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Many experts in the field have been pressing for
exactly what Cities and Climate Change promises:
(1) a theoretical treatment of institutional fac-
tors contributing to local air pollution (carbon
dioxide emissions especially), and (2) an evalu-
ation of the voluntary approach of the “Cities
for Climate Protection,” a program of the In-
ternational Council for Local Environmental
Initiatives (ICLEI) to reduce greenhouse gas
emissions and improve livability within member
municipalities. (See, for example, Global Carbon
Project 2005.) The problem is that the authors
fail to reach either goal. Yet, thankfully, their
effort provides us with many lessons and a valu-
able and foundational launching pad for fruitful
extensions of their work.

Political scientists have often conceptualized
global environmental governance as an exami-
nation of international diplomatic negotiations,
as the authors note. This has resulted in “black
boxing” the role of subnational governments,
whose local daily practices in sum have over-
whelmed the global carbon cycle. On the the-
oretical front, conceptualizing a transnational
coalition of subnational governments forming a
multilayered, laterally organized community of
good local decarbonization practices—a network
of action, information exchange, transparency,
and accountability—is a welcome goal. And rely-
ing on six well-selected case studies in three coun-
tries (the United Kingdom, the United States,
and Australia) is an appropriate methodological
approach.

But the authors do not examine local author-
ities located within a transnational network of
local governance, as they claim; rather they look
at six individual places that have pledged “to re-
duce greenhouse gas emissions from their local
government operations and throughout their
communities” (ICLEI 2006). Although the au-
thors never provide the rationale for selecting
these particular six cities, there are three general
outcomes: mild success (Denver, CO and New-
castle, NSW); “mixed”/weak (Newcastle, UK

and Leicester, UK); and least positive (Cam-
bridgeshire, UK and Milwaukee, WI). Although
not formally expressed, the criteria for success ap-
pear to be the following: (1) changes in adminis-
trative structures, (2) financial resources, (3) pol-
icy development, and (4) the political potency of
the issue of climate protection in the local au-
thority (p. 173). In other words, the measure of
success is not reduction in greenhouse gases that
would, indeed, connect cities to climate change,
the title of the book.

Nevertheless, there are many lessons to learn.
First, as the authors succinctly cover, there are
variations in the autonomy and authority ac-
corded to local governments, as well as limita-
tions on sectoral and/or issue responsibility. Re-
stricting the discussion for a moment to political
institutions, it makes sense that in terms of urban
and regional development, the more the local
government is empowered, the more likely it is
that local leaders can pursue strategies of slow
or smart growth that foster community sustain-
ability. The point for carbon management is that
given the systemic nature of political economies,
most cities and regions have little autonomy to
shape their own development paths. Moreover,
for decarbonization, cities must be treated as
nodes in a regional, national, or global flow of
materials, labor, and energy. This is a problem of
scale and scope that daunts all researchers in this
critical policy area.

Second, we learn—and this is the most power-
ful lesson—that there is the reality of powerful re-
sistance. If there were a dedicated local champion
(the one who most likely signed up for the ICLEI
program); and if that champion had considerable
authority; and if the locality were already inter-
ested in being or seeming greener; and if possible
reduction activities were framed as co-benefits
of dealing with other existing local pressing is-
sues; and if financial resources were dedicated to
a metropolitan region’s reduction in greenhouse
gases; that would not be enough to get the suc-
cessful results listed above (not to mention actual
emissions reductions).

Positively, if local authorities focus on mon-
itoring and controlling emissions generated
through their own operation and property, they
can/must have some significant and measur-
able impact. But when the wider community is
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considered, local political and economic pro-
cesses of urban development are simply more
powerfully configured (most assuredly organized
in a real network) to thwart even the most co-
hesive transurban network dedicated to social
change.

Third, ICLEI did not create a network of cities.
They enrolled supporters of a program idea. Net-
works are social (that is, interactive), have struc-
tural and relational embeddedness, and are ves-
sels of social capital, connections that can be
called upon. Their governance structures are the
formal and informal devices through which the
actors organize and manage their interdependen-
cies. The cities covered in this book cannot qual-
ify as a network. But they could. And that is an
extremely significant lesson.

Fourth, individual leadership matters. Effec-
tive networks are not happenstance. Rather they
are cultivated, fostered, and promoted by collab-
orative leaders who closely attend to the ties that
bind the members. Such leaders also envision re-
alistic and tangible goals for network members,
hold them accountable, and celebrate their mea-
surable accomplishments.

Fifth, voluntarism only goes so far. ICLEI es-
tablished five reasonable procedural milestones
that, if followed, should result in real emissions
reductions. These are (1) conducting a baseline
emissions inventory and forecast; (2) adopting an
emissions reduction target for the forecast year;
(3) developing a Local Action Plan; (4) imple-
menting policies and measures; and (5) monitor-
ing and verifying results. None of the cities in this
study completed many, if any, of these milestones.

Sixth, as mentioned throughout this review,
this book points out the limitations of case stud-
ies that are not carefully selected to control some
variables and to flesh out the significance of oth-
ers. The lesson learned is that we need more
carefully crafted comparative case studies on ex-
actly the same topic: cities (and cities in regions)
and their critical importance in stemming con-
ditions of further climate change. In that regard,
ideally ICLEI would require/assist program cities
to report their emissions over time to reap the
benefits of outside research. Of course, theoreti-
cal concerns (and greater generalizability) would
dictate the independent variables on which data
would be collected to answer some of the same

questions that intrigue Bulkeley and Betsill. For
example, what is the difference in emissions re-
duction between cities with high and low au-
tonomy (a power question)? How can cities in
a region connect through membership in ICLEI
to strengthen their carbon reduction activities
in a mutually beneficial way (an organization
question)? What is the difference in emissions
reduction between cities that accomplished the
five milestones and those that did not (a proce-
dural question)? What is the difference in emis-
sions reduction of cities that interacted frequently
with other cities in the program (forging connec-
tions) and those that were isolates (a network
question)?

The bad news is that, as Bulkeley and Betsill
undoubtedly know, the kinds of data that are
missing are extremely difficult to collect, perhaps
unnecessarily so, and they must be available to
the research community. The good news is that
Bulkeley and Betsill have revealed the challenges
of getting the data necessary to uncover and un-
leash the power of subnational network connec-
tions and thus improve the ability of places to
affect climate change.
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