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So what is being done in the U.S.?

 Little movement at the national level until recently

 Since the mid-1990s 29 states have adopted plans to mitigate 
greenhouse gas emissions

 Since 1993 some 170 U.S. local governments have joined 
ICLEI’s Cities for Climate Protection Campaign, committing to 
prepare climate action plans

 Since the early 2000s three regional groupings of states have 
been organized for cap-and-trade in the 2010s



Data for this talk is from a 2007-8 study published in the Journal of 

the American Planning Association (Fall 2008) analyzing:

 all 29 states with plans of some sort, 

 all 18 Cities for Climate Protection members with more than 

500,000 residents, and 

 17 selected smaller trend-setter local jurisdictions



Origins and nature of U.S. climate plans

2006 temperature 

deviation from 100 

year average

 The main motivation is usually not fear of catastrophes (hurricanes, 

drought, flooding), fear of dependence on foreign oil (we’ve been 

dependent for a long time), or desire to stimulate green industry

 Plans usually arise because elected leaders and citizens have a 

genuine desire to address the global problem

 Plans also arise for political reasons: mayors and governors improve 

their reputations by setting GHG goals or initiating plans

 The focus is usually city- or state-

wide, although some plans just 

consider government operations.

 Plans usually set goals for 2012, 

2020, and/or 2050

 Implementing plans has been 

much harder than creating them



Popular city actions:

 Green government buildings   

(require LEED rating)

 Alternative fuels for public fleets 

 Municipal power from renewable 

sources

 Methane recovery at landfills

 Urban forestry programs

 Expand recycling programs

 Incentives for homeowners to 

add solar, upgrade efficiency

Popular state actions:

 Green government buildings 

(require LEED rating)

 Alternative fuels for public  fleets

 Require electric utilities to use 

renewable sources 

 Require reduced CO2 

emissions from vehicles (more 

efficient vehicles)

 Incentives for renewable energy 

 Join regional alliances for cap-

and-trade

Roof of Chicago’s green building 

resource center



Main elements of Boulder’s Climate Action 
Plan, adopted 2007, updated 2009:

 Reduce workplace energy use through 
education, rebates, loans, building tune-
ups

 Reduce residential energy use through 
smart grid, education, rebates, loans, 
carbon tax, potential new code requirement 
for existing buildings

 Tougher energy codes for new construction

 Promote solar, wind, and cogeneration 
through grants, rebates, tax credits

 Improve bus, bike, and pedestrian 
transportation; reduce use of public fleets

 Promote waste reduction

 Urban forestry

Example: Boulder, Colorado



Climate change is a major theme in NYC’s 

2007 plan

4 main climate actions:

 Avoid sprawl (reclaim contaminated land 

for  new housing and parks)

 Clean power (convert existing plants; 

expand distributed generation; promote 

renewables)

 Increase efficiency of existing buildings 

and appliances

 Mobility: improve transit and efficiency of 

taxis and private cars

Example: New York City

50% of projected GHG savings 

are from energy retrofits of 

existing buildings. 18% are from 

transportation.



Example: 

California

California’s 

strategies  to 

reduce emissions 

to 1990 levels by 

2020

transportation measures 

in red

Recommended strategy Millions of metric ton CO2-eq. 

reduction by 2020

GHG emissions standards for vehicles 31.7

Increased efficiency for new appliances and buildings 26.4

Require utilities to provide 33% of electricity from renewables 21.6

Reformulated motor vehicle fuels 16.5

Reducing refrigerants and other non-CO2 greenhouse gases 16.2

Forest management/forest fire prevention 5.0

Efficiency measures for existing vehicles, such as improved tyre maintenance 4.8

Increased water-related energy efficiency 4.8

Requiring more energy-efficient transportation of goods, such as electrification 

of ships in port

3.7

Increased efficiency standards for medium/heavy duty vehicles 2.5

California solar program 2.1

Encourage local governments to build more walkable communities/reduce 

commuting

2.0

Reduction in state government carbon footprint 1.0–2.0

High speed rail 1.0

Landfill methane capture standards 1.0

Voluntary dairy methane capture 1.0

Unspecified cuts through cap-and-trade program 35.2

Energy audits for large industrial emitters unknown

TOTAL At least 176.1

GOAL 169

Source: California Air 

Resources Board/Sacramento 

Bee (2008)



The Role of Transportation

 27 percent of U.S. emissions overall

 40 percent in California

 >50 percent in some California cities and towns

Source: World 

Resources Institute



The U.S. has resisted steps to reduce transportation 

emissions for a long time….

QuickTime™ and a
TIFF (LZW) decompressor

are needed to see this picture.

This cartoon is 

from 1984!



But now mobility is a key part of many plans

 Virtually all state and local climate change plans address 

transportation

 States mainly do so by regulating vehicle efficiency and carbon 

content of gas  

 Cities do so by improving bike, pedestrian, and public transit options

 Both state and local plans often call for “smart growth” to change 

land use so as to lower transportation emissions 

California + 16 other states will regulate 

tailpipe CO2 emissions (to be 30% lower 

for vehicles in 2016 than 2000)

California is also requiring reformulated 

gasoline (10% reduction in carbon 

intensity of fuel by 2020)



Specific actions cities and metro regions are taking:
 Increasing parking charges

 High-occupancy vehicle lanes

 Traffic flow improvements

 Alternative fuels for buses and municipal fleets

 Bike/pedestrian planning

 New light rail transit

Specific actions they are not taking:
 Increasing gas taxes

 Congestion charges

 Increasing transit subsidies/lowering fares

 High speed rail, yet

 Moving quickly to change land use patterns



One of the biggest U.S. challenges is to reform land use

 Ewing et al., 2007: “with more compact development, people drive 

20 to 40 percent less”

 Holtzclaw et al., 2002: urban densities reduce VMT 43% in the San 

Francisco Bay Area

To meet 2020 GHG goals, land use changes don’t matter much

To meet 2050 goals, they matter a lot

Suburban landscape 

near Dallas, Texas: 

poorly connected, non-

contiguous, automobile 

dependent





Future challenges regarding mobility & U.S. 

climate change planning

 Changing land use to reduce the need to travel

 Changing lifestyles so that people live more locally

 Changing economic incentives for driving/driving alone

 Improving alternative modes: walking, bicycling, transit

 New mobility options: car-sharing, station cars, on-demand

van service, guaranteed ride home

 Improving motor vehicle efficiency: plug-in hybrids as the 

wave of the future?

Big question: How can we increase public 

awareness of climate change and 

leverage political support for these 

changes?


