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The Weight of Cities: Summary for Policymakers 

The What 
Embedding resource efficiency in spatial planning to improve urban productivity
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Embedding resource efficiency in spatial planning to improve urban productivity

rich mix of housing types and social amenities 

for different income groups; a good jobs/

residents balance in the neighbourhood 

providing job opportunities near homes; dense 

and connected grids of streets defining small 

perimeter blocks, which create conditions for 

soft mobility (e.g. walking, cycling) at the city/

neighbourhood level and passive heating, 

cooling and lighting at the building level; 

•  resource efficiency of all urban components, 

such as vehicles (e.g. vehicle sharing, , 

electric vehicles and charging point networks), 

infrastructures (e.g. efficient energy, waste and 

water systems, street lighting technology and 

smart grids, cycle paths),  buildings (energy-

efficient buildings with innovative designs, 

new heating, cooling and lighting technology) 

etc.;

•  the promotion of sustainable behaviours, 

specifically the separation of waste at source 

for recycling, the use of public transport, 

walking or cycling, the use of public spaces, 

etc. 

The actual improvements in energy and resource 

productivity of each of these interventions are 

not simply the sum of each intervention, but are 

multiplicative if they are implemented in mutually 

reinforcing ways. Evidence indicates that: 

•  higher densities and compact urban forms 

can reduce greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions 

by a factor of two or more (Salat et al., 2017),

•  human-scale functionally mixed 

neighbourhoods could reduce energy 

consumption by a factor of two or more, 

•  energy-efficient buildings could reduce 

energy demand by a factor of two or more,

•  efficient systems could achieve a further 

20 percent energy saving and 

•  behavioural changes could reduce energy 

demand by a factor of two (Salat, 2009).

Altogether, this would result in a tenfold 

reduction in energy use, which significantly 

exceeds the factor 5 target that is usually 

referenced (von Weizsacker et al., 2009). 

Optimizing densities and reducing sprawl also 

improves the sharing of resources (e.g. shared 

walls and roofs in apartment blocks) and 

reduces the distances that need to be covered 

by infrastructure networks (e.g. shorter pipes), 

allowing for savings in the materials and costs 

associated with service provision.

Compactness of urban forms refers to the 

shape and size of urban footprints. A city 

can be compact and dense or compact 

and not dense.

Recommendations for policymakers
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Recommendations for policymakers

providing heat instead of heaters, mobility instead of highways and cars, light instead of light bulbs. 

Most sustainable may be those cities and neighbourhoods that can constantly adapt to new demands.

2. Urban metabolisms must be monitored to assist strategic planning at local 

government level: Awareness of resource use is a significant driver of change towards resource 

efficiency. Inputs to cities, such as biomaterials (from fuels to food), and the production of solid 

and liquid waste and airborne emissions must be understood. Local governments must use this 

information to develop resource efficiency strategies. A system of ‘green accounting’ of material flows 

and environmental emissions could be used as a first step to rethinking the resource balance sheet in 

business and public service. 

3. The relationship between GDP and material flows, global land use and GHG 

emissions must be measured, and targets must be set: The negative externalities of 

various resource usages must be priced in. Pricing of carbon emissions and scarce resources like water 

will provide economic incentives for behavioural change. Attention should also be paid to the economics 

of land, including further investigation into value added tax that helps local governments to recoup the 

money they spend on maintaining public infrastructure. Ultimately, however, we need to move beyond 

GDP as the only measurement of progress, and shift to a system that assesses well-being. 

4. City planning ‘defaults’ must be changed: Cityscapes need to be designed for people not 

cars, and must allow the poor in particular to access the opportunities of the city. We recommend a 

radical change in default approaches to urban planning to prevent uncontrolled sprawl and 1) promote 

high-density, mixed-use nodes with safe and inviting streetscapes, connected by efficient and affordable 

mass transit systems; 2) liveable, functionally and socially mixed neighbourhoods; 3) resource-efficient 

smart buildings and urban energy, waste and water systems; and 4) changing values and behaviour to 

support this. 

5. Use urban infrastructure as a catalyst for sustainable cities:  In order for cities to shift 

their defaults towards sustainability, it is crucial that existing infrastructure budgets are channeled in 

new directions. A low-carbon scenario would require adding only 5 percent to infrastructure spending 

(Global Commission on the Economy and Climate, 2014). We therefore recommend judging the massive 

investments in urban infrastructure in the next decades based on a set of criteria and goals that are 

drawn up to make achieving the SDGs realistic.
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 A Bit About WRI Ross Center 

We work with business, government, and civil society leaders 

around the world to achieve more compact, connected, resource 

efficient, and most of all, livable, cities.  

Research & Reframing Convening, Alignment & Coalitions 
  

Toolkits & Technical Support 
 

Direct Action & Pilots 
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Towards a More Equal City: 
Framing the Opportunities  

and Challenges 

Victoria A. Beard,  

Anjali Mahendra 

Michael I. Westphal  

CITIESFORALL.ORG 
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World Resources Report – Understanding Transformative Urban Change 

• Our experience suggests that when cities solve a 
seminal problem that touches many people’s lives, 
this momentum for positive change can initiate 
change in other areas creating a virtuous cycle. 

 

• A seminal problem is one that is sufficiently large and 
complex that its negative effects are felt by large 
segments of the urban population.  

 

• The World Resources Report will examine the 
potential of solutions to seminal problems to trigger 
broader cross-sectoral, institutional, citywide 
transformation through a series of 8 case studies 
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 Casting a Wider Net: The Ross Prize 
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 Testing & Refining Practical Hypotheses 

1. Pilots & Placement Matter 

• It’s not just what the research, data, or demonstrations 

show, it’s how they interact with the dynamics of the 

city and its larger set of influences. 
 



2014 

WRI Brasil engages 

stakeholders at 

Junção Project 

2015 

WRI Brasil 

initiates 

collaboration at 

federal level 

2016 

Civil work starts 

at Junção Project 

2017 

Directive no. 

269/2017 is 

launched 

600,000 
houses 

benefiting 

more than 
1.8 
million 
people 

The new regulations will 

impact the construction of  
1,297 
low-income families 

at Junção Project 
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 Testing & Refining Practical Hypotheses 

1. Pilots & Placement Matter 

• It’s not just what the research, data, or demonstrations 

show, it’s how they interact with the dynamics of the 

city and its larger set of influences. 

2. Engagement: shift in roles when moving from 

sectoral to integrated approaches 
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 Testing & Refining Practical Hypotheses 

1. Pilots & Placement Matter 

• It’s not just what the research, data, or demonstrations 

show, it’s how they interact with the dynamics of the 

city and its larger set of influences. 

2. Engagement: shift in roles when moving from sectoral to 

 integrated approaches 

3. Keep people, their perspectives, and their knowledge 

 at center stage, no matter what the project metrics 
 are.  
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UCRA: Contextual resilience planning

Systematizing Participation UCRA II: Amplifying Community Intuition & 
Assets 



37  
participants 

4  
working  

days 

TOD DIALOGUE FACILITATION IN BELO HORIZONTE 



PHYSICAL 
ASSETS 

AFFORESTATION 

LEISURE EQUIPMENT 

URBAN FORNITURE 

KIOSK 

EXPROPRIATION 

INVESTMENT COMPONENTS During the training, the 
participants identified 
the Investment 
Components and the 
Funding Sources.  

 

For each component of 
the project, they found 
the probable funding 
source for the 
respective element.  

TOD => POD:  
DIALOGUE FACILITATION IN BELO HORIZONTE 

Lagoinha Park:  
one of the results of the discussion 


