
 
Frequently Asked Questions 

 
 
Updates to the FAQ will be uploaded weekly. The deadline to submit questions is Friday, 15 January 
2021 at 17.00 GMT. 
 
 
ABOUT THE OPEN CALL 
 
Why are you running the Open Call? 
We are running the Open Call to find out about the aspirations of cities worldwide to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions and creating thriving communities. This information will help us to design 
the Climate Smart Cities Challenge and select the partner cities who will help us run city-based 
challenges, planned to launch in 2021. 
 
Are there multiple phases to this Challenge? What phase is launching now? 
Yes, this is the first step in developing the full Challenge. The full Challenge is expected to launch in 
October 2021 at the World Expo 2020 Dubai (1 October 2021 - 31 March 2022). 
 
How is this funded? 
The Climate Smart Cities Challenge Open Call is an initiative from Teknikföretagen, Viable Cities, 
UN-Habitat, Smart City Sweden, Vinnova, and the Swedish Energy Agency, delivered by Nesta 
Challenges. Teknikföretagen is funding the Open Call. 
 
 
ENTRY 
 
How do you enter the open call? 
Visit the website https://challenges.org/climate-smart-cities/ and click on the Apply button. This will 
take you to our online application form where you will be able to answer the required questions. A 
PDF of the application form can be found at https://challenges.org/climate-smart-cities/. 
 
What are the key dates of the Open Call? 
The Open Call launches on 9 November 2020 and closes on 22 January 2021 at 17.00 GMT. 
 
When is the deadline to submit? 
Friday, 22 January 2021 at 17.00 GMT. 
 
How do I withdraw my entry?  
If you would like to withdraw your entry please email climatesmartcities@nesta.org.uk. 
 
Who can enter?  
Entries can be made by both public and private organisations (including I/NGO’s) on behalf of a city. 
The lead applicant may be the city/municipal government or equivalent. Alternatively, a private-sector 
agency or a public-private partnership with responsibility for public services may be the lead applicant, 
but must include the relevant city/municipal government or equivalent as a partner on the application. 
As part of your application you will be asked to describe the level of support that this proposal has 
from the senior decision-makers, such as city managers, elected officials or official committees in your 
city and provide evidence of this in the form of a letter of support, if possible.  
 

https://challenges.org/climate-smart-cities/
https://challenges.org/climate-smart-cities/
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Please note: We would accept an application understanding that, if selected, the city council's official 
approval is pending e.g. the  letter of support can be supplied at a later date. 
 
Universities or research centers would be appropriate. A private company may be a lead if they have 
responsibility for public services (for example, a private company that provides the city water 
services). An individual person as an expert or freelancer is not appropriate as the lead. Remember if 
the city is not the lead application, the relevant city/municipal government or equivalent must be a 
partner on the application. 
 
Is it possible to partner with a regional government as part of the application? 
Yes, a regional government would be appropriate. 
 
Can neighboring cities form a consortium and submit a joint project?  
Yes, cities can apply as a consortium. There is no limit on the number of partners in an application.  
 
Can a country or a region identified by the European Commission as a target within the Just 
Transition Fund, apply?  
Yes cities within these countries or regions may still participate, there is no reason at this point why a 
city within the Just Transition Fund couldn’t apply to the Open Call.  
 
Are there any geographical restrictions? 
No. This is a global challenge and open to any city in the world. 
 
How are you defining a city?  
The term ‘city’ includes a settled place of any size population (there is no minimum population size). A 
‘city’ can be a multi-city region or metropolitan area comprising more than one contiguous municipality 
or local authority or equivalent. 
 
What are you looking for in an application? 
We want you to:  

● Tell us about your city’s aspirations to reduce or eliminate greenhouse gas emissions whilst 
creating a good future for all 

● Present a problem that is specific and solvable in the near-term, meaning potential solutions 
could be introduced, adapted and scaled within the next five years 

● Indicate a willingness to work with a global community of solution-providers and investors and 
to commit resources to test and implement solutions to your problem in your city 

 
The criteria your application will be scored against includes:  

● Alignment with the Open Call statement: Is the topic in-scope and does it address a 
challenge related to the statement? 

● Open innovation: Is the problem one that can plausibly be addressed by open innovation, 
(i.e. you can clarify a clear goal which is open to multiple approaches being taken to solve it)?  

● Potential for impact, scale and innovation: Will solving this challenge make a big 
difference, will it generate new approaches, and will these approaches be adopted more 
widely? 

● Capability and feasibility: Do you have a good understanding of the challenge and what it 
will take to solve it? Does the application come from, or is it formally endorsed by, a city 
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government, or a local or regional agency with responsibility for that city? Are you able to 
support solution-providers with testing, trialling and/or demonstrating solutions?  

 
What are some examples of challenges, problems or barriers that are suitable? 
We want to hear about specific challenges/problems/barriers that could be introduced, adapted and 
scaled within the next five years. For example, 

● Converting the city’s bus fleet to low-emission technologies 
● Reducing methane emissions from city-owned landfills 
● Retrofitting city-owned buildings’ heating and cooling systems 
● Installation of small-scale renewables on social housing 
● Urban food production on disused land 
● Circular economy models for city procurement 
● Smart approaches to encourage behavioural change around personal emissions 
● Green roof development and scaling 
● Redesign of city streets and shared public spaces 
● Methods for engagement and involvement of citizens and civil society 
● Smart approaches for affordable housing and reduced urban segregation 
● Fast ways to achieve better conditions for active mobility (walking, cycling, public transport) in 

cities 
● Smart approaches for integrating perspectives of health and equality in urban remake 

These are just examples and we want to hear about specific challenges/problems/barriers relevant to 
your city. 

Note that policy barriers or funding shortfalls are likely not suitable for this context. 
 
Is the Challenge aimed at supporting pilot projects and proof of concepts, or fully 
implemented solutions? 
This will depend on the nature of the specific challenges, but it is anticipated that the Challenge would 
aim to support solutions moving from pilot stage at the start (2021) to be fully implementable by the 
end of the challenge (2022/2023).  
 
Are challenges that are about offsetting emissions in scope? 
Yes. 
 
How are you defining greenhouse gas emissions? 
According to the US EPA, at the global scale, the key greenhouse gases emitted by human activities 
are: 

● Carbon dioxide (CO2) 
● Methane (CH4) 
● Nitrous oxide (N2O) 
● Fluorinated gases (F-gases) 

Can a city submit more than one application? 
Yes you may submit more than one application to the Open Call however please note that we 
anticipate shortlisting 20 different cities and then selecting 3 of these to partner with us to run the full 
challenge.  
 

https://www.epa.gov/ghgemissions/global-greenhouse-gas-emissions-data#Gas
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If you are planning on submitting multiple challenges in your city please complete a separate 
application form for each of these.  
 
 
Can you enter in partnership with another organisation?  
Yes, we will accept applications with multiple partners but there must be one lead organisation. If the 
lead applicant is not the city/local government, the city/local government should be a partner 
applicant.  
 
Is there a limit on the number of partner organisations you can apply with?  
No, there is space in the online form to provide details about any partners that will make up your 
application.  
 
Is there funding available? 
No. The Open Call is the first step in selecting cities to partner with to develop city-based challenges 
in 2021.  
 
But what about funding for the future solutions providers? 
When the open innovation competition launches in 2021, yes, there will be prize funding available for 
the solutions providers. The amount of funding is not yet finalised. 
 
Would the participating city be required to pay for their solution, or will this be funded? 
The Climate Smart Cities Challenge anticipates awarding prize money to solution providers. The city 
may choose to go on to procure a solution developed as part of the Challenge but would not be 
required to procure a solution. If it chooses to do so, the city would follow its own requirements.  
 
The Climate Smart Cities Challenge anticipates also partnering with cities to work to secure further 
funding.  
 
What in terms of budget and resources should be planned to participate in the challenge 
should our city be selected? 
The budget and resources will vary depending on the scope of the challenge and we don't have 
minimum quantitative thresholds. We would expect that a city would need to dedicate some staff 
resources at a minimum.  
 
Please note there is space in the application form for you to outline what capacity you can offer in 
terms of human resources, financial commitment, testing capabilities and any relevant partners. 
 
Is the City subject of the project responsible for all the expenses of the proposal? 
The city is not responsible for all expenses but we are interested in hearing if/how the city would 
contribute. At this time there is no prize money for cities. We anticipate that the challenge will award 
prize money to innovators who compete in each city-based challenge. It is up to the innovator teams 
who compete how they allocate prize money, if they are awarded. 
 
Is there a winner? What happens to cities that get selected? How many cities will be selected? 
This first stage is an Open Call. We will shortlist up to 20 cities who will then be invited into further 
discussions about partnering with us to run an open innovation challenge in their city in 2021. We aim 
to inform the shortlisted cities by 1 March 2021. We hope to eventually select 3 cities to take part in 
the challenge to be fully launched in October 2021. 
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Who will be reviewing the application? 
Applications to the Open Call will be assessed by representatives of the partner organisations 
including Teknikföretagen, Viable Cities, UN-Habitat, Swedish Energy Agency, Smart City Sweden, 
Vinnova, and Nesta Challenges. 
 
When will applicants be notified of the outcome of their application?  
We will aim to inform all applicants of the shortlisted entries by 1 March 2021.  
 
What language can I submit my application in? 
All applications must be made in English.  
 
THE OVERALL CHALLENGE 
 
What are challenge prizes? 

Challenge prizes offer a reward to whoever can first or most effectively meet a defined challenge.                
Through a public competition, challenge prizes aim to tap into and engage the broadest possible               
community of innovators to solve a specific problem or challenge.  

Rather than specifying what a solution must look like, challenge prizes set out a clearly defined goal,                 
along with information on how success will be measured and invite problem-solvers to propose how               
they think it could be solved. This approach allows for a wide range of solutions to be considered. For                   
more information and examples of challenge prizes see here. 

 

What do you mean by testbed? 

We anticipate that organisations who compete in the city-based challenges will need to test, trial or 
demonstrate their solutions in close to real-world conditions. Broadly speaking, we are keen to partner 
with cities that can support this testing. The details will depend on the nature of your challenge. A 
testbed enables innovation to be tested in collaboration among users, providers and, often, regulators 
and other relevant institutions.  
 
A testbed can be a physical place in the city but it doesn’t have to be - for instance it could instead 
involve access to datasets to experiment with, access to city assets or infrastructure, regulatory 
permission to test out an innovation, or an expedited route to public procurement. We are interested in 
hearing how you would approach testing innovation or hosting pilots or demos in your city. For more 
background, consider Nesta’s report, Testing Innovation in the Real World.  
 
How can I stay up to date about the programme?  
To stay up to date, please continue to regularly check the website challenges.org/climate-smart-cities/ 
and follow us on social media at @NestaChallenges.  
 
ABOUT THE PARTNERS 
 
Who is running the Open Call? 

The Climate Smart Cities Challenge Open Call is an initiative of Teknikföretagen, Viable Cities, 
UN-Habitat, Smart City Sweden, Vinnova, and the Swedish Energy Agency, delivered by Nesta 
Challenges. Nesta Challenges is designing and administering the Open Call application process.  
 

https://challenges.org/
https://www.nesta.org.uk/report/testing-innovation-real-world/
https://challenges.org/climate-smart-cities/
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Who is Nesta Challenges? 

Nesta Challenges exists to design challenge prizes that help solve pressing problems that lack 
solutions. We shine a spotlight where it matters and incentivise people to solve these issues.  

We are independent supporters of change to help communities thrive and inspire the best places and 
most diverse groups of people around the world to take action. 

We support the boldest and bravest ideas to become real, and seed long term change to advance 
society and build a better future for everyone. Nesta Challenges is part of the global innovation 
foundation Nesta. 

 

Whom should I contact with any further questions? 
If you have further questions please submit them to climatesmartcities@nesta.org.uk. Updates to the 
FAQ will be uploaded to the website weekly. The deadline to submit questions is Friday, 15 January 
2021 at 17.00 GMT. 
 
 
NEW Q&A from 12 January webinar 
 
I read somewhere that proposals should not give hints on possible solutions. Could you 
please elaborate a little on that? 
 
We are interested in hearing if you have a sense of possible solutions to your challenge and there 
is space to note this in the application form (see question 2.2.1). However it is important that 
your city is open to a range of solutions and that through the open competition, will give 
innovators the space to come up with creative or radical ideas. 
 
Cities have many challenges when it comes to implementing climate related actions: is it 
important to choose only one very specific challenge when applying? Or could more 
challenges be included? 
The call to innovators will work best if the challenge is well-defined - so that it is tangible from a 
solution perspective and the ask to innovators is clear.  
 
Please note Nesta’s “green light criteria” which will help you test whether your challenge is suitable for 
an open innovation competition: 

● Has a clear goal that’s open to different organisations using different approaches, so that 
innovators know what they're being asked to solve and they can respond to the challenge with an 
appropriate solution. A clear goal means something that lends itself to clear success criteria, 
against which innovators can be fairly assessed. 

● Would benefit from new people working on it (e.g. there is not enough innovation in the field, or 
there is expertise from other fields or contexts you want to bring in) 

● Would be able to attract new people to work on it (e.g. it would create business opportunities for 
them, or you are able to offer a route to procure the solutions) 

● Would support new work (not just fund existing or planned efforts) 
● Can create solutions that have a sustainable business model 

For more about what makes a good challenge, see Nesta’s Challenge Prizes Practice Guide. 

mailto:climatesmartcities@nesta.org.uk
https://media.nesta.org.uk/documents/Nesta_Challenges_Practice_Guide_2019.pdf
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If desired, a city can submit more than one application for different challenges, although the team will 
not select more than one challenge per city to progress.  
 
 
 
Will the challenge design in the second phase be made around the challenge presented by the 
city selected? Will the challenge be unique for the city selected or include the three selected 
cities? 
Yes, in the second stage we will work with the selected cities to design a specific challenge in your 
city based on what you present. We anticipate that the city-based challenges will run concurrently and 
there will be opportunities for peer-learning among the selected cities.  
 
How will the partnership evolve over time during the context? Will joint activities be organized, 
universities involved? Will the city bring the partners they want onboard or will that be decided 
by the Nesta team? 
Yes, we anticipate working with each city in the challenge design process to organise joint activities, 
map stakeholders and identify where partnerships are needed at various stages of the challenge. We 
welcome the cities to identify relevant partners and bring them in, including universities if applicable.  
 
Does population figure matter in terms of impact? 
We are interested in greenhouse gas reductions and other benefits that can stem from solving your 
problem, and understand the potential impact may vary according to population size and other 
characteristics of your city. It may be that for some challenges, smaller settlements are a particularly 
good fit as they can be an ideal location to test an approach and gather evidence on its effectiveness, 
which could then be applied (and have increased impact) in bigger cities. We are also interested in how 
solving the challenge in your city has potential for scaling and transferability to other cities. 

 
Does transport fit? 
Yes, we are interested in hearing about challenges related to the transport sector. 
 
Does a planned or new city qualify for consideration? 
We are looking for ways to support existing cities to solve current challenges within the next five years; 
it is unlikely that challenges related to a planned city not yet built would be suitable. Challenges in new 
cities that are relatively recently established but have an existing local government and population are 
suitable. 
 
Is there any opportunity to extend the deadline for application submission due to COVID 
challenges? 
We understand that COVID has posed a number of challenges. We don’t anticipate extending the 
deadline as the application is quite short. Please note that we do welcome applications done in 
partnership with other organisations. If there are extenuating circumstances please contact us. 
 
How many cities are you looking to pick this round? 
We anticipate selecting three cities to launch challenges in 2021. 
 
Our governance requires our participation to be approved by council and unfortunately this will 
not be possible before the 22 of January under the circumstances. Is there any chance that the 
deadline will be extended a few weeks? 
There is space on the application to describe the level of support that this proposal has from senior 
decision-makers, such as city managers, department heads, elected officials or official committees in 
your city or public body. We are not requiring city council approval but understand you may not be able 
to submit on behalf of the city without approval. We would accept an application understanding that, if 
selected, the city council's official approval is pending.  
 


