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Can Cities Stop Runaway Climate Change?

ood news, at a time when news about climate change is so rarely good: Mayors and

policymakers have the power to significantly reduce the threat of climate change through the

infrastructure decisions they make in the next five years.

As a planet, we can only risk emitting 1000 gigatons (Gt) of C02 into the atmosphere this century.

According to myriad studies, 80 percent of this “carbon budget” is already locked-in by past policy

decisions and investments in inefficient, high-carbon infrastructure, like coal-fired power plants. The

International Energy Agency predicts the world could lock in the rest of that budget, 200 Gt C02, by

2020.

But a new report by the C40 Cities Climate Leadership Group (C40) and Stockholm Environment

Institute (SEI) points to a hopeful path for cities and their leaders.

With 1.5 million people moving into cities and towns every week, the construction and refurbishment of

urban infrastructure will account for one third of the remaining global carbon budget. That means cities

have a crucial choice: build green infrastructure instead of traditional, and avoid locking in 45 Gt C02 by

2030, eight times the US’s current annual emissions.

Green infrastructure is also more economical in the long term. According to the C40 report, building

low carbon infrastructure in the next five years will be four times less expensive for cities than building

high carbon infrastructure that will need to be replaced in the future.

“I do think this is one of the stronger good news messages to come out on this front,” says Seth

Schultz, Director of Research, Measurement and Planning at C40, “If you have a lot of faith, as I do, in

local leaders.”
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C40 connects policymakers from 82 cities around the planet committed to addressing climate change

and reducing carbon emissions. Global mayors and policymakers come together through C40 to learn

from each other about urban environmental issues, like waste management, building efficiency, and

transportation.

“Mayors are incentivized on providing safety, economic security, growth and a healthy environment for

people,” says Schultz. Not all C40 mayors may be direct advocates of the environment, but they’re all

advocates of providing these crucial assurances to their cities, he says, and this report suggests that

investing in green infrastructure is a way to do that.

Schultz says mayors can also use this report as evidence that local measures can have an impact on a

global crisis. Electric busses and stormwater recycling may seem like too little too late, but this

report shows these small local changes, if enough cities take them on, have a powerful effect.

“Mayors are increasingly having an appetite to be recognized more broadly and even internationally for

the roles that they are playing,” says Schultz. “Mayors are no longer just in charge of their

municipality…but they have a huge role to play, and it’s actually their collective role that will make a

difference.”

The report is the first to identify not just infrastructure, but urban infrastructure in particular as a

major opportunity to decrease emissions. Meaning the onus falls on cities and mayors, but national

governments, private industry, and individuals all have roles to play in much-needed changes.

The most impactful green infrastructure improvements fall in three broad categories: heating and

cooling systems, transportation, and energy supply.

Cities in cold climes can create policies to improve heating system efficiency and building shell

insulation; cities in warm climes, particularly those in the Globaouth with growing populations and

prosperous economies, can create policies to reduce energy waste related to air cooling.

Cities the world over could reduce carbon emissions by prioritizing density and connectivity, taking

steps like investing in bike infrastructure and public transit to decrease the number of people

dependent on private vehicles.

With the support of national governments and private industry, cities can cultivate green energy

sources, and become more efficient in how energy is stored, transported, and used.

“We’re not saying that cities can reduce all 30 percent [of the carbon budget] but they can have an

impact,” says Schulz. “This is good news, because [cities] are doing this stuff. [Cities] are uniquely

positioned to make a big impact now, and show the rest of the world that it’s possible: collaboration is

possible, change is possible.”

And the timing couldn’t be better. COP21 negotiations—which, for the first time in over 20 years, will
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aim to achieve a universal, legally binding agreement to keep global warming below 2°C—kick off in less

than 2 months, but the talks will focus on a post-2020 carbon budget. C40 and SEI’s report suggests

that significant changes can be made right now.

“Our leaders are capable of acting, have acted, want to act,” says Schultz, “We might be able to buy

ourselves a little time here.”

The Works is made possible with the support of the Surdna Foundation.

BECOME A NEXT CITY MEMBER TODAY

Jen Kinney is a freelance writer and documentary photographer. Her work has
also appeared in Satellite Magazine, High Country News online, and the
Anchorage Press. See her work at jakinney.com.

FOLLOW JEN  EMAIL JEN

TAGS: CLIMATE CHANGE

POLITICS

America Reacts as Tamir Rice’s Shooting Deemed
“Reasonable”

eports released in Cleveland this week call the shooting death of 12-year-old Tamir Rice tragic,

reasonable and justified. Rice, an African-American child was playing with an air gun at a city

park in Cleveland when police got a call from someone saying they saw him with a gun and were

unsure if it was real or fake. When police arrived at the scene, Timothy Loehmann, a white police

officer, shot him in the abdomen. Rice died at the hospital.

Unsurprisingly, the news sparked a strong reactions in Cleveland and across the country.

“He sugar-coated it,” one protestor, Brenda Bickerstaff told ABC News Cleveland. She was referring to

Cuyahoga County Prosecutor Timothy McGinty. “What they’re doing is the blanket, the blanket that
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