.  
 
4) Pointers towards fresh thinking in the UK 
 
Local authorities in Germany are far stronger than local authorities in the UK 
in the sense that the position of municipalities is guaranteed – they are given 
the right to local self-government. In addition, they have the authority ‘to deal 
with all local matters affecting the municipality’. 
 
In terms of our criteria for the evaluation of urban governance, several points 
are worth making. 
 
In relation to leadership in the community, the Mayor of Freiburg sets the 
direction and tone of local policy.  Mayor Dieter Salomon says: 
 

‘Freiburg is geared towards the principle of sustainable 
development and this principle guides all our political decisions. 
The most notable changes can be found in our energy and public 
transport policies. We promote the use of renewable energies – 
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solar power, wind power, water power and biomass – and we 
have managed to significantly increase the percentage of 
renewable energies, mainly with solar energy. We also promote 
the concept of a ‘city of short distances’. To achieve this we put 
great emphasis on having a high quality public transport service 
and an extensive network of bicycle lanes’. 
 

The Mayor is able to exercise a strong leadership role in relation to the 
overall governance of the city. 
 
In relation to effective representation of the citizen the Freiburg model 
of governance provides a range of opportunities for citizens to express 
their preferences.  First, there is the opportunity to vote for both the 
Mayor and for 48 councillors (who are elected ‘at large’).  Second, there 
is a high level of civic activism with numerous well-organised groups in 
civil society pushing for their own priorities.  Third, there is a high level of 
community involvement at the neighbourhood level – particularly in 
relation to urban planning and design. 
 
In relation to legitimacy and accountability the process of direct 
election provides the Mayor with a high level of legitimacy.  To British 
eyes the eight-year term of office could appear to be a weakness.  While 
the Mayor is held to account by the City Council, it is the case that 
he/she holds a relatively secure positions for a considerable length of 
time. 
 
The effectiveness of decision-making in Freiburg appears to be good.  
This is partly because the Mayor is able to exercise overall direction but 
it is also the case that professional and managerial leaders also play a 
key part. For example, Wulf Daseking, the long-serving Director of 
Planning in Freiburg, has provided strong, professional leadership to the 
planning and design work of the city. His efforts have been recognised 
internationally. For example, in November 2009 the British Academy of 
Urbanism gave the award of ‘European City of the Year 2010’ to 
Freiburg.  In the following year, the Academy made Wulf Daseking an 
Honorary Member of the Academy in recognition of his outstanding 
contributions to city planning and urban design. 
 
In relation to effective scrutiny of policy and performance we can note that 
the performance of the Mayor is closely monitored by the City Council.  The 
Council meets fairly frequently and the Mayor has to work closely with the City 
Councillors on all major areas of policy. 
 
For responsiveness to local people it is important to note that there are a 
relatively large number of City Councillors (48) and, in addition, local 
communities have a significant voice in local decision-making.  The roots of 
current approaches can be traced to the community activism of the 1970s. 
Without the drive and energy of community-based activists it is difficult to see 
how significant change could have been brought about. Mayor Salomon 
stresses the importance of working with a wide range of community actors in 
order to advance green objectives. 
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5) Key lessons for Bristol from Freiburg 
 
Three important lessons from the Freiburg story are as follows: 
 

1. First, it illustrates the value of strong, local political leadership. Indeed, 
it provides an inspiring example of localism in action. Local leaders, 
unconstrained by centrally imposed performance indicators, have 
developed a forward looking strategy and delivered on it.  The Mayor 
has played a critical role in advancing the green objectives of the city. 

 
2. Second, officers and professionals appointed by the city to push at the 

boundaries of good practice have played a crucial role. The city 
planning department has been particularly important. 

 
3. Third, there is a clear lesson relating to the importance of working with 

local communities and civil society in general. The community activism 
in the neighbourhoods within Freiburg is highly developed. 
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