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Today’s American cities are making important choices about how to reduce carbon emissions and address climate 
impacts in their communities. Cities are innovating creative policy approaches for sustainable growth across the 
country. The goal of this issue brief is to highlight effective approaches to addressing climate change currently 
underway by American city officials.

At a time when climate stewardship is more imperative than ever, it is paramount for policymakers to know 
what concrete steps other local government public policymakers are taking to ensure environmental quality. 
This issue brief provides a snapshot of the policy approaches cities can enact now to reduce carbon emissions and 
promote conservation.

It is also important to distinguish policy approaches that result in reduced carbon emissions and cleaner air, versus 
ones that merely serve to further politicize the climate issue without providing any real relief or environmental 
protection. A handful of cities and states, for example, are currently pursuing tort litigation against major fossil 
producers as a component of their climate policy. The futility of this sort of climate policy through litigation has 
become apparent, as the cases have been rebuked by legal scholars and attorneys general. Federal judges in New 
York City and San Francisco dismissed the climate lawsuits brought on by those municipalities noting that the 
courts are the wrong venue to address climate change.

While society must work out an equitable way to pay for the costs of climate change, the current suite of climate 
tort liability lawsuits does nothing to improve the climate challenges facing us. These lawsuits cannot reduce 
carbon emissions, improve environmental quality, or adequately analyze the problem of who is responsible to pay 
for damages that are caused, in part, by every single person who consumes energy. American law requires a clear 
link between causation and damages to establish liability in tort. Even if causation were established, the rule of 
joint and several liability requires plaintiffs who cause part of the damages to cover part of the costs of damages. 
Given that urban cities, in particular, are significant carbon emitters, this doctrine potentially makes plaintiff 
governments liable for damages, too. All of this combines to make attempts at damages recovery via the civil 
justice system dicey at best.

The litigation approach may even slow progress toward reducing emissions by damaging relationships in a time 
when governments will need to work with energy companies to promote sustainable solutions for society’s energy 
needs. Pursuing long-shot litigation against large companies consumes huge amounts of local government 
financial resources. Well-funded trial attorneys understandably take advantage of every procedural challenge 
available, including dragging out the litigation from the outset with jurisdictional challenges. The Supreme 
Court’s recent decision to grant review to consider procedural issues in BP p.l.c., et al., Petitioners v. Mayor and 
City Council of Baltimore underscores this point.

Instead of running the risk of spending potentially millions in legal fees and waiting years for the judicial system 
to decide whether or not companies are responsible for damages from climate change impacts, cities can 
immediately focus their limited resources on implementing policies that will improve sustainability, cut emissions, 
and thereby reduce the negative effects of climate change. Local programs already proven to be more successful in 
improving environmental quality than tort litigation include:

• Adopting specific and time-bound clean energy goals;
• Requiring net-zero carbon emissions for municipal buildings;
• Promoting and incentivizing energy efficiency with tax credits;
• Establishing a commercial PACE program to support the financing of energy-efficient businesses;
• Space-conscious and sustainable urban planning designs;
• Improved public transportation access; and
• Waste reduction programs.
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https://www.cnbc.com/2018/07/19/judge-tosses-nycs-climate-change-lawsuit-against-5-big-oil-companies.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2018/07/19/judge-tosses-nycs-climate-change-lawsuit-against-5-big-oil-companies.html
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/4559977-Case-Dismissed-6-25-2018.html
https://www.washingtonexaminer.com/policy/energy/environmentalists-see-path-to-trial-for-climate-nuisance-cases-after-latest-big-oil-loss
https://www.scotusblog.com/case-files/cases/bp-p-l-c-v-mayor-and-city-council-of-baltimore/
https://www.scotusblog.com/case-files/cases/bp-p-l-c-v-mayor-and-city-council-of-baltimore/
https://www.scotusblog.com/case-files/cases/bp-p-l-c-v-mayor-and-city-council-of-baltimore/
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Adopt a Clean Energy Goal
Cities, like states, can adopt clean energy goals. Over 150 U.S. cities have adopted a 100% clean energy goal, 
usually by 2030 or 2035. While this may sound ambitious with current technology, wind, solar, and hydro are not 
the only sources of clean energy anymore. There is increasing diversity of zero-emissions energy technology in 
development. Emerging advanced nuclear energy and carbon capture technologies are also zero-emissions. Cities 
should consider adopting an outcome-based clean energy goal that allows for zero-emissions power, regardless 
of the underlying source technology. This could come in the form of requiring sustainability certifications for 
new buildings, low-emissions buses for the public bus system, or public-private partnerships with ridesharing/
carsharing companies.

Adopt a Net-Zero Carbon Goal for Public Buildings
Buildings currently comprise 39% of carbon emissions occurring from energy-related processes. Municipalities can 
significantly reduce emissions by requiring new construction to have net-zero embodied carbon, which requires the 
use of supplies created through carbon-neutral processes. In the long run, managing the operations of a building 
with energy-efficient best practices (LED lights on timers, heating and cooling on surge timers, water-conserving 
plumbing, green rooftops, solar panels, etc.) will have the biggest ongoing impact toward reducing the carbon 
footprint of buildings in any given city. Starting with all public buildings, these policies can be rolled out citywide 
after local officials begin to see documentable results in reduced carbon emissions at their own workplaces.

Stewardship of a city’s climate must be done in a good faith effort, with local policymakers leading by example. 
Singapore is leading the way in reducing energy related carbon emissions from buildings by promoting the use of 
natural light as much as possible, using light exterior colors on buildings to reflect heat, installing massive banks of 
solar panels, and utilizing green walls and roofs to recycle water runoff. Some American municipalities are following 
the path set forward by Singapore. Chicago has three well-established programs for expedited permit processing 
and permit fee reductions for building projects that feature these sorts of energy efficient and green elements. 
Washington, D.C. has a green roof rebate program of $10 - $15 per square foot of green roof installed.

Promote Energy Efficiency
Incentivizing energy efficiency is another straightforward measure that cities can take to reduce their overall carbon 
footprint. The IRS already has a set tax credit for various energy-efficient home improvements (solar power, solar 
water heating, geothermal heat pumps, and so on), but some states, cities, and even companies are taking this 
further. Pennsylvania offers a tax rebate for solar water heaters and New Mexico offers a property tax exemption for 
homeowners who have installed and run their homes off of solar panels. PG&E in California offers a year-end rebate 
for consumers who have purchased energy efficient appliances, and the city of Tallahassee, Florida offers secured 
loans with fixed interest rates to citizens looking to make energy efficient home improvements.

A city can improve overall energy efficiency through tax credits, rebates, and other incentivizing measures. Other 
cities are enacting deterrent measures as well: establishing “dynamic pricing” tolls on major commuter routes 
where fares surge and drop with the amount of traffic. Some states, like California, employ increased tax rates for 
older vehicles that are less energy efficient than vehicles that are now available on the market. Decision-makers 
should keep in mind that increased taxes on late model vehicles is potentially punitive for lower-income citizens 
trying to save money. Regardless, creating a mix of incentives and deterrents around energy usage at home and on 
the road will create a wave of new energy efficiency adoptees.

https://www.worldgbc.org/embodied-carbon
http:/https://www.eco-business.com/opinion/green-buildings-singapores-natural-ally-in-climate-change-fight/
https://www.chicago.gov/city/en/depts/bldgs/provdrs/permits/svcs/green-permits.html
https://doee.dc.gov/greenroofs
https://www.irs.gov/newsroom/energy-incentives-for-individuals-residential-property-updated-questions-and-answers
https://www.moneycrashers.com/federal-green-energy-efficiency-tax-credits-home-improvement/
https://www.moneycrashers.com/federal-green-energy-efficiency-tax-credits-home-improvement/
https://ops.fhwa.dot.gov/publications/fhwahop08039/cp_prim1_08.htm
https://www.jstor.org/stable/20053948?seq=1
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Establish a Commercial PACE Program
PACE financing (Property Assessed Clean Energy financing) is a model of supporting the efforts of property owners 
who want to improve their properties in terms of energy use and sustainability. Originally spearheaded by the City 
of Berkeley in 2008, this model has been adopted by 31 states and the District of Columbia, so local municipalities 
in states which support this program should consider employing it. The loan is tied to the property and the property 
taxes, which means that the loan changes hands along with ownership of the property--enabling the energy 
efficient improvements to be more affordable to property owners. In PACE loan underwriting, the property value is 
assessed and then the financing is available and paid along with annual property taxes.

Using private capital and local investors to fund these loans will open up a public-private partnership and raise 
awareness of how companies and individuals are working toward a carbon-neutral future. Establishing a PACE 
program in your city will draw in capital and provide jobs at local green construction companies, in addition to 
reducing carbon emissions in a municipal area.

Sustainable Urban Planning
Urban design and engineering has evolved to provide measurable best practices for sustainable urban planning, so 
there’s little excuse for any municipality to not take advantage of the knowledge available and seek out available 
state-level grant funding for implementing these measures. Engineering roadways and parks to capture and recycle 
rainwater runoff into green spaces is a common practice in many forward-thinking cities in the United States, and 
can significantly reduce water consumption by the city when maintaining greenery in public spaces.

Creating pocket parks in urban areas can increase a neighborhood’s property values and reduce carbon emissions 
in the immediate area. Planting trees and protecting green spaces from overdevelopment is an intuitive and 
aesthetically pleasing public service that will help reduce overall carbon emissions. Incentivizing zoning for mixed-
use developments can reduce commute time for workers and thus their individual carbon footprints. Providing tax 
incentives and streamlining permitting processes for developments designed to maximize natural light and employ 
green zones will also promote sustainable urban planning practices.

Improve Public Transportation
Public transportation accessibility and reliability varies widely from city to city. In cities where mass transit 
options are well-maintained, punctual, and accessible (financially and disability-wise), and end up being faster 
than commuting on roadways, people usually find using their cars less enticing. But much of the public transit 
infrastructure in the United States was designed around redlining and is antiquated, which often makes public 
transportation inaccessible to various neighborhoods in many major cities. This leaves cities operating transit 
systems with failing infrastructure that has lasted long past its expiration date.

Investing in restoring public transit infrastructure to contemporary operational standards of efficiency and 
accessibility will make citizens more inclined to consider using mass transit. Requiring or encouraging buses (or 
even all city vehicles) to be powered by electricity has also been successful in reducing carbon emissions.

https://www.cityofberkeley.info/uploadedFiles/Planning_and_Development/Level_3_-_Energy_and_Sustainable_Development/Guide to Renewable Energy Financing Districts2009.pdf
https://www.cityofberkeley.info/uploadedFiles/Planning_and_Development/Level_3_-_Energy_and_Sustainable_Development/Guide to Renewable Energy Financing Districts2009.pdf
http://www.civilrightsdocs.info/pdf/docs/transportation/getting-home-july21.pdf
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Expanding existing public transit routes and doubling down on disability access compliance to provide equitable 
ease of access all throughout a city is a restorative justice responsibility for local municipalities. Similarly, providing 
incentives for employers to provide fare reimbursement or stipends would also move the needle further on who 
takes the bus or the subway to work and who drives their car. New York City led the way on this in 1984, and in 2006 
the IRS issued a new set of guidelines for the use of employer-funded debit cards for mass transit use, and other 
cities have begun jumping on board. Since 2009, the City of Berkeley has required all businesses with 10 employees 
or more to offer a commuter benefit program to their employees, although policies incentivizing such programs 
are likely more politically palatable than mandates. When it is easy for citizens in urban centers to use available 
public transit options, they will.

Reduce Waste
Public perception of waste is often skewed by the average citizen’s inability to see the collective mass of trash in 
landfills that they have contributed toward creating. If it’s out of sight, it feels less urgent. Raising public awareness 
about best practices for reducing waste is a simple way to raise conscientiousness among citizens’ waste habits. 
Earlier last year, a viral campaign gained traction, discouraging and shaming those who used single-use plastics like 
straws. As with other measures, improving infrastructure to incentivize reduction of waste and also disincentivizing 
the use of plastics is the way forward to reduce the refuse that is created so glibly by many people today.

Straws and other single use plastics are necessary tools for disabled consumers, so rather than banning them 
outright, local businesses should be incentivized to provide a compostable or recyclable option that provides equal 
ease of use for all customers rather than putting an outright ban on all single-use utensils. Incentivizing the use 
of compostable and recyclable food ware for takeout containers through tax-incentives, other regulatory relief, 
and even an annual award for low-waste business practices would also encourage local businesses to switch their 
consumption over to low-waste options.

Installing water bottle refill stations and recycling bins near all public waste receptacles will also reduce common 
landfill fodder--plastic water bottles, tin cans, glass bottles, and so forth will be used less and directed toward 
renewable waste processing. The water bottle stations that provide a tally of the number of refills provided gives a 
nice morale boost to those who make an effort to carry their reusable water bottles with them, and remind them to 
be consistent about their use. Offering these stations in public spaces and in offices will increase their ease of use, 
decreasing the reasons a person might have for using a plastic bottle.

Conclusion
As the various leaders of cities and small local governments take on greater responsibility for the welfare of their 
communities in 2020, addressing climate change on the local level becomes more important than ever before. 
There are many concrete, small-scale initiatives that can be adopted to improve the health and environment of 
local citizens that do not require waiting for leadership from the federal level or engaging in risky, expensive tort 
litigation. These initiatives – unlike lawsuits or heavy-handed, centralized regulatory approaches -- are proven to 
significantly improve the quality of life in these communities. Local leaders should use their limited resources to 
take advantage of these practical tools that will build a more sustainable future across the country.

https://www.apta.com/wp-content/uploads/Resources/resources/reportsandpublications/Documents/APTA-Fair-Treatment-Report.pdf
https://www.cityofberkeley.info/uploadedFiles/Public_Works/Level_3_-_Transportation/FAQs for City of Berkeley Transit Benefit Ordinance.pdf
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The Joseph Rainey Center for Public Policy is a post-partisan 
501 (c)3 think tank and leadership development community 
founded on the values of equality, freedom and a more 
perfect union. Named for Representative Joseph Rainey, 
a former slave and the first African-American to serve in 
the U.S. House of Representatives, the Rainey Center was 
founded in 2018 with the goal of empowering the voices of 
women, minorities and mavericks in public policy. For more 

information, visit www.raineycenter.org. 

http://www.raineycenter.org

