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Germany’s foreign and development 

policies need to have stronger integration 

of local communities, otherwise they lose 

their connection – outwards as inwards. 

 
By Martin van der Pütten 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

ermany has over 2,000 cities – they are 

places of international diversity. In a 

major city like Dortmund, there are 

people 

from 178 countries. Cities develop dynamically, 

as they are forced to find solutions to the key 

problems of our time – as quickly as possible. 

When it comes to their economic, geographical 

or social situations, cities around the world all 

have similar problems. Climate change, the 

COVID-19 pandemic, access to education, 

integration, security, rule of law: all these 

elements are as much local as they are cross-

border challenges. Since cities are also directly 

affected by challenges of foreign and security 

policies, they will have no option but to place 

international cooperation even more in the 

focus of their work. 

Whenever there is talk of urban diplomacy, 

the discussion is frequently centred around the 

topic of twinning agreements. Grounded in the 

idea of international understanding, friendship 

and exchange, these partnerships are the 

foundations of common action and stability. 

With the involvement of a committed civil 

society, they have become an indispensable part 

of the international exchange between cities. 

However, is a mere development of these 

twinning agreements suitable for taking 

municipal external relations to the next level? 

Answering local questions on a global scale 

Dortmund, with its municipal foreign policies, 

is going beyond the scope of the twinning 
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agreements. Alongside its nine twinning 

agreements, the city also has five 

strategic partnerships with different cities 

around the world. These project 

partnerships are not formal alliances; 

rather, they are focussed on selected 

topics. 

They are inspired by local issues.  Let’s 

take the example of climate.  Within the 

framework of the Transatlantic Climate 

Bridge launched by the German Federal 

Government in 2008, climate policy 

questions such as city-centre public 

transportation, food policy and future 

energy usage are discussed in a trilateral 

cooperation between the cities of 

Dortmund (Germany), Vancouver 

(Canada) and Pittsburgh (USA). We are 

cultivating an exchange on climate 

impact adaptations and resilience, 

supported by the German Ministry for 

Education and Research, with the 

Romanian city of Cluj-Napoca. Further 

climate partnerships exist with the cities 

of Kumasi in Ghana and Dabola in 

Guinea. 

“If nation states no longer 

communicate with each other, the cities 

take action” is the often-cited formula in 

this context; however, this now needs to 

be updated. Cities cultivate and maintain 

partnerships over decades – even if 

relations between their countries are 

good. This is the only way that the 

foundations can be laid for partnerships 

that will function despite any future 

strains on international relations. 

This is how municipal exchange 

between German and American cities has 

expanded, especially during the years of 

the Trump presidency. In 2018, 

representatives of the City of Dortmund 

travelled to Buffalo, Pittsburgh and New 

York City to re-establish a solid basis of 

cooperation between the cities. The 

twinning agreement with Rostov-on-Don 

(Russia) has existed for over 40 years and 

continues to thrive – despite adversities 

on a national level. 

The functioning of international 

cooperation between cities is largely 

independent of ideologies and political 

orientations. The mayors of this world 

frequently act independently and 

across party lines. They are not in 

cross-border competition. They also do 

not claim any geopolitical power – 

unlike representatives on a national 

political level. 

Foreign policy in everyday life 
The city of Dortmund, recently 

crowned  European Capital of 

Innovation, follows the guiding 

principle that urban diplomacy is the 

driving force of innovation. This 

includes not only the aforementioned 

project partnerships, but also 

participation in city networks such as 

Eurocities and collaboration with 

international organisations such as the 

United Nations. Moreover, urban 

diplomacy is a strategic tool for making 

one’s own location more attractive and 

pleasant to live in. Dortmund would 

like to be recognised on the 

international map as an major 

European city of innovation. To this 

end, there is no shortage of topics for 

exchange: development, economic and 

regional policies; scientific exchange; 

intercultural collaboration; migration; 

climate change; human rights; 

municipal services; education; sports; 

healthcare; 

digitalisation; European politics and 

transatlantic relations. 

To organise this diversity of topics in 

everyday life, the City of Dortmund 

has set up an Office for International 

Relations, located within the 

Department for Mayoral and City 

Council’s Affairs. The eleven-strong 

team 
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twin towns of Dortmund. 
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also supports the organisation of 

international conferences and large-

scale events such as the 2024 UEFA 

Euro Championship in Dortmund or 

the 2027 International Garden Show. In 

addition, in 2020, Dortmund became 

the first city in Germany to have a 

Coordinator for global Urban 

Diplomacy, who oversees participation 

in international and municipal 

associations and committees, 

collaboration with the United Nations 

and strategic project partnerships. 
Through interconnections with other 

cities and in networks, the Office for 

International Relations also sees it as its 

task to identify trends and innovations 

in the world and to devolve 

administrative work. It was for this 

purpose that several initiatives were 

established, including the “Urban 

Dialogue Dortmund,” language 

courses and an in-house lecture, the 

“Urban Diplomacy Lecture,” where 

guests from around the world report 

on their experiences. We specifically 

seek to contact city institutions, 

whether these be economic, sports, 

cultural, youth, scientific or social – we 

accompany and advise 

internationalisation projects and 

international activities in the city. 

Integration of inside and out 

It is well-known around the world that 

mayors have a strong position in 

Germany. Government representatives 

and ambassadors are also increasingly 

visiting city representatives and it is 

not uncommon for international 

conflicts and crises 

 

 

 
Visiting friends in the world: signpost showing the  

to be brought up in the municipalities, whether these 

be human rights discussions with China and Russia or 

historical politics debates between Japan and South 

Korea. 

German foreign policy is also required to employ 

urban diplomacy as a strategic tool. Unfortunately, a 

formal integration of cities in the process of the 

Germany’s G7 presidency is not yet planned, although 

the areas of 

 

Urban diplomacy needs to 

be an addition to existing 

national diplomatic tools 
focus – the climate crisis, multilateralism, 

strengthening democracy – can be closely linked to 

municipal work. Of course, foreign policy is a matter for 

the federal government. The local self-government is a 

valuable asset that is protected under the German 

constitution. The cities are allocated to the federal states. 

Foreign policy obligations may not be undermined on a 

municipal level. Cities will certainly not participate in 

INF disarmament treaty negotiations. Nevertheless, they 

should not only be allowed to join the discussions 

surrounding projects such as the Silk Road or the Nord 

Stream 2 offshore gas pipeline; they can also influence 

local policy decisions on the ground. 

Urban diplomacy needs to be an addition to existing 

national diplomatic tools. A mere “coexistence” definitely 

must be avoided. And: cities and their leaders are not the 

centre of the universe. Cities need collaboration, not 

“better, higher and faster” 
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at any price – rather, healthy 

competition that promotes innovation. 

Discreet debates 

Particularly sensitive topics such as 

human rights, understanding 

democracy or nuclear disarmament are 

especially suitable for cross-border 

networking with other cities. A good 

example of this is the association 

“Mayors for Peace,” – founded by the 

cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, with 

over 8,000 members worldwide, 

including over 700 from Germany – 

which campaigns against the global 

proliferation of nuclear weapons. Or 

the “Pact of Free Cities,” originating in 

Prague, Bratislava, Warsaw and 

Budapest, which shows how cities can 

confront populism and anti-European 

tendencies of their governments. A 

possible disregard for human rights is 

precisely the kind of topic that can be 

discussed discreetly in town halls 

without immediately triggering a 

national crisis. 

Cities have worked 

together very effectively 

to manage the COVID-

19 pandemic 

Another successful example of a 

cross-border collaboration between 

cities is the COVID-19 pandemic. 

International exchange was quickly 

organised virtually – dealing with 

refugee and migration challenges, 

problems with local public transport, 

admission of patients from other cities. 

Emergency financial aid was organised. 

For example, the iKEN science network 

had experts from 

cities discuss the innovative approaches 

that European cities have taken in 

response to COVID-19. 

The city network Eurocities 

published good examples to emulate of 

cities’ fights against the pandemic on 

its website at the start of the first 

lockdown. Cooperation with federal 

government also worked here. The 

German Ministry for Economic 

Cooperation and Development made 

available a municipal solidarity 

package, from which cities may request 

funds for their project partnerships 

through an uncomplicated process. 

State of emergency for democracy 

Put simply, it is time to rethink the 

multi-level system and to recognise the 

opportunities that urban diplomacy 

offers. The “Mehr Fortschritt wagen 

2021-2025” (“Dare to make more 

progress 2021-2025”) coalition 

agreement gives the new German 

federal government the mandate to do 

just that. In this agreement, it states: 

“We shall strengthen relations between 

cities and expand urban diplomacy.” 

The national government therefore has 

a duty to integrate cities in foreign 

policy work. 

The foundations of this have been 

laid in the past few years, whether in 

the aforementioned Transatlantic 

Climate Bridge or the city partnership 

conferences organised by the German 

Foreign Office,  Association of German 

Cities and the Association of Turkish 

Municipalities in 2020 and 2021. At 

present, an action plan is being 

developed between Italy and Germany, 

which should also feature twinning 

agreements. The German Foreign 

Office’s “Urban Diplomacy Exchange” 

project is expected to promote the 

exchange of expertise and networks 

between the mayoral and technical 

levels of municipalities in the US and 

Germany. 
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Stadium diplomacy: in addition to international conferences, the city of Dortmund’s Office for International 
Relations also organises large-scale events such as the 2024 UEFA Euro football championships. 

 

To anchor cities in Germany’s future 

foreign policy strategy, it would seem 

that five steps are required. First of all, 

it is about integration into daily work 

and structures. From a purely 

pragmatic perspective, this would mean 

establishing a forum of federal, state 

and local authorities in which workers 

from each of these levels can discuss 

foreign policy topics and integrate the 

results into their daily work. This 

ensures formalised participation of 

cities in the national decision-making 

on foreign and development policy 

questions. 

Secondly, cities need to be firmly 

incorporated in exchange and visiting 

trips. At international conferences such 

as the UN Climate Change Conference, 

they should be active participants at 

the negotiating table, not just “silent 

participants.” Urban diplomacy should 

be included in economic diplomacy. 

Thirdly, a module on urban 

diplomacy belongs in the training of 

the German Foreign Office’s academic 

service. Conversely, cities could let 

their junior staff take a module in the 

area of international relations, protocol 

or town twinning agreements. Fourthly, 

a job exchange should be established: 

employees from the German Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs and Development 

working in the municipalities and vice 

versa. Lastly, we need offices in the 

municipalities to help professionalise 

foreign policy work in the cities and to 

train and establish “urban diplomats” in 

the medium and long term. 

“The municipalities are the state of 

emergency for democracy,” former 

German president, Johannes Rau, once 

said. The state of emergency in the 21St 

century also lies at the gates of the 

municipalities and is therefore the global 

responsibility of all. If Germany wants to 

tackle its challenges with any chance of 

success, it will only succeed with the 

involvement of federal, state and local 

governments. Alternatively, to put it in 

the style of another famous Social 

Democrat: “dare to have more levels.” 

In the COVID-19 pandemic, we are 

experiencing a crisis of trust in political 

institutions in parts of the German 

population. Now would be the time to 

link local, state and national politics more 

closely together in order to  

strengthen mutual trust. 


