UNLOCKING THE POTENTIAL FOR URBAN ACTION
MAXIMIZING THE ROLE OF CITIES
IN A LOW-CARBON FUTURE

CITIES COULD REDUCE
ANNUAL GLOBAL GREENHOUSE
GAS (GHG) EMISSIONS BY

URBAN GHG ABATEMENT POTENTIAL
By “Best” Role Of City Government
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or 15% of the GHG reductions required to keep
warming to less that 2C, relative to pre-Paris
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TO ACHIEVE FULL POTENTIAL FOR
URBAN ACTION, CITIES SHOULD
FOCUS ON WHAT THEY DO BEST

NATIONAL GOVERNMENTS CAN HELP
UNLOCK CITY POTENTIAL MORE QUICKLY
AND COST-EFFECTIVELY BY:

FOR ABOUT 20 PERCENT OF URBAN GHG ABATEMENT
POTENTIAL, CITIES SHOULD TAKE THE LEAD, FOCUSING ON THE
TRANSPORTATION SECTOR.
Role in action: U.S. cities are taking the lead to promote compact
urban forms and transit-oriented development. The federal
government could broaden and deepen these efforts by providing
greater funding for urban planning and transit development, and
adopting policies to drive more private investment in sustainable
urban infrastructure.

ESTABLISHING NATIONAL POLICY FRAMEWORKS AND
INCENTIVE STRUCTURES
National political and policy direction is often a strong enabler of urban GHG
mitigation, especially when accompanied by efforts to coordinate policy formulation at
multiple levels of government. Fiscal and political incentive mechanisms can also be
effective for enabling city-level action.

PROVIDING, OR IMPROVING ACCESS TO,
FINANCIAL RESOURCES
FOR ABOUT 40 PERCENT OF URBAN ABATEMENT POTENTIAL,
CITIES ARE BEST POSITIONED TO IMPLEMENT NATIONAL POLICIES
FOCUSING ON RESIDENTIAL AND COMMERCIAL BUILDINGS SECTORS.
Role in action: In China, cities are required to implement national
and provincial energy and carbon intensity targets. While cities in
China have effectively developed local industrial energy plans and
targets, and provided technical assistance and incentives, the
national government can provide greater support by bolstering
local energy auditing capacity.

TO ACHIEVE ANOTHER 40 PERCENT OF URBAN ABATEMENT,
CITIES CAN INDEPENDENTLY ENHANCE THE EFFECTIVENESS
OF POLICIES ENACTED AT HIGHER LEVELS OF GOVERNMENT
THROUGH INCENTIVES, EDUCATION, PERMITTING, AND
INFRASTRUCTURE DEVELOPMENT.
Role in action: In 2012, the Brazilian federal government passed
legislation authorizing net metering for residential and commercial
solar installations up to 1 MW in capacity. Local governments can
enhance the effect of this legislation through regulation, incentives,
and education. Specific policies include providing tax incentives
facilitating permits for rooftop solar installation as well as effective
communication and outreach to households.

Often, city governments are best positioned to undertake mitigation measures, but they
are budget constrained. National governments can address this shortcoming by
providing direct funding support and enacting reforms to improve cities’ access to
private capital.

STRENGTHENING CAPACITY AND IMPROVING
GOVERNANCE STRUCTURES
Through training and outreach programs, national governments can assist local
governments in obtaining the technical capacity they need to effectively undertake
specific kinds of mitigation actions. National governments can also promote better
sharing of information and expertise among different levels of government to enable
smarter policy design and implementation.

ALIGNING POLICIES AND ELIMINATING CONFLICTS
In some cases, national or state policies may actively conflict with city government
priorities, or otherwise inhibit city-level actions. Aligning policies and properly delegating
authority can enable cities to pursue urban mitigation more effectively.

COUNTRY-SPECIFIC VERTICAL INTEGRATION PRIORITIES

CHINA

UNITED STATES
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DEEPENING NATIONAL
AMBITION

GREATER NATIONAL
POLICY COORDINATION

ENGAGING CITIES TO
IMPLEMENT NEW GUIDELINES

While China’s national government is centralized and
unitary, cities have significant autonomy and
responsibility. China’s cities offer unique, significant
opportunities for vertically integrated urban-scale GHG
mitigation. New national policies or reforms could help
better allocate roles and achieve deeper GHG reductions.
Some possible improvements include:

The U.S. is pursuing a wide range of policies that help to contain
urban-scale GHG emissions. The greatest challenge is a lack of
policy direction and coordination at the national level, leading
to significant variation in effort among different states and cities.
Opportunities for improved vertical policy coordination aimed
at urban areas include:

Cities play a key role in Brazil; both states and cities have
significant legal authority to implement emission reduction
policies. Recently adopted national guidelines related to urban
climate and energy policy have provided direction for local
and state governments. The critical next step is to ensure that
cities are engaged to implement them. Some opportunities for
vertically integrated policy reforms include:

• Providing more resources and capacity to cities for
new building energy code enforcement
• Providing more financial resources to cities to oversee
and enable building retrofits
• Enacting power sector reforms to promote energy
efficiency and greater penetration of distributed
renewable power

Achieving deeper energy savings and GHG
reductions will require a consolidation of
capacities and lessons learned, and moves
toward more ambitious, comprehensive
national standards.

• Establishing stronger national policy frameworks for
urban GHG mitigation
• Expanding adoption and improving enforcement of
building energy efficiency codes
• Providing better coordination of freight transport
systems

Urban actions could greatly assist the United States in
meeting its overall climate policy goals, including
achieving targets set by the U.S. EPA’s Clean Power Plan,
which regulates CO2 emissions from power plants.

• Expanding city government roles in energy efficiency labeling
and outreach programs
• Diversifying and integrating modal transportation systems
• Promoting vehicle electrification and transportation biofuels

Beyond these measures, achieving full urban
mitigation potential in Brazil will require
ratcheting up national standards, including
adoption of mandatory building energy codes.

For more information, please refer to the full report
“What Cities Do Best: How to Maximize the Role of Cities in a Low-Carbon Future”

