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Carbon Zero Cities 
A preliminary survey of mid-sized cities 

Who has participated in the survey so far? 
To date, six cities with populations between 250,000 and 1,000,000 have completed the preliminary 
survey conducted in anticipation of the Carbon Zero Cities (CZC). CZC is an affiliate event held in 
conjunction with the Global Climate Action Summit in San Francisco on 14 September 2018. Some of 
these cities were able to send representatives to CZC; others participated virtually. So far, cities from 
4 countries on 3 continents have taken part. They are: Austin, Texas (USA), Canberra, Australian 
Capital Territory (Australia), Ljubljana (Slovenia), Oakland, California (USA), Sacramento, California 
(USA), and Zurich (Switzerland). 

Initial similarities 
All participating cities report that they already have a plan in place to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions in their own municipal operations. All cities do some form of accounting for their 
emissions, but differ in what they include in these accounts. All report having some control over the 
extent to which electricity used in their cities is generated by fossil fuels (coal, oil and gas), with 
2/3 indicating that they have a high-degree of control over their sources of electricity. Furthermore, 
all participating cities report making major investments to support zero emissions transport in the 
last three years. The most-commonly reported investments are bicycle share programs, zero 
emissions vehicles (ZEV) in government fleets, and major redesign and upgrade of public walkways 
and bike paths. 

An Initial difference: Presence of a zero emissions target  
Half of the cities responding to the survey have a target date near mid-century to reach (net) zero 
emissions and have written this target into law. Those cities which do not yet have such a target 
cite a variety of reasons for this decision, including lack of information, the impression that such a 
target is not feasible at all or not realistic for a mid-sized city, and the expectation that such targets 
should be set at a higher (e.g., national) level of government. Nevertheless, some of these cities do 
have strong interim targets, including those that do not use offsets, or soft targets that are not yet 
enforceable. 

Where does most of the potential to reach carbon zero lie? 
Survey participants were asked to choose up to five industries/activities that they believed had the 
most potential to lead their city's transition to zero emissions. All cities chose zero emission 
vehicles, over 80% chose renewable energy and storage industries, and 2/3 indicated stricter 
energy efficiency standards for buildings. Selected by at least 1/3 of cities completing the survey 
were innovation in building design and construction, recycling and a more circular economy, active 
transport, community engagement and cooperation and information-sharing with other cities. 
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Largest perceived co-benefits to going carbon zero 
When asked which of a list of possible co-benefits were most important to their city in becoming 
carbon zero, all cities indicate having more sustainable municipal societies and economies and 
demonstrating local leadership as being either very, or crucially important. Over 80% view 
improved citizen health, responsiveness to citizen concerns, and improved jobs/economy outlook 
as very or crucially important consequences. Many other co-benefits are considered important, 
though at somewhat smaller aggregate levels. 

Risks along the path 
Any decision carries with it risks. Risks identified by survey respondents as most important are the 
possibility of increased fiscal burden to taxpayers, poorly informed structural change, and 
decreased confidence on the part of business or the public. 

Hurdles and challenges 
Transformational change is not always easy. Cities responding to the CZC survey indicate that their 
largest common challenge is regulatory and legislative hurdles. Difficulties were also commonly 
reported in mainstreaming climate action across all sectors of government, obtaining economies of 
scale, and policy complexity. Lack of knowledge about impacts was not considered a major 
challenge by reporting surveys. Cities differed in the degree to which they felt challenged by 
community opinion or the current economic and industrial profile of their cities. 

Benefits to co-operation with other mid-sized cities 
All of the cities completing the survey are already members of at least one, and sometimes several 
collective climate change organisations (e.g., Covenant of Mayors, Under2 Coalition, etc.). When 
asked what might be the particular advantage of cooperating with other mid-sized cities, far and 
away the most commonly cited (80-100%) were: greater voice at national/international levels, 
cooperative research and training in low carbon technologies, and sharing experiences with 
respect to mitigation and adaption to climate change. 

Our new co-operation has already begun! 
Mid-sized cities completing the survey have already shared 17 resources of their most successful and 
ambitious climate studies, plans, actions and targets, which can be found at 
www.act.gov.au/carbon-zero-cities/survey-participants. These documents contain information at 
the city level on topics such as: actual GHG emission inventories, reduction and renewable energy 
targets, strategies to encourage the uptake of zero emission vehicles, energy and climate plans for 
city operations, low emission smart mobility, examples of implementing a more circular economy, 
and strategies to adapt to climate change. 

http://www.act.gov.au/carbon-zero-cities/survey-participants
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