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Why do cities matter?

● 55% of people live in cities globally as of 2018, 65% by 2050 (source: United 
Nations)

● Cities account for 70% of global CO2 emissions (source: United Nations)



People who live in cities experience 
environmental health impacts



Climate change threats are highly present in cities 



Current population on land below 
projected mean higher high water 
level in 2100 assuming intermediate 
carbon emissions (RCP 4.5) and 
relatively stable Antarctic ice sheets 
(sea level model K14). Estimates 
based on CoastalDEM.

Factor by which CoastalDEM 
increases estimates of people on 
vulnerable land over SRTM in each 
country under K14/RCP 4.5.

190 million people currently occupy global land below projected high tide lines for 
2100 under low carbon emissions



What types of climate change policies 
do cities create?

Policies intended to reduce 
emissions and accelerants of 
climate change

Policies intended to create 
infrastructure that will help 
living creatures survive 
changing planetary conditions

Mitigation

Adaptation



City Climate Action Plans (CAPs)
● Threat identification and assessment 
● History + previous action
● Mitigation strategies (if applicable)
● Adaptation strategies (if applicable)



Three Pillars of C40 CAPs Framework



Santa Barbara
142 pages



Salt Lake City
15 pages



Atlanta
78 pages



Ottawa
35 pages



Is it good? 
Or is it just greenwashing?



How do we know if city climate 
change policies are actually good?

Is the policy based on 
data?

Is the policy funded or 
resourced in some way?

Are a variety of stakeholders 
consulted and involved in 
implementation?

Is there a plan to evaluate 
effectiveness of the policy 
during and after 
implementation?



Some areas of city climate action policy:

● Renewable energy

● Transportation and Housing 

● Greenspaces

● Recycling

● Emergency preparedness



Renewable 
Energy



Are “net-zero” 
cities really 
“net-zero”?



net-zero emissions
carbon dioxide (CO2) or greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions = 

carbon dioxide (CO2) or greenhouse gas (GHG) removal



net-zero 
=/=

zero emissions



Examples of renewable 
energy transitions in Latin 

America



Mexico City
● Solar energy (Solar City or Cuidad Solar)

● Solar water heating systems and solar PV in 
public buildings, small and medium businesses

● Retrofitting public buildings 

● Waste-to-energy biogas ramp up (15% per year)



Palmas (Brazil)
● 2035 goal generate 100% of local 

electricity supply from solar PV

● City-level tax incentive -- discount of up 
to 80% on two municipal taxes for a 
period of five years.

● Financed through municipal tax 
increase



Recife (Brazil)
● 2050 carbon neutrality goal 

● 2037 goal of 100% renewable energy 
sources for city-wide operations

● Municipal forum for citizen/resident 
participation

● Meetings are public and also 
includes local energy company



Watch out!
● Carbon offsets

● Emissions tracking



Alternative tracking methods
● Consumption-based 

● “Border taxes”

● Ownership-based



Is net-zero carbon emissions good 
policy?

Is the policy based on 
data?

Is the policy funded or 
resourced in some way?

Are a variety of stakeholders 
consulted and involved in 
implementation?

Is there a plan to evaluate 
effectiveness of the policy 
during and after 
implementation?



Transportation 
and Housing



How do housing and 
transportation policies impact 
climate adaptation and 
mitigation?



A little history lesson...

Redlining:

The systematic and 
discriminatory practice by 
which banks, insurance 
companies, and other 
companies restrict access to 
services based on geographic 
areas.





“Redlined neighborhoods, which remain 
lower-income and more likely to have 
Black or Hispanic residents, consistently 
have far fewer trees and parks that help 
cool the air. They also have more paved 
surfaces, such as asphalt lots or nearby 
highways, that absorb and radiate heat.” 
- NYT, 8/24/2020



Urban Heat Island Effects



Homeless populations face high 
health risks from air pollution

Source: “Air Pollution-Related Health Impacts on Individuals Experiencing Homelessness: Environmental Justice and Health 
Vulnerability in Salt Lake County, Utah” (DeMarco et al, 2020)



How can city housing and 
transportation policy address 
climate change and the legacy 
of redlining?



We need to change 
the ways in which we 
plan, fund, build, and 
organize communities 
and transportation.



“Infill” Housing
The process of building new housing in already established neighborhoods. 
Ex: replacing single-family units with brownstones or townhomes.



Accessory Dwelling Units (ADUs)
“Accessory dwelling units–ground floor suites, garage conversions, additions, laneway homes–are one of the most 
significant, cheapest, fastest untapped opportunities for meaningful progress on affordable housing, social 
connectedness and climate action. Doubling occupancy in a single-detached home essentially cuts per capita 
housing GHGs in half. When ADUs are situated close to jobs, services and transit, GHGs reductions are even more 
dramatic.”- Renewable Cities, 2018



Policy to support infill/higher density 
housing



What does housing density look like in Salt Lake City?



Combating gentrification and displacement

Education – combating predation of vulnerable homeowners

Technical assistance – understanding development opportunities

Financial assistance – increasing access to capital for 
development

Education – tenant rights, financial literacy

Financial assistance – stabilization

Incentives to property owners

Expanding supply – land trusts, co-housing, cooperative housing

Renters

Homeowners



Neighborhood Equity in Ottawa



Is upzoning housing policy good 
policy?

Is the policy based on 
data?

Is the policy funded or 
resourced in some way?

Are a variety of stakeholders 
consulted and involved in 
implementation?

Is there a plan to evaluate 
effectiveness of the policy 
during and after 
implementation?



Transportation 

● Electric/renewable sourced 
energy buses

● More mass transit options  = 
lower emissions

● More housing density near 
mass transit options = lower 
emissions



Transportation in Cities



Santiago de Chile
●   450 electric buses (6% of fleet)

● By 2022, 5K replaced

● By 2025, all electric fleet

● Solar PV park (2018) provides 50% of 
the city’s energy



London
●   Transport for London (TfL) manages all the 

public transport- the Underground, bus 
routes, cycle hire, taxis, light rails, trams, street 
design. 

● Comprehensive management of all transit 
systems allow for deeper cuts and streamlined 
ability to reduce emissions.

● Solar PV placement along track lines and in all 
TfL buildings-- up to 6% of all Underground’s 
energy demands

● Using transport heat to provide heat to homes

● Strategic use of batteries at points with high 
energy loss

● Direct power purchase agreements with wind 
farms



Does your city have good 
transportation policy?

Is the policy based on 
data?

Is the policy funded or 
resourced in some way?

Are a variety of stakeholders 
consulted and involved in 
implementation?

Is there a plan to evaluate 
effectiveness of the policy 
during and after 
implementation?



Green 
spaces



What do green spaces actually 
do?

Who has access to green 
spaces?



Green spaces help adaptation needs

● Improved air quality 
● Reduced temperature (5-20 degrees C)
● Reduced likelihood of flooding



Assessing Urban 
Green Spaces



Hanoi



Fukuoka



Taipei



Equity in urban green spaces
● “larger parks that can support urban forests, jogging or biking are more likely to be 

located in wealthier, whiter areas of the city (e.g., the Monon trail in Indianapolis, 
Indiana; Central Park in New York City, New York; Forest Park in St. Louis, Missouri).”

● “parks in poorer, Black majority neighborhoods, may be co-located near hazardous 
sites, may previously have been the sites of severe pollution (Su et al. 2011, p 323), or 
lack upgraded amenities” (Sister, Wolch, and Wilson 2010, p 244).

● “lower-income neighborhoods were more likely to have higher user density than 
higher-income neighborhoods” (Sister, Wolch, and Wilson 2010, p 240)

● “parks in low income communities were more likely to contain basketball courts, less 
likely to have trails, and less likely to have aesthetic features” (Vaughan et al. 2013, p 13)



Addressing green space equity
● Acknowledge that not all green spaces are the same 
● Prioritize and co-plan with Black, Indigenous, and other historically 

marginalized communities 
● Public-Private-Partnership (PPP) vs. community-owned
● Emphasise on long-term inclusion vs. short-term or project specific inclusion



Recycling



https://docs.google.com/file/d/13I5tr8bMGkcOcygBzdjBDsY6CyV0DEHG/preview




Why isn’t recycling more 
accessible for everyone?



Recycling programs are based on...

Demand in market = payment for post-consumer 
recyclables 

Government regulations can sustain market 
demand; recycling requires equipment, salaries 
and other costs.

Markets

Municipalities



Best practices for municipal recycling

1) Set recycling priorities with data 
2) Make it convenient 
3) Incentivize participation
4) Make information about recycling easy to find and 

positive
5) Get buy-in from collection workers and waste 

management operators
6) Maximize recyclable revenues and create local markets 

for reuse





Is your municipal recycling policy 
good policy?

Is the policy based on 
data?

Is the policy funded or 
resourced in some way?

Are a variety of stakeholders 
consulted and involved in 
implementation?

Is there a plan to evaluate 
effectiveness of the policy 
during and after 
implementation?



What types of limitations do cities 
experience?

- Federalism, etc plastic bag bans

- Utility coordination 

- Federal policy misalignment

- Financial limitations   



US state preemption legislation- plastic 
bags



Emergency 
Preparedness



Emergency preparedness is largely not 
updated for climate change realities
● Ex: New Orleans requires an 82 hour notice for 

mandatory evacuation of the city







What should you push your city on?
1) TRANSPORTATION
2) Incentives for efficient appliances
3) Plans and structures for clean energy transitions (especially solar)
4) Emergency preparedness updates
5) Housing-first policies and housing density
6) Low/zero-energy buildings



How do you get involved with city climate 
action efforts in Ottawa?

1) Get involved with groups like Ecology Ottawa
2) Learn about who is most vulnerable to climate change impacts in your 

community
3) Read through the Ottawa Climate Change Master plan 
4) Ask questions and reach out to the Ottawa Climate Change and Resiliency 

team 



City Climate 
Action 
Networks



Why do cities participate in networks?
● To share general knowledge, vision

● To share technological or policy expertise

● To demonstrate leadership locally, nationally, internationally



Examples of City Climate 
Action Networks



ICLEI



Urban 
Sustainability 
Directors 
Network



C40/
Global Covenant 
of Mayors 



Low Carbon Cities 
Canada (LC3)



Regional 
Networks



@devon_cantwell
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