


Why does everyone think 
cities can save the planet?



“The new localism”

Cities are where 
people live

Democratically 
responsive

More pragmatic, 
less ideological

Nimbler, less 
bureaucratic
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Competitive 
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How should we measure 
urban sustainability?



Post-industrial cities’ 
low-carbon footprints 

are largely an 
accounting trick.
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REMOTE IMPACTS
In San Francisco, most of the carbon emissions associated with the consumption of goods by 
residents, firms and governments in 2008 arose beyond the city’s limits — elsewhere in the United 
States or overseas. Yet municipal sustainability initiatives target only the metropolitan area.   
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urban density in post-industrial cities are 
inextricably linked with global networks of 
production, consumption and distribution. 

KEY PLAYERS
It has become conventional wisdom that city 
leaders are more nimble and less ideological 
than their national counterparts. These two 
qualities, the story goes, allow leaders such as 
New York’s former mayor Michael Bloomb-
erg and former Bogotá mayor Enrique 
Peñalosa, along with networks such as the 
C40 Large Cities Leadership Group, to take 
the lead in confronting global sustainability 
challenges — even as international treaty 
efforts and national policymaking stall.

This ‘urban turn’ in policy and discourse 
captures important truths. But it obscures 
the fact that municipalities are more nimble 
because they wield less power. Municipal 
governments lack access to industrial policy, 
welfare systems and tax regimes. They have 
limited control over consumption patterns 
and large-scale infrastructure. And cities are 
bound by competitive pressures that pit them 
against each other in the pursuit of capital 
investment and talented workers. Municipali-
ties thus tend to pursue sustainability policies 
that are also economic-development policies, 
and these disproportionately focus on affluent 
central business districts or residential areas 
designed to attract skilled professionals. 

This challenges, for instance, the good 
intent of the United Nations’ Sustainable 
Development Goals for cities. Reaching 
these goals requires strong national policy 
commitments to new regional infrastructure 
programmes, cash transfers to poor people, 
and local governance reform across urban 
regions. 

State, provincial and national governments 
can apply sustainability policies across local 
jurisdictional lines. In the aftermath of Hur-
ricane Sandy, which hit the US east coast in 
2012, some of the dozens of small municipali-
ties on the New Jersey Shore independently 
attempted to build new ‘hard’ seawalls, 
despite concerns that these would displace 
storm surges to their neighbours. Only higher 
levels of government can prevent such ‘beg-
gar-thy-neighbour’ local politics.

And grass-roots groups bring about 
change from the bottom up. Community-
based organizations, city-wide non-profit 
organizations and ad hoc social move-
ments shape cities’ built environment and 
lifestyle. But these groups are often over-
looked in discussions about sustainability 
policy because most of them do not frame 
their work in environmental terms. They are 
more likely to speak of a broader ‘right to 
the city’. Advocates for affordable housing 
and mass transit are proposing exactly the 
types of intervention that shrink individu-
als’ carbon footprints and improve commu-
nity resilience8. But they are rarely seen as 

prospective allies by green policymakers. 
Sustainability efforts that are indifferent 

to concerns about affordability and that lack 
support from community members are less 
just and less likely to succeed. In New York 
City, an effort to implement a congestion 
charge in central Manhattan failed in the face 
of public opposition. New Yorkers in outer 
boroughs viewed the plan as elitist and indif-
ferent to the concerns of poorer commuters. 
Still, some fledgling coalitions around equity 
and sustainability are emerging. Last year in 
São Paulo, a historic drought and state mis-
management of scarce water resources led 
housing movements and environmentalists 
— long at odds over how to deal with precari-
ous waterside settlements — to come together 
around a common agenda of housing and 
water justice9.

NEXT STEPS
First, urban environmental researchers need 
to supplement neighbourhood-specific and 
city-centric10 measurements, such as walk-
ability or commuting by public transport, 
with ones that better capture the broader 
dimensions of ecological sustainability and 
social equity. For instance, studies of changes 
to local transit systems should analyse the 
knock-on effects in regional housing and 
labour markets. 

Second, multicity low-carbon policy net-
works such as the C40 and climate-focused 
organizations such as the World Resources 
Institute in Washington DC should insist on 
— and support — all large cities carrying out 
standardized, consumption-based carbon-
footprint analyses. As well as providing more 
accurate accounts of specific cities’ carbon 
footprints, this would underscore the extent 
to which emissions levels are correlated with 
class and income.

Third, policymakers should treat social 
equity and ecological effectiveness as mutu-
ally reinforcing dynamics in urban sustain-
ability. They should bring the widest range of 

social movements to the table and see those 
groups’ demands — such as revitalizing rent 
regulation and public housing — as central. 
This would entail more frequent meetings of 
larger groups of stakeholders and different 
metrics of policy success. But it would also 
yield more creative, sophisticated and encom-
passing policies that would have broader pub-
lic support.

Only by expanding the spatial and social 
dimensions of urban policymaking can it be 
made truly sustainable and equitable. ■
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What are cities’ actual 
environmental agendas?



100 
Resilient 

Cities



Disaster preparedness 
(Los Angeles)

Economic development 
(Pittsburgh)

Climate action 
(Honolulu)

Racial equity 
(Boston)
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