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Abstract: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development promotes sustainable global prosperity by
encouraging the coordination of social, economic, and environmental policies and good governance
reforms. Cities are expected to play an essential role in implementing the 2030 Agenda. Local
programs are to be implemented by multi-actor governance systems (including government agencies,
businesses, nonprofits, and philanthropic organizations) that operate across multiple policy domains
and provide extensive opportunities for stakeholder participation. Local program finance may
require a combination of public, private, and philanthropic resources. We analyze the prospects for
local implementation of the 2030 Agenda in large U.S. cities by examining local capacity to plan and
carry out cross-sectoral collaborative initiatives. We review sustainability planning in the cities that
participated in the Sustainable Development Solutions Network planning demonstration. We analyze
an inventory of urban revitalization initiatives to assess local capacity to carry out collaborations.
We show that local capacity is associated with having an active local environmental agenda and
making progress toward achieving sustainable development goals. However, local capacity appears
to be concentrated in larger cities. Although the demands on local governance are daunting, our
examination of local capacity to plan and execute cross-sectoral collaborative initiatives in large U.S.
cities creates guarded optimism.
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1. Introduction

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development is a United Nations (UN) initiative to
promote sustainable global prosperity by encouraging the coordination of social, economic,
and environmental policies and good governance reforms. The agenda identifies seventeen
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Though there are both synergies and trade-offs
between the SDGs, the nature of the connections and the balance of trade-offs are likely to
vary between and within nations [1,2]. Thus, initiatives to implement the SDGs are likely
to vary nationally and locally [3]. The challenge is to create a “whole-of-government” and
“whole-of-society” approach that establishes national priorities and mobilizes contributions
from multiple stakeholders without dominating local implementation processes [4].

Cities are critical to achieving sustainable prosperity. Cities and metropolitan areas
worldwide, as centers of population growth and economic vitality, are expected to play
an essential role in implementing the SDGs [5,6]. However, the United Nations’ global
indicator framework, which is used to assess progress on SDG implementation, focuses on
countries as the main spatial unit for which national governments and agencies should
report. National measures mask disparities at the subnational level, particularly for regions
and cities. In addition, the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development
(OECD) has noted, “attainment of at least 105 of the 169 SDG targets included in the global
indicator framework will require the full engagement and participation of regions and
cities to deliver the intended outcomes” [7].
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Although the U.S. participated in the development of the SDGs and adopted the
goals along with other UN member states in 2015, follow-through at the national level
has been limited. In part this reflects the Trump Administration’s hostility toward climate
change mitigation, sustainable development, and institutions that support international
cooperation [8]. While the Biden Administration is likely to renew the U.S. commitment to
implementing the SDGs and the president’s support is expected to enhance the prospects
for success, local capacity remains a significant concern [9,10].

Local programs are to be implemented by multi-actor governance systems (including
government agencies, businesses, nonprofits, and philanthropic organizations) that oper-
ate across multiple policy domains and provide extensive opportunities for stakeholder
participation. Implementing the SDGs locally will require sustained efforts in the face of in-
evitable local political change, mobilization across sectors, and coordination across existing
policy silos from local governments that are “well-functioning” and “well-managed” [10].
Beyond this, finding the resources to implement local projects is likely to be a significant
challenge that may require innovative arrangements that combine support from public,
private, and philanthropic sources [11–13].

Are U.S. cities prepared to meet these daunting challenges? Our analysis of local
capacity to plan and carry out cross-sectoral collaborative initiatives suggests there are
reasons for guarded optimism.

2. Research Questions and Design

Our analysis uses a mixed-methods approach and draws upon several data sources to
address five research questions about the capacity of U.S. cities to implement the SDGs.
First, are U.S. cities capable of developing local sustainable development plans? We present
case studies that review local sustainability plans and planning processes in Baltimore,
New York, and San José, the cities selected to participate in the Sustainable Development
Solutions Network (SDSN) planning demonstration project (which was in operation from
2014 to 2017). Although the SDSN’s framework is intended to be a guide, we use the
ten-step process described in the guide to assess the extent to which local planning in
the selected cities reflects the holistic approach the SDSN recommends [11]. However,
our descriptions of local planning are not limited to the plans developed in response to
the SDSN’s demonstration project; we include information about sustainability planning
before and after the SDSN’s initiative. Our review shows that the selected cities, working in
cooperation with civil society institutions and local stakeholders, made significant progress
despite inaction by the Trump Administration [14,15]. All three cities completed sustain-
ability plans that reflect the best practices identified by the SDSN [11], demonstrating that
local sustainability planning is possible, even in the absence of supportive national policy.

Second, are U.S. cities capable of carrying out complex cross-sectoral initiatives that
feature extensive community engagement and blended finances? To assess local capacity to
implement the SDGs, we developed an indicator of city experience implementing similar
policies. We present an original inventory of recent city collaborative initiatives to reduce
poverty and promote economic mobility in sixty large (populous) U.S. cities to assess
local experience implementing collaborative initiatives that featured cross-sector mobi-
lizations, extensive community engagement, integration across multiple policy domains,
and blended financing. Our goal was to create a thorough and geographically balanced
inventory of collaborative initiatives implemented in large U.S. cities during the study
period (from 2010 to 2018). The inventory includes the fifty largest U.S. cities (based on
2010 population) and ten additional cities that ranked between 51 and 70 in population
size in 2010 (New Orleans, Honolulu, Tampa, St. Louis, Pittsburgh, Cincinnati, Toledo,
St. Paul, Newark, and Buffalo). The additional cities were included in the inventory to
balance geographic representation and provide more comprehensive coverage of major
cities with experience implementing federal programs to combat urban distress.

We call this an inventory rather than survey because we are building a list of initiatives
within the selected cities rather than selecting initiatives within each city from a sampling
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frame. A similar assessment of collaborative initiatives in education was undertaken
by Henig and colleagues [16,17]. To create the inventory, we conducted two separate
web-based searches. We initially searched for evidence of cross-sector collaborations
within the selected cities and included all initiatives related to a comprehensive, holistic
approach to reducing poverty and/or promoting economic mobility. We then searched
in each of the selected cities for initiatives within four policy domains related to these
goals: housing and neighborhood revitalization, education, workforce development, and
economic development. Initiatives that featured cross-sectoral collaboration were included
in the inventory. Additional details about the search process are presented in Appendix A.
The inventory shows that large U.S. cities are not starting the SDG implementation process
from scratch; many have substantial local capacity developed through several decades
of experience planning and implementing collaborative initiatives. They are primed for
success.

Third, is more extensive local experience implementing collaborative initiatives as-
sociated with local activity in the environmental policy domain? We gathered data from
the inventory cities on local environmental policy actions from 2010 to 2021 in five areas
related to environmental policy. These actions included:

• Adoption of a climate action plan or sustainability plan.
• Membership in the C40 Climate Leadership Group, a network of 97 of the world’s

largest cities that share knowledge and collaborate on efforts to address climate
change [18].

• Membership in the Cities for Climate Protection Campaign (CCPC), an initiative
of the International Council for Local Environmental Initiatives to assist cities in
reducing local greenhouse gas emissions, improving air quality, and enhancing urban
livability and sustainability. More than 650 local governments have joined the CCPC by
passing resolutions pledging to reduce greenhouse gas emissions in local government
operations and throughout their communities [19].

• Participation in Bloomberg Philanthropies’ American Cities Climate Challenge, launched
in 2018, to provide resources to mayors in 25 cities to accelerate action on climate
change through a holistic approach focused on clean buildings and transportation.

• Receipt of a Sustainable Communities Initiative planning or implementation grant, a
joint effort of the U.S. Departments of Housing and Urban Development and Trans-
portation under the Obama Administration’s Neighborhood Revitalization Initiative
to improve regional and local planning that integrates housing and transportation
investments and increases the capacity for land use and zoning decisions that promote
private investments that support sustainable communities.

Although some of these initiatives have a low threshold for local participation, the evi-
dence shows that cities in our inventory with more experience in cross-sector collaboration
were more likely to have an extensive local environmental policy agenda.

Fourth, is more extensive local action in the environmental policy domain associated
with making greater progress toward achieving the SDGs? To assess local progress in
SDG implementation, we use the OECD’s localized indicator framework [20], drawing on
sources such as United Cities and Local Governments and the UN Sustainable Solutions
Network, among others. OECD’s localized indicator framework includes 135 indicators
aggregated at the subnational level, covering all 17 SDGs for regions and cities, though
coverage for cities is limited to 11 of the SDGs (Table A1). To promote comparability across
countries, the OECD defined cities as functional urban areas, based on population density
and travel-to-work, rather than local government boundaries. Fifty-six indicators (most of
which are proxies for SDG targets) are currently available.

The OECD normalized the indicators using the min-max method, with the best and
worst performers set to the maximum and minimum values. The minimum value is the
average of the bottom 10 percent of all cities. The maximum value is the unweighted
average of indicators in the top performing city in each country. In most cases, multiple
indicators were combined into an additive index based on the unweighted means of the
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normalized indicators, with index values ranging from 0 to 100; the index value represents
the percentage of the SDG goal that a given urban area has attained. Appendix B reports
the mean value for U.S. cities and OECD cities for each SDG goal (normalized) and its
component indicators (non-normalized).

Although data to assess local progress is limited, the available evidence indicates that
more extensive local action in the environmental policy domain is associated with making
greater progress toward achieving the SDGs.

Finally, is local capacity to implement the SDGs widespread across U.S. local govern-
ments or concentrated in larger cities? We examine a survey of U.S. local governments
conducted by the International City/County Management Association in partnership
with the Sustainable Communities and Small Town and Rural Planning divisions of the
American Planning Association, the U.S. Department of Agriculture, and two U.S. univer-
sities [13]. When we compare the broader survey of local governments to the cities in our
inventory, we are less confident about the potential to advance the 2030 Agenda uniformly
across the U.S. The survey shows that local governments in smaller population centers
are less likely to have an active and extensive environmental policy agenda, less likely
to coordinate environmental policy across agencies, and less likely to extensively consult
stakeholders in the process. In the U.S., local capacity to implement the SDGs is likely to be
concentrated in larger cities.

3. Planning Local SDG Implementation
3.1. The SDSN Implementation Guide

The Sustainable Development Solutions Network (SDSN) developed a guide for
implementing the SDGs in American cities to jump-start local planning processes and
encourage best practices in localization [11]. “Localization refers to the process of adapting,
implementing, and monitoring the SDGs at the local level” [3]. The guide emphasizes
the need for a “holistic approach” to planning with extensive input from stakeholders,
including residents, civic institutions, and the private sector. The guide also notes that local
variation is likely: “While the SDGs will not all apply in same way for all cities, they can be
prioritized and customized to meet the conditions and requirements for any city”. Are U.S.
cities capable of developing local sustainable development plans?

The SDSN’s guide promotes several good governance practices. Given the need to
sustain initiatives over time, the guide recommends establishing a leadership/management
structure (Step 1). To encourage local ownership of the SDGs, it is important to identify the
city’s core values and to identify local stakeholders, establish working relationships, and
integrate their ideas into local plans (Steps 2 and 8). Given the expectation that sustainable
development requires integration of action plans across policy domains, the SDSN guide
recommends the establishment of work teams (Step 3). Given the emphasis on evidence-
based policymaking, the guide recommends assembling baseline data and taking stock
of existing projects (Steps 4 and 5). To meet the critical need for resources, the guide
encourages cities to identify existing and potential sources of program support (Step 6). Of
course, the policymaking process is iterative and SDSN’s guide emphasizes the importance
of assessment, feedback, and policy adjustment in response to what is learned (Steps 7, 9,
and 10).

However, Step 9 is likely to be a source of local controversy. Decisions about aligning
resources and directing funds to selected projects at the expense of others are likely to
bring conflicts about the SDGs into sharp relief and may result in local controversy once
the trade-offs of sustainable development plans become more evident. Controversial
resource allocation decisions are unlikely to be ceded by local government officials to
cross-sectoral planning processes. Beyond this, budgeting decisions for many programs
related to accomplishing the SDGs may be beyond the reach of local government officials.

The potential strengths and limitations of sustainable development planning in U.S.
cities are indicated by examining the planning processes and results in Baltimore, New
York, and San José, the SDSN demonstration cities. In all cases sustainability was in-
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tegrated into city planning processes and the cities completed one or more sustainable
development plans.

3.2. Sustainability Planning in Baltimore

Baltimore’s first sustainable development plan was approved in 2009. However, the
selection of Baltimore by the USA Sustainable Cities Initiative as one of three cities to host
demonstration projects related to implementing the SDGs resulted in an expansion of the
city’s sustainability plans. Resources provided by the SDSN helped Baltimore and the
other cities selected for the demonstration to link existing projects with the SDGs, targets,
and indicators [21].

Baltimore developed a local planning project to integrate the SDGs into the city’s
existing sustainability plans. The activities undertaken in the planning process included
consultations with local stakeholders; organization of work teams; identification of existing
sustainable policy initiatives in the city; and identification of local indicators to correspond
to the SDGs [22]. Working in an iterative process with local partner organizations that
had been active in sustainable development efforts, the project team identified 56 local
indicators of progress toward implementing the SDGs. Members of the community were
then invited to identify local priorities by scoring the indicators (see [22] for scores on
all 56 indicators). The scoring process revealed that community stakeholders were most
concerned about social and economic conditions including: racial equity; child poverty;
hunger and food deserts (lack of access to nutritious foods); affordable housing and
transportation; earning a living wage and gender income equity; infant mortality; preparing
children for kindergarten and high school graduation rates; and health (indicated by life
expectancy). Widespread environmental concerns included water quality (and specifically,
lead contamination) and expanding the city’s tree canopy.

Sustainability planning is now an established feature of local government in Baltimore.
The SDSN guide emphasizes the importance of getting “buy-in” from city leadership [11].
A series of Baltimore’s mayors endorsed the city’s sustainability initiatives and advanced
sustainability planning, indicating that momentum has continued through changes in local
leadership. The latest iteration of Baltimore’s sustainable development plan continues local
efforts to integrate the SDGs into local planning. That plan has five themes (Community,
Human-Made Systems, Climate and Resilience, Nature in the City, and the Economy),
and identifies 23 topic areas and 243 action items. The planning process continues to
emphasize extensive community engagement: “This plan is the result of hundreds of
conversations, comments, and drafts among Baltimore’s residents, those who work at its
nonprofits, businesses, and in government, and the Sustainability Commission and the
Baltimore Office of Sustainability” [23].

The plan was developed through an “equity lens”, reflecting stakeholders’ concerns
about historic and structural inequality. Equity is defined as “The condition that would be
achieved if identities assigned to historically oppressed groups no longer acted as the most powerful
predictors of how one fares” [23] (italics in original). The most recent status report concludes:
“As of the end of 2020, a total of 23%, or 55 actions, have reached mid-stages of implementa-
tion or beyond, with 71% of the actions reaching at least early stage implementation” [24].

Considering the ten steps the SDSN identified to encourage sustainability planning,
significant progress has been made in Baltimore. Baltimore has developed a series of sus-
tainable development plans and has established processes to work with key stakeholders.
The city’s Department of Planning has an Office of Sustainability (created in 2007) that
is responsible for implementing the city’s plans. In addition, Baltimore’s Sustainability
Commission oversees the continuing development and implementation of the city’s sus-
tainability plans; members include public officials and a broad array of local stakeholders.
Baltimore has established a local vision that reflects the city’s values. Working groups
have been established and continue to function. Baseline data (through the Baltimore
Neighborhood Indicators Alliance) have been assembled and analyzed. Baltimore provides
periodic reports about the status of sustainable development initiatives.
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While the planning, consultation, and monitoring infrastructure is in place, Baltimore
has not yet found the financial resources that will be needed to advance much of its
sustainable development agenda (though government grants, foundation awards, and
local revenue have financed a series of demonstration projects). Financing local initiatives
is a significant constraint, as Baltimore struggles to contend with population decline and
a limited tax base. Consequently, the sustainable development plan has not been fully
aligned with the city’s budget, and only some elements of the plan have been launched.

3.3. Sustainability Planning in New York

New York City (NYC) first initiated sustainable development planning in 2007 when
it launched PlaNYC 2030. Since then, the city has developed a series of plans to promote
sustainable development and respond to climate change. To institutionalize sustainability
concerns, NYC amended its charter to create a sustainability office in 2008. In 2013, the
city amended its charter again in the aftermath of Hurricane Sandy to establish a resiliency
office to develop plans to improve storm water management and help coastal communities
adapt to the challenges of climate change. In 2015, the city adopted the OneNYC: The Plan for
a Strong and Just City, which committed to the “principles of growth, equity, sustainability,
and resiliency” by linking plans for environmentally friendly development with equity
concerns [25]. In 2018, the OneNYC plan was updated and retitled OneNYC 2050: Building
a Strong and Fair City: “OneNYC 2050 consists of eight goals and 30 initiatives that together
comprise a strategy to prepare New York City for the future” [26].

NYC initiated the OneNYC planning process in 2014, when more than 71 of the city’s
agency heads met to discuss inter-agency collaboration for sustainable development. Cross
agency working teams were established to identify indicators to monitor conditions and
track progress; baseline data were assembled, and ongoing data collection (featuring
annual reporting) was instituted. The working groups established priorities and worked on
collaborative policies that were assessed based on “feasibility, ambition, scalability, funding
and external dependencies” with special emphasis placed on the importance of available
local funding [25]. Members of the city’s Office of Management and Budget were included
in the process to analyze the financial implications of proposals. The process identified
eight local goals as foundations for the city’s development plans: a vibrant democracy;
an inclusive economy; thriving neighborhoods; healthy lives; equity and excellence in
education; a livable climate; efficient mobility; and modern infrastructure.

Significant outreach efforts and community consultations were undertaken during
the initial planning process [25]. To solicit stakeholders’ opinions, the city conducted
surveys (online and by telephone); more than 1300 stakeholders participated in face-
to-face meetings, town halls, and roundtable discussions; a business roundtable was
conducted with leading employers; and a OneNYC Advisory Board was established with
representatives of the five boroughs, civic leaders, and community leaders, working with
policy experts. Consultations were initiated with surrounding authorities in New York,
New Jersey, and Connecticut to discuss regional concerns.

The OneNYC 2050 planning process also included significant outreach and stakeholder
participation. The OneNYC Advisory Board consulted with nonprofits and city agencies
seeking to discover new approaches to local problems. Regional collaborations continued.
Members of the public had direct input: “More than 16,000 New Yorkers’ voices shaped
the vision and priorities that make up OneNYC 2050” by sharing opinions while attending
community forums and events or participating in a public survey [26]. The most common
concerns stakeholders expressed were the need to improve public transit, housing afford-
ability, and inequality of opportunity in the job market. Concern about resiliency planning
was often expressed by stakeholders from coastal communities. The most recent progress
report indicates that OneNYC 2050 initiatives are being actively managed; many have been
implemented and completed, while others have been partially completed, time extended,
or reconsidered [27].
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NYC has strived to relate its sustainable development plans to the SDGs by presenting
Voluntary Local Reviews (VLRs). The city has presented two VLRs and aspires to produce
a series of reports [24,25]. Each report focuses on a limited number of the SDGs (identified
in the reports as the “Priority Goals”). The 2018 VLR, based on the initial OneNYC plan,
focused on providing clean water and sanitation (SDG 6); providing access to affordable,
reliable, sustainable, and modern energy (SDG 7); making cities and human settlements
inclusive, safe, resilient, and sustainable (SDG 11); ensuring sustainable consumption and
production patterns (SDG 12); and protecting, restoring, and promoting sustainable use of
terrestrial ecosystems (SDG 15). For each goal, a series of indicators was identified, and
baseline data and the latest available data were reported. The second VLR was based on
the revised plan, OneNYC 2050, and focused on: quality education (SDG 4); decent work
and economic growth (SDG 8); reduced inequality (SDG 10); climate action (SDG 13); and
peace, justice, and strong institutions (SDG 16).

The OneNYC planning process (including both the initial version and the revised
version) displays the features identified in the SDSN implementation guide as the com-
ponents needed for successful local SDG implementation [11]. A structure was created
to lead and manage the planning process. Interagency work groups were organized to
initiate planning and to take stock of ongoing initiatives, assemble and analyze baseline
data, and identify budgetary resources within the city. Widespread consultations with
stakeholders were conducted and stakeholders’ ideas were included in a plan that identi-
fied core values and eight local goals. Outreach efforts continued as the initial plan was
revised and updated. Annual reporting was instituted: The most recent annual progress
report indicates that budgets have been aligned and accountability measures are in place,
as initiatives are tracked and managed [27]. The plan has been launched and revisions to
the plan that occurred in 2019 indicate that the process has effective accountability and
feedback mechanisms to adjust local sustainability policies as new information becomes
available.

3.4. Sustainable Development in San José

The city of San José is located within the San José–Sunnyvale–Santa Clara, California,
metropolitan region, which the SDSN identified as the leading urban area in the U.S. for
implementation of the SDGs [28]. San José has a history of environmental leadership,
including a sustainability report that was commissioned in 1980; a series of local initiatives
to reduce waste, improve air quality, encourage recycling, and conserve and reuse water;
and a “Green Building Policy” [29]. The city has created two updated local sustainability
plans since the SDGs were adopted: Climate Smart San José in 2018 and Envision San José
2040 (the city’s General Plan, which was first adopted in 2011, but is updated on a four-year
cycle, most recently in 2021).

Climate Smart San José is a revised and updated version of San José’s Green Vision plan,
a sustainable development plan that was adopted in 2007. The Green Vision plan focused on
creating clean tech jobs, reducing energy consumption, generating power from renewable
sources, reducing landfill waste, converting waste into energy, constructing green buildings,
recycling and reusing wastewater, planting trees, building paths for walking and biking,
and acquiring a fleet of public vehicles powered by alternative energy [30]. Climate Smart
San José emphasizes the quality-of-life benefits the city’s residents can enjoy by embracing
sustainable development [31].

Climate Smart San José identifies three pillars and nine strategies to guide sustainable
development. San José aspires to be sustainable and climate smart; vibrant and growing;
and a source of inclusive economic opportunity. To be sustainable and climate smart, the
city plans to expand the use of renewable energy and create opportunities to enjoy lifestyles
that take advantage of California’s climate. To focus and manage expected population
growth, the city will increase the density of selected neighborhoods, make homes more
affordable and energy efficient, create clean options for personal mobility, and develop
integrated and accessible public transit. To create inclusive economic opportunities, San
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José will create jobs, improve commercial buildings, and make commercial transportation
cleaner and more efficient. Climate Smart San José also includes a detailed discussion of
“Funding Models” (financing options) to implement the plan [31].

The planning process for Climate Smart San José included data analysis, consultation
with experts, and community outreach. The analysis focused on energy use in the city and
its connections to carbon dioxide emissions, suggesting ways in which emissions might
be reduced. Elements of the plan were enhanced by the advice of hundreds of subject
area experts in “energy, water, mobility, and land use and open space”. The planning
process also included numerous community consultations designed to heighten awareness
of the plan, solicit insights and opinions from the community, and to understand how
residents connected the plan’s vision of enjoying life in San José to sustainability initiatives.
Numerous events and activities (including multilingual announcements and events) were
undertaken: 13 public meetings were held, and more than 2200 people responded to a
survey [31].

Envision San José 2040 (the city’s General Plan) guides land use planning. The plan aims
to increase population density in designated growth areas, developing urban villages that
encourage walking and use of mass transit [32]. Envision San José 2040 identifies four types
of urban villages: Regional Transit Urban Villages (locations near regional transit infrastruc-
ture); Local Transit Urban Villages (locations served by light rail or bus facilities for local
transit); Commercial Corridor and Center Urban Villages (locations with redevelopment
potential due to underutilized commercial sites); and Neighborhood Urban Villages (loca-
tions in existing neighborhoods that can be enhanced through mixed-use development).
Envision San José 2040 also identifies seven community values: “innovative economy” (to
create job opportunities and provide ample fiscal resources); “environmental leadership”
(sustainable and effective use of resources); “diversity and social equity” (achieving equity
while celebrating the city’s diverse cultures); “interconnected city” (activities are in close
proximity and accessible by walking, biking, or mass transit); “healthy neighborhoods”
(neighborhoods that are attractive, affordable, and safe); “quality education and services”
(offering high quality local services for all); and “vibrant arts and culture” (supporting the
creative energy that enriches the city’s quality of life) [32].

There was extensive community participation in the Envision San José 2040 planning
process. The latest update of the plan was developed by a 37-member Task Force composed
of “dedicated community members, representing political, business, resident, develop-
ment, religious, and labor interests, appointed by the City Council” who were “joined
by numerous volunteer community members who participated in the Task Force meet-
ings, at community workshops and through online engagement activities” [32]. The Task
Force held 57 meetings and more than 125 outreach sessions, that reached more than
5000 residents. Five priority concerns were identified by this process: promoting economic
development, ensuring fiscal stability, providing environmental leadership, building urban
villages, and promoting transit use [32].

Progress toward achieving the goals established in Envision San José 2040 is monitored
and reported by San José’s Department of Environmental Services, which maintains a
dashboard that displays baseline data and projections to report the city’s progress on
sustainable development goals. Graphic displays include data on energy production and
consumption, use of different modes of transit (public, automobiles, and walking or biking),
water consumption, job creation, and greenhouse gas emissions.

The planning processes for sustainable development in San José exhibit the features
of effective local planning identified by the SDSN. The city has several institutions that
are actively engaged in ongoing sustainability planning (including the Department of
Planning and the Sustainability Department). Concerns about sustainable development
are thoroughly embedded in the city’s policymaking processes. The planning processes for
both current sustainability plans included work teams that conducted outreach efforts to
identify core values, took stock of ongoing projects, and analyzed baseline data. Experts
were consulted. Plans were developed and implemented. Local planning processes
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emphasize mobilizing and working with key stakeholders. The city monitors progress and
reports to the public through its sustainability dashboard.

3.5. Comparing Plans in the Demonstration Cities

Plans to implement the SDGs are expected to vary locally because of the complexity
of the 2030 Agenda, which features seventeen SDGs that are expected to have complex
interactions that vary from place to place [1–3]. Beyond this, respect for local differences
in planning may enhance support among local elites and residents for SDG implementa-
tion [11].

All the sustainability plans developed in the SDSN demonstration cities reflect long-
standing environmental concerns such as air quality, solid waste management, mass transit
development, energy consumption, and water quality. All three cities are planting trees. All
are trying to reduce solid waste. All are seeking to improve mass transit and to encourage
alternative modes of transportation. All plan to increase density and encourage mixed-use
development along existing and proposed mass transit lines. All plan to reduce the energy
and water consumption in future construction (housing and commercial). Then, although
all three cities express concern about water quality, each has distinctive priorities. Baltimore
is concerned about contamination of its water supply and pollution related to its port;
NYC is concerned about maintaining the high quality of its drinking water, with efforts to
maintain and enhance its up-state supply infrastructure; and San José is concerned about
managing a water shortage, prioritizing initiatives to conserve and recycle water.

All three cities express concern about housing affordability and displacement of exist-
ing residents in their sustainability plans. All three cities aspire to reduce rent burdens for
lower income households. However, each city has a distinct view of housing affordability.
In Baltimore, housing affordability is linked to poverty and substandard housing, which are
seen as manifestations of historic inequities in federal policies related to housing finance.
In NYC, concerns about housing affordability reflect high housing costs (and rent burdens)
and income inequality, connected to the limitations of the city’s past efforts to provide an
adequate supply of affordable housing. In San José, concern about housing affordability
reflects high demand (a shortage of housing units to rent or purchase), high housing costs
(and rent burdens), and the location of housing in relation to other types of development.

There are also noteworthy differences in local sustainability plans. One of the most
striking differences distinguishes San José. Baltimore and NYC did more to integrate social,
economic, and political concerns into their sustainability plans. By comparison, the plans
in San José focus more directly on environmental concerns and land use. This is not to
suggest that San José is a laggard city in social, economic, or political policymaking. Rather,
it is to observe that the social, economic, and political policy agendas in San José have not
been fully integrated into the city’s sustainability plans. By contrast, the sustainability plan
in NYC stands out for its ambitious social, economic, and political agenda. The OneNYC
2050 plan includes city-sponsored universal pre-school and universal healthcare and has
an extensive discussion of democratic participation, including voting rights.

In sum, our case evidence indicates that local sustainability planning that reflects local
concerns and context is ongoing in Baltimore, New York, and San José. The plans that
have been developed conform to the process envisioned in the SDSN’s implementation
guide. However, in a broader sense the demonstration sites have accomplished much more;
they have invested in the civic infrastructure that will be needed to continue to promote
sustainable development. As Baltimore’s SDSN demonstration project report observed:
“The project team has convened government, non-profit and civil society representatives to
provide feedback for these activities, and in so doing they have established a community
of practice that can continue as a coalition for SDG achievement” [22].

4. Inventory of Local Capacity

Implementing the SDGs will place significant demands on local governance, broadly
conceived to include local officials, foundations, anchor institutions, businesses, nonprofits,
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and community stakeholders. The limited national progress made to date in the U.S. casts
doubt on local capacity to convene, mobilize, and empower collaborative, cross-sector,
comprehensive initiatives to address sustainable prosperity and climate change. Do U.S.
cities have the capacity to carry out complex cross-sectoral collaborations that feature
extensive community engagement and blended finances?

Many U.S. cities have developed substantial capacity to execute cross-sectoral collab-
orations through local efforts to combat urban distress, where such initiatives have been
encouraged by federal policy and foundation sponsorship (sometimes in conjunction) for
more than three decades. This section summarizes our recent research on city collabo-
rative initiatives designed to reduce poverty and promote economic mobility, important
components of urban revitalization and the 2030 Agenda.

Our assessment of the Empowerment Zones and Enterprise Communities initiative,
the U.S. federal government’s most ambitious effort to combat urban distress, concluded:
“The quality of local governance distinguished the performance of the revitalization initia-
tives undertaken in the original urban EZs” [33]. The quality of local governance reflected
the actions of stakeholders who were able to create the capacity to implement cross-sectoral
collaborations, leading to successful local projects and programs to promote economic
opportunity and reduce poverty. This finding was consistent with other studies that
identified the importance of local capacity in community and economic development
policymaking [34–37].

To assess local capacity, we constructed an inventory of local revitalization initiatives
implemented in sixty large U.S. cities from 2010 to 2018. The inventory includes comprehen-
sive initiatives (multi-sector initiatives that featured collaborative leadership) focused on
poverty reduction and/or the promotion of economic mobility and collaborative initiatives
within four policy domains related to these goals—housing and neighborhood revitalization,
education, workforce development, and economic development. The selected cities were
classified on a continuum to capture the breadth and depth of their recent experience with
collaborative policymaking. Three primary groups are identified in Table 1: cities with no
collaborative initiatives; cities with collaborative initiatives within a single policy domain;
and cities with comprehensive collaborations and from zero to four domain-specific col-
laborations related to urban revitalization. The table further subdivides the second and
third categories to show the number of collaborative efforts that were operating in the city
during the study period. The results indicate that experience implementing collaborative
revitalization initiatives is broad and deep. During the study period, only three of the
sixty cities (5%) had no experience with collaborative initiatives; the vast majority of cities
(43 of 60, 72%) had deep experience, engaging a variety of local stakeholders in multiple
collaborative initiatives operating across several policy domains.

Table 1 also shows that cities with more extensive collaborative experience were more
likely to have previous experience with community-based, cross-sectoral collaborations.
Most of the cities with deep experience have a history of collaboration that can be traced
back to comprehensive community initiatives (CCIs) that were launched in the 1980s and
early 1990s, primarily through support provided by national and local foundations [38].
This initial experience was continued; these same cities were more likely to be successful
in the following waves of revitalization initiatives launched during the Clinton and Bush
administrations, including HOPE VI public housing revitalization [39], the Empowerment
Zones and Enterprise Community initiative [33], and Renewal Communities [40]. A similar
pattern holds for the Obama Administration’s Neighborhood Revitalization Initiative
(NRI): Cities with previous CCIs or earlier experience with federal revitalization programs
were more likely to receive NRI planning and implementation grants [41–43].
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Table 1. City characteristics by experience with collaborative initiatives. Median values. Sources: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Decennial Census of Population (2000) and American
Community Survey, ACS, (Five Year Estimates 2015–2019); authors’ inventory of community initiatives and tabulation of local philanthropic giving for poverty reduction and economic
mobility initiatives in sample cities from search of the Foundation Directory. KEY: CCI Comprehensive community initiatives; EZ Empowerment Zones; EC Enterprise Communities; RC
Renewal Communities; NRI Neighborhood Revitalization Initiatives.

City Characteristics No Collaborative
Initiatives

Collaborations within a
Single Policy Domain

Cross-Domain Collaborations and Number of Initiatives
Related to Urban Revitalization

One Two None One Two Three Four or More

Number of cities 3 3 6 1 4 20 14 9

Population

Total population (thousands), ACS
2015–2019 467 464 602 1633 465 643 651 908

% Change, 2000–2019 5.9 28.8 18.4 23.6 13.2 21.1 12.3 4.1
% Nonwhite, 2000 30.5 28.3 35.7 44.2 49.8 50.9 49.3 69.2

% Nonwhite, ACS 2015–2019 38.7 37.2 47.5 57.5 56.7 56.4 59.0 75.3

Percent of Persons Below
Poverty

2000 8.9 11.2 14.6 15.8 16.4 17.7 18.7 24.4
ACS 2015–2019 14.8 12.6 16.5 18.0 15.7 17.3 18.2 23.7

Percent Unemployed 2000 4.2 5.3 5.7 5.6 6.0 7.2 6.9 10.9
ACS 2015–2019 4.9 5.6 4.9 5.4 6.1 6.3 5.3 7.1

Collaborative
revitalization initiatives

% with CCI (1984–1995) 0.0 0.0 16.7 0.0 0.0 40.0 71.4 66.7
% with EZ/EC/RC (1995–2000) 0.0 0.0 66.7 100.0 75.0 80.0 92.9 100.0

% with HOPE VI (1993–2010) 0.0 33.3 16.7 100.0 50.0 80.0 85.7 100.0
% with NRI (2010–2016) 0.0 33.3 16.7 0.0 25.0 70.0 79.6 66.7

Total collaborative initiatives, 2010–2018 0.0 1 2 1 2.5 7 8.5 11

Philanthropy

Total national intermediary organizations
(max = 5) 1 0 1.5 2 1 2 3 2

Number of local foundations 7 27 42 44 50 77 162 75
Local foundation dollars per capita,

2010–2018 0.35 6.33 17.20 23.64 12.07 113.99 169.46 116.60
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Cities with collaborative experience were not only more successful at securing federal
funding, but they were also more likely to find local sources of support—state and local
government and philanthropic grants—to support local initiatives. As Martinez-Cosio
and Bussell [44] observe, the role of foundations in activating comprehensive community
initiatives “cannot be underestimated”. They add that “many foundations, both large
and small, are convening strategic partnerships involving public partners, the corporate
community, scholars, nonprofits, and other foundations to more effectively address the
complex problems that keep residents in low-income neighborhoods, particularly children,
from achieving success”. Table 1 confirms their observation and shows that cities with more
collaborative experience had a greater number of local foundations providing substantially
more funding to support local revitalization initiatives.

In sum, data from the cities included in our inventory presented in Table 1 shows that
many large U.S. cities have broad and deep experience with collaborative, cross-sectoral
revitalization initiatives that operated in multiple policy domains and attracted blended
funding (from governmental and foundation sources). Cities with broader and deeper
experience tended to have higher rates of poverty and unemployment, more diverse
populations, and lower population growth over the past two decades. Thus, there appears
to be a relationship between the extent of need within a city and the breadth and depth of
a city’s collaborative initiatives. Experience with CCIs and federal revitalization programs
contributed to local capacity, as cities with such experience were better able to develop and
execute complex local initiatives in multiple policy domains.

5. Local Environmental Policies

Is local experience with collaborative revitalization initiatives related to the likelihood
that cities undertake local initiatives in the environmental policy domain? We gathered
information on local policy actions in the cities selected for the inventory over the past
decade (from 2010 to 2021) in five areas related to environmental policy and examined how
they aligned with local collaborative urban revitalization initiatives.

Table 2 shows a modest positive and statistically significant relationship (r = 0.29) be-
tween a city’s collaborative experience in urban revitalization and recent local actions taken
to address environmental issues, climate change, and sustainable development. While the
list of recent environmental actions in the table is not comprehensive, our evidence does
show that cities with more extensive collaborative experience in urban revitalization were
more likely to engage in collaborative environmental policymaking. In a related analysis,
we examined Portney’s Taking Sustainable Cities Seriously Index [45]. We did find a
stronger and statistically significant relationship between the number of environmental
actions taken by cities and Portney’s Index, an additive index based on 38 environmental,
energy, and sustainability programs and policies adopted and implemented by the nation’s
55 largest cities (r = 0.43). However, we also found a weak and insignificant relationship be-
tween our measure of the breadth and depth of city collaborative initiatives and Portney’s
Taking Sustainable Cities Seriously Index (r = 0.17). This suggests that our measure of local
capacity may complement Portney’s index in explaining local environmental policymaking
by tapping into distinct elements of local capacity.
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Table 2. City Environmental and Sustainability Actions Taken by Breadth and Depth of City Collaborative Experience. Source: Authors’ coding and calculations.

City Classification of
Collaborative Initiatives

Total Environmental/
Sustainability Actions

Taken (Mean)

Adopted Climate
Action or

Sustainability Plan %

C40 Climate
Leadership
Member %

Cities for Climate
Protection Member %

Bloomberg American
Cities Climate

Challenge Member %

HUD-DOT Sustainable
Communities
Recipient %

No collaboration (n = 3) 1.33 100 0 33 0 0

Collaboration within a single
domain (n = 3) 1.00 33 0 33 0 33

Collaborations within two
policy domains (n = 6) 2.33 83 17 50 67 17

Cross-domain collaboration
only (n = 1) 3.00 100 100 0 0 100

Cross-domain and collaboration
in an urban revitalization

domain (n = 4)
1.75 75 0 25 50 25

Cross-domain and
collaborations in two urban

revitalization domains (n = 20)
2.60 90 25 35 35 75

Cross-domain and
collaborations in three urban

revitalization domains (n = 14)
2.86 79 29 43 50 86

Cross-domain and
collaborations in four or more
urban revitalization domains

(n = 9)

2.44 89 33 44 33 44

Total (n = 60) 2.41 83 23 38 38 58
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6. Advancing the SDGs

It is premature to evaluate SDG implementation locally. Nonetheless, Table 3 examines
the relationship between local environmental actions taken (the actions we discussed in
Table 2) and local progress toward SDG end values. Is more extensive local action in the
environmental policy domain associated with greater progress toward achieving the SDGs?

The SDG end values are drawn from the OECD’s localized indicator framework [20]
which includes 135 subnational indicators covering all 17 SDGs for regions and cities,
though coverage for cities is limited to 11 of the SDGs. The second column in the table
reports the mean percentage of goal attainment for all the U.S. cities included in our inven-
tory for which data are available. Columns three through seven present two sets of means.
The first is the percentage of the SDG achieved in cities that did not take environmental
action; the second is the percentage achieved in cities that did take environmental action.
Overall, the cities in our inventory have made the most progress toward attaining SDG
11 (Sustainable Cities), SDG 16 (Peace and Institutions), and SDG 6 (Clean Water), with
an average percentage of the SDG achieved of 80 percent or higher. The goals in which
inventory cities have made the least progress are SDG 10 (Reduced Inequalities), SDG 14
(Life Below Water), and SDG 9 (Industry and Innovation), with average completion rates
of one-third or less.

To further assess the relationship between local environmental actions taken and
progress toward achieving the SDGs, we conducted a correlation analysis. The number of
local environmental actions taken is positively associated with progress toward SDG end
values for seven of the eleven goals. Three of these relationships are statistically significant:
SDG 1 Poverty (r = 0.33), SDG 9 Industry and Innovation (r = 0.51), and SDG 17 Partnerships
and Enablers (r = 0.37). In terms of the substance of local environmental action, the data
suggest that network membership is more important than individual actions in explaining
progress toward the SDG end values. Six of the eight statistically significant relationships
displayed in Table 3 were in the predicted direction (adopters achieved a higher percentage
of goal attainment) for cities that were members of the C40 Climate Leadership Group,
Cities for Climate Change, or the American Cities Climate Challenge. These differences
represent progress toward SDG 1 (No Poverty), SDG 9 (Industry and Innovation), and SDG
17 (Partnerships and Enablers for SDGs). Network members reported progress toward SDG
end values that were 19 to 28 percentage points higher than non-members. By contrast, for
two goals, SDG 7 (Clean Energy) and SDG 10 (Reduced Inequalities), non-members made
greater progress than network members.

In sum, many of the cities in our inventory have extensive local experience imple-
menting complex collaborative initiatives, an indication of local capacity to implement the
SDGs. Local capacity is associated with local action in the environmental policy domain.
Actions taken locally in the environmental policy domain, especially network membership,
are associated with greater local progress on achieving several of the SDGs.
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Table 3. Mean Percentage Attainment of SDG Goals by Environmental and Sustainability Action, Sample Cities in Inventory of Collaborative Initiatives. Statistically significant differences
between no and yes cities are noted with * (p < 0.05) and ** (p < 0.01). Source: Authors calculations from OECD data [20].

Sustainable Development
Goal Total

Adopted Climate Action
or Sustainability Plan

C40 Climate
Leadership Member

Cities for Climate
Protection Member

Bloomberg American Cities
Climate Challenge Member

HUD-DOT Sustainable
Communities Recipient

No Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes

1. No poverty (n = 48) 54 62 53 52 60 47 68 ** 45 65 ** 50 57

6. Clean water (n = 28) 80 88 79 80 79 78 83 79 81 80 80

7. Clean energy (n = 50) 50 54 49 49 51 53 42 * 50 49 48 50

9. Industry and innovation
(n = 50) 34 13 39* 27 54 ** 31 42 23 51 ** 31 37

10. Reduced inequalities
(n = 48) 29 45 26* 33 17 ** 27 32 29 28 31 28

11. Sustainable cities (n = 50) 94 98 93 95 90 93 95 92 95 96 92

13 Climate action (n = 50) 64 68 63 63 66 63 64 61 68 60 66

14. Life below water (n = 16) 30 19 31 28 31 29 31 32 26 31 29

15. Life on land (n = 28) 38 33 38 38 38 41 34 42 35 37 38

16. Peace and institutions
(n = 50) 87 91 87 87 88 86 91 86 89 88 87

17. Partnerships and enablers
for SDGs (n = 50) 44 45 43 36 63 ** 36 58 * 38 51 35 49
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7. City Size and Local Capacity

Is local capacity to implement the SDGs widespread across U.S. local governments or
concentrated in larger cities? The analysis presented thus far has focused on planning in the
three large SDSN demonstration cities and on experience, actions, and achievements in the
populous U.S. cities included in our inventory. In this section, we use data from a survey
conducted by the International City/County Management Association (ICMA) to assess
the scope of local government sustainability practices and local good governance practices
in the environmental policy domain within a broader sample of U.S. local governments [13].
The survey, which asked local governments to report on sustainability policies and practices,
was distributed to 8562 U.S. local governments via direct mail (with an online response
option) and achieved a response rate of 22.2%.

Table 4 summarizes the ICMA survey data on sustainability policies and practices of
U.S. local governments, by type of local government (county, municipality, town/township),
population size, region, and form of local government. The evidence indicates that few local
governments had a sustainability policy agenda in 2015 (when the survey was conducted).
Overall, only about one-third of local governments had adopted a sustainability plan, one
in five had dedicated a budget line for sustainability and/or environmental protection, one
in seven had conducted a greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions inventory of local government
operations, and only one out of ten had set GHG targets for local government operations.
Less than 10 percent of U.S. local governments had adopted a climate mitigation plan, a
climate adaptation plan, conducted a GHG inventory of the community or set GHG targets
for the community.

Table 4 also shows that the tendency of local governments to adopt sustainability
practices reflects population size, region, and form of government. Several previous
studies have observed similar tendencies [46–49]. For example, Table 4 shows that more
than three of four of the largest jurisdictions (those with populations of one million or
more) had adopted a sustainability plan as compared to about half of the jurisdictions
between 100,000 and one million, and only 29 percent of those with populations below
100,000. This pattern is consistent across the sustainability practices reported in the table,
except for setting GHG targets for the community. The table also shows that U.S. local
governments in the West were more likely to employ sustainability practices, particularly
GHG inventories and GHG targets. A city’s form of government also appears to be
associated with taking some sustainability actions. Though mayor-council and council-
manager cities adopted sustainability plans and dedicated budget lines for sustainability
and environmental protection at about the same rate, council-manager cities were more
likely to undertake GHG inventories and set GHG targets.

Table 5 shows that variation in local government sustainability practices continues to
hold and in some cases is even more pronounced when local good governance processes
in the environmental policy domain are examined. Most notably, nearly all the nation’s
largest local governments (those with populations of 250,000 or more) coordinated envi-
ronmental programs and policies among their departments and with other localities in
their region. Beyond this, consultation with community stakeholders is also much more
common in the larger population centers. Almost seventy percent of the largest cities
(those with populations over one million) had residents participate in the planning process.
These observations suggest that local population size influences the likelihood that good
governance practices related to SDG implementation are institutionalized. Smaller local
government are less likely to exhibit good governance practices, especially in terms of
inter-agency and regional coordination in response to climate change.
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Table 4. U.S. Local Government Sustainability Practices. Percent responding yes. Source: International City/County Management Association, Local Government Sustainability Practices
Survey [13].

U.S. Local Governments n
Adopted

Sustainability
Plan

Adopted
Climate

Mitigation Plan

Adopted
Climate

Adaptation
Plan

Dedicated Budget
Line for

Sustainability/
Environmental

Protection

Conducted
GHG Inventory

of Local
Government
Operations

Conducted
GHG Inventory

of the
Community

Set GHG
Targets for

Local
Government
Operations

Set GHG
Targets for the

Community

Total 1899 31.5 6.4 3.2 18.6 14.1 9.1 10.7 7.0

Type
County 424 35.2 4.5 2.6 19.3 8.7 4.5 7.3 3.5

Municipality 1146 32.3 8.0 4.1 19.4 17.8 12.6 13.4 9.5
Town/Township 329 24.1 3.0 0.6 15.2 7.9 3.0 5.5 2.7

Population
Group

Over 1 million 13 76.9 46.2 38.5 69.2 69.2 30.8 61.5 7.7
500,000–1 million 24 50.0 20.8 8.3 54.2 45.8 25.0 33.3 20.8
250,000–499,999 37 55.6 21.6 8.1 48.6 40.5 18.9 29.7 18.9
100,000–249,999 145 46.5 11.7 9.0 35.2 33.1 25.5 24.1 15.2

Less than 100,000 1680 29.0 5.1 2.2 15.7 11.0 22.6 8.3 5.8

Region
Northeast 348 27.0 4.9 2.0 17.5 12.1 5.5 8.3 5.2
Midwest 652 27.0 3.4 1.2 15.6 7.1 4.1 5.4 3.1

South 537 33.2 3.5 2.4 18.1 11.5 6.3 9.1 4.7
West 362 41.5 17.4 8.8 26.0 32.3 25.7 24.9 19.3

City Form of
Government

Mayor-Council 383 31.4 4.2 2.3 16.2 9.4 5.5 5.5 3.4
Council-Manager 862 31.6 9.4 4.4 20.9 20.9 14.6 15.8 11.6
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Table 5. U.S. Local Government Collaboration and Capacity Regarding Environmental and Sustainability Programs or Policies, 2015. Percent responding yes. Source: International
City/County Management Association, Local Government Sustainability Practices Survey [13].

U.S. Local Governments

Departments
Coordinate on
Environmental

Programs or Policies

Departments
Coordinate on Climate

Change Programs or
Policies

Localities in Region
Coordinate on
Environmental

Programs or Policies

Localities in Region
Coordinate on Climate

Change Programs or
Policies

Residents Participate in
Planning Strategies through
Committees, Commissions,

or Task Forces

Total
n 1730 1617 1703 1630 1899
% 64.6 11.5 61.0 20.2 37.7

Type
County 61.2 5.6 58.2 17.9 34.0

Municipality 65.5 14.7 62.0 22.4 39.2
Town/Township 65.3 6.8 60.5 15.3 37.4

Population Group

Over 1 million 92.3 69.2 91.7 83.3 69.2
500,000–1 million 90.5 30.0 90.5 52.4 50.0
250,000–499,999 88.9 20.6 77.8 33.3 48.6
100,000–249,999 77.0 22.5 72.0 26.2 53.1

Less than 100,000 62.2 9.5 58.9 18.4 35.7

Region

Northeast 71.9 9.0 63.1 16.9 43.4
Midwest 53.9 6.5 54.5 14.1 35.3

South 67.7 7.2 66.7 19.2 34.8
West 71.3 27.9 61.8 34.8 40.9

City Form of
Government

Mayor-Council 60.2 8.1 55.7 15.3 36.3
Council-Manager 68.7 17.4 65.1 25.2 41.2
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Finally, the ICMA survey identified factors that are likely to limit sustainability policy-
making in U.S. local governments (see Table 6). The largest local jurisdictions are much
less likely to report concerns about lack of staff capacity or support and challenges in
coordinating across agencies. Less than 10 percent of the largest jurisdictions reported
they had no staffing, goal recognition, or task force/committee addressing sustainability as
compared to about 18–24 percent of local governments with populations between 100,000
and one million and nearly half of local governments with populations less than 100,000.
However, lack of funding was the most prominent factor identified by all local govern-
ments as hindering their sustainability efforts. All local governments with populations of
500,000 or more cited this as a very significant or significant factor as did more than eight
out of ten local governments with populations less than 500,000. (The need for federal
resources to support local sustainability initiatives was also cited in the local sustainability
plans developed by the cities that participated in the SDSN demonstration projects.) A
large proportion of local governments also cited state or federal funding restrictions as a
constraint on their sustainability efforts and a slightly smaller share also expressed concerns
regarding state or federal government policies.

In sum, the ICMA survey suggests that large U.S. cities have more local capacity
(including staff) to develop and implement an active environmental agenda; to coordinate
initiatives across policy silos and regionally; and to exhibit good governance practices.
However, large local jurisdictions are much more likely to identify lack of funding, state
and federal funding restrictions, and state and federal policies as significant constraints.
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Table 6. Factors that Hinder Sustainability Efforts in U.S. Local Governments, 2015. Percent responding yes. * Percent responding “very significant” or “significant”. Source: International
City/County Management Association, Local Government Sustainability Practices Survey [13].

US Local Governments State or Federal
Government Policies

State or Federal
Funding Restrictions * Lack of Funding * Lack of Staff Capacity

and/or Support *

No Staffing, Goal
Recognition, or Task

Force/Committee

Challenges
Coordinating

Across Agencies *

Total
n 1589 1598 1633 1612 1792 1594
% 46.3 60.9 88.0 58.6 42.2 36.5

Type of local
government

County 51.2 62.6 87.2 52.7 42.1 38.7
Municipality 44.9 60.9 88.9 60.3 40.9 35.0

Town/Township 45.0 58.5 85.3 59.9 46.9 39.8

Population size

Over 1 million 83.3 91.7 100.0 41.7 7.7 16.7
500 k–1 million 23.8 47.6 100.0 61.9 18.2 33.3

250–499 k 46.9 62.1 84.8 51.5 22.2 48.5
100 k–249 k 51.2 65.1 89.3 56.9 23.7 33.1

Less than 100 k 45.8 60.5 87.7 59.0 44.9 36.8

Region

Northeast 44.1 60.1 89.1 61.9 41.4 38.4
Midwest 47.8 60.3 86.4 58.1 47.8 35.0

South 44.7 59.2 87.4 54.8 40.4 35.3
West 47.8 64.9 90.5 61.9 35.8 38.9

City Form of
Government

Mayor-Council 40.1 56.6 84.6 58.9 47.0 36.5
Council-Manager 46.8 63.2 90.4 61.2 39.1 35.3
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8. Conclusions

The prospects for successful implementation of the 2030 Agenda for sustainable devel-
opment in U.S. cities are mixed. There are good reasons for optimism about the potential
for large U.S. cities to successfully implement the SDGs: Large cities are fertile ground for
developing plans and undertaking projects related to sustainable development. Though
local implementation is challenging, many large U.S. cities have extensive experience devel-
oping and managing complex cross-sectoral initiatives because of participation in CCIs and
federal urban revitalization programs. That experience created significant local capacity.
That capacity was also reflected in the local environmental policy domain, resulting in
more activity and more progress toward achieving many SDG goals locally. However, local
capacity varies: Among large cities, it is widespread and deep, but not universal.

Despite this solid foundation to implement the SDGs in large cities, smaller local
governments in the U.S. face more significant challenges. The ICMA survey placed the
promising results of the planning review and our inventory of large U.S. cities in the
broader context of U.S. local governments nationwide. Local capacity appears to be closely
related to city size. The ICMA survey suggests that smaller local jurisdictions have less
capacity, less extensive environmental agendas, and fewer good governance practices in
the environmental policy domain. Local capacity to implement the SDGs appears to be
concentrated in larger U.S. cities.

As we noted above, President Biden hopes to renew the nation’s commitment to
implementing the SDGs. President Biden, a Democratic president, is likely to have policy
priorities that are aligned with those of Democratic mayors in the largest U.S. cities, which.
are governed predominantly by Democratic mayors. Nearly two-thirds (63%) of the
nation’s 100 largest cities have a Democratic mayor, whereas Republican mayors are
currently serving in twenty-six cities, the remainder are non-partisan, according to the
most recent data compiled by Ballotpedia [50]. Only two Republican mayors are found
among the twenty-five largest U.S. cities.

This political alignment and the evidence we have presented suggests that larger
U.S. cities would welcome federal assistance to support SDG implementation. President
Biden has appointed a Special Presidential Envoy for Climate and rejoined the Paris
Climate Agreement. Other forms of federal assistance the Biden Administration may
provide include restoring regulatory limits on carbon pollution emissions and planning
and technical assistance from agencies such as the Environmental Protection Agency and
the Department of Energy that significantly scaled back their activities supportive of climate
change and sustainability during the Trump Administration. However, it remains to be
seen whether the Biden Administration can deliver increased funding to state and local
governments to support local initiatives to achieve the SDGs. The most likely vehicle
to provide federal assistance is the Administration’s “Build Back Better” agenda that is
currently pending in Congress. The difficulties the Administration has encountered trying
to advance that legislation indicate that creating national government financing for local
sustainable development initiatives is a significant challenge.

If some form of the Build Back Better agenda moves forward, the distributional conse-
quences of any new funding will largely depend on the structure of the grant programs
through which the aid is delivered. Scholarship on the distribution of grants in the U.S.
federal system has produced mixed findings regarding the extent to which federal aid is
distributed largely in support of co-partisans at the state and local level as opposed to
other factors such as the need, demand, and capacity of recipient governments [51–54].
However, the history of federal urban revitalization initiatives suggests that the assistance
that Congress does provide is likely to be selective, domain specific, and competitively
distributed. This will reflect and amplify local capacity differences and result in uneven
implementation of the SDGs across cities and policy domains.
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Appendix A. Google Search Strategy to Construct an Inventory of Place-Based
Collaborative Initiatives in Major U.S. Cities

Our identification of comprehensive community revitalization initiatives in the se-
lected cities was based on an extensive web search using the following Google queries.

Step 1. “city name” AND comprehensive AND “collective impact” OR collabora-
tion OR cooperation OR coalition OR collective OR “cross sector” OR “multi sector” OR
collaborative OR partnership OR initiative

Based on the results of the search, every site on the first five pages of results was
visited to identify and capture web pages that met the following criteria:

I. Include only place-based initiatives (citywide, clusters of neighborhoods, or single
neighborhood within city).

II. Include only multi-sector initiatives (participation from two or more of the follow-
ing: city government, other local government, business, nonprofits, philanthropic
organizations, and resident associations or organizations).

III. Include only initiatives with evidence of collaborative leadership (e.g., board, steering
committee, advisory committee, etc. comprised of representatives from two or more
sectors).

IV. Include only initiatives with substantive focus on comprehensive, anti-poverty, hous-
ing and neighborhood revitalization, pre-K-12 education, workforce development, or
economic development.

V. Include only initiatives that were operational locally at some point during the period
from 2010 to 2018.

Step 2. Repeat the query described in step 1 sequentially for each city, replacing
comprehensive with each of the following keywords: poverty, housing, neighborhood,
education, workforce development, economic development.

Based on the results of the search, the initiatives included in the inventory from the
larger universe of collaborative initiatives identified were selected based on the following
criteria:

I. Include only place-based initiatives, with evidence of city participation.
II. Include only multi-sector initiatives (includes additional participants from the public,

private, nonprofit, philanthropic, faith-based, and/or community).
III. Include only initiatives with collaborative leadership (does not include initiatives in

which only one sector forms the leadership/governance team).
IV. Include only initiatives focused on outcomes related to poverty reduction and/or

promoting economic mobility.
V. Include only initiatives that were operational locally at some point during the period

from 2010 to 2018.

Step 3. Several characteristics of each initiative were then coded based on the material
obtained from the inventory and from follow-up queries of officials affiliated with the ini-
tiative. These characteristics included year begun, year ended; lead agency or organization;

https://scholarblogs.emory.edu/policyanalysislab/
https://scholarblogs.emory.edu/policyanalysislab/
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participating agencies, organizations, and groups; how initiative was started; geographic
scope; policy domain(s); governance structure, status of the initiative, and progress to date.

Appendix B. SDG City Indexes and Indicators

Table A1. Average Scores for OECD City Indicators in the U.S. and OECD. Source: Authors calculations from OECD
data [20]. Data download, extracted 19 August 2021. * Average year in the indicator for the sample of cities. ** The suggested
end value to be achieved by 2030. When end values are not inferable from the UN framework, the OECD defines end values
based on the knowledge of experts in the field, or alternatively, based on the best performance of cities in that indicator.
For the latter, OECD estimates an unweighted average using the top performer in each country. For each SDG, the first
row represents the percentage of the SDG goal attained based on the component indicator(s); subsequent rows report the
indicator(s) used to assess goal attainment and their average value.

SDG Index/Indicator Year * US City Average OECD City Average End Value **

SDG 1. No Poverty 51.59 63.84 100.0
Percentage of population with a

disposable income below the 60% of
national median disposable income

2016 15.86 13.68 Best Performers

SDG 6. Clean Water 78.74 73.65 100.0
Change in water bodies (from 1992

to 2015, percentage points) 2015 −0.01 −0.02 Best Performers

SDG 7. Clean Energy 57.16 64.78 100.0
Percentage of total electricity
production that comes from

renewable sources
2019 28.44 56.63 Best Performers

Percentage of total electricity
production that comes from coal 2019 17.62 72.34 0 Percent

Percentage of total electricity
production that comes from fossil

fuels (natural gas and oil, excluding
coal)

2019 44.92 75.14 0 Percent

SDG 9. Industry and Innovation 35.76 28.28 100.0
Patent applications (PCT) per

1,000,000 people 2014 280.15 266.58 Best Performers

SDG 10. Reduced Inequalities 34.56 51.02 100.0
Gini index of disposable income

(after taxes and transfers)
(from 0 to 1)

2016 0.38 0.37 Best Performers

SDG 11. Sustainable Cities 99.03 76.72 100.0
Difference between built-up area

growth rate and population growth
rate (percentage points)

2014 0.03 0.06 0 Percent

Exposure to PM2.5 in µg/m3,
population weighted (micrograms

per cubic metre)
2017 7.38 13.09 Less than 10 µg/m3

SDG 13. Climate Action 68.20 72.67 100.0
CO2 emissions per electricity
production (in tons of CO2

equivalent per gigawatt hours)
2019 378.89 444.31 Best Performers

Change in cooling degree-days
needed to maintain an average
building indoor temperature of

22 degree Celsius, from 1970–1984 to
2004–2018

2018 43.09 41.00 0 Percent

SDG 14. Life Below Water 38.75 40.31 100.0
Protected coastal area as a

percentage of total coastal area 2017 14.61 18.19 Best Performers
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Table A1. Cont.

SDG Index/Indicator Year * US City Average OECD City Average End Value **

SDG 15. Life On Land 36.23 57.38 100.0
Change in tree cover (from 1992 to

2015, percentage points) 2015 −3.09 −0.66 Best Performers

Terrestrial protected areas as a
percentage of total area 2017 7.82 15.03 Best Performers

SDG 16. Peace and Institutions 89.72 86.01
Homicides per 100,000 persons 2017 5.67 6.41 Best Performers

SDG 17. Partnerships and Enablers for SDGs 38.99 31.60
Percentage of houses and buildings

connected to optical fiber 2017 23.04 27.11 Best Performers

Source: OECD [20].
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