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Abstract – As large concentrations of producers and consumers, cities are host to a number of
environmental problems that only increase as more and more of the world’s people leave the
countryside for the opportunities of urban centres. Fortunately, there is increasing recognition of
this contribution in the form of transnational networks of cities, acting together to ameliorate
urban environmental problems. One such example is the Cities for Climate Protection Campaign,
a network of almost 700 of the world’s cities that has formed to confront climate change at the
local level. Framing the question as a collective action problem, I consider what factors
encourage the members of Cities for Climate Protection to come together and confront what is
traditionally considered an issue to be solved at the international level. After examining these
factors I point to lessons for other transnational networks of local level actors to take from Cities
for Climate Protection. Cities are often seen to be at competition with one another to attract
investment, but increased urban ecological degradation will necessitate a local response.
Examining the Cities for Climate Protection Campaign sheds light on how this response can be
achieved.

Local Responses to Global Problems
“Cities are the locus for change and innovation, the place where new ideas, concepts and
political visions are moulded into life. The very existence of cities demonstrates the past
achievements of humankind and its potential for the future.” 1
The world’s cities are growing at a pace unparalleled in human history. Not only an issue
of growing population sizes, cities are growing in terms of their impact on the natural systems
that sustain them as well. As large concentrations of producers and consumers, cities are the
cause of ecological degradation that only increases as more and more of the world’s people leave
the countryside for the opportunities of urban centres. While the environmental effects of
urbanization may manifest themselves at the local level, as cities grow so grows their
contribution to global ecological degradation as well. Fortunately, there is increasing recognition
of this contribution in the form of transnational networks of cities, acting together to ameliorate
urban environmental problems. One such example is the Cities for Climate Protection Campaign,
a network of almost 700 of the world’s cities that has formed to confront climate change at the
local level. Importantly, the efforts of Cities for Climate Protection show that disappointingly
ineffective—or in some cases, entirely absent—national and international actions to deal with
climate change need not handcuff substate actors who believe there is a necessity to act, and to
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act soon. Posing the question as one of collective action, I consider what factors encourage the
members of Cities for Climate Protection to take action to confront what is traditionally
considered an issue to be solved at the international level. I argue that the Campaign’s focus on
the co-benefits of reducing greenhouse gas emissions eliminates any threats to the
competitiveness of individual city actors, as well as the potential for cities to ‘free ride’ off the
actions of other Campaign members. After discussing my theoretical approach and the nature of
climate change at the urban level, I turn to the workings of the Cities for Climate Protection
Campaign and point to lessons that other transnational networks of local level actors can take
from its example. I conclude with a response to theoretical criticisms of the co-benefits
approach, as well as avenues for future research. Though my focus is on climate change, the
ultimate goal is to alleviate the impact of the city on nature, no matter what the specific issue
under consideration.
Framing the Question
Before discussing growing urban environmental problems and city level responses to
them, I must first establish how to approach the question. As with any explanation, this one
begins with assumptions. The assumptions within are shared with those made explicit by Eric
Laferrière and Peter Stoett in their book on the synthesis of international relations theory and
ecological thought. 2 First, that the environmental health of the planet, and by extension the
physical, social and economic wellbeing of humans, is at risk, but that it is not too late to act.
Recognition of the growing threat posed by ecological degradation has become commonplace. 3
Fortunately, proposed actions to deal with this threat have become common as well. Increases in
the knowledge and importance of environmental issues amongst the general public, in the
resources devoted to deal with problems posed by environmental degradation, and in the
recognition of ecological degradation at the subnational, national and international levels all
represent potential areas for action.
The second assumption draws upon the first: “the underlying causes of ecological
degradation are political, and where they are not, the human consequences of natural disasters,
including maldistributed relief, are.” 4 Ecological degradation is a byproduct of our relationship
with nature, closely linked to national and international systems of production, distribution, and
consumption. 5 In turn, the construction of these systems is itself a question of politics; markets
do not establish themselves, but are a result of the decisions made by competing interests. The
same is true for ecological degradation.
The third assumption stems directly from the first two: if ecological problems are a
product of political systems, and it is not too late to address them, then the action to be taken
must itself be political. Furthermore, this action must be taken within the existing political
system. This assumption falls in line with a growing expectation that it is the role of the state to
intervene and ameliorate environmental problems. 6 However, it will meet with opposition in
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that it takes an instrumental approach to ecological degradation, viewing human efforts to
ameliorate environmental problems as depending upon political intervention, which in turn
depends upon the interests people have (or think they have).7 Matthew Paterson, for example,
would disagree with this approach, arguing that we must first question the underlying structural
forces behind ecological degradation in order to explain possible responses. 8 Paterson and I
share the same assumptions, but his argument precludes the possibility for actions within the
existing political structure because, he says, this structure is behind “the material processes that
produce [ecological] change.” 9 While I do not disagree with Paterson’s arguments about the
source of ecological degradation, I see them limiting actions to confront the problem. I take the
structures behind ecological degradation as given, because for all intents and purposes we will
function within their confines for the foreseeable future. If action to confront ecological
degradation must occur now, the question then becomes how can this happen within these
structures?
With these three assumptions in mind, the purpose of explaining cities’ political response
to environmental degradation remains. The question will be examined as one of collective
action. Mancur Olson’s original conception of the collective action problem recognized that
while organizations come together to further the collective interest of their members, these
individual members might have specific interests contrary to collective goals. 10 Olson also
explained that the larger the group size, the more potential for group members to ‘free-ride,’
receiving the benefits of collective action without incurring the costs of individual efforts. 11 The
collective action problem applies to city-level action in two ways. First, the potential for free
riding in confronting environmental problems at the urban level is tremendous. In a neoliberal
international economic environment, cities are increasingly at competition with one another to
attract investment. 12 Actions taken by one city may hinder its ability to compete economically
with others. Therefore, while it is in the collective interest of all cities to abate environmental
problems, it may be in the interest of individual cities to rely on others to do so. The second
collective action problem stems from the nature of environmental problems. As is the case with
national governments initiating international efforts to respond to ecological degradation, cities
understand that their individual actions will not be enough to successfully confront certain
threats. They are faced, therefore, with the problem that collective action is required to eliminate
a collective problem. The question for both cases, then, is what encourages cities to act
collectively to solve environmental degradation? To answer this question requires turning to the
nature of urban environmental degradation.
The Urban Problem
City level political actions to confront environmental problems are important because of
the growing threat posed by urban ecological degradation. As the loci of industry and
7
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population, cities are a major source of pollution, vast consumers of renewable and nonrenewable natural resources, and they have “substantial ecological footprints – requiring vast
areas of land to provide the food, energy, water and natural resources to keep them operating.” 13
As cities grow, these environmental impacts grow along with them. In 1900 only ten percent of
the global population lived in cities; today, over half do. 14 In 1950 New York City was the only
world centre with a population over 10 million people; by 2015, there will be 21 such
megacities. 15 Medium-sized urban agglomerations are experiencing even higher rates of
population growth. 16 Given these projections for urbanization, the cities of today and tomorrow
constitute a tremendous impact on earth’s natural systems. 17
To say nothing of the social inequities that run rampant through the world’s cities, from
an environmental perspective this impact comes in many forms. The reliance of cities on local
watersheds and groundwater sources for residents’ water needs is one area where the population
of many cities may have overstretched the carrying capacity of the local environment. Mexico
City, for example, has sunk some ten metres over the past 70 years because of excessive
groundwater withdrawal.18 Air pollution in many of the world’s largest cities is another example
of environmental degradation. Globally, more than one billion people live in cities where air
pollution levels exceed acceptable health standards. 19 In India, for example, air pollution caused
52000 premature deaths in 36 cities in 1995. 20
The example of air pollution points to another major environmental impact of cities: their
contribution to global climate change. As the world’s centres for industry and population,
individual city level actions have a tremendous impact on the global phenomenon of climate
change. According to the United Nations, over 80 percent of global carbon dioxide emissions
originate from cities. 21 This fact alone points to the importance of considering local actions
when attempting to confront climate change on the global level. Given the high proportion of
emissions coming from cities, without the assistance of city governments countries will be
unable to meet their international commitments to reduce greenhouse gas emissions as a
response to climate change. 22 Data from a number of countries show that local authorities
control some 30 to 50 percent of the policy mechanisms available for dealing with greenhouse
gas emissions. 23 These controls include land use planning, infrastructure decisions,
transportation systems, building codes and waste management processes. 24 Additionally, local
13
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governments can facilitate action by industry and individuals in response to climate change, as
well as lobby national governments for further action. 25 Thus the decisions of city governments
have the potential to alter significantly the role of urban centres in emitting greenhouse gas,
ameliorating the effect of cities on global climate change.
This recognition of the potential role for cities in confronting ecological degradation is, of
course, nothing new. The Brundtland Report included a chapter discussing environmental issues
facing cities, arguing that because of increasing urbanization, cities should be central to the
pursuit of sustainable development. 26 At the Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro, a full chapter of
Agenda 21 was devoted to the role of local authorities in sustainable development. 27 The
existence of the United Nations Habitat program and its Sustainable Cities Program, the vehicle
for implementing the Agenda 21 recommendations, 28 is another example. More recently, Achim
Steiner, the newly appointed director of the United Nations Environment Program, explicitly
recognized the environmental importance of cities, stating:
the quest for sustainability will be increasingly won or lost in our
urban areas. It is imperative, therefore, that cities—and the
Mayors who run them—be viewed as essential allies in the
struggle against urban environmental decay and poverty, and not as
their cause. The immediate policy challenge is to place the urban
environment on the city’s agenda (emphasis added). 29
The issue of climate change is clearly on cities’ agendas. Under the auspices of the
International Council for Local Environmental Initiatives (ICLEI), 674 of the world’s cities have
joined the Cities for Climate Protection (CCP) Campaign. 30 CCP member cities represent 30
countries and account for approximately 15 percent of global anthropogenic greenhouse gas
emissions. 31 Providing members with technical assistance as well as training in order to achieve
reductions in greenhouse gas emissions, ICLEI acts as facilitator for the CCP. A key element of
the CCP is that the campaign is based on the assumption that while any single local
government’s efforts to reduce greenhouse gas emissions may be relatively ineffective, by
working collectively cities can make an important contribution in the mitigation of global
climate change.” 32 Importantly, this assumption shows that efforts to confront global
environmental issues need not take place solely on the global level; the politics of climate change
can be local as well. 33
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For the purposes of answering the question considered within, the CCP provides an
excellent case for analysis. What encourages member cities to join the program? Is it
recognition of the role played by urban centres in combination with an altruistic or ideological
commitment to confronting the threat posed by climate change? To place the question within the
theoretical framework, how do ICLEI’s efforts overcome the collective action problem inherent
in a voluntary approach to confronting environmental issues? Is there something besides a
commitment to climate protection that encourages cities to participate in the program? If this is
the case, what lessons can be extracted from this example to encourage cities to confront other
environmental problems? It is with these questions in mind that the analysis turns to an
examination of the Cities for Climate Protection Campaign.
The Cities for Climate Protection Campaign
The genesis of the Cities for Climate Protection Campaign was an ICLEI pilot project
called the Urban Carbon Dioxide Reduction Program. Started in 1991, the Reduction Program
involved 14 municipalities around the world in efforts to reduce their local greenhouse gas
emissions. Out of these efforts came the Municipal Leaders’ Declaration on Climate Change,
which stated, among other things, “local authorities, working closely with each other and with
their national governments and international agencies, will play a vital role in reducing the
energy intensities of urban environments and their greenhouse gas emissions.” 34 As a means of
encouraging local partnerships, the Municipal Leaders’ Declaration established the Cities for
Climate Protection Campaign. The criteria to join the CCP are straightforward; the only
requirement is that a local government must agree to sign a local version of the Municipal
Leaders’ Declaration. At the time of its creation the goal of the CCP was to recruit 100 cities
representing ten percent of the global greenhouse gas emissions. 35 Today the CCP has 674
members responsible for 15 percent of greenhouse gas emissions, representing cities as diverse
as Abbotsford, Canada to Agra, India and Almada, Portugal.
Once cities join the CCP Campaign they are expected to pursue five ‘milestones:’ 1)
Conduct a baseline inventory and forecast of greenhouse gas emissions; 2) Set targets or goals to
reduce or avoid greenhouse gas emissions; 3) Develop Local Action Plans to achieve reduction
targets; 4) Implement measures contained in the Local Action Plan; and, 5) Monitor and verify
progress on measure implementation. 36 The milestone process is overseen by ICLEI, which
provides cities with technical assistance, including specially designed software for the inventory
and quantification of greenhouse gases, training workshops, case studies for information on best
practices, and help to identify sources of financing to implement policy measures.37 Funding for
the CCP Campaign itself comes from the United States, Canada, Australia and the European
Union, though following the transfer of funds these states are essentially ‘hands-off,’ meaning
ICLEI both designs and implements the program and defines how the funds will be used. 38 How
ICLEI chooses to use these funds is key for answering the question of how the CCP Campaign
overcomes the collective action problem.
Rather than focus solely on the threat posed by climate change, ICLEI encourages local
34
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governments to join the CCP Campaign by stressing the co-benefits of taking action.
Specifically, ICLEI frames municipal responses to climate change vis-à-vis other policy
challenges cities face, such as air pollution or urban energy costs. For example, one of the first
steps taken by CCP member cities within the context of the five milestones is to analyze
municipal government energy use and find ways to reduce consumption. Indeed, one of the
initial focuses of the CCP in 1993 was a program designed to ‘green the fleet’ by replacing
existing municipal vehicles with more fuel-efficient alternatives. This program did not
encourage cities to take part by appealing to their climate change concerns, but rather wooed
them with the cost savings that would be the result of higher fuel efficiency. 39 In this way, the
CCP Campaign is “no longer talking about climate change policy per se, but about integrating
climate concerns in other sectors of local policy.” 40 While cities’ participation in the CCP means
members agree to the normative statement that climate change poses a threat and something must
be done about it, 41 it also reflects members’ interests as a response to how ICLEI frames the
issue.
This approach is further reflected in ICLEI’s Triennial Report, which claims members
are drawn to the CCP Campaign because it links climate change mitigation with actions to
address other municipal concerns. 42 The very nature of the milestone process is an attempt by
ICLEI to draw these links. It is premised upon the assumption that the barrier to local action on
climate change is governments’ lack of knowledge about ways to move forward. 43 Thus ICLEI
aims to provide this knowledge, and does so by highlighting strategies for action that appeal to
both the material (e.g. reduced energy costs) and non-material (e.g. reduced air pollution)
interests of members. For example, an oft-cited CCP success story and ICLEI case study is that
of Denver. In 1996 Denver’s municipal government installed light-emitting diodes (LEDs) in all
red traffic lights and ‘don’t walk’ signs throughout the city. Following the recovery of its initial
investment of US$1.6 million, the lower energy requirements and longer lifespan of LEDs have
led to the city experiencing $5 million in savings for energy use and maintenance. 44 In fact, the
focus on savings as a result of reductions in energy consumption is commonplace for the ICLEI.
This is especially true for the CCP Campaigns in the United States 45 and in Australia. With
respect to the latter, one study concludes the work of ICLEI in Australia is almost solely directed
at the monetary benefits gained from emissions reductions. 46
How does this framing of the climate change issue as one of co-benefits overcome the
two-pronged collective action problem under consideration here? In terms of the free rider
problem inherent in local government action due to inter-urban competition, ICLEI’s focus on
the benefits cities will experience outweighs any fears about the costs of action. In fact,
emphasizing the economic benefits under the CCP may lead cities to believe participating in the
program will actually enhance their competitive position. With regards to the second element of
the collective action problem, what encourages cities to participate in the program when their
39
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efforts clearly are not enough, on their own, to eliminate the threat of climate change? The
answer to this question is identical to the previous one. While cities may be genuinely
committed to overcoming the threat of climate change by enacting local policies, the nature of
the CCP Campaign makes the question of a commitment to climate change irrelevant; any
reductions in greenhouse gas emissions become simply a positive side effect of cities’ efforts to
pursue their material and non-material interests.
Theoretical Criticisms
Several of the scholars who have written on the Cities for Climate Protection Campaign
criticize ICLEI’s focus on co-benefits. Rachel Slocum, for example, says that while the CCP
Campaign makes climate change relevant by focusing on co-benefits, this does nothing to
address the value shift or structural change necessary to eliminate the causes of greenhouse gas
emissions in the first place. 47 Gard Lindseth makes similar claims, arguing that embedding
climate change in other policy areas ignores a moral necessity to respond to the problem of
greenhouse gas emissions. 48 Both authors, along with others who write on the topic, essentially
claim that the Cities for Climate Protection Campaign has little value because it deals merely
with the symptoms of climate change, ignoring the question of the disease altogether.
Given the assumptions made explicit at the beginning of this paper, I disagree. I argue
above that ecological degradation is a creation of the political system, and that the pressing need
to confront this degradation, combined with the continued existence of the current structures of
politics for the foreseeable future, means that action must take place within the existing system.
Unlike Slocum and Lindseth, I draw from the CCP Campaign to claim we must embed the
discussion of climate change within other policy areas, because these policy areas themselves are
part of the problem. I must emphasize that I am not discounting the value structural claims add
to the debate; from a normative perspective I would align myself with these claims. But I must
also emphasize that we cannot wait for revolutionary action to confront environmental
challenges like climate change. It is not too late to act, but if we ignore our current relationship
with nature for our ideal of the same, then we may find that we contribute valuable thoughts
while missing the opportunity for even more valuable actions. With this in mind, the analysis
turns to how lessons from the approach of the CCP Campaign can be applied to other local level
environmental initiatives.
Lessons Learned
Drawing lessons from the Cities for Climate Protection Campaign is irrelevant if the
program does little to confront the problem it is supposed to confront. Thus the effectiveness of
the CCP must be considered. This question requires a caveat of sorts. As CCP members
represent only 15 percent of global greenhouse gas emissions, it is naïve to assume they have the
ability to solve the problem of climate change. The first lesson to be learned, therefore, is that
action to confront global environmental issues is required at all levels. While cities have
tremendous influence over policies that affect energy use and urban form, this alone will not
account for the bulk of global greenhouse gas emissions. The same holds true for efforts to
protect, for example, biological diversity, where cities’ actions in terms of habitat destruction can
be an important factor in the success of a global initiative, but will not eliminate the issue on
47
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their own. 49 Thus all levels of action, from the international to the local and from the state to the
non-state, are important in confronting ecological degradation.
The second lesson is directly related to the first: while all levels are important, local
action to tackle global problems should increase. Is this because of the success of the CCP
Campaign in achieving greenhouse gas reductions? Not necessarily. There is little data
available on the effects of CCP member’s actions with respect to reducing emissions. The data
that do exist indicate the effect is a limited one. For example, in its 2003 Triennial Report ICLEI
claims the 143 US CCP members’ actions led directly to a 9 million ton reduction in emissions
from the previous year. 50 This may seem like a tremendous achievement, but it pales in
comparison to the 6.7 x 109 tons emitted by the US as a whole during the same time. 51 Without
commenting on the reductions as a question of per capita emissions, ICLEI also describes the US
members’ actions as saving US cities a total of $97 million. 52 Thus effectiveness of the CCP is
not necessarily considered by ICLEI to be a question of reductions, but a question of financial
savings as well.
Despite the apparent lack of effectiveness of the CCP Campaign with respect to reducing
greenhouse gas emissions, the second lesson—that local action to tackle global problems should
increase—still applies. Since its inception in 1993, membership in the CCP has increased far
beyond the initial hopes for 100 cities. Even if members’ actions provide limited emissions
reductions, the optics of increasing membership adds value by drawing attention to other efforts
to alleviate climate change. Increasing numbers of cities participating in the CCP campaign and
achieving modest levels of reductions can increase the public attention focused on climate
change, and can also encourage national governments to act in confronting the problem. While
there is the potential for the CCP Campaign to be seen as a mere public relations exercise or
window dressing, it and similar efforts could also be a starting point for local governments to
take action in securing the advancement of environmental issues in fields where they felt
incapable of making changes before. By extension, for individuals committed to ameliorating
ecological degradation, an increase in transnational networks of local actors means local
governments could provide a focal point for advancing certain issues.
The final lesson to be learned from the CCP Campaign is the value of framing
environmental concerns as issues of co-benefit. First, the CCP Campaign demonstrates the value
of emphasizing the material and non-material interests inherent in confronting ecological
degradation as a means of overcoming the collective action problem. Second, framing the issue
as one of co-benefits provides an uncontroversial means of refuting those who criticize the
scientific basis for such responses to ecological degradation. This is perhaps most valuable visà-vis current discourse on global climate change. As one case study of the Cities for Climate
Protection Campaign says, “the most effective way to get municipal governments to mitigate
global climate change is by not talking about global climate change.” 53 The same could hold
true for other city-level environmental initiatives.
Conclusion
49
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I have examined the case of the Cities for Climate Protection Campaign as an effort to
respond to the growing environmental damage caused by urban centres. Specifically, I have
considered the question of why cities join the CCP from the theoretical perspective of a
collective action problem. The argument is that ICLEI’s framing of the CCP Campaign as
providing co-benefits to member cities is essential in overcoming the competitiveness concerns
of cities with respect to free riding, as well as the potential problem that local level action may in
fact contribute little to ameliorating global climate change. From this argument come three
lessons for other transnational networks of local level actors. First, that action to confront global
environmental issues is required at all levels. Second, that local action to tackle global problems
should increase. Third, that framing environmental concerns as issues of co-benefit is not only
important to overcoming the collective action problem inherent in organizing a global network of
cities, but also to overcoming claims that the scientific underpinnings of action are questionable.
It must be recognized that the analysis above ignores the question of cities in less
developed countries. This should not be interpreted as neglecting the importance these cities
play in global climate change, or as an implicit reflection of the absence of these cities from the
CCP Campaign. Indeed, some of the largest cities in less developed countries that are also some
of the world’s most polluting—Mexico City, for example—are CCP members. However, these
cities are still relatively new members of the CCP Campaign, and many of them in regions such
as Southeast Asia and Latin America have only just begun the ICLEI milestone process. 54 As
these cities progress in the process, future research should consider the role they play in the CCP
Campaign. Indeed, for the CCP to be truly successful in mitigating the effects of urban areas on
global climate change it must bring these cities into the fold and ensure that action takes place,
and soon.
One final word on another direction for future research is necessary. While there are
positive lessons to be learned from the CCP for other transnational networks of local
governments, there is a negative one as well. The CCP is limited in its ability to confront climate
change because it focuses its efforts wholly on local governments, ignoring the need to engage
with both local business and multinational corporations in the process. While ecological
degradation should be confronted within existing structures, involving industry in the process is
integral to advancing politically acceptable change. By considering how this can be done in the
context of city-level initiatives, future research has the potential to make an important
contribution to ameliorating urban environmental problems.
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