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Problem: Global warming has emerged
as one of the new century’s top planning
challenges. But it is far from clear how state
and local governments in the United States
can best address climate change through
planning.

Purpose: As of 2008, 29 states had
prepared some sort of climate change plan,
and more than 170 local governments had
joined the Cities for Climate Protection
(CCP) campaign that requires that a plan
be developed. This article analyzes this first
generation of climate change plans and seeks
to assess the goals being set, the measures
included or left out, issues surrounding
implementation, and the basic strengths and
weaknesses of state and local climate change
planning to date.

Methods: I conducted this research by
analyzing planning documents as well as
interviewing state and local officials by
telephone. I analyzed the plans of three types
of governments: all states with planning
documents on climate change; cities with
populations of over 500,000 that are mem-
bers of the CCP campaign; and selected
smaller cities that are CCP members.

Results and conclusions: Most plans
set emissions-reduction goals, establish
emission inventories, green public sector
operations, and recommend a range of other
measures. Many recent plans have been
developed through extensive stakeholder
processes and present very detailed lists of
recommendations with quantified emissions
benefits. But emissions-reduction goals vary
widely, many proposed actions are voluntary,
few resources have been allocated, and
implementation of most measures has not
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In recent years, climate change1 has emerged as one of the main challenges
facing planning in the 21st century, and one of the core obstacles to
sustainable development generally (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate

Change [IPCC], 1990, 1995, 2001, 2007). The challenge is two-fold: to plan
for reducing greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions so as to avoid dangerous climate
change, and to plan for adapting to a changing climate.

Although a few U.S. states and cities adopted policies related to climate
change in the late 1980s and early 1990s (Wexler & Conbere, 1992), these
pioneers often either simply initiated study of the issue or targeted a few selected
sources of emissions (Riggs, 1990). Climate change planning accelerated in
the mid-to-late 1990s, with jurisdictions adopting more comprehensive plans
to reduce emissions. The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) made
grants available to many states during this period to inventory GHG emissions

yet taken place. Most plans do not address
adaptation to a changing climate. Officials
see rapidly growing public awareness of the
issue and general support for climate change
planning, but reluctance to change personal
behavior.

Takeaway for practice: Future climate
change planning should (a) set goals that can
adequately address the problem; (b) establish
long-term planning frameworks in which
progress toward these goals can be monitored
on a regular basis and actions revised as
needed; (c) include the full range of measures
needed to reduce and adapt to climate
change; (d) ensure implementation of
recommended actions through commitment
of resources, revised regulation, incentives
for reducing emissions, and other means;
and (e) develop strategies to deepen public
awareness of the need for fundamental
changes in behavior, for example regarding
motor vehicle use.
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and create mitigation plans. The International Council on
Local Environmental Initiatives (ICLEI; recently renamed
ICLEI—Local Governments for Sustainability) also initiated
a Cities for Climate Protection (CCP) campaign in 1993
that over the past 15 years has provided technical assistance
to more than 650 local jurisdictions worldwide. Local
governments who become members of this campaign
pledge to reduce GHG emissions by a locally determined
amount and to develop a local action plan.

Since 2000, municipal efforts have been further ad-
vanced by the Sierra Club’s Cool Cities campaign, launched
in 2005, and the U.S. Conference of Mayors’ Climate
Protection Agreement, initiated by Seattle Mayor Greg
Nickels, also in 2005. More than 500 mayors have signed
this agreement, in which cities commit to meet Kyoto
Protocol goals and to urge state and federal governments
to take action. At the state level, experts affiliated with the
Center for Climate Strategies, a nonprofit organization
providing technical assistance, have worked with more than
two dozen states and several regional climate change initia-
tives since 2000, typically helping to facilitate stakeholder
processes to develop customized lists of recommendations
in each jurisdiction and providing technical analysis.

By 2008, 29 U.S. states, scores of cities, and a few
counties had prepared climate change plans of varying types.
Action at the local government scale usually involved
planning departments, while at the state level a variety of
agencies took the lead, including departments of environ-
mental protection, air quality agencies, and governors’ offices.
Many states were also involved in regional consortia aimed
at coordinating investments and establishing market-based
programs to reduce emissions. In the absence of federal
leadership, such state, local, and regional efforts have been
seen as a form of “bottom-up governance” (Rabe, 2002,
p. 3) or “multi-level governance” (Bulkeley & Betsill, 2003,
p. 5) on the issue. The pace of climate change planning is
still accelerating, with new actions announced almost daily.
But given more than a decade of initiatives at state and
local levels, we can now step back and ask what can be
learned from these efforts. Although various dimensions
of climate change plans could be analyzed in great detail,
I focus here on the big picture: the targets that are being
set, the measures included or left out, issues surrounding
implementation, and the basic strengths and weaknesses
of state and local climate change planning to date.

Research Method
Three types of jurisdictions were analyzed in this

study. The first of these was states. My assistant and I began

with the database of state actions compiled by the EPA’s
Climate Change Division (EPA, 2007b), and checked to
verify that this list included all states with extant planning
documents. We considered only documents with climate
change as a main focus, which excluded state energy plans,
many of which predate public concern over climate change
or have other goals such as improving reliability and
affordability of energy.

We also considered two categories of cities. We began
with the list of Cities for Climate Protection members and,
in order to keep the sample size limited, selected two groups
to investigate: all 18 U.S. municipalities with populations
greater than 500,000 and 17 smaller jurisdictions known
for planning innovation. Although this last group represents
a subjectively chosen sample, it has the benefit of allowing
us to investigate many best-practice local planning efforts
on this topic. Figure 1 shows these governments included
in the study.

We systematically obtained planning documents and
materials from these states and cities. For each state or city
we prepared a summary analysis of documents and asso-
ciated actions, which was sent to officials for review and
confirmation. We also created tables comparing plan
characteristics and content at each level of government
(summarized in six tables in the Appendix). To gain more
in-depth insight, we sought to interview at least one official
in charge of implementation in each state or city. We asked
officials which parts of their climate change programs had
been most successful thus far, and what factors had led to
that success. We also inquired which efforts had been least
successful, what barriers had prevented action, and what
strategies had been developed to overcome those barriers.
Lastly, interviewees were asked their perception of changes
in public understanding of the issue. To encourage candor,
we guaranteed anonymity to interviewees.

Overall, this method allows us to create a snapshot
of the planning actions taken to date by U.S. states and
municipalities. It helps address broad questions of planning
and policy design, which are particularly important at this
relatively early stage of climate change planning, but cannot
address more detailed questions of implementation, which
await case study analysis of particular jurisdictions.

It should be noted that a number of states and cities
have taken action related to climate change in the absence
of plans, such as adopting green building policies and
renewable portfolio standards for utilities. Such actions
have not been included in this study. The concern here
is with planning that attempts to take a comprehensive
approach to the topic. Plans are of course neither necessary
nor sufficient for action. Yet, the presence of plans indicates
systematic attention to the issue and plans can potentially
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establish an ongoing framework for action in which needs
are analyzed, options are developed, the public is involved,
and progress is evaluated.

Plan Form and Process
The nature of state and local climate change plans

varies greatly. Some documents are brief and general,
simply outlining goals, existing actions, or the elements
of more detailed planning processes to follow. Others are
hundreds of pages long and recommend specific policies in
a wide range of areas, with the projected emissions savings
and costs of each measure quantified. Some materials are
very simple; others are lavishly designed and illustrated.
Most are freestanding documents, not parts of other plans.
However, a few local jurisdictions such as Santa Cruz have

sought to incorporate climate change strategies into general
plans. Other communities such as Santa Monica, Chicago,
Milwaukee, Denver, Indianapolis, and Las Vegas have
included climate change policies in more comprehensive
sustainability plans, though often with a loss of focus on
climate change per se.

One basic division between types of plans concerns
those that seek to develop policy just for the public sector,
usually by greening government buildings and fleets, and
those that seek to develop policies for the geographic area
over which that government has jurisdiction. Plans such as
those of Los Angeles, Austin, and San Diego fall into the
former category. The stated intent is usually to make
government “lead by example.” Plans in the second category
also include public sector actions, but go well beyond these.
The question of whether it is appropriate for cities or states
to be taking action on what is essentially a global problem

Wheeler: State and Municipal Climate Change Plans 483

Figure 1. States and cities with climate change plans reviewed in this article.

Legend
! Cities >500,000 that are members of

the Cities for Climate Protection Campaign
" Small cities studied
! States with climate change action plans
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was never raised in the plans or by the officials we inter-
viewed. In cover letters for the documents, governors and
mayors repeatedly expressed the belief that climate change
action was a moral imperative. In interviews, officials
repeatedly lamented the lack of federal action on this topic,
but expressed the belief that in lieu of federal leadership it
was imperative for states and cities to take action.

Plans dealt overwhelmingly with mitigation of emissions
rather than adaptation to climate change. Only 6 of 29
states and 5 of 35 cities even mentioned the subject of
adaptation in their documents. Almost all of these raised the
subject simply as a topic for further research and planning.
Many city plans did recommend steps to reduce urban
heat island effects, primarily through urban forestry, which
might be seen as adaptation strategies. Olympia, WA, has
perhaps addressed adaptation most directly, developing
plans to relocate city wells further inland to avoid salt
water intrusion and taking steps to avoid flooding. The city
has also reconsidered the site for a new city hall because this
location in the city’s low-lying downtown may eventually
be underwater.

Processes through which climate change plans were
prepared also vary greatly. Many early documents were
prepared by a single department or outside consultant,
such as a university, without significant public input. The
1990’s state plans funded through EPA grants are of this
type. These plans appear to have been intended in large
part to generate policy alternatives and stimulate discussion;
none are evaluated with follow-up reporting or appear to
have been implemented in any systematic way. In recent
years, plans have often been created through more extensive
stakeholder processes involving dozens of diverse interests.
Many state plans created in the 2000s with assistance from
the Center for Climate Strategies created climate change
advisory groups that met over many months to develop
recommendations. These stakeholder-driven processes
appear more common at the state level than at the local
level, although most of the cities studied have held public
meetings and workshops on the topic.

Plan Content
ICLEI promotes a climate change planning process

based on five milestones: calculating emissions, adopting
targets, developing policies, implementing measures, and
monitoring results. This can be seen as a version of the
traditional rational planning process familiar to planners.
The first three of these steps have formed the basis of much
climate change planning to date at both state and local
levels, whether or not undertaken with ICLEI’s assistance.

Developing an emissions inventory is an essential part
of a climate change plan because these inventories form the
means with which to evaluate GHG reduction efforts. The
Kyoto Protocol uses 1990 as its base year, and since most
cities and states adopted the Kyoto goal for the United
States (7% below 1990 emissions by 2008–2012) or revised
versions of this, they were faced with the task of estimating
1990 emissions. Software from ICLEI (for cities) and from
the EPA and the Center for Climate Strategies (for states)
has helped create those inventories.

The second of ICLEI’s milestones concerns setting
specific GHG reduction targets. Most states (22 of 29),
large cities (15 of 18), and small cities (17 of 17) have
adopted such goals for their jurisdiction. A few others set
targets just for the public sector. The majority of cities
have endorsed the Kyoto U.S. goal. States are somewhat
less ambitious, often aiming to reach 1990 emissions levels
by 2010 or 2020. In recent years, as concern about global
warming has spread, these short-term targets have increas-
ingly been coupled with stronger long-term goals. California
and Oregon, for example, aim to reduce emissions to 80%
and 75% below 1990 levels respectively by 2050. The
most ambitious short-term city target is San Diego’s (15%
below 1990 by 2010), while ambitious longer-term goals
are set by Los Angeles (35% below 1990 levels by 2030)
and Boston, Berkeley, and Santa Cruz (80% below 1990
or 2000 levels by 2050). On a more limited scale, Austin
has set the ambitious goal of making its municipal facilities
and fleet carbon neutral by 2020, a step that will require
renewable fuels and highly efficient buildings.

Developing policy recommendations is the third
component of the planning process undertaken by most
cities and states studied here. Given that GHG emissions
originate throughout the economy (see Table 1), plans
usually include recommendations in a broad range of areas
including energy, transportation, land use, buildings, in-
dustry, and agriculture. The number of potential actions is
impressive: the Connecticut plan sets out 55 action steps;
Maine is pursuing 54, and Rhode Island, 52.

One of the most common actions states have taken has
been to establish renewable energy portfolio standards for
utilities. These standards require retailers of electricity to
produce or purchase a certain percentage of their power
from alternative sources within a specified time period, and
appear to be increasingly ambitious and sophisticated in
targeting different technologies (Rabe, 2006). However,
there is very little consistency to these standards; levels
range from 7.5% by 2019 in Maryland to 24% by 2013
in New York. A few cities, especially those with municipal
utilities, have specified standards for using renewable
energy sources: Austin intends its utility to provide 30%

484 Journal of the American Planning Association, Autumn 2008, Vol. 74, No. 4
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renewable power by 2020, and Los Angeles and San Diego
aim for 20% by 2010. In 2005, Seattle’s public utility
claimed to be the first in the country to be net carbon
neutral, although this achievement relies on extensive
hydropower resources and the purchase of emissions offsets.

In the area of transportation, at least 16 states across
the country have adopted California’s vehicle emission
standards, which, if eventually allowed2 by the EPA would
require that GHG emissions from new vehicles be reduced
by 22% by the 2012 model year and 30% by the 2016
model year. This action would create a large subnational
market that might force the motor vehicle industry to
develop more fuel-efficient models. A number of plans
mention smart growth land use policies as a way to reduce
motor vehicle emissions, but generally do not make specific
suggestions on how to implement these policies.

Most plans contain steps to green government buildings
and activities. These initiatives typically focus on requiring
Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED)
certification for buildings, vehicle fleets that include hybrid
vehicles or vehicles that run on alternative fuels, and envi-
ronmental audits within agencies. Many plans also propose
that the public sector use renewable energy, such as stating
that the city or state will acquire a certain percentage of its
electricity from renewable sources. Houston, for example,
has entered into a contract providing one third of the
electricity the local government consumes from wind power.
San Francisco plans to receive all power consumed by the
municipal government from renewable sources by 2010.

Plans include a wide variety of other actions. Many
cities have initiated or expanded urban forestry programs;
Denver, New York, and Los Angeles all have the goal of
adding one million new trees. Many cities and states also
contemplate expanding their recycling programs in order
to save resources and reduce methane emissions from
landfills. State plans frequently recommend strategies to
increase use of alternative fuels; the Iowa plan calls for 25%
of vehicle fuels to be biologically based by 2020. States
such as Connecticut are developing energy efficiency
regulations for appliances that go beyond federal standards.
Interestingly, little mention is made of potential interactions
between state and municipal climate change planning except
in Illinois, where the state has directed its Environmental
Protection Agency to assist local governments in developing
their plans.

Analysis
At the most basic level, the existence of these state and

local plans shows that elected officials and planners in much
of the United States are taking the climate change problem
seriously. Rabe (2002) notes that political action on climate
change has often been bipartisan. Many documents are also
remarkably detailed and comprehensive, even if many of
the proposed initiatives have not been implemented.

Wheeler: State and Municipal Climate Change Plans 485

Table 1. Main sources of greenhouse gas emissions in the U.S., 2005.

Sector/source Percent of GHG emissions

Electricity generation 33.5%
Coal 27.0%
Gas 4.4%
Oil 1.4%
Other 0.7%

Transportation 27.7%
Cars 8.8%
Light trucks 7.8%
Heavy trucks and buses 5.5%
Aircraft 2.6%
Ships 0.9%
Trains 0.7%
Other 1.3%

Industry 18.6%
HFCs, PFCs, SF6a 7.8%
Cement 2.6%
Iron and steel 2.6%
Lime and limestone 1.2%
Ammonia and urea 0.9%
Petroleum systems 0.4%
Petrochemicals 0.2%
Nitric acid production 0.2%
Other 2.8%

Agriculture 8.3%
Soil management 5.0%
Manure and fermentation 2.2%
Fossil fuel combustion 0.7%
Other 0.4%

Commercial 6.0%
Fossil fuel use 3.1%
Landfills 1.8%
Coolants 0.5%
Wastewater treatment 0.5%
Other 0.1%

Residential 5.0%
Home heating 4.9%
Coolants 0.2%

Misc. 0.8%
Total 100%

Notes:
a. These are abbreviations for hydrofluorocarbons, perfluorocarbons,

and sulfur hexafluoride, which are used in a variety of refrigerant,
medical, and industrial processes.

Source: EPA (2007a).

74-4 09 337964 Wheeler QC3  9/18/08  2:09 PM  Page 485
D
o
w
n
l
o
a
d
e
d
 
B
y
:
 
[
C
D
L
 
J
o
u
r
n
a
l
s
 
A
c
c
o
u
n
t
]
 
A
t
:
 
1
7
:
0
3
 
1
6
 
O
c
t
o
b
e
r
 
2
0
0
8



That said, almost half of U.S. states have produced
nothing even resembling a plan for climate change, and the
majority of U.S. municipalities are not members of the
Cities for Climate Protection campaign and have not
signed the U.S. Conference of Mayors Climate Protection
Agreement. Clearly, there is a long way to go in making
climate change a central part of American planning. Even
among those jurisdictions that have taken initiative, many
questions can be raised concerning plans to date.

Near-Term Goals Are Too Low
Most cities with targets have adopted the Kyoto goal

for the United States, due in part to the influence of the
Conference of Mayors agreement, and most states have
adopted somewhat weaker variants. All New England states
except Vermont, for example, aim for 1990 levels by 2010,
rather than 7% below 1990 levels. However, the Kyoto
goal itself is too weak. It was based on political feasibility
rather than scientific necessity, and the Kyoto timeframe
ends in 2012 in any case. Much deeper cuts and a longer
planning horizon appear necessary.

Given that the earth has already warmed 0.74°C
(1.33°F) in the 1906–2005 period (IPCC, 2007, p. 1), and
that the large amounts of GHGs already in the atmosphere
would continue heating the planet even if human emissions
stopped tomorrow, the best that can probably be hoped for
is an eventual average global temperature increase of 2°C
(3.6°F). To hold temperatures to this level, the IPCC
asserts that levels of atmospheric CO2 equivalents must be
stabilized at 445–490 parts per million (ppm) compared
with 375 ppm today, and that this stabilization level will
require emissions reductions of 50–85% from the 2000
level by 2050 (IPCC, 2007, pp. 21–22). The Union of
Concerned Scientists believes that 450 ppm should be the
upper limit, and that even this target only offers a 50%
chance of holding the temperature rise to 2°C (Luers,
Mastrandrea, Hayhoe, & Frumhoff, 2007). Based on such
uncertainties, critics such as Monbiot (2007) assert that
even greater reductions are necessary, perhaps a 90%
reduction from the 2000 level by 2030.

In the past few years, a small but growing number of
U.S. states and cities have adopted long-term goals that
would reduce CO2 equivalents nearly 80% below the 2000
level by 2050. The problem is that they have also adopted
weaker near-term targets that do not put them on track to
meet this goal. California, for example, aims to reach 2000
levels by 2010 and 1990 levels by 2020 (that is, 12% below
2000). However, these goals fall short of the more than 3%
annual reductions needed to meet the 2050 target. In such
cases, the 2050 target does both inspire and institutionalize
the concept of dramatic GHG reductions, but without

stronger near-term goals, the chances that the long-term
target will be met are slight. Indeed, this approach may
give the impression of action while actual implementation
of policies lags behind.

Progress Is Slow
No state for which data are available is meeting its

goals in any case. Emissions appear to be increasing at the
state and national levels in the United States, while progress
is being made in some municipalities. The successes that
are occurring still fall far short of the large GHG reductions
that will be necessary.

As of 2005, GHG emissions were up 16.3% over 1990
in the United States as a whole and were rising at a rate of
about 1% per year (EPA, 2007a, p. 2–8). Pennsylvania’s
emissions are projected to rise 10% between 1990 and
2010 (Pennsylvania Environmental Council, 2007, p. ES-6).
Montana’s emissions are projected to rise 19% over the
same period (Governor’s Climate Change Advisory Council,
2007, p. 2–2). Oregon’s emissions rose 15% between 1990
and 2000 and are projected to rise 23% between 2000 and
2015 (Governor’s Advisory Group on Global Warming,
2004, p. B-9). North Carolina’s emissions are projected
to rise 58% between 1990 and 2010 (Center for Climate
Strategies, 2007, p. iv), while emissions in Arizona rose
56% between 1990 and 2005 (Arizona Climate Change
Advisory Group, 2006, p. E2), and are projected to continue
growing 3% per year through 2020 (Arizona Climate
Change Advisory Group, 2006, p. 35).

Fewer inventory updates or projections are available at
the city level, but those that exist show that cities may be
making more progress than states. Cambridge, MA, fore-
casts a 23% increase in CO2 emissions from 1990 to 2010
(City of Cambridge, 2002, p. 2–2). New York City saw
an 8.5% increase in emissions between 1990 and 2005,
although per capita emissions remain at about one third
of the U.S. average (Office of Long-Term Planning and
Sustainability, 2007, p. 7). Denver saw a 24% rise between
1990 and 2005, though population also rose 24% (Rama-
swami et al., 2007, p. iv). Portland claims only a slight rise
between 1990 and 2004, as well as a 12.5% drop in emis-
sions on a per capita basis (City of Portland and Multnomah
County, 2005). Los Angeles saw an actual reduction of 4%
in CO2 output between 1990 and 2004, despite a popula-
tion growth of 400,000 (City of Los Angeles, 2007, p. 8).
Seattle reports a reduction of 8% in GHG between 1990
and 2005 (City of Seattle, 2007, p. 1). The question of
why some cities appear to be having greater success than
states at reducing emissions merits further research.

486 Journal of the American Planning Association, Autumn 2008, Vol. 74, No. 4
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Proposed Measures Are Inadequate
Plans to date overlook some strategies that appear

necessary to reduce emissions. For example, few states or
cities have proposed changing the basic economics of
motor vehicle use, by taking steps like enacting steep
charges on driving or purchases of inefficient vehicles. In
2006 Seattle instituted a business tax of $25 per year for
each employee who drives to work alone, but this appears
to be largely symbolic. Recommended transportation
measures tend to focus on promoting alternative fuels or
engine technologies, not on reducing vehicle miles traveled
(VMT). Connecticut’s otherwise very extensive plan aims
only to reduce 2020 VMT 3% below what is now forecast,
slowing the rate of increase rather than bringing about
reductions from today’s levels (State of Connecticut, 2005,
p. 12).

Only Austin and Boston are revising building codes so
as to move toward carbon-neutral structures. No jurisdiction
mandates that buildings be designed to take advantage of
passive solar heating, although this is an inexpensive and
well-known strategy for reducing building energy use.
Emissions resulting from to air travel, one of the most
carbon-intensive human activities, are not mentioned by
most plans. (Hawaii’s plan specifically opposes regulating
emissions from air travel.) Few plans set up substantial
funding sources for GHG mitigation programs, and none
recommends levying carbon taxes on the generation of
GHG. Many state plans assume that future GHG cap-and-
trade systems will reduce industrial emissions, although
none has yet been tested in the United States. (Under such
frameworks, government would set a limit on the amount
of carbon that could be produced by certain industrial
sectors, this cap would be reduced over time, and those
polluters able to reduce their emissions below their allotted
amount could sell credits for these reductions to firms
unable to meet their targets.) At a more fundamental level,
GHG emissions are driven by underlying factors such as
population growth and high levels of material consumption
(Angel et al., 1998), and this generation of plans does not
address such topics.

Certain basic policy mechanisms may reduce GHG:
regulating emissions, carbon taxes, cap-and-trade systems
within industry, rationing of emissions allowances given to
consumers (i.e., permitting each person to consume goods
and services producing only a certain, limited amount of
emissions), and voluntary reductions. Of these, most states
and cities thus far have opted for voluntary approaches,
though many state and city plans propose offering rebates
or tax credits as incentives to encourage voluntary reductions.
Many states also aim to eventually set up cap-and-trade
frameworks either alone or together with other states in

their regions. Yet voluntary approaches have done little
to reduce overall GHG emissions to date. Cap-and-trade
systems for greenhouse gases have yet to be developed in
the United States and may reward the most inefficient
companies or produce windfalls for certain players, as
happened in Europe.

Plans focus relatively little on regulation, yet it may be
essential to regulate the energy efficiency of buildings,
motor vehicles, and appliances. The fastest growing form
of electricity consumption is the small, constant power
drain, or plug load, from electronic equipment that is
plugged in all the time. These loads could be reduced by
having equipment turn itself completely off when not in
use, or by limiting the maximum power usage of appliances
when inactive. However, it seems unlikely that manufac-
turers will design equipment to do these things without
regulation from federal or state governments. In the area
of adaptation, regulation to restrict building in flood-prone
areas, especially along coasts, may be required to avert
future New Orleans-type catastrophes.

Implementation Is a Problem
It is difficult to know how many elements of the

planning documents reviewed in this study have been
implemented because very few jurisdictions have issued
progress reports or evaluations. Certainly, this is often the
situation in planning, but in the case of climate change
systematic evaluation of progress toward targets seems
particularly needed. Given the broad scope of climate
change plans, implementation requires numerous legislative
and executive actions. Most plans do not mention specific
needs for funding, and local governments have been unwill-
ing to put their own money into climate change programs
(Bailey, 2007), but substantial resources will eventually be
needed. Tracking progress toward obtaining these actions
and resources would help the public and decision makers
understand how well climate change planning is proceeding.

Officials we interviewed often indicated that the kinds
of measures most often being implemented related to
greening public vehicle fleets, improving the energy effi-
ciency of public buildings, and establishing renewable
portfolio requirements for utilities. They also frequently
viewed the creation of emissions inventories and climate
change plans as significant achievements in themselves. But
interviewees said frankly that many other recommendations
were not implemented, and frequently cited politics as a
barrier to this. For example, a program in Connecticut that
would have raised fees on highly polluting motor vehicles
and rewarded purchasers of efficient vehicles was scrapped
by the legislature in favor of a labeling requirement. Smart
growth programs in a number of states had also faced
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opposition and suffered setbacks. Transit improvements
had languished for lack of funding.

Many interviewees said uncertainty about which
strategies were best had hindered action. Controversies
around the use of corn ethanol as a fuel are a case in point;
over the past several years this seemingly desirable strategy
has been shown to have a number of negative repercussions.
Several of those interviewed also cited institutional obstacles
to implementing green measures. For example, the fact
that public-sector capital-spending decisions are made
separately from decisions on operating costs, and face
different and more severe constraints, makes it difficult
to factor in future savings from green construction, even
though many measures will end up saving money in the
long term. A related problem is that the parties gaining
long-term benefits from carbon-reduction steps are not the
ones who would have to implement those measures. For
example, developers have little incentive to create energy-
efficient housing if they will not reap the long-term savings.
Interviewees suggested that offering government incentives
to the parties whose action is needed could help overcome
such barriers.

Some officials expressed a sense of powerlessness, saying
there was little a state or city could do to affect a problem
as large as climate change. States are collaborating with
their neighbors to form regional alliances as one strategy to
gain greater collective power. But a large majority of those
interviewed at both state and local levels felt that leadership
should come from the federal government. Many said we
would need national legislation to get things moving faster.
Another frequent comment was that leaving states and
localities to act on their own would risk creating a patch-
work quilt of responses that would be confusing to the
public and leave many areas with relatively weak policies.

Public Understanding and Involvement
Is Insufficient

All officials interviewed agreed that public attention to
climate change has been growing in recent years, and many
credit the media for that. One official stated that “you
can’t pick up a newspaper, local magazine, or turn on the
TV without seeing something about climate change.”
Another said “I’ve worked in the environmental field since
the early 1980s and have never seen any issue take off like
this one.”

Citizen mobilization also appears to be growing on
this issue. In Connecticut, for example, the Connecticut
Climate Coalition represents over 90 individual groups,
many of which are organizing public awareness events and
legislative lobbying campaigns. The Pennsylvania climate
change plan was written not by the state but by the Penn-

sylvania Environmental Council, a nonprofit statewide
organization. Strong citizen efforts were also noted in other
states such as Washington and Minnesota, and in cities
such as Boston, New York, Seattle, and San Francisco.

Despite rising public awareness, however, many officials
noted a public reluctance to change personal activities.
One official commented, “the public is aware of climate
change but hasn’t made the leap to ‘this is what I’m going
to do myself, personally.’” Several interviewees also cited
difficulties in getting members of the public to attend
meetings on the subject of climate change.

Conclusions and Recommendations
The first generation of state and local climate change

plans appear to help develop public awareness about climate
change; set out specific, if often inadequate, goals; outline
the breadth of action that will be needed; and develop
some of the policy tools that will be required in the future.
However, most of these plans lack the strong actions and
political and institutional commitment needed to mitigate
emissions or adapt to climate change. Adaptation, in
particular, is rarely mentioned within these documents.

I recommend the following improvements to the next
generation of state and local government climate change
plans:

• Choose GHG reduction targets and timelines that
adequately address the problem. In particular, near-
term goals must be stronger if they are to allow
states and cities to reduce GHG at least 80% below
2000 levels by 2050. A goal of reducing emissions
by 3% per year, or 30% by 2020 could establish
such a trajectory.

• Use a long-term planning framework that monitors
progress toward these goals and revises planned
actions as needed. Regular reporting on emissions
inventories and the status of implementation is
essential to know if progress is being made toward
addressing climate change, and to revise policies
accordingly. This reporting process needs to be
institutionalized in such a way as to continue despite
changes in political leadership, which have set back
many state climate change efforts to date.

• Include the full range of measures needed to reduce
emissions and adapt to climate change. Almost
certainly, emissions cannot be sufficiently reduced
without steps to reduce motor vehicle use, change
land use patterns so as to lower mobility needs,
improve public transit, improve building energy
efficiency well beyond current-day codes, address air
travel emissions, and regulate energy efficiency.
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Adaptation will likewise require a broad range of
initiatives before disaster strikes, especially to avert
the types of environmental injustices seen in New
Orleans in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina.

• Implement the plan recommendations more effec-
tively. To realize plan recommendations, resources
must be committed, regulations revised, and incen-
tives for reducing emissions adopted, among other
things. Tax systems may need to be changed (e.g., to
change the fiscalization of land use which undercuts
smart growth), and institutional obstacles eliminated
(e.g., by requiring future reductions in operating
costs for green buildings to be taken into account
within initial capital budgets).

• Initiate social marketing campaigns and educational
strategies. In the last several years, the public has
become vastly more concerned about climate change,
but does not necessarily make connections to personal
lifestyle and consumption patterns. Antismoking
campaigns have been among the most successful
social marketing efforts to date, but even greater
marketing skills and financial resources appear
necessary to get members of the public to reconsider,
for example, the amount they drive or the embodied
energy of the products they buy.

Global warming represents one of the most difficult
challenges the planning profession has ever faced. The first
generation of state and local climate change plans reflects
increasing consciousness of this, and these plans have
begun to take important steps, such as measuring emis-
sions. But much stronger action is needed. Instead of
pursuing slow, incremental policy changes, governments
at all levels must adopt a backcasting approach, setting goals
for both mitigation and adaptation based on the best
available scientific knowledge, and working backward from
these targets to develop plans and programs capable of
achieving them. The initiatives would then be regularly
reviewed and revised to ensure progress at an appropriate
rate. The resulting strategies are likely to involve radical
departures from business as usual. They may mean, for
example, vastly revised transportation expenditures and
pricing policies. They may mean much stronger regulation
of appliance and building energy efficiency. They may
include large new public investments in alternative energy
technologies and strengthened public oversight over utili-
ties. And they may mean state and even federal steps to
mandate local land use decision making that will reduce
transportation-related GHG emissions. Such steps would
be controversial to say the least. But the climate change
crisis may require them. Leadership from the planning

profession can help society grapple with this growing
challenge.
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Notes
1. The term climate change is used in this article because it is the
predominant term in this field currently, and because it more fully
reflects the range of effects of increasing atmospheric concentrations of
greenhouse gases than terms such as global warming. These effects
include warming, cooling, changes in precipitation patterns, and
increases in storm events.
2. To implement its standard, California requires a waiver from the
EPA. After much delay, the EPA denied this waiver in December 2007,
a move widely criticized as unjustified and political. California has filed
suit over this denial, and both major-party presidential candidates in the
2008 race promised to grant the waiver if elected. 
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