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The Southeast is a unique region in the area of climate and energy policy. State and federal government officials and
privately owned utilities have largely dismissed the idea of climate and energy policies, while other regions have taken
a more proactive approach. This stance is likely influenced by the rapidly growing metropolitan areas and industrial
centers that are dependent on the region’s inexpensive carbon-intensive energy. Yet despite the important role that
climate and energy play in the region’s success, most states have not implemented climate mitigation or energy policy.
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In this environment, many cities have developed climate and sustainability programs independent of state action. These
efforts appear to reflect the general realization that cities are not only drivers of climate change; they are also part of the
solution. That those solutions can provide a host of other benefits to citizens has only helped their acceptance. In addition to a growing awareness of climate issues and a willingness to reduce emissions, Southeastern cities are recognizing
their own vulnerability to climate change impacts.
In the summer of 2011, the Nicholas Institute for Environmental Policy Solutions at Duke University surveyed
Southeastern cities with populations greater than 100,000 on their sustainability, climate, and energy policies and
practices. The survey results from 44 cities reflect how local governments in the region are articulating goals, exercising
influence and authority, and planning and implementing policy. In particular, the cities’ responses show how local governments are institutionalizing sustainability and climate action. The research revisits many of the topics analyzed in a
similar 2010 Nicholas Institute report, and it provides a glimpse at the direction of local governments in the Southeast.1
The report focuses on the Southeast for two reasons. First, the region’s fast-growing, energy-intensive population makes
climate and sustainability efforts difficult to pursue yet increasingly important on the national, state, and local fronts.
Second, some of the Southeast’s municipal governments have made strides in the climate and sustainability area, offering best practices for other governments that face similar pressures.2
The 2011 survey resulted in several major discoveries:
• 64% of Southeastern municipalities have sustainability or energy staff positions or offices. National surveys
indicate fewer offices and staff positions, perhaps because many of these surveys include small municipalities.
Including initiatives and committees, 82% of cities in the Southeast have an organized body addressing sustainability, climate, and energy issues.
• State and federal grants give most cities the capability to develop and deliver programs, although nearly half of
respondent municipalities support these programs through general fund allocations.
• Cities are working to mitigate climate change through both community and government programs, but they
appear to track and evaluate government performance more often than community performance.
• 61% of cities surveyed have completed or are in the process of completing a sustainability or climate action plan.
• Nearly 40% of responding cities claim to be considering climate adaptation, although they currently have no
comprehensive plans at the city level.

1. The first report, State of the Southeast: How Cities Are Addressing Climate Change, can be found at http://nicholasinstitute.duke.
edu/climate/seclimate/state-of-the-southeast-how-cities-are-addressing-climate-change.
2. GlobeScan, Inc., Clean Energy Solutions for America’s Cities (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Conference of Mayors, 2011).
Nicholas Institute
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Project Background

Findings

Across the United States, local governments have been engaged in a conversation about the interrelated topics of energy,
climate, and sustainability. Many of these governments have embraced climate and energy policy as well as the related
areas of land use and transportation planning and water quantity and solid waste management under the umbrella of
sustainability planning. Therefore, although local energy and climate governance are the major focus of the research
presented here, sustainability efforts are also discussed in order to capture relevant work.
In the summer of 2010, the Nicholas Institute researched the climate and sustainability efforts of 48 cities in the southeastern United States. The work aimed to shed some light as to whether the region’s absence of state and federal policy
had influenced the prevalence of local government action. The research sample included all cities with populations
greater than 100,000 in the states of Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, North
Carolina, South Carolina, and Tennessee. The web-based research focused on publicly available information related to
seven indicators of climate action. Collectively, the results revealed that many local governments were actively pursuing
climate mitigation but were not at an advanced stage of climate adaptation planning. The findings were published in the
report State of the Southeast: How Cities Are Addressing Climate Change. Findings from the State of the Southeast report
are included in this report where appropriate.
This report covers a number of topics that indicate how governments are framing and implementing sustainability,
climate, and energy policy. Topics include public commitment and leadership, government structure, networking and
collaborative efforts, goal setting, planning, programming, and performance measurement. What follows is a brief
analysis of the online survey results, supported with national contextual information where appropriate. The findings
are followed by a discussion of emerging themes.

Methodology
In 2011, the Nicholas Institute completed a follow-up study
to track emerging trends and gain a clearer understanding of
the Southeast region’s local climate policy landscape. This time
the Institute administered an online survey of government
staff. This methodology allowed for the collection of in-depth
and timely information. However, because relevant programs
are frequently implemented by multiple departments, activities outside of the respondents’ department may have been
underreported.
The survey was designed by Nicholas Institute researchers and
beta tested by internal and external subject-matter experts.
The final survey is presented in Appendix A. Throughout
the month of July 2011, the Nicholas Institute distributed the
survey to key staffers in 53 southeastern cities, including the
original 48 cities and 5 additional cities with populations that
recently exceeded 100,000. Initially, the survey was distributed to known contacts and individuals identified through
web research, and later it was sent to individuals by referral.
Follow-up calls and e-mail correspondence ensured that city
staff received the surveys and any technical assistance they
required to respond to them. The survey had an 83% response
rate, allowing the Institute to gather data from 44 of 53 cities.
A list of the responding cities, by population size, appears in
Appendix B.
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1

Profiling Local Climate Change Governance in the Southeastern United States

Table 1. Indicators of climate action by city
City

Totals
Percentages
Birmingham, AL

Gov’t Office or
Staff
Mayor’s Climate GHG Emissions GHG Reductions
Staff Position (†) Working
Protection
Inventory
Target
Committee or on Climate/
Agreement
Community (†) Community (†)
Initiative (§)
Energy
Signatory
Gov’t (§)
Gov’t (§)
36
>95
34
25
19
82%
†§

77%

57%

43%

3

Climate Action
Plan
Completed (†)
In Process (§)
27

Considering
Adaptation

61%

39%

§

Yes

Mobile, AL
Montgomery, AL

§

Little Rock, AR

§

Cape Coral, FL

†§

1

Yes

Clearwater, FL

§

2

Yes

†§

§

Yes

†§

†

Fort Lauderdale, FL

†§

Gainesville, FL

†§

Yes

10+

§

Yes

Jacksonville, FL

†§

Yes

Miami, FL

†§

Miami Gardens, FL
Orlando, FL

†§

Palm Bay, FL

§

†

†

Yes

†§

1

Yes

§

2

Yes
Yes
Yes

Port St. Lucie, FL

Yes

Tallahassee, FL

†§

10+

Yes

Athens, GA

†§

3

Yes

Atlanta, GA

†§

6

Yes

Yes
†

2

Pompano Beach, FL

†§

†

†§

†§

§

§

§

†

§

Savannah, GA

†§

Lexington, KY

†

Louisville, KY

Yes
Yes
†§

†§

§

§

§

†

Yes

†

Yes

§
Yes

§

2

Yes

†§

†§

10+

Yes

†§

§

1

Yes

§

§
§

Yes
§

Lafayette, LA

Yes

New Orleans, LA

†§

2

Yes

Jackson, MS

†§

2

Yes

Cary, NC

†§

1

Yes

§

Charlotte, NC

†

2

Yes

†§

Durham, NC

†§

2

Yes

†§

Fayetteville, NC

†

2

Greensboro, NC

§

2

High Point, NC

†

Raleigh, NC

Yes

Yes

Columbus, GA

Baton Rouge, LA

§

Yes

Hollywood, FL

Augusta, GA

†§

§

§

†§

6

Yes

§

Yes

§
†§

†
†

†§

†

§

Yes

§

Yes
Yes

§

Winston-Salem, NC

†§

2

Yes

†§

§

†

Charleston, SC

†§

2

Yes

†§

†§

§

Columbia, SC

†§

2

Yes

§

Chattanooga, TN

†§

10+

Yes

†§

†§

†

†§

†§

§

†§

†§

Clarksville, TN

Yes
Yes

§
Yes

†

§

Wilmington, NC

DeaderickSteet,Nashville(©DaveNewman/iStockphoto.com)

17

†
Yes

1

Knoxville, TN

†§

2

Memphis, TN

†§

2

Nashville, TN

†§

2

Yes

§

Yes

†

Yes

Nicholas Institute
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Public commitment and leadership

Active and trusted city leaders are able to articulate a clear vision, promote positive local characteristics, win resources,
facilitate partnership development and maintain support and cohesion in their communities.1 Environmental issues
have been a common beneficiary of such support, and climate issues especially have caught the attention of local leaders in recent years. One way Mayors can indicate support for climate action is by signing the U.S. Mayor’s Climate
Protection Agreement, a voluntary commitment to reduce greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions in their city to below-1990
emissions levels by 2012. As of July 15, 2011, 1,054 U.S. mayors had signed the agreement.2 Mayors in 34 of the 44 cities
(77%) covered by the Institute’s survey are among these signatories.3

Profiling Local Climate Change Governance in the Southeastern United States

EECBGs supported the growth of these programs and incentivized other localities to establish sustainability or energy
offices and hire staff for the first time. More than 48 staff are supported by related ARRA grants in the 44 cities surveyed.
ARRA-funded jobs in two cities will be eliminated after the grant period, and the future of jobs in an additional 15
cities is uncertain.
Figure 1. Government organization of sustainability, climate, and energy policy, by city size

Signatory status is symbolic and may mark the only public action taken by a city official, but many mayors have instituted measures to facilitate action and progress toward the goals. One of these measures is the establishment of relevant
government offices and staff positions. Office titles and staff positions in the Southeast are more likely to include the
word “sustainability” over “environment” and “energy.” The word “climate” is used only rarely, in the names of commissions and community initiatives.
In light of increasing economic pressures, a changing political landscape, and a dynamic conversation about climate
and energy, the Nicholas Institute survey asked respondents about the direction of support for climate action from local
elected officials in the past year. Approximately half of the cities noted no change in the support. Of the other cities,
some noted budget cuts or rejected government grants for relevant programs, but the rest provided examples of program and policy development as well as demonstrated support for sustainability initiatives. Given that many programs
are currently sustained by stimulus funding into 2012, support may remain steady in the near term.

Government structure

Local governments signal that they accept responsibility for and demonstrate willingness to address climate change in
the long-term by taking specific actions to institutionalize climate action. These steps include establishment of relevant
staff positions, offices and committees, budget allocations, and reporting requirements. The survey gathered information about each step of building an internal government structure, and the results are discussed in the following sections.

Government offices and staff

As demands to improve community sustainability, address climate change, and administer state and federal grants
have grown, so too has the burden on municipal staff. Some municipalities have responded to this increased burden
by creating new positions or offices. The Institute’s State of the Southeast report found that 22 of 48 cities (46%) had an
office or staff position dedicated to sustainability, energy, or both in 2010.4 One year later, 28 of the 44 responding cities
(64%) report the existence of an office or staff position. By comparison, only 40% of municipalities in a 2010 national
survey had some level of staffing dedicated to sustainability.5 This difference may be partially attributed to city size. The
national survey likely included a large number of small cities, whereas the Institute’s survey included only cities with
populations greater than 100,000. As shown in Figure 1, the number of sustainability-related offices and staff positions
in the Southeast steadily increases as city size increases. In fact, every responding city with a population over 300,000
has an office or staff position dedicated to sustainability, signaling a best practice among large cities. In addition to
establishing dedicated offices and staff positions, cities often have staff members who have sustainability-related issues
among their responsibilities. Across the region, at least 95 staff are working on these issues at least part time. Table 1
presents city-specific staffing numbers.
Prior to the 2009 American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA), which provided more than $100 million dollars to local governments in the Southeast through the Energy Efficiency and Conservation Block Grants (EECBGs),
many of the region’s cities had already created offices and staff positions to run sustainability and energy programs. The
1. M. Haus, H. Heinelt, and M. Stewart, eds., Urban Governance and Democracy: Leadership and Community Involvement (London: Routledge, 2005).
2. More information about the agreement can be found at http://www.usmayors.org/climateprotection/revised.
3. The 77% reflects adjustment for the fact that several respondents did not report their signatory status. A full list of signatories is
available at http://www.usmayors.org/climateprotection/list.asp.
4. A. Morsch, State of the Southeast: How Cities Are Addressing Climate Change (Report R 10-03, Nicholas Institute for Environmental Policy Solutions, Durham, NC, 2010), http://nicholasinstitute.duke.edu/climate/seclimate/state-of-the-southeast-howcities-are-addressing-climate-change.
5. National League of Cities, State of America’s Cities: Sustainability, Executive Summary and Preliminary Results (Washington,
D.C.: National League of Cities, 2010).
Nicholas Institute
3

	
  

Initiatives and commissions

Government-sponsored entities that develop or recommend policy alternatives to municipal governments represent
an additional level of organization and institutionalization. These entities include initiatives, advisory boards, commissions, and teams of citizens and government staff and officials. Their role can involve recommending policy changes,
goal setting, and information gathering. In 2010, a citizen or staff committee or initiative existed in 69% of cities studied.
One year later, the figure is 73%. Table 2 presents examples of these groups.
As shown in Figure 1, committees and initiatives are more common than offices and staff positions in cities with populations lower than 300,000. In cities with populations higher than 300,000, offices and staffing appear to be the preferred
method of organization. This difference may indicate that larger cities have a greater capacity to hire more specialized
staff and therefore are less dependent on citizen committees.
Table 2. Examples of committees and initiatives
Committee or initiative name

City

Environmental Advisory Board

Cary, NC

Climate Action Team

Lexington, KY

Energy Team

Cape Coral, FL

Sustainability Advisory Committee

Memphis, TN

Climate Protection Action Campaign

Columbia, SC

Sustainability Subcabinet

Atlanta, GA

Financial resources

Twenty of 44 cities surveyed (45%) currently support programs through general funds. However, cities receive funds
from a variety of other sources, including state and federal grants, private grants, and financial returns from past programs, as shown in Figure 2. Survey comments indicate that programs are taking a portfolio approach to funding out
of necessity. Respondents cited general staff cuts and the inability to provide internal financial support to augment
EECBG funding.

Nicholas Institute
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Figure 2. Funding sources of government programs, by city size

cities are willing to pay to outsource specialized expertise. A 2011 Climate Change Business Journal report noted that
sustainability services are an increasing portion of the $5 billion municipal environmental consulting economy.7
Cities must meet growing demands for sustainability with shrinking budgets, placing great pressure on staffers to balance costs with resource value. To minimize the transaction cost of collaboration, program managers must quickly
identify and critically assess the overlapping web of resources offered by nonprofits, professional organizations, and
government agencies to determine the benefit and applicability of pursuing assistance and collaborative opportunities.
Perhaps due to greater staff time and internal resources, larger southeastern cities are taking advantage of these external
resources at a greater rate than smaller cities. The extent to which the cities access these resources is not specified in
the survey. Therefore, no conclusion about commitment to climate change and sustainability should be based on types
or amounts of resources accessed. Instead, the conclusion to be drawn is that cities are taking advantage of a variety of
resources in response to emerging needs.
Figure 3. Resources accessed by cities in the development of inventories and climate action plans, by city size

	
  

Reporting requirements

Reporting requirements establish an accountability mechanism and provide an incentive for municipal staff to develop
strong programs. Cities were surveyed about reporting requirements with regard to GHG emissions, a common indicator of climate action performance. Of the cities that track these emissions, most have a reporting requirement. Staffers
in 10 cities are required to report emissions and progress toward climate goals to city officials, and public reporting
requirements exist in 7 cities. Eight cities stated that they have no reporting requirements.

Collaboration and networking

Use of available nonmonetary resources
(such as technical assistance) and networks can provide insight into the
connectivity and approach of local governments in solving complex issues. As
shown in Figure 3, southeastern cities
most often draw on assistance provided
by ICLEI (International Council for
Local Environmental Initiatives)-Local
Governments for Sustainability, the U.S.
Department of Energy, outside consultants, universities, and the EPA as they
develop inventories, plans, and climate
targets. Less frequently accessed by these
cities are state energy offices and informal
professional networks. This discovery mirrors a finding of a recent U.S. Conference Charlotte skyline (© Russel Williams/iStockphoto.com)
of Mayors study: mayors nationwide view
partnerships with the federal government, private sector, and state governments as the most important collaborations
in developing clean energy.6

Measuring Greenhouse Gas Emissions

	
  

Tracking GHG emissions is a critical step in defining climate-change mitigation goals, identifying reduction opportunities, and evaluating mitigation programs. Cities track emissions through inventories, an accounting mechanism that
usually provides a framework for periodic monitoring.
In the summer of 2010, 19 of 48 cities researched had completed a government emissions inventory, and 15 had conducted a community-based inventory. The 2011 survey revealed that no additional community inventories have been
completed, but the total of government inventories has increased to 25, representing active accounting by 57% of the
surveyed cities. These results suggest that municipalities are more ready to track emissions from government operations than from community practices. As Figure 5 shows, government inventories become more common as city size
increases.

The accessibility of these resources varies. Several entities, such as the Urban Sustainability Directors Network, provide
assistance only to specific staff members; other entities, such as ICLEI-Local Governments for Sustainability, provide
full assistance only to those cities that pay a membership fee. Consultants come at a price as well, but it appears many
6. GlobeScan, Inc., Clean Energy Solutions for America’s Cities.
Nicholas Institute
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7. “Sustainable Cities Movement Presents Opportunities for Environmental Service Firms,” Climate Change Business Journal 24,
no. 6 (2011).
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Figure 4. Year of initial inventory

Activities that reduce GHG emissions often result in both measurable and intangible improvements in local conditions. For example, many mitigation activities can reduce operational costs, a benefit that has been identified as a main
motivator for cities to take on climate action.9 Some program managers have attempted to capture this benefit: 23% of
the surveyed cities track cost savings from GHG reduction efforts. A few cities also track the benefits of these efforts
in the areas of health, environment, livability, equipment maintenance, and jobs. For example, Knoxville has attributed
improved air quality to its sustainability efforts. These co-benefits strengthen the argument for mitigation activities and
the use of local inventories as a public policy instrument.10

Greenhouse Gas Emissions and Targets

	
  

Figure 5. Completed inventories, by city size

	
  

Although efforts have been made to establish a uniform inventory process, methodologies continue to vary, making
accurate comparisons of cities’ emissions profiles difficult.8 As revealed in the State of the Southeast report, inventory authors often change from year to year and use different accounting tools. Inventory scope also varies; some
cities include county emissions and sector definitions differ from city to city. However, analysis of inventories provided through the 2011 survey reveals that cities have commonly used the methodology developed by ICLEI-Local
Governments for Sustainability.
Of particular note, the surveyed cities emphasize emission sources—as opposed to carbon sinks, such as green space
areas—in their inventories. Only three cities—Louisville, New Orleans, and Orlando—currently consider the positive
impacts of carbon sinks in their emissions accounting. Doing so marks a holistic approach to measuring the impact of
cities on GHG emissions.

The adoption of emissions reduction targets has
emerged as a common practice among municipalities.
These targets provide local governments with program
evaluation goals and support to pursue certain areas
of work. In the Southeast, 15 of the surveyed cities
have completed community inventories, and 10 have
developed community targets for GHG reductions.
A similar trend appears among those cities that track
government GHG emissions. Twenty-five cities have
completed inventories for government operations, and
18 have established reduction targets. Interestingly,
several cities have established targets without conducting an inventory.
Although a number of cities choose default targets
influenced by the Kyoto Protocol or the International
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), others develop goals
based on local capabilities and constraints. The targets
are often designed to return to local emissions levels
from 1990 or the baseline inventory year. Reduction
targets are also informed by estimated future emissions levels, which often include assumptions about
future state and federal policies. In terms of deadlines,
cities choose short-term (i.e., 2012) and long-term
(i.e., 2050) dates and a range of mid-term dates.
Although this research focuses on efforts to institutionalize climate action, progress toward emissions
reduction goals is of interest. Survey responses indicate that about half the cities with short-term targets
have achieved those targets. Most cities report they are A power plant near Atlanta (© Stephen Goodwin/iStockphoto.com)
on track to meet long-term government goals, but at
least 4 of the 18 tracking emissions are not. As mentioned above, fewer cities have set reduction targets for community-generated greenhouse gases, and with such a recently developed and small sample set, trends in progress toward
meeting these targets have yet to emerge.

Inventory updates are critical for building local emissions profiles and for providing data to inform program evaluation. About a third of emissions-tracking cities in the survey complete annual updates, another third complete updates
intermittently, and the last third have yet to complete an update, in some cases because they only recently completed
their initial inventory. Because so many inventories have been completed in the last five years, long-term update trends
are currently unclear.

8. D. Dodman, “Forces Driving Urban Greenhouse Gas Emissions,” Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability 3, no. 3
(2011).
Nicholas Institute
7

9. Maike Sippel and Jenssen T. Stuttgart, What About Local Climate Governance? A Review of Promise and Problems (Institute of
Energy Economics and Rational Energy, University of Stuttgart, 2009).
10. A. D’Avignon et al., “Emission Inventory: An Urban Policy Instrument and Benchmark,” Energy Policy 38, no. 9 (2010).
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Figure 6. Reported progress toward GHG emissions targets
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Government-oriented programs

Opportunities to improve government operations abound, and they often align well with increased demands for government efficiency. The most common efforts are those aimed at reducing the energy consumption of buildings and
vehicles. Sixty-four percent of responding cities are working to reduce the impacts of municipal fleets and employee
commutes. Activities involve the purchase of hybrid and alternative fuel vehicles, institution of anti-idling policies,
and incentivization of employee carpools and public transit use. Investment in plug-in electric vehicle technology and
related policy development is emerging. Two cities in North Carolina noted particular interest in this area, likely interested in creating a network that builds on the strides made by Raleigh and Charlotte.
Thirty-four percent of the surveyed cities reported some sort of government-oriented energy program. Financing programs that provide rebates or grants and nonfinancing programs that offer internal education and technical assistance
are equally popular at 25% and 27%, respectively. Less common (especially among smaller cities) are revolving energy
funds, which are currently operating in five cities. These programs provide capital funding for energy saving projects
throughout government and funnel the financial savings directly to loan repayment and future investments.

	
  

Planning Efforts and Programs
Sustainability and climate action plans

Southeastern cities are plowing ahead with the development of sustainability and climate action plans; 27 surveyed
cities have developed or are currently developing them, marking a major development in municipal planning. Such
plans represent a concerted effort to institutionalize climate action and sustainability, because they help decision makers
create an agenda, which in turn enhances
predictability, creates formal guidelines,
establishes norms, and even facilitates
collaboration.11 Action plans are commonly co-developed by hired consultants
and government staff and often incorporate public participation.
The emphasis of current action plans is on
climate mitigation through strategies that
maintain or reduce GHG emissions from
a variety of community and government
systems, although adaptation to climate
change (discussed below) is becoming a
focus. At a high level, the plans share a
striking resemblance; each incorporates
common elements from a menu of project areas. Energy and climate mitigation
projects are usually primary and include Lake Eola, Orlando (© Richard Gaydos/iStockphoto.com)
efficiency improvements to government
and community buildings. Renewable energy demonstration projects are frequently proposed, though not to the extent
that they will become dominant suppliers of local power. Local development, transportation, solid waste management,
and environmental planning strategies are also prominent. Most programs tend to be voluntary or incentive-based,
though plans may include recommendations for new regulations and codes. Potential gains associated with proposed
projects are sometimes estimated, depending on the availability of data.

11. I. Anguelovski and J. Carmin, “Something Borrowed, Everything New: Innovation and Institutionalization in Urban Climate
Governance,” Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability 3 (2011): 169–175.
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The emergence of energy-savings programs is unsurprising given their benefits to the long-term financial health of
local governments. Support for them is demonstrated by the U.S. Conference of Mayors study, which found that when
pursuing energy efficiency, cities nationwide are focusing on improving the efficiency of public buildings (86%) and
outdoor lighting (44%). The same study also identified financial constraints as the most significant challenge to energy
improvements.12 Such improvements typically require large capital outlays and therefore necessitate creative financing
mechanisms, such as revolving loan funds or outside grants like the EECBG. However, many improvements also generate financial returns in only a few years, which also helps cities to overcome the initial capital hurdle.
Figure 7. Types of government-oriented programs, by city size

	
  
Community-oriented
programs

Local governments are working to facilitate reduced energy demand and consumption on the part of individuals and
businesses, but in the Southeast, low electricity rates, population growth, and sprawling development patterns may make
this goal more difficult to reach than in other regions. Stakeholders interested in efficiency improvements or renewables
face a complex and highly regulated electricity system as well as a maze of legal parameters. 13 Cities attempt to streamline
the process for individuals and businesses to access these improvements and renewables by building partnerships with
banks, energy utilities, and other groups and by leveraging state and federal grants. While they are not very common,
municipal utilities may give localities greater flexibility and ease to develop and implement energy programs.
12. GlobeScan, Inc., Clean Energy Solutions for America’s Cities.
13. J.R. Weiner and C. Alexander, “On-site Renewable Energy and Public Finance: How and Why Municipal Bond Financing Is
the Key to Propagating Access to On-site Renewable Energy and Energy Efficiency,” Santa Clara Computer and High Technology
Law Journal 26: 4 (2010).
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Twenty of the surveyed cities offer energy rebate or grant programs, and seven have developed revolving loan funds
for commercial and home energy improvements. Because capital is difficult for governments to obtain, nonfinancing
energy programs are also quite popular. Twenty-four of the 44 surveyed cities (55%) offer some type of program that
educates energy consumers and facilitates the uptake of conservation, efficiency, or renewable energy-related practices.
Twenty-one cities are implementing programs to reduce vehicle miles traveled and increase use of public transit. As
shown in Figure 8, mid-size cities are slightly more likely to provide such programs. These programs aim to reduce
the climate and air quality impacts of the transportation sector, which accounted for 33% of carbon emissions in the
United States in 2005.14
Figure 8. Presence of community-oriented programs, by city size
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Climate Adaptation
The Southeast is extremely vulnerable
to climate change and is projected to
experience more significant floods, longer periods of drought, tornadic storms,
and salt-water intrusion from sea-level
rise.15 Climate change adaptation involves
instituting changes in current practices
to increase resilience to such impacts.
Although local governments have largely
focused their efforts on actions that result
in global effects (through emissions
reduction efforts), they are beginning
to consider activities that increase local
resilience.
The Southeast is already dealing with
harsh climate impacts that are in line with MorrisIslandLighthouseatFolleyBeach,SouthCarolina(©LuanTran/iStockphoto.com)
climate change projections described
above, some of which are felt more deeply than others. 16,17 Yet 26 cities report doing nothing to consider increasing
resilience. Coastal proximity appears to play no role in whether a Southeastern city is considering climate risks, as some
studies have found on a national level. 18 However, although none of the surveyed cities have developed comprehensive
climate adaptation plans like those of New York City and Chicago, 17 of them (39%) report that they are considering the
impacts. It should be noted that several Southeastern counties have engaged in comprehensive and explicit adaptation
efforts, and some municipalities within those counties may be participating in those processes.19
Figure 9. Influence of coastal proximity to climate adaptation considerations

	
  Areas of interest

Municipal staff identified several goals to help strengthen and sustain their climate action programs. In response to
fiscal limitations, either due to local austerity measures or grant constraints, city staff are interested in cultivating additional and flexible funding streams that allow for
development of multi-faceted programs. Another
goal identified by respondents is integrating sustainability practices and policies throughout local
government departments.
Respondents also expressed a broad interest in
reducing impacts of energy use and dismantling
common obstacles to innovative energy programs. Changing electricity billing practices and
developing energy-efficiency financing programs,
solar projects, and electric vehicle infrastructure
were provided as areas of interest. Such efforts
would necessitate additional resources and partnerships with utilities or the presence of a public
municipal utility.

	
  

Solarpanelsonabuildingroof(©winhorse/iStockphoto.com)

14. M. Brown et al., “The Geography of Metropolitan Carbon Footprints,” Policy and Society 27, no. 4 (2009).
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15. “Southeast Region,” in Global Climate Change Impacts in the U.S., ed. T.R. Karl, J.M. Melillo, and T.C. Peterson (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2009), http://www.globalchange.gov/publications/reports/scientific-assessments/us-impacts/fullreport/regional-climate-change-impacts/southeast.
16. Governor Beebe, “Floods, Droughts, and Fires,” Press Release, August 12, 2011. http://www.southerngovernors.org/articleview.
���������������������������������������������
aspx?articleid=7154.
17. Plant hardiness zones have changed since 1990, as can be seen in the animation “Zone Changes” found at the Arbor Day Foundation website: http://www.arborday.org/media/mapchanges.cfm.
18. S. Brody et. al., “A Spatial Analysis of Local Climate Change Policy in the United States: Risk, Stress, and Opportunity,” Landscape and Urban Planning 87 (2010): 33–41.
19. Two Florida counties have joined the ICLEI Climate Resilient Communities Program as inaugural cities. The program will help
communities assess climate risks and plan for resilience using ICLEI’s ADAPT framework.
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Discussion
General approach of local governments

Federal action is imperative to create the policy infrastructure and markets that enable major climate action. Nonetheless,
local statutory rights suggest that municipalities have the power to develop and implement policies that result in measurable impacts with respect to GHG emissions and climate resilience. Local governments control their own operations,
waste treatment practices, and transportation and land use decisions, and they can exercise influence over the energy
generation and consumption activities of residents and the business community. Despite these capabilities, many governments have shown reluctance to pursue climate action through “hard” regulation,20instead preferring to institute
education or incentive policies that allow private actors (and even government entities themselves) to make climate and
energy decisions. For example, instead of improving energy efficiency community-wide by changing building codes,
local governments tend to facilitate energy efficient retrofits in government buildings. This finding is corroborated by
a 2011 nationwide survey that concluded that although government provision of information, incentives, and services
to the community is fairly widespread, the use of more authoritative regulatory mechanisms is very subject-specific.21
Soft regulation may be the only feasible approach, but the effectiveness of soft policy is arguable. The majority of GHG
emissions stem from transportation and building operations by those living and working in the city. Reducing emissions from these sectors often requires major behavioral, land use, and structural changes that may not occur without
sizable incentives or stringent regulations.
Sustainability and climate action planning appears very similar from city to city, in part due to common local rights,
the tendency to follow best practices, and the influence of organizations such as ICLEI. This degree of standardization
facilitates comparisons among cities at one level. But at the project level, differences emerge and account for much of
the innovation that is a hallmark of local sustainability.

Influence of economic impacts and stimulus funding

Funneling scarce financial resources to new government projects has been unpopular or even unfeasible since the economic recession began in 2008. The difficulty of aligning municipal budget allocations and processes with new offices
or programs has likely resulted in the pursuit of a variety of funding sources for sustainability programs. The portfolio
approach that has emerged has spurred creative funding development, but a future uncertainty regarding long-term
funding. The implications of this approach are unclear, but the scope and direction of the work are undoubtedly influenced by the contractual obligations of granting organizations.
Federal funding has had a major influence on municipalities, affecting local staffing levels, program direction, and network development. Cities surveyed noted their heavy use of Department of Energy assistance – which is undoubtedly
influenced by the EECBG grant 82% of responding cities reported utilizing for relevant programs. Reliance on DOE
resources may fall drastically in the absence of these grants. Without continued uniform federal funding, cities may
have greater capabilities to diversify programs, but fewer opportunities for shared learning.
The long-term effect of the ARRA on local staffing levels will become clearer as the funds are spent. The sustainability
of EECBG-funded projects and programs is uncertain, because local governments will face the decision of supporting
the relevant staff positions in the face of major budget constraints. Forward-looking cities have designed projects that
can be integrated into the responsibilities of existing departments, thereby minimizing the long-term importance of
the EECBG-supported energy teams that created them. If it were up to many Mayors however, EECBG funding would
continue. A February 2011 official statement from the president of the U.S. Conference of Mayors denounced the decision to cut EECBG funding, calling it a “major disappointment to the nation’s mayors who have made its funding a top
priority.”22

The unique role of ICLEI

ICLEI–Local Governments for Sustainability is an international membership organization that provides localities
with collaborative opportunities, a formal climate mitigation and adaptation process, and technical assistance. The
20. K. Kern and G. Alber, “Governing Climate Change in Cities: Modes of Urban Climate Governance in Multi-level Systems”
(paper presented at the Conference of Competitive Cities and Climate Change, Milan, Italy, 9–10 October, 2009).
21. R. Krause, “An Assessment of the Greenhouse Gas Reducing Activities Being Implemented in U.S. Cities,” Local Environment
16.2 (2011): 193–211, http://works.bepress.com/rachel_krause/5.
22. See http://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/the-nations-mayors-react-to-president-obamas-budget-116195109.html�
�����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������.
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well-established Cities for Climate Protection program outlines a five “milestone” process for climate mitigation, which
includes inventorying emissions, target setting, and program planning.23 In fact, all but three inventory reports submitted by respondents reference ICLEI. When compared with the 20 nonmember cities, the 24 ICLEI members report a
much higher rate of climate action achievement, as shown in Figure 10. Although concluding that ICLEI membership
leads to climate action is difficult, it appears that the two are linked in the initial steps of mitigation planning. This connection has also been noted in national studies.24
Figure 10. Connections between climate action and ICLEI membership

	
  

An evolving field

The State of the Southeast reports show that local sustainability and climate action in the Southeast is growing.
Comparison of the indicator tables reveals an increase in the total number of offices, staff positions, committees, inventories, targets, and adaptation discussions across the board. Although some of this increase may be attributed to a
different research method (a survey versus web-based research), the comparison appears at a minimum to indicate no
cutting of local programs in the focal cities, and qualitative review of program materials and survey responses indicates
that a number of cities have instituted new programs in the past year.
As more cities move to act on sustainability, practices are becoming better understood and refined. Among these is the
compilation of GHG emissions inventories. The first inventories assembled by cities involved a cumbersome process of
inputting data from a variety of sources. Now, there is a move to streamline the inventory process as much as possible
through automated data collection systems. Planners are also gaining a better understanding of the nuances of setting
emissions reductions targets. Cities often base reduction targets on the year 1990 or on the baseline inventory, but
pitfalls are associated with both approaches. First, accurate and complete inventories for 1990 are nearly impossible to
compile. Second, using baseline inventories as the sole basis for future goals is not ideal, because data from a single year
may not provide an accurate profile of local emissions, which may vary drastically from year to year due to seasonal
variability, changes in energy mixes and policies, and other unanticipated changes such as expanding or contracting
economic development. Therefore, normal fluctuations over time may misrepresent the effectiveness of local programs
and policies.25 Continued increases in total emissions might diminish support for what may be very beneficial programs
and policies.
As the survey results show, local governments are willing to pursue policies and practices that improve global conditions
but often choose those that also produce local benefits. With that in mind, it should follow that localities would also
be willing to pursue resilience-building activities. In some cases, discussion of adaptation is emerging from mitigation
efforts. In other cases, the discussion is prompted by impending development decisions or in response to natural disasters. A recent U.S. Conference of Mayors report found that 31% of cities nationwide are incorporating climate resiliency
23. For a description of the Five Milestone Process, see ��.�
24. “An Assessment of the Greenhouse Gas Reducing Activities Being Implemented in U.S. Cities.”
25. M. Black et al. “Preparing U.S. Community Greenhouse Gas Inventories for Climate Action Plans,” Environmental Research
Letters 6:3 (2011).
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choices into capital planning and improvement programs.26 Some major cities, such as New York City and Chicago, are
pursuing adaptation as a separate and comprehensive planning effort.
Although climate change will be experienced and dealt with most immediately by communities, cities are struggling to
define the necessary and practical changes and are hindered by two major institutional challenges. First, decision makers at the municipal level lack an understanding of the impacts of climate change on their cities. Second, the complex
interplay between broad socioeconomic factors and climate vulnerability can make defining and prioritizing opportunities to build resilience extremely difficult. In the absence of governance frameworks to manage climate risks in cities,
integration of adaptation activities into local planning processes and development agendas is proving difficult.27 But
accomplishing that task is imperative, because the Southeast is extremely vulnerable to a number of climate change
impacts.
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Appendix A: Survey Text
Thank you very much for taking the time to inform us about your programs. By taking this survey, you contribute to
increasing the knowledge of sustainability, energy and climate-related programs in Southeastern cities. We estimate that
the survey should take you 20 minutes to complete. Your answers will be kept confidential, and will not be personally
attributed to you without your express permission.
Please Note: The survey will not allow you to view or edit previous pages. To avoid problems with the survey, do not use
the backspace key or browser back button.
Many thanks!
Please provide your contact information:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

First Name
Last Name
Title
Department
City
E-mail
Phone

Does your city have an office or staff person committed to work on climate, sustainability or energy issues?
• Yes
• No
If there is an office, what is its name?
How many staff positions at your city spend the majority of their time on climate and/or energy-related issues?
• Numerical options offered between 0 and 15 or more
Please list the titles for the staff positions that spend the majority of their time on climate and/or energy-related issues.

Charlotteatsunset(©PeterPhoto/iStockphoto.com)

How many staff members currently spend the majority of their time implementing ARRA Energy Efficiency &
Conservation Block Grant (EECBG) programs?
•
•
•
•
•

None
1
2
3
More than 3

Will any of these positions will be eliminated after EECBG funding runs out?
• Yes
• No
• Uncertain
Apart from an office or staff, does your city have a citizen and/or staff committee or initiative that promotes climate
action, energy or sustainability practices?
• Yes
• No
26. GlobeScan, Inc., Clean Energy Solutions for America’s Cities.
27. H. Funfgeld, “Institutional Challenges to Climate Risk Management in Cities,” Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability
2, no. 3 (August 2010).
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If yes, what is the name of this committee, working group or initiative?
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What sources funded your city’s climate and energy programs in the previous 12 months?
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Municipal general funds
Private grants
Municipal bonds
Non-ARRA (stimulus) federal or state grants
Federal ARRA (stimulus) funds
Efficiency savings from city facilities
Local special fees

Does your city offer any of the following programs for government operations?
• Revolving energy loan fund for government energy efficiency improvements and/or renewable energy
• Other types of financing (such as rebates, grants) for government energy efficiency improvements and/or renewable energy
• Non-financing programs (such as education, technical assistance) for government energy efficiency improvements and/or renewable energy
• Transportation programs and policies that seek to improve efficiency of government fleets
Does your city offer any of the following community programs?
• Revolving energy loan fund for energy efficiency improvements and/or renewable energy for private property
owners
• Other types of financing (such as rebates, grants) for energy efficiency improvements and/or renewable energy
for private property owners
• Non-financing programs (such as education, technical assistance) for energy efficiency improvements and/or
renewable energy for private property owners
• Development and land use incentives or policies that aim to reduce the community's carbon footprint
• Green economy programs or partnerships (i.e., green business certification, support for green industry
conferences)
• Transportation programs and policies that seek to reduce vehicle miles traveled or promote public transportation
use
Please use this field if you would like to provide any additional details on your programs.
Is there a particular area of concern in the field that you would like to act on, but lack sufficient support to move
forward?
Have your elected officials taken any actions in the past year that have significantly altered your mandate, program
mission, or budget? Please explain.
Has your city completed a greenhouse gas inventory for your:
• Community
• Government operations
• Neither
In what year was your first community inventory completed?
In what year was your first government operations inventory completed?
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Has the city tracked any of the following co-benefits gained from efforts to reduce greenhouse gas emissions?
•
•
•
•
•
•

Environmental benefits
Livability benefits
Improvements to property or equipment
Cost savings
Job creation
Health benefits

Please attach a copy of any inventory reports, including original and updated inventories. If you prefer, you can e-mail
the document to amy.morsch@duke.edu or provide a link to the report in the alternate field below:
Our city has a greenhouse gas reduction target for:
• Community
• Government operations
• Neither
What is your reduction target? Be as specific as possible.
Has the city achieved targeted reductions for community emissions?
•
•
•
•
•

Yes, the city has reached its initial targets
No, the city has not reached initial targets
The city's initial target dates are still in the future and we are on track to meet targets
The city's initial target dates are still in the future and we are not on track to meet targets
Our city is not tracking community emissions

Has the city achieved targeted reductions for government operations emissions?
•
•
•
•
•

Yes, the city has reached its initial targets
No, the city has not reached initial targets
The city's initial target dates are still in the future and we are on track to meet targets
The city's initial target dates are still in the future and we are not on track to meet targets
Our city is not tracking government emissions

Provide any details you would like on compliance with your targets:
Are staff required to report to any of the following stakeholders on progress toward climate targets?
• City officials
• The public
• Not required to report
Does your city have a local climate, sustainability or energy action plan?
•
•
•
•

Yes, we have a completed plan endorsed by city leadership
Yes, we have a plan that is under development or has yet to be endorsed by city leadership
We did have a plan under development, but that effort has been abandoned
No, we have not developed a plan

How often has the inventory been updated? (i.e., annually, once in Year XXXX, never)

Please attach a copy of your most recent action plan. If you prefer, you can e-mail the document to amy.morsch@duke.
edu or provide a link to the report in the alternate field below:

As part of the inventory, have you tracked your city’s carbon sinks—those elements that store carbon naturally, such
as urban forests?

Does your city have a formal plan for adapting to a changing climate?

• Yes
• No
Nicholas Institute
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• Yes
• No, we are considering adaptation but have no formal plan
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• No, we have not explored climate adaptation needs
Please attach a copy of your adaptation plan. If you prefer, you can e-mail the document to amy.morsch@duke.edu or
provide a link to the report in the alternate field below:
Please check any of the following affiliations which apply to your city:
• Signatory to the Mayor’s Climate Protection Agreement
• Member, ICLEI–Local Governments for Sustainability
• Member, Urban Sustainability Directors Network
Which of the following resources have you accessed in your development of climate inventories, plans or targets?
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

ICLEI
Urban Sustainability Directors Network
Sustainable Cities Institute
National League of Cities Sustainability Program
Consultants
Informal professional networks
Universities
State energy office
U.S. Department of Energy
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency

Please list any other resources that you have used that are not mentioned:
You have completed the survey. Thank you very much for your participation. If you have any questions, or would like to
learn more about this project, please contact:
Amy Morsch
Associate in Policy & Research
Nicholas Institute for Environmental Policy Solutions
Duke University
amy.morsch@duke.edu

Appendix B: Survey Respondents
Table B1. Responding cities, by size
Responding City

State

Population

Jacksonville
Charlotte
Memphis-Shelby County
Nashville
Louisville
Atlanta
Miami
Raleigh
New Orleans
Lexington
Greensboro
Orlando
Birmingham

FL
NC
TN
TN
KY
GA
FL
NC
LA
KY
NC
FL
AL

813,518
704,422
676,640
605,473
566,503
540,922
433,136
405,612
354,850
296,545
255,124
235,860
230,131

Winston-Salem
Durham
Baton Rouge
Montgomery
Fayetteville
Augusta
Mobile
Little Rock
Columbus
Knoxville
Fort Lauderdale
Jackson
Tallahassee
Chattanooga
Port St. Lucie
Cape Coral
Hollywood
Cary
Savannah
Columbia
Clarksville
Gainesville
Charleston
Athens-Clarke County
Lafayette
Miami Gardens
Clearwater
High Point
Pompano Beach
Wilmington
Palm Bay

NC
NC
LA
AL
NC
GA
AL
AR
GA
TN
FL
MS
FL
TN
FL
FL
FL
NC
GA
SC
TN
FL
SC
GA
LA
FL
FL
NC
FL
NC
FL

229,828
229,171
225,388
202,124
198,071
194,343
193,205
191,933
190,414
185,100
184,892
175,021
172,574
171,350
154,410
154,202
142,622
136,637
134,699
129,333
124,565
116,616
115,638
114,983
114,915
109,332
106,081
103,368
102,609
101,350
100,999

300,000–900,000
200,000–300,000
100,000–200,000
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the Nicholas Institute
The Nicholas Institute for Environmental Policy Solutions at Duke University
is a nonpartisan institute founded in 2005 to help decision makers in government, the private sector, and the nonprofit community address critical
environmental challenges. The Institute responds to the demand for highquality and timely data and acts as an “honest broker” in policy debates by
convening and fostering open, ongoing dialogue between stakeholders
on all sides of the issues and providing policy-relevant analysis based on
academic research. The Institute’s leadership and staff leverage the broad
expertise of Duke University as well as public and private partners worldwide. Since its inception, the Institute has earned a distinguished reputation
for its innovative approach to developing multilateral, nonpartisan, and
economically viable solutions to pressing environmental challenges.
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