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Think global, act local
Cities on the forefront of the climate crisis

“

While climate change is a global issue, it is at local levels of governance that many concrete changes 
can most readily and effectively be made, both in an effort to reduce carbon emissions responsible 
for global warming, and to mitigate its impacts. With an estimated 55% of the world’s population 
currently living in cities (that number is expected to rise to 68% by 20501), it is natural that 
urban initiatives have been the primary focus of attention, and indeed many innovative practices 
have emerged from urban environments and areas of study and practice. However, an area that 
has escaped scrutiny is the City itself, as a functional entity and a driving developmental force. 

Specifically, this paper will examine the process by which projects are selected for development 
as well as looking at questions related to equity with regards to municipal debt. It proposes a 
scaling-back approach on city development, leaving more room for citizen initiatives and for 
nature.

1 United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 68% of the world population projected to live in urban areas by 2050, May 16, 2018, New York. 
https://www.un.org/development/desa/en/news/population/2018-revision-of-world-urbanization-prospects.html
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Who designs Our Cities? 
City, promoter and citizen driven approaches to urban development

As cities struggle to find adequate responses to 
some of the more pressing questions surrounding 
urban development: controlling urban sprawl, 
creating greater resilience to increasingly frequent 
and severe climate-related events, repairing ageing 
infrastructure, and fostering social inclusion, 
among others, new projects are constantly being 
brought forward. It is pertinent to ask from where 
these projects are emerging and what are the tools 
that guide the planning process. 

Land use planning policies are at the core of the 
decision-making process, as they hold the key 
to determining what gets built where, therefore 
impacting the city’s esthetics and also to a great 
extent the social life it will foster - the principles 
of resilience, neighbourhood and inclusion will 
thrive or falter depending to some extent on the 
built environment. Public infrastructure in support 
of development must also be taken into account. 
Poor land use planning can lead to sprawling urban 
and suburban developments that in turn will 
generate costly infrastructure needs with recurring 
maintenance costs. 

While most municipalities have a development 
plan that lays out guidelines for land use according 
to the municipality’s development objectives, it is 
private promoters that formulate projects that they 
then bring to the city administration for approval, 
or modification in view of securing approval. Zoning 
plays a key role in determining the type of project 
(residential, commercial, industrial, agricultural) 
permitted, and constitutes cities’ primary control 
mechanism, although even that is modifiable. 
Municipalities may modify zoning to reflect a 
change of usage as populations change and the 
city grows; for example, a former industrial sector 
may now be a desirable location for residential 
development. Another tool available to promoters 
is a special urban plan or spot zoning, which 
modifies a specific delimited zone to accomodate 
a specific project. 

While land-use planning is a public, transparent 
and to some degree participatory process, projects 
emerge almost entirely from private promoters, 

2  See: https://www.batiment7.org/

with little or no public input until implementation 
stages. Cities are, in a sense, at the mercy of the 
ingenuity of private promoters to design their 
cityscape. 

In a better equilibrated scenario, adapted to 
addressing some of the pressing urban issues 
mentioned above, cities - and neighbourhoods 
- would work closely with promoters to design 
projects that are best suited to the developmental 
needs and requirements put forward by the 
urban plan. Rather than modifying zoning to 
accommodate projects in a piecemeal fashion, 
cities would update their zoning regularly, ensuring 
that it continues to be consistent with their vision 
for controlled growth.

Projects can also emerge from a need that is 
identified and taken up by a community group that 
works to design a project in order to meet a specific 
need. “Bâtiment 7” in Montréal is an example of 
one such collective, citizen-initiated project2. The 
City of Montreal was considering a casino project 
proposed by Loto-Québec, a provincial Crown 
corporation, on a vacant property belonging to CN 
in Pointe-Saint-Charles, a historically underserved 
low-income neighbourhood of the city. Residents 
protested, fearing the casino would drain the area 
of local business as well as creating an unhealthy 
proximity between gambling and the working poor. 
Instead, they fought for possession of the land, 
and eventually, through perseverance, they won. 
Bâtiment 7 is now home to different community 
organizations and various citizen-driven initiatives 
are under development. The first principle of their 
mission is “to self-manage a collective property 
firmly rooted in our neighbourhood’s popular 
history”. 

With the financial and planning support of the 
municipality, this sort of initiative can contribute to 
the overall health of a neighbourhood by creating 
a sense of community and validating agency - the 
ability of citizens to decide for themselves, leading 
to project ownership, and citizen engagement in 
the project mission. 
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Municipal Debt and 
The Ever-increasing Tax Burden 
Building on credit

Year after year, municipal budgets are increased, at minimum 
in keeping with inflation, but additionally to reflect the cost 
of an ever-increasing municipal debt, swelled by cities’ 
appetites for public projects, whether these be services-
oriented investments in road and water infrastructures or 
in public transit, beautification projects such as parks and 
public spaces, or “signature projects” such as a new sports 
arena or central library. 

The argument for recourse to loans to finance these 
projects is two-fold. First, cities could not afford within the 
confines of their annual operating budgets the cost incurred 
by various projects realised within that same time-frame; 
second, the classic intergenerational argument states that 
as these infrastructures will be enjoyed by generations to 
come, the burden of their cost should also be shared over 
multiple generations and not fall solely on the shoulders of 
those during whose lifetimes the infrastructures were built 
(ignoring the fact that future generations won’t have any 
say in our choice of infrastructure that we hand down to 
them). 

Property tax increases are required to pay interest on the 
municipal debt to finance these projects. This burden falls 
on homeowners, or is passed down to tenants via rent 
increases, and in commercial properties, in price increases 
to consumers. This in turn contributes to higher housing 
prices, and higher rents for tenants and small businesses, 
who are faced with the difficult choice of absorbing the 
loss or passing it on to customers through price increases, 
creating a ripple effect through the economy. 

3  Laurie Winkless, “We’re running out of sand and cities are to blame.”, Forbes, August 22, 2019. https://www.forbes.com/sites/lauriewinkless/2019/08/22/were-
running-out-of-sand-and-cities-are-to-blame/#250d7d641240

In a context of planetary crisis where our planet is on 
the verge of crossing numerous thresholds related to our 
increasing carbon footprint, increasing the debt burden is 
irresponsible. 

First, many of the infrastructures built by cities can and 
should be scaled back; some of them should not be built at 
all. The concrete and asphalt structures and infrastructures 
that characterize cityscapes render surfaces impermeable, 
creating risks for flooding. Particularly worrying is the 
shortage of sand, a key component of concrete. In order to 
feed cities’ appetite for construction, we are dredging the 
ocean floor and riverbeds for sand, destroying habitat and 
decimating aquatic life3.

Second, increasing the tax burden on residents is 
irresponsible. Not only because for the most part, civic 
projects are selected by the city administration with very 
little citizen input; but also because by increasing debt, 
cities are transferring the financial burden of their projects 
to future generations, who by definition have no say in the 
projects adopted. 

Ultimately, increasing municipal debt translates to an 
increasing tax burden on a population already under 
financial strain (and already, in many cases, shouldering 
an important personal debt burden). This in turn forces 
taxpayers and tenants to either increase their productivity, 
or to reduce their expenses in order to free up the surplus 
contribution required by the city.  
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Scaling back 
“Start where you are, use what you have, do what you can” - Arthur Ashe

As we wind down from the North American golden age of hyper urban development that saw skyscrapers, stadiums 
and amusement parks of all sorts drastically redefine our landscape, it’s time to reflect on bringing some of those 
high-flying aspirations back down to earth - back down to neighbourhoods. 

A good place to start is looking at the assets cities already have. Many solid and functional structures are still being 
torn down whereas new functions can be imagined: gas stations converted into cafés, churches into housing, parking 
lots into parks. When cities enable citizens to participate in the development of these projects, the result is likely to 
be more contextually appropriate, and better used and appreciated by the local population. 

Cities need to reintroduce nature and natural-systems design into city planning, as a matter of climate resilience 
(natural infrastructures such as wooded areas, nature parks and wild shorelines help prevent erosion and flooding, 
absorb heavy rains, purify and cool the air among other ecological “services”) but also as a way of reconnecting to 
our natural environment. 

Studies show that spending time in nature contributes to better health and wellbeing4. As city dwellers surrounded 
by artificialized surfaces, we often forget this, dazzled as we are by the superstructures of our own creation. The 
cost of reintegrating nature into cities is meagre compared with the environmental and infrastructure costs of urban 
sprawl. 

Resilient, forward-thinking cities are scaling back on building, and reconnecting with people, and nature.
4 Matthew P. White et al, Spending at least 120 minutes a week in nature is associated with good health and wellbeing. Nature (2019) https://www.nature.com/
articles/s41598-019-44097-3
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