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Thinking About Sustainable Cities 
By Steven Cohen, Professor in the Practice of Public Affairs, Columbia University School of International and Public Affairs

Given the current state of global politics, city-led 
responses to the challenges of climate change are likely  
to set an example for policy at the national, regional, and 
international levels. Community-based solutions to 
climate adaptation and sustainable development play an 
important role in the development and implementation  
of innovative sustainability practices.

WHAT ARE SOME OF THESE KEY/MOST 
IMPORTANT OR MOST INNOVATIVE BEST 
PRACTICES IN CITY-DRIVEN SUSTAINABLE 
DEVELOPMENT?

One of the key urban innovations has been the growth  
of urban sustainability planning. Former NYC Mayor 
Michael Bloomberg was a pioneer in this field with the 
development of PLANYC2030. What was key to 
Bloomberg’s thinking was the integration of economic 
development with environmental protection? In New 
York City, the process began when Dan Doctoroff, 
Bloomberg’s Deputy Mayor for Economic Development 
presented population growth projections for the city 
indicating that New York would add a million people  
by 2030. Bloomberg was concerned that the added 
population would overtax the city’s energy, water, 
transit, social welfare, education, and open space 
resources. This concern led to the creation of an office  
of Long-Term Planning and Sustainability. That office 
developed PLANYC2030.

The process of developing the sustainability plan 
required that real estate developers and environmental 
justice advocates sit in the same room and develop a set 
of goals and metrics for the city’s sustainability effort. 
One feature of the planning process was the recognition 
that due to global communication, transportation, and 
network management, cities now compete globally for 
business, residents, and tourists. A city with inadequate 
transportation, polluted air, frequent floods, and 
crowded public spaces would lose that competition. For 
that reason, environmental sustainability needed to be 
seen as an economic asset for the city.

In developing the plan New York embarked on reducing 
waste, enhancing energy efficiency, planting trees and 
proposing congestion pricing for New York’s Central 
Business district. The planning process included the 

routine reporting of sustainability metrics. After 
Hurricane Sandy hit, this office added climate 
adaptation and resiliency to its core function, and  
a multi-billion-dollar plan to reinforce coastal 
infrastructure was developed and has begun to be 
implemented over the past several years.

A key innovative practice related to climate resiliency 
has been the development of green infrastructure.  
The goal has been to reduce the city’s impermeable 
surfaces and replace them with vegetation and surfaces 
designed to naturally absorb water. The program aimed 
to reduce flooding and particularly to reduce 
environmentally destructive combined sewage 
overflow, where the high volume of sewage during a 
rain event causes sewage treatment to be bypassed.  
The traditional method of dealing with flooding was to 
construct holding tanks and other forms of “gray” 
infrastructure. Green infrastructure not only absorbs 
water but reduces the heat island effect, absorbs carbon 
dioxide, and creates an amenity for city residents to 
enjoy. Holding tanks and similar structures take up 
space and provide no positive side effects.

HOW CAN CITY-LEVEL/“LOCAL” SOLUTIONS 
BE LEVERAGED ON A BROADER AND 
GLOBAL SCALE, AND WHO MIGHT BE 
RESPONSIBLE FOR OR TAKE LEADERSHIP 
ON THESE EFFORTS?

In his book, Laboratories of Democracy, David Osborne 
described states as places where policy innovations can 
be tested before they are adopted on a larger, national 
scale. In the 21st century, I believe that many global cities 
have become homes for innovative programs such as 
bike sharing, microgrids, community gardens, and 
similar community-based practices. A host of NGO’s 
have arisen to convene mayors, and other civic leaders to 
share lessons learned. Leadership has been developed 
locally while lessons have been applied globally. If we 
had an American President who understood these 
issues, the U.S., due to the size of its economy, would 
almost naturally provide leadership on these issues.  
In the short run, the mayors, corporate leaders, and 
community leaders are on their own.
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But I would also point to California as an example of  
the importance of states in advancing the sustainability 
agenda. California has led the nation and indeed the 
world on environmental policy for over a half a century. 
The urgency of the climate crisis is now driving 
environmental policy in California. While most of 
California’s greenhouse gasses come from motor 
vehicles, decarbonizing the grid makes electricity a 
renewable resource. This, in turn, means that the 
transition from the internal combustion engine to the 
electric vehicle becomes an even more important goal 
for that state.

While there have been proposals to ban the internal 
combustion engine in California by 2040, it is not clear 
that an outright ban is politically feasible or will be 
needed. If electric vehicles are better and cheaper than 
those powered by the internal combustion engine, 
market forces will drive fossil fuel powered vehicles  
into the junkyard. A ban might accelerate the process, 
and France, Germany, and Norway have already 
enacted long-term bans of fossil fuel powered vehicles. 
In this country, the combination of carbon-free 
electricity and electric vehicles may well be the  
signature accomplishment of California’s path- 
breaking climate policy. 

Decarbonization will not be achieved by a single magical 
global treaty or an equally magical new technology.  
It will require many national, state and local policies, 
many organizational behaviors, many new technologies 
and a step by step slog through the mud. I believe we  
will get from here to there, and it will be places like 
California that will show us the way to do it.

In this country, our national Environmental Protection 
Agency is shrinking at the very time we need it to increase 
its capacity to understand and govern the nation’s 
environment. But despite that distressing fact, the 
fundamental environmental functions performed by 
state, county and city governments will continue to 
grow. They are growing because our population is growing 
along with our knowledge of the health effects of pollution
—and because we expect government to protect us from 
knowable dangers. We may not always know what’s in our 
food or water, but when we see people getting sick, or 
when we find out that a slow-acting toxin like lead is in our 
water, we demand government to act to protect us. 
Governors, mayors, and county executives get this, and 
until recently, so did presidents.

HOW WILL URBAN SUSTAINABILITY 
EFFORTS BE FUNDED?

Much of the capital for urban sustainability will come 
from private parties interested in reducing their 
exposure to climate and other forms of environmental 
risk. Public–private partnerships will also fund some  
of these initiatives, while others will be completely 
funded by the public. State taxes on energy use in 
California and New York now provide funding for those 
energy efficiency and renewable energy projects that 
require subsidy. In some cities, congestion fees and tolls 
on motor vehicles help fund mass transit. A wide variety  
of revenue streams and sources of funding are 
responsible for the capital and operating funds needed 
for sustainability initiatives.

But some efforts will need to be controlled and funded 
purely by government. For example, in the New York 
metropolitan area, the Corps of Engineers is engaged in  
a massive program of beach replenishment, jetty 
construction, dune engineering, and ocean-front planting 
designed to absorb and control flood water. New York 
City has nearly 600 miles of shoreline and the resilience 
programs that have arisen after Hurricane Sandy are 
only the first stage of what will be a century-long effort to 
protect the New York metropolitan region and its huge 
investment in buildings and infrastructure. The long-
term cost of these adaptation efforts depends entirely on 
the success of global efforts to mitigate global warming. 
One inch of sea level rise requires less investment than 
one foot of sea level rise. Given New York’s dependence on 
a global economy and food supply system, resiliency for 
New York requires that we also protect our distant 
supplies of food, water, and material production as well. 
All are threatened by climate change. 

HOW CAN CITIES WORK BETTER WITHIN 
THEIR OWN INFRASTRUCTURES AND 
BUREAUCRACIES, AS WELL AS ACROSS 
CITIES AND THROUGH NETWORKS  
(FORMAL AND INFORMAL) TO SHAPE 
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT AND WORK 
TOWARDS INNOVATIVE CLIMATE 
MITIGATION POLICIES?

The idea is simple enough: the government invests in 
green infrastructure and stimulates the private 
investment needed to decarbonize and modernize the 
American economy. So how will we ever get a Green 
New Deal? First, we won’t see it while Donald Trump is 
president. But there is big money in infrastructure―
green, blue or red. And a policy to invest in modernizing 
the electric grid, subsidizing renewable energy, 
promoting electric vehicles and making our homes and 
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businesses more energy efficient can be a political 
winner. Powerful economic interests and labor unions 
will support infrastructure investment. The heavy lift 
will be raising the tax rates on the wealthy to pay for it. 
America has gotten used to paying low taxes and living 
in debt. It will take real political leadership and 
sustained grassroots mobilization to make this happen. 

The road to the sustainable city requires a 
sophisticated relationship between the public and 
private sectors. Government must learn to identify with 
the needs of private companies and empathize with their 
concerns. In turn, private firms must understand 
government’s responsibility to achieve the public good.  
I expect that the rate of disruptive change in urban 
systems to continue and to accelerate in the future.  
The pressure to address governance needs will increase, 
and the best way to meet that need is for both sectors to 
enhance their ability to coordinate and cooperate.

Because we live in a complex, interconnected world 
where human economic, social and political systems 
change rapidly as do the natural systems we depend on 
and abuse. We need to better understand the 
interactions of these systems and learn to manage them 
at the organizational level and regulate them when 
needed by government. We need the knowledge to 
manage this complexity and that will require improved 
best practices and effective and enforceable rules. The 
planet we share has become fragile in the hands of 
humans and our technology. But as I often say, our 
species is ingenious and we are not suicidal. I believe we 
will build a renewable resource-based economy and live 
in sustainable cities

This publication was made possible (in part) by a grant 
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the author(s).
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