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C
ities are responsible 

for over 70 percent 

of global greenhouse 

gas emissions and 75 

percent of primary energy consumption. 

By 2050, over two-thirds of the world 

population will live in cities, resulting in 

even greater infrastructure needs and 

increased carbon emissions. Yet, cities 

largely remain on the side-lines in the 

design of national and international green 

transition policies. Cities can combine 

policy, practice, and participation by 

leveraging innovation, technology, and 

partnerships while transforming local 

governance models. There is a need 

for the G20 leaders to recognise and 

support the role of cities in accelerating 

climate action towards net-zero and 

limiting warming to 1.5 °C. This Policy 

Brief suggests policy recommendations 

informed by current trends, Urban20 

(U20) engagement group priorities, 

and previous communications by G20 

countries to address the barriers that 

cities face in implementing effective 

climate action towards net-zero. 

These recommendations emphasise 

on themes around empowering cities; 

building technical, institutional and 

financial capacities of cities; facilitating 

climate finance; and enabling multi-

stakeholder participation for achieving 

integrated urban climate action. 
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T
he world is experiencing 

a fast-paced global 

transformation, and 

one of the most 

pressing challenges of this century is 

addressing climate change impacts, 

an essential component of which is 

transitioning to net-zero cities. The 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 

Change (IPCC) indicates that rapid 

and extensive transformations are 

required to restrict global warming to 

1.5 °C, with targets that aim for no less 

than 45-percent reduction in global 

greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions by 

2030, followed by the attainment of 

carbon neutrality by 2050.1 Achieving 

net-zero emissions necessitates 

decarbonisation approaches and 

transformative changes across all 

aspects of human activity, particularly 

in urban areas.2

Cities are crucial engines of economic 

growth that generate 80 percent of 

global GDP.3 The world’s 10 largest 

metropolitan economies together have 

an estimated GDP of US$9.5 trillion, 

which is larger than the economies 

of Germany and Japan combined.4 

Cities are now home to more than 55 

percent of the world population, and 

this figure is projected to increase to 

almost 70 percent by 2050.5 Cities are, 

however, also responsible for more 

than 70 percent of greenhouse gas 

emissions6 and 75 percent of global 

primary energy consumption.7 At the 

same time, cities will face more frequent 

heat stress events, and the average 

temperature difference between rural 

and urban areas is also set to rise.8 

Urban citizens – particularly the urban 

poor and marginalised populations 

– are increasingly vulnerable to 

multiple climate change risks, such 

as floods, heatwaves, and disaster-

induced displacement.9 Population 

and consumption growth, coupled 

with accelerating climate risk, puts 

increasing pressure on already strained 

municipal areas.

The term ‘net-zero cities’, 

interchangeably used with ‘climate-

neutral cities’, ‘net-zero energy cities’, 

and ‘carbon-free cities’, refers to urban 

areas that strive to achieve a state 

of equilibrium between the amount 

of anthropogenic GHG emissions 

produced and the amount of emissions 

removed or offset.10 These cities aim to 

eliminate or offset their carbon footprint 

by reducing emissions from various 

activities such as energy generation, 

transportation, and waste management, 
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while implementing measures to 

remove or capture GHG emissions 

from the atmosphere. A net-zero urban 

transition entails a fundamental socio-

technical shifta in the planning, design 

and governance of cities.11 Being the 

government closest to urban citizens, 

city governments also act as catalysts 

in involving communities to co-create 

innovative solutions in line with net-zero 

targets. Many cities are willing to drive 

this socio-technical shift, and at least 

1,000 cities worldwide have already 

committed to net-zero objectives 

under the UNFCCC-led ‘Race to 

Zero’ campaign.12 Nonetheless, urban 

areas face a number of barriers in 

implementing and accelerating their 

decarbonisation efforts. 

Governance and Regulatory 
Authority
International climate agreements, such 

as the Paris Agreement, explicitly 

highlight the importance of cities in 

achieving climate neutrality. Some 

nations have also updated their 

Nationally Determined Contributions 

(NDCs) to reflect the role of cities in their 

climate action plans.13 Such policies and 

actions at higher scale of governments 

are useful in guiding and directing cities 

towards their net-zero targets.  

National governments, however, often 

lack the ability to implement efficient 

policies that address local issues as 

compared to city governments which 

have specialised knowledge on their 

unique territories and challenges.14 

Municipalities frequently encounter 

constraints in their legal authority from 

national and state governments to 

implement more advanced measures. 

For example, the 12th Schedule of the 

Indian Constitution allocates limited 

jurisdiction to cities. This jurisdiction 

primarily includes interventions in 

the sectors of waste management, 

environmental protection, and urban 

forest management relating to climate 

change. Other activities, including 

energy generation and distribution, 

transport, and industrial sectors are 

controlled by the state and central 

governments. Effectively transitioning 

to a net-zero state at the urban level 

requires a combination of autonomy 

a A socio-technical shift extends beyond adopting new technologies, and entails an interlinkage between 

technologies, infrastructure investment, establishment of enabling markets and regulations, and shaping 

user preferences for a fundamental societal impact. 
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and coordination, necessitating both 

horizontal integration by involving 

multiple actors, and vertical coordination 

with multiple levels of governments.15 

Financial mechanisms
Cities often lack the financial autonomy 

and institutional capacity to use 

innovative funding mechanisms for 

decarbonisation practices, ranging 

from land-based financing instruments 

and property taxes, to public-private 

partnerships. In developing nations, 

development requirements including the 

provision of accessible and adequate 

infrastructure often take precedence, 

while funding for climate action is 

perceived as an added financial 

challenge.16 According to UN-Habitat’s 

World Cities Report 2022, cities in 

lower-income countries rely more on 

community actions, with a focus on 

climate adaptation, whereas those in 

higher-income countries tend to pay 

greater attention to efficiency and 

leadership for climate mitigation actions 

in transport and buildings sectors.17 To 

support lower-income cities in mitigation 

efforts, their financial capacity needs to 

be strengthened.

Additionally, more than 60 percent of 

urban areas needed by 2050 are yet to be 

built.18  The World Economic Forum and 

World Bank estimate that the world will 

need to invest between US$3.7–US$5.4 

trillion in urban infrastructure every year 

until then.19 Advanced economies face 

the additional challenge of replacing 

aging urban infrastructure.20 Small-

scale governments must be equipped 

with the financial, legal, and technical 

capacity to address the threat that 

climate impacts pose to urban assets 

in the present and for the decades to 

come. Such measures can help small-

scale governments to better address the 

influence of insurance, shifting national 

policies regarding carbon and other 

greenhouse gases, and international 

fuel markets. 

Technical Capacity and 
Awareness
The third barrier is the lack of technical 

expertise, awareness, and resources 

needed to plan and implement carbon-

neutral actions at the local level. 

Today’s evolving technology landscape 

has enabled cities to experiment with 

advanced technical approaches aiding 

low-carbon urban development, such 

as the deployment of smart grids, 

energy-efficient buildings, and electric 

vehicles.21 However, these approaches 

require city stakeholders to possess 
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high technical capacities and resource 

mobilisation in order to be implemented 

properly. Moreover, city officials may 

not have access to knowledge and 

resources—such as innovative climate 

scenario modelling tools, inventories 

to collect city-level climate data, and 

other frameworks for implementing 

climate actions—due to fragmented 

information and limited networking. 

Currently, transnational city alliances 

and networks, such as the Global 

Covenant of Mayors for Climate and 

Energy (GCoM) and the C40 Cities 

Climate Leadership Group, provide 

support frameworks to implement 

climate goals and enable knowledge-

sharing horizontally among cities, but 

their capacity and influence in global 

governance remain limited.22 
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P
roviding targeted support 

to cities in the G20 would 

empower them to play a 

significant role in the global 

effort to achieve net-zero emissions by 

accelerating the response to climate 

change at the local level with a global 

perspective. 

Rapid urbanisation trends and the 

impact of globalisation on urban 

governance have made it crucial 

for city leadership to adopt a more 

international approach. Cities have the 

capacity to undertake essential actions 

that contribute to advancing net-zero 

transitions, such as implementing 

modal shifts, abating emissions from 

carbon-intensive sectors including 

buildings and transportation, and 

reducing resource consumption using 

measures such as improving energy 

efficiency. Due to their scale and 

potential for experimenting with low-

carbon innovations that encompass 

new technologies, policies, and 

business models, cities are an ideal 

platform for implementation. 

G20 countries have recognised 

the social and economic influence 

of cities in creating the Urban 20 

(U20) engagement group to bring 

urban dynamism to international 

deliberations. Within just five years, 

it has established a strong forum of 

communication between cities and 

G20 heads, further propelling global 

development agendas and affirming 

the role of urban areas in international 

sustainable development efforts.23 The 

deliberations under this engagement 

group serve as a clarion call for local 

leadership to reinforce mutually 

supportive implementation processes, 

innovative ideas, decisions and actions 

for achieving global sustainability 

and climate goals, including the Paris 

Agreement and the UN Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs).

The role of cities in achieving net-zero 

has also been acknowledged by the 

G20 in the Rome Leaders’ Declaration 

of 2021, which committed to support 

cities “through the G20 Resource 

Efficiency Dialogue and a recognition 

of the importance of cities as enablers 

of sustainable development.”24 The 

Joint G20 Energy-Climate Ministerial 

Communiqué of 2021 also specifies “the 

need to enhance the coordination and 

cooperation between national, regional, 

and local authorities,” and recognised 

cities as “innovative laboratories of 

clean, energy-efficient, sustainable, 

affordable and reliable technologies.”25
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G20 leaders can further encourage the 

role of cities in accelerating climate 

action towards meeting G20 countries’ 

net-zero targets by cutting non-CO2 

super pollutants,b which could avoid 

up to 0.6°C of warming by 2050 and 

up to 1.2°C by 2100.26 Strategies to 

cut non-CO2 super pollutants can 

yield high emission reduction in cities. 

For instance, 20 percent of methane 

emissions are from the waste sector 

which accounts for “35% of total 

emissions in Kolkata, 31% in Nairobi, 

and 22% in Rio de Janeiro.”27 Further, 

more than half the emissions of HFCs, 

another potent GHG, globally in 2050 

and 2100 will be from stationary air-

conditioners,28 the growth of which is 

much higher in urban areas. 

The G20’s network of development 

banks and funding facilities can also 

provide the expertise required to support 

innovative financial mechanisms. The 

Smart, Resilient and Sustainable Cities 

Action Plan,29 produced by UNEP in 

close collaboration with the Italian 

Presidency of the G20, also highlights 

the need to support the capacity of 

cities for implementation, sustainable 

finance frameworks, and investment at 

the local level.  

b These include black carbon, methane (CH4), tropospheric ozone, and hydrofluorocarbons (HFCs) which 

can avoid four times more warming by 2050 than CO2 cuts alone can.
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Recommendations 
to the G20
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i. Empower cities by 
bolstering multi-
level governance and 
coordination towards 
net-zero transitions.

The G20 countries should recognise the 

opportunities, creativity and dynamism 

that cities provide in bolstering their 

Nationally Determined Contributions 

(NDCs) and contributing to the 

achievement of the Paris Agreement.30 

Many cities of the G20 member countries 

have set their own ambitious policies and 

plans of reaching net-zero emissions. 

The Seoul Metropolitan Government 

(SMG), for example, implemented 

reforms in its public transportation 

system in 2004, eventually resulting in 

Seoul becoming a model city for public 

transportation.31 The reforms resulted 

in a sharp, 9.4-percent increase in bus 

ridership between 2004 and 2017.32 

These reforms, along with others 

implemented since, have reduced 

transport emissions in Seoul by nearly 

a quarter33 and the number of electric 

vehicles sold across the country in 

2021 has doubled from 2020.34 Seoul 

plans to have electric vehicles account 

for 10 percent of its total registered 

vehicles by 2026, resulting in potential 

emission reductions of approximately 

43 percent from 2005 levels.35 Similarly, 

the city of Mumbai in India has set a 

target of reaching net-zero by 2050 in 

its ambitious climate action plan, which 

is 20 years ahead of India’s target of 

zeroing out carbon emissions by 2070.36 

These successes and associated 

learnings of cities in G20 member 

countries which have implemented 

ambitious climate and sustainable 

development policies should inform 

national climate policy development. 

They can also contribute to the 

knowledge of other G20 cities as they 

design their own enabling frameworks. 

A systems approach to addressing 

the concurrent challenges cities face 

recognises the need for collaboration 

and coordination among different 

actors, sectors and institutions to 

effectively gauge their interconnections 

and interdependencies.37 Without the 

active involvement of city governments, 

climate action commitments cannot be 

translated from global agreements into 

practical initiatives on the ground. 

The G20 can enhance the 

transformational potential of city efforts 

by motivating and enabling sub-national 

governments to pursue more ambitious 

climate action. Regular dialogues 
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with urban leaders that offer inter-city 

coordination and intra-city technical 

support can be used to solicit localised 

knowledge of barriers and opportunities, 

identify gaps and key stakeholder 

groups, and improve success rates of 

national climate action plans.38 These 

dialogues can be coordinated through 

existing city networks such as U20 

or the Global Covenant of Mayors, 

but would need to be enhanced to 

include real estate owners, municipal 

public works departments, extra-

mayoral political leaders and other 

local knowledge holders who influence 

the development of urban areas and 

their inhabitants. Multi-stakeholder 

facilitation efforts foster uptake from 

industry actors and local businesses, 

improve rollouts of policy enforcement 

such as building audits or diesel bans, 

and turn key players into champions 

of sustainable development agendas, 

support knowledge exchange to 

minimise redundancy in research 

efforts, maximise efficiency, and attract 

private capital.39 This approach also 

generates evidence for the creation of 

climate policies and effective decision-

making.40 

In this regard, the Urban 20 (U20) 

engagement deliberations under the 

G20 should further work towards 

enhancing the momentum for integrated 

urban climate action by encouraging 

local-level policies and peer-to-peer 

cooperation.  Examples of this could 

include:

•	 Peer-to-peer trainings where cities 

aiming to undertake sustainable 

development initiatives, including 

low-carbon transport, energy-

efficient buildings, digitalisation, 

and waste management, can learn 

from cities with existing efforts, like 

Paris, Seoul, or London.

•	 Publishing analyses of existing 

regulatory frameworks and urban 

sustainability initiatives and 

their relative success for carbon 

mitigation, with each case study 

evaluating emissions reduction per 

dollar (MTCO2eq/USD) alongside 

social benefits like improved air 

quality and public health.

•	 Inter-city collaboration within the 

G20 countries to scale efforts like 

appliance collection or addressing 

methane in municipal waste, which 

reduces implementation costs and 

improves participation rates.
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ii. Enhance technical and 
institutional capacities 
of cities to develop and 
implement climate action 
plans.

In order to transition to a carbon-

neutral and sustainable future, local 

governments and administrators 

require a fundamental transformation 

in the planning, design, management 

and financing of urban projects and 

infrastructure.41 For this purpose, the 

Urban 20 engagement group of the G20 

should aim at sharing best practices 

and knowledge in key areas, including 

low-carbon transport, energy-efficient 

buildings, digitalisation, and waste 

management. For instance, the U20 

deliberations could focus on 

accelerating cuts to non-CO2 super 

pollutants while pursuing ambitious 

and equitable decarbonisation, which 

would also provide the added benefit 

of reducing air pollution and increasing 

the quality of life in cities.

Technical tools, city-level inventories, 

and frameworks related to such 

actions can be shared among city 

governments to enable better urban 

planning and design to tackle climate 

change impacts. A number of standards 

and tools are available to quantify 

and assess the sustainability of 

infrastructure through benchmarking 

and rating systems. For example, the 

Smart Surfaces Coalition in India has 

developed a holistic, computer-based 

methodology that can be used by 

all cities with their own data, and in 

partnership with TERI, is conducting 

city-wide analysis of Smart Surfaces 

adoption in Bhopal.42 Correspondingly, 

the G20 deliberations should also aim 

at encouraging skill development of 

local actors for better understanding 

of data collection, strategic planning 

processes, administrative procedures 

and other coordination.43 For the same, 

the G20 Working Groups can set 

universal metrics, common vocabulary, 

and shared evaluation and monitoring 

frameworks, largely drawing from 

existing frameworks and knowledge 

products. Similarly, the U20 Summit 

should focus on the capacity building of 

city stakeholders by providing access 

to expertise, policy advocacy, and peer 

learning.

iii. Facilitate the flow of 
climate finance.

To mobilise financial resources and 

meet the financial needs for climate 

projects, cities are faced with a 

number of capacity constraints, 
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such as limited knowledge of climate 

finance sources, low creditworthiness, 

and underdeveloped debt capital 

markets.44 With support from the U20 

and G20 working groups including the 

Sustainable Finance Working Group, 

city governments can increase their 

capacity to identify innovative finance 

mechanisms, such as property taxes 

and public-private partnerships, and 

mobilise climate financing. 

Sustainable investment opportunities 

in emerging markets alone amount to 

US$2.5 trillion annually up to 2030.45 

Multinational banks play an important 

role in enabling access to mainstream 

finance for cities. This could be facilitated 

further by national approaches to 

strengthen the creditworthiness of 

cities.46 Furthermore, multinational 

development banks have the capacity 

to offer technical assistance that can 

aid cities to access global financial 

markets and customised tools, such 

as credit insurance, loan loss reserves, 

and municipal green bonds. The G20 

deliberations, through their Sustainable 

Finance Working Group, should 

therefore aim at tapping this potential 

and advocate for a greater role of multi-

national development banks in the 

financing of low-carbon urban projects 

by prioritising city-level investments.

Attribution: Sanjay Seth et al., “From Planning to Action: Rethinking the Role of Cities in Accelerating Net-
Zero Transitions,” T20 Policy Brief, June 2023.
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