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Regional Plan Association (RPA) is an independent, non-profit
regional planning organization that improves the quality of life and
the economic competitiveness of the 31-county New York-New
Jersey-Connecticut region through research, planning and advocacy.
Since 1922, RPA has been shaping transportation systems, protecting open spaces, and promoting better community design for the
region’s continued growth. We anticipate the challenges the region
will face in the years to come, and we mobilize the region’s civic,
business, and government sectors to take action.
The nation’s most influential independent regional planning organization since 1922, RPA has a storied history but is more relevant
than ever in the 21st century. RPA’s First Plan in 1929 provided
the blueprint for the transportation and open space networks that
we take for granted today. The Second Plan, completed in 1968,
was instrumental in restoring our deteriorated mass transit system,
preserving threatened natural resources and revitalizing our urban
centers including Stamford, White Plains, Downtown Brooklyn,
Newark and Jersey City. Released in 1996, RPA’s Third Regional
Plan, “A Region at Risk,” warned that new global trends had fundamentally altered New York’s national and global position. The
plan called for building a seamless 21st century mass transit system,
creating a three-million acre Greensward network of protected
natural resource systems, maintaining half the region’s employment
in urban centers, and assisting minority and immigrant communities
to fully participate in the economic mainstream. RPA’s current work
is aimed largely at implementing the ideas put forth in the Third
Regional Plan, with efforts focused in five project areas: community
design, open space, transportation, workforce and the economy, and
housing.

ICLEI-Local Governments for Sustainability (ICLEI) is an international membership association of local governments dedicated
to climate protection and sustainable development. The mission of
ICLEI is to build, serve, and drive a movement of local governments
to advance deep reductions in greenhouse gas emissions and achieve
tangible improvements in local sustainability. The organization was
established in 1990 when more than 200 local governments from
43 countries convened at the World Congress of Local Governments for a Sustainable Future, at the United Nations in New York.
Established as the International Council on Local Environmental
Initiatives, the official name is now ICLEI-Local Governments for
Sustainability.
ICLEI USA was launched in 1995 and has grown from a handful of local governments participating in a pilot project to a vibrant
network of more than 575 local governments following ICLEI’s Five
Milestone methodology to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and
create more sustainable communities. ICLEI USA is the domestic
leader on climate protection and adaptation, and sustainable development at the local government level.
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Climate change planning at the municipal and
county levels in the New York City metro region
Over the past several years, climate change planning at the municipal
level has become quite common. Growing awareness of the potential effects of climate change and rising energy costs have motivated
many local leaders, supported by their concerned constituents, to
make reductions in carbon emissions a major issue in local politics.
Local government networks, such as ICLEI, are providing the tools
and resources to enable local governments to take action. Frustration
with the lack of federal leadership has also led environmentalists to
focus on more local planning.
In addition to municipal government plans, some county
governments have created their own climate change plans. State
governments have in many cases taken steps of their own, and utility
companies have also begun to offer incentives and rebates for homeowners and businesses. The large number of organizations, companies, municipal agencies, and others involved in climate change
planning creates a complex landscape for local leaders to navigate in
creating their own plans.

Through a survey on municipal climate change planning,
interviews with local leaders, and research into best practices for
local climate change planning, this summary attempts to capture the
current state of climate change planning in the region, discover the
limitations that towns face in creating and implementing climate
change plans, and suggest ways in which a well coordinated regional
strategy may increase the effectiveness of climate change planning.

Starting the process: routes to a
municipal climate change strategy
Impetus for creating a climate change plan often comes from local
leaders who make environmental issues a major part of their political
agendas. New York City’s Mayor Michael Bloomberg is perhaps the
most well-known example in the region of a mayor who has created
a robust environmental agenda at the local level, but many mayors
and other leaders of smaller cities and towns throughout the region
have developed strong environmental strategies as well. In New
Rochelle, NY, for example, Mayor Noam Bramson ran for office on
an environmental platform and has, since taking office, reorganized
many of the town’s defunct environmental committees into an active
sustainability steering committee. In the case of New Rochelle, this
steering committee was given a mandate to establish priorities for
the town’s environmental actions based on which would be the most
effective in achieving environmental benefits. Similar committees
have been created in other towns pursuing climate change planning:
Ridgefield’s Action Committee for the Environment, in Connecticut, was created with the support of the town’s selectmen and mayor
in 2006.
Systematic prioritization of environmental actions is an effective
way of going about planning for climate change, but many towns
develop strong environmental agendas by building on existing
concerns. In a scenario that is typical of rural towns vulnerable to
sprawling exurban development, the Township of East Amwell,
NJ, has instituted environmental policies that are designed primarily to preserve the rural feel of the town. Right-to-farm legislation,
which protects farmers from nuisance complaints made by newer
non-farming neighbors, is combined with farmland purchase and
preservation programs in order to prevent residential development
from overtaking the town’s open and natural spaces. Similarly, the
Township of Cranbury, NJ, has an environmental program rooted
in the desire for the town to remain rural. Cranbury, driven by
residents with a strong environmental consciousness and a willingness to put their time and money towards environmental issues, has
supplemented these land preservation programs with other sustainability initiatives. A strong master plan has been particularly helpful
in shaping Cranbury’s development, an open space tax has generated
revenue for preservation as well as other sustainability initiatives, and
partnerships with other governments and a local watershed protection organization have provided additional support.
In contrast to more rural municipalities like Cranbury and East
Amwell, many cities and large towns in the region contain developed
industrial and commercial centers, and have built environmental
policies on the concerns that are relevant to such centers. Stamford,

Municipalities of all sizes and budgets are adopting
climate change policies. These policies vary tremendously, and are adopted for many different reasons.
Some towns seek to save on energy costs, others to
prevent sprawl, and others yet to improve quality of life
for residents.
In the New York City Metropolitan Region, municipalities are
going about planning for climate change in a variety of ways. Some
towns have focused on measures such as tree planting, land conservation and zoning for the preservation of natural and agricultural
spaces. Others have focused on energy efficiency, improving the
efficiency of municipal facilities as well as encouraging efficiency in
private homes and businesses. Others yet are creating or enhancing
low-carbon transportation options, making pedestrian and bicycle
path improvements, expanding bus service, and attempting to concentrate development near transit hubs. Finally, in addition to efforts
that are intended to mitigate the impact of climate change through
reduced carbon emissions, some towns are also taking steps to adapt
to the increased flooding and rising sea levels that climate change is
expected to bring to the region.
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Solid waste

CT, once a manufacturing center, has worked since the 1960’s to
revitalize its downtown. Now the nation’s fourth-largest financial
center, Stamford has been very successful in attracting businesses and
residents. Creating an attractive transit center, encouraging mixed
use development, and making improvements to the pedestrian environment have all been efforts aimed at improving the city’s quality of
life and economic development. Many of these longstanding development policies have dovetailed with the types of policies necessary
to combat climate change, leading the chief of the city’s Land Use
Bureau to comment that Stamford initially “went green by accident.”
To these “accidental” climate-friendly policies, however, Stamford
has added programs such as greenhouse gas emissions reduction
targets and retrofits of municipal buildings and public schools for
energy efficiency, and turned its economic redevelopment program
into a comprehensive and effective climate change program.
Strong leadership and good organization of city agencies, task
forces or steering committees are essential to effective climate change
planning. The broadest support for climate change initiatives,
though, seems likely to result when towns are also able to capitalize
on the existing concerns of residents and businesses. Scattered environmental initiatives or programs that have incidental environmental benefits can often be consolidated and expanded upon to create
multi-faceted climate change strategies.

Nearly all of the local governments that responded to RPA’s Climate
Change Survey have policies to promote waste reduction – recycling
programs in particular. There are many reasons to recycle (lower air
and water pollution from incineration and landfills, reduced energy
consumption from the production of recyclable materials), but in
reality, municipalities adopt recycling programs because they reduce
landfill costs, and the up-front costs are low. Ever since recycling was
identified as a green policy more than 20 years ago, most municipalities – and nearly all the ones surveyed – have offered their residents
(and sometimes office workers) the opportunity to recycle either at
the municipal dump or with curbside pick-up.

Energy efficiency
Local leaders who responded to RPA’s Climate Change Survey
overwhelmingly ranked energy efficiency as their first priority in
planning to reduce their towns’ carbon emissions. According to the
US Energy Information Administration, nearly 40% of US carbon
emissions are attributable to buildings; increasing the efficiency with
which they use energy therefore has great potential to reduce carbon
emissions – and, of course, costs. The policies and programs that
towns pursue in the interest of increasing energy efficiency, however,
varied widely. The most popular policy towns pursue appeared to
be changing indoor light bulbs from standard incandescents to the
much more energy-efficient compact fluorescent variety, but this is
most often combined with other measures as well. Common steps to
making a municipality more energy efficient include:

Taking action: steps toward
greener cities and towns
Municipalities’ measures intended to combat climate change are in
some cases explicitly organized in a climate action plan, in some cases
fall under a broader mandate of environmental protection, and in
other cases are not organized into a unified environmental or climate
protection plan. Regardless of how towns choose to organize them,
the actions they take to mitigate climate change fall loosely into five
categories. These are actions aimed at:

• Retrofitting municipal buildings,
• Conducting public education campaigns on energy conservation,

•
•
•
•

Promoting waste reduction,
Increasing the energy efficiency of the built environment,
Using clean energy,
Promoting sustainable land use patterns that protect open and
natural spaces,
• Promoting compact, transit-oriented development, and
• Creating, expanding, or maintaining sustainable transportation
systems.
Some towns also take measures intended to adapt to the inevitable
impacts of climate change. Strengthening protections for wetlands
and floodplains and decreasing impervious surfaces are some examples of measures intended to help adapt to the effects of climate
change. Only a few municipalities mentioned strategies for adapting
to the impacts of climate change.

Compact Fluorescent Lightbulbs use 30% to 50% less
power than incandescent lights and last 8 to 15 times
longer. Although their purchase price is higher than
incandescents, they typically pay for themselves in a
matter of weeks or months. Many municipalities are
switching interior and exterior lighting to CFLs as a way
to cut energy costs. Many towns are also converting
their traffic lights to LED, which have similar properties
to CFLs.
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• Providing incentives for residences and businesses to use green
building techniques and/or energy efficient appliances and lighting, and
• Mandating green building practices by instituting a green building
code.
While some towns limit their focus to municipally owned buildings, others adopt strategies to reduce emissions in private buildings
throughout the town. Not only does this reduce municipal carbon
emissions, but it also helps to reduce strain on the electric grid, particularly in times of peak demand. Of all the towns that participated
in RPA’s survey, Babylon, New York, had the most ambitious energy
program: not only has the town retrofitted its municipal buildings,
but it is also taking a variety of other actions: providing information for residents on the benefits of energy conservation, requiring
LEED certification for any new large commercial or industrial
development, encouraging residents to take advantage of rebates and
incentives from the Long Island Power Authority, and providing additional incentives to LIPA’s. Babylon’s newest program, called Long
Island Green Homes, offers households a free (or low-cost) energy
audit and even pays up front for the efficiency improvements recommended by the audit. The town then reimburses itself by adding a
monthly charge on households’ electricity bills – a charge that is less
than the savings from the efficiency improvements.

Though many communities aim to use cleaner energy,
purchasing clean energy credits and installing clean-energy generating facilities are both expensive measures
and thus only available to the region’s largest cities and
counties. Clean energy production is better undertaken
at the regional or national scale.
tions available to individuals and municipalities. Municipalities can
qualify for free solar panel installations by making commitments to
clean energy either through direct purchase or through encouraging
a significant number of residents to make purchases. The Long Island
Power Authority’s “Solar Pioneers” program rewards individuals
and businesses that install solar panels. Local government can keep
track of these opportunities, use them for municipal operations, and
provide additional encouragement and incentive for residents and
businesses to use them.
Overall, however, few of the survey respondents had policies to
promote the use of clean energy. Those that did tended to be cities
and counties with larger budgets – places like New York City, Nassau
and Westchester Counties, Stamford and Fairfield. The likely reason
is that clean energy is an expensive undertaking: green generation
has large up-front costs (building a new solar field or wind farm is
very expensive) and payback periods are long. As for green purchasing, it is an out-the-door expense that is never recouped with lower
costs on the back end.

Clean energy
Many local governments are eager to look for ways to support alternative energy. Some ways for municipalities to make use of alternative energy sources are:
• Purchasing clean energy credits from utility companies,
• Encouraging residents and businesses to purchase clean energy
credits,
• Installing alternative energy generation facilities such as solar
panels on municipal buildings or land, and
• Providing incentives for residents and businesses to install alternative energy generation facilities.
Partnerships with utility companies and support at the state level are
essential for towns that wish to make clean energy a major part of
their climate change plans. Without incentives or rebates from utilities it is difficult for towns to pay for solar panels or other alternative
energy generation facilities; it is also difficult for municipalities to
provide sufficient incentives for residents and businesses to do so.
Without a mechanism for municipalities, residents and businesses to
buy clean energy credits and support the flow of alternative energy
into their supply, it is impossible for cities and towns to control
how their energy is produced. Local government can, however, take
advantage of any opportunities for clean energy purchase and installation that do exist.
Utilities’ opportunities for clean energy purchase vary. The
Connecticut Clean Energy Fund, created by the state legislature and
funded by a surcharge on electricity bills, makes clean energy op-

Open and natural space protection
Land conservation and protection programs have long been a common strategy for towns wishing to avoid development on forested
and agricultural lands and prevent suburban and exurban expansion
into previously rural areas. These conservation programs remain an
important part of many cities’ and towns’ environmental agendas,
and have a role to play in climate change mitigation as well as adaptation. Methods for open and natural space protection that towns
commonly take include:
•
•
•
•
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Zoning for open space or agricultural uses,
Limiting allowable impervious surface coverage,
Creating tree preservation ordinances,
Strengthening regulations on development near wetlands or in

Many communities are restoring their wetlands, as they
naturally capture and treat stormwater runoff before
it enters rivers and streams. They can also hold great

quantities of water, which helps prevent flooding in case
of storm surges. They are also beautiful and can be designed into dramatic recreational landscapes.

floodplains,
• Land purchase through land trust or other funding,
• Purchase of conservation easements on private land, and
• Transfers of development rights from natural spaces to areas where
development is desired.

reducing a municipality’s carbon footprint. Strategies to encourage
this type of development include:
• Creating incentives for infill and brownfields development,
• Zoning for a mixture of uses and for greater densities in transitserved areas, and
• Transferring development rights from natural and open spaces to
more built-up, transit-served areas. examples

Limiting impervious surface coverage, preserving trees, and protecting wetlands are all important for limiting the damage that may
result from increases in flooding and storm severity that climate
change is likely to cause. Land preservation also helps towns achieve
carbon emissions reductions: though the carbon stored in small, forested areas is often small relative to a town’s overall carbon footprint,
any development on forested areas increases carbon emissions and
reduces the capacity for local carbon sequestration. Perhaps more
importantly, land conservation that is paired with carefully planned,
more compact development (see next climate action, below) can
help to reverse the sprawling, car-dependent land use pattern that
dominates much of the American landscape and creates high levels
of transportation-related carbon emissions. Land preservation alone
is certainly valuable; combined with careful planning of the places
that towns do want to develop, it is much more powerful.
The success of Cranbury, NJ, in directing development to more
built-up parts of town and away from its natural spaces attests to
this. Instead of simply identifying land that should remain undeveloped, the township relied on a well-formed master plan that helped
to guide its growth, and cites this plan as crucial to its success in land
preservation.

Not surprisingly, most of the survey respondents who said they had
adopted policies to promote infill development, transit-oriented
development, Smart Growth Overlays and Brownfield development were older, urban communities, such as Stamford, Paterson,
Brookhaven and of course New York City. Stamford, in particular,
launched a particularly ambitious effort in the 1970s to redevelop
its large post-industrial brownfields near its Metro-North/Amtrak
station into an expansion of its downtown. Years of active planning
have turned Stamford into a thriving live-work community with
millions of new square feet of office and residential space within a
10 minute walk of the train station. Even today, Stamford’s mayor
continues to promote an aggressive sustainability program.

Sustainable transportation systems
Transportation accounts for about one third of carbon emissions
nationally; this figure can be even higher in places with long average
commutes and high dependency on private cars. Though transportation-related emissions are a major contributor to towns’ overall
carbon footprints, these emissions are perhaps the most difficult sector for individual municipalities to tackle. The frequency of private
car trips is closely tied to the land use patterns where those trips take
place, and changing land use patterns can be a long-term project.
Increasing the availability and convenience of other options, though,
makes a major difference in the carbon emissions produced. High
gas prices have encouraged record ridership on many transit systems,
and demand for options other than vehicles is on the rise. Measures

Compact, mixed-use, transit-oriented development
Promoting mixed-use development in transit-served zones has economic as well as environmental benefits for towns, and is a popular
strategy for creating livable communities and reducing environmental impacts. Particularly when it is paired with pedestrian and mass
transit improvements and with disincentives to developing outside of
transit-served areas, compact development can go a long way towards
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In 1997, Washington Township, NJ, adopted zoning and design regulations to encourage density and a mix of uses in
the town center, and preserve large amounts of agricultural, unsewered, land around the center. Town leaders used a
variety of creative ways to preserve this land, including giving developers in the town center density bonuses for buying
land on the outskirts and giving it to the municipality for permanent preservation.
that towns commonly take to make their transportation systems
more sustainable include:
•
•
•
•
•

and counties surveyed were engaged in other sustainable transportation efforts, including car pooling and park-and-ride programs. Some
of the largest (Stamford, Westchester, New York City) managed
Bus Rapid Transit programs. As in the case of green energy, public
transportation requires significant up-front costs that only large
municipalities and counties can afford to undertake.

Improving pedestrian and bicycle routes,
Promoting public transit,
Promoting carpooling,
Creating park-and-ride facilities, and
Promoting the use of hybrid vehicles.

Effectiveness of, and limitations
to, municipal-level action

For many towns and counties that responded to RPA’s Climate
Change Survey, sustainable transportation policies were based largely
on improving bicycling greenways and promoting the use of hybrid
vehicles in the government fleet. Some of the larger municipalities

Although federal legislation is necessary to comprehensively address
climate change, local governments have the ability to make significant emissions reductions through their ability to control land use,
transportation, building codes and waste management; the cumulative impact of many towns’ actions has great potential. Cities and
towns are well positioned to tailor energy efficiency programs to
local needs, facilitate land preservation and plan for transit-oriented
mixed use development. Perhaps in part because of a lack of leadership at the federal level, local governments have become this country’s most effective leaders and innovators in climate change policy.
Municipalities and counties have devised clever and effective
ways to lower energy use, preserve open space, encourage people to
use transit and produce less solid waste. Because local governments
have such direct control over things like zoning, streets and building codes, there are in a sense, the best mechanism to implement
climate-change action items.
That said, local governments cannot assume responsibility for
our nation’s climate-change strategy: comprehensive climate-change
planning is sometimes most effective at the regional or national
levels. Transportation policy, for example, is difficult to address at
the local level, since many roads are controled by counties, states or
the federal government, and since drivers or transit users are coming
from, or going to, different municipalities. No one municipality –
unless it is very large – can create significant changes in its residents’

Westchester County, Stamford and New York City are
all in the process of implementing Bus Rapid Transit in
some of their busiest transit corridors
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commuting habits. Counties, or groups of municipalities acting
together, or better yet, larger regions, are the best scale at which to
address the issue of transportation.
Certain land use strategies, similarly, are best addressed at a
large scale. Municipalities can choose to preserve particularly valuable open space parcels, but only a region or a state can effectively
evaluate the best areas to concentrate growth toward, or steer growth
away from. Bridgeport, CT, and its surrounding municipalities,
for example, are currently coordinating their efforts to reduce their
collective carbon emissions. Together they are devising strategies to
steer development in areas that can support it, reduce driving, and
preserve open space and watersheds.
Municipalities that are addressing climate change on their own
tend to focus on practical goals that are implementable at the local
scale – adopting green building codes, retrofitting municipal buildings, instituting tree preservation and land conservation regulations,
among other policies. Babylon, NY, for instance, requires that all
commercial and industrial construction over 4,000 SF be LEEDcertified. More recently, the town has adopted a progressive program
to encourage home- and business-owners to have their buildings
audited for energy use and retrofitted accordingly. Supervisor Steve
Bellone’s hope is to reduce the town’s largest carbon-contributing
sector, private residential, by 40% in just a few years. Bellone explicitly chooses to leave out of the town’s climate-change plans any
action that would achieve only minor reductions such as campaigning against vehicle idling, or conversely, any action that would take
too long to implement, such as shifting Babylon’s car-dependent
suburban population towards widespread use of transit, pedestrian
and bicycle transportation.
Finally, many municipalities are simply too small, have too
little staff and too small a budget to be able to dedicate significant
attention to the issue of climate change. Communities of all sizes
have signed the US Mayors Climate Protection Agreement and have
joined ICLEI, and can take steps to curb carbon emissions, but as
our survey revealed, only the largest local governments have developed comprehensive climate-action plans. Many small munipalities,
in the survey and interviews, cited a lack of resources and staff as the
primary obstacle to implementing a climate-change policy. Some
municipalities, however, have said that they would be able to do
more if they knew more about what other towns were doing. The
principal planner in Paterson, NJ, for instance, explained that the
city simply has too many other economic, safety and other issues to
focus on climate change. “We probably won’t be leaders” on climate
change, but “we could be followers” given a blueprint for action
derived from other municipalities’ successes. Regional or national
climate change planning could help guide towns like Paterson.
Given the lack of leadership at the national level, it is a testament
to the energy, creativity and ambition of our local leaders that they
have been able to achieve so much with so few resources. This concept of states-as-laboratories should be preserved but more support
at the regional and federal level ought to be provided to ensure that
municipalities have the tools they need to be effective scientists.
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Survey: Summary of Responses

Population

Median
household
income

Municipal
budget

Bloomsbury, NJ

900

$64,500

$612,000

Marbletown, NY

5,850

$46,000

$1,295,314

Amenia, NY

4,000

$39,000

$1,359,192

East Amwell, NJ

4,500

$86,000

$2,417,723

Saugerties, NY

19,900

$42,500

$2,581,402

Ossining, NY

24,000

$65,500

$5,121,773

Roxbury, CT

2,100

$88,000

$9,442,510

Byram Twp, NJ

8,250

$81,500

$9,558,956

Lewisboro, NY

12,300

$112,500

$11,402,734

Cranbury, NJ

3,200

$111,000

$12,239,897

Somers, NY

18,000

$89,500

$13,068,380

Peekskill, NY

22,500

$47,000

$15,223,778

Washington Twp, NJ

18,700

$98,000

$15,777,440

Berkeley Heights, NJ

13,500

$107,000

$16,361,366

Point Pleasant, NJ

19,300

$56,000

$16,500,000

Cranford, NJ

22,000

$76,500

$27,912,664

9,800

$77,000

$34,770,007

Patterson, NY

11,500

$66,000

$41,068,660

Harrison, NY

24,150

$81,000

$43,644,183

Ridgefield, CT

24,000

$107,000

$120,494,420

New Rochelle, NY

72,000

$55,500

$137,503,135

Babylon, NY

200,000

$70,800

$150,000,000

Paterson, NJ

150,000

$32,800

$200,485,037

Fairfield, CT

58,000

$83,500

$206,807,000

Brookhaven, NY

450,000

$62,500

$222,423,897

New Haven, CT

125,000

$30,000

$413,342,382

Stamford, CT

120,000

$60,500

$443,932,621

Westchester County, NY

925,000

$63,000

$1,692,337,149

Nassau County, NY

1,300,000

$72,000

$2,600,000,000

New York, NY

8,008,300

$38,000

$59,100,000,000

Local government

Oxford, CT
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Monitoring
greenhouse
gases?

Set
reduction
targets?

Waste

Energy
efficiency

Climate action programs (in place [ ] or in planning stages [ ])
Green
buildings

Land
use

Transportation

Brownfields

Urban
or rural
forestry

Water
management
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