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By Michael Replogle, Founder and Policy Director 
and Ramon Cruz, Policy Consultant for the Institute for 
Transportation and Development Policy (IDTP)

While the transport sector contributes substantially 
to global greenhouse gas emissions (GHGs), it has 
received little attention from international climate and 
environmental experts compared with energy, agriculture, 
or forests. The transport sector has lagged in receiving 
funds for mitigation and adaptation projects, but there 
are opportunities to achieve large CO2 reductions with 
net negative costs per ton by aligning carbon finance to 
support sustainable mobility planning, measurement 
and monitoring, and shifts in transport funding. There 
are a growing number of success stories and models for 
countries, cities and institutions in the area of sustainable 
low carbon transport.

The transport sector accounts for 13 per cent of GHGs 
emissions and 23 per cent of energy-related global emissions. 

By 2050, the OECD predicts a 120 per cent growth of global 
transport emissions above 2000 levels. Transport-related CO2 
emissions are expected to increase 57 per cent in the period 
2005-2030. While the largest share of GHG emissions from 
the transport sector is emitted in developed countries, 80 
per cent of the predicted growth is expected to come from 
developing countries (IEA, 2008). Countries such as China, 
India and Brazil are experiencing rapid economic growth as 
well as rapid urbanisation, rapid motorisation, and attendant 
growing disparities in access to opportunities. 

The world cannot address the climate change challenge 
and deal with increasing social inequalities without adopting 
more sustainable land transport strategies. Studies such as 
Moving Cooler (2008), the European Commission’s white 
paper, Towards a competitive and resource efficient transport 
system (2011), and the International Energy Agency’s 
globally-focused report, Transport, Energy and CO2: Moving 
toward sustainability (2009), show how the transport sector 
could cut its GHG emissions by one-half or more over 
several decades at a net negative cost per tonne. All agree this 
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Future Transport Cities of the Future

The bike sharing programme in Guanzhou, China links 5,000 bicycles in 
over 100 stations with the metro, BRT stations and the city’s greenways.
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will require the ‘avoid-shift-improve’ paradigm: avoiding low 
value or unnecessary travel with better telecommunications, 
planning and pricing; shifting travel to lower carbon modes; 
and improving the efficiency of remaining travel through 
improvement in vehicles, fuels, and network operations. 

Economic growth and modernisation need not bring total 
transport system motorisation. Indeed, transformational 
initiatives in cities from Bogota, Curitiba, Guangzhou and 
Ahmadabad show opportunities for emerging economies to 
leapfrog the inefficient and costly urban development path 
laid out by countries like the United States, which will face 
growing challenges in a world of high cost oil. A low-carbon 
mobility path can foster more efficient economic growth 
with far better access to opportunities and mobility for the 
majority of the world’s population who are unlikely to have 
access to individual cars in coming decades.

The inTernaTional ClimaTe For 
FinanCing susTainable TransporT 
Despite their promise, for a variety of reasons low-carbon 
sustainable transport initiatives have not benefited from 
the climate change mitigation financial mechanisms under 
the UNFCCC process and the Kyoto Protocol. Only 
36 of the 3,329 projects within the Clean Development 
Mechanism pipeline and six of the 3,395 projects that have 
been registered by September 2011 are transport projects. 
Existing carbon finance was designed with the energy 
sector technology in mind. It is poorly suited to recognise 
opportunities for GHG reduction in the transport sector, 
where investments are driven by non-energy related criteria. 
System boundaries and GHG accounting are messy, and 
behavioral interactions, subsidies, perverse pricing incentives, 
and market failures abound. 

The transport sector needs to be specially recognised in 
future agreements following the first commitment period 
of the Kyoto Protocol in 2012, and in bilateral and regional 
climate change initiatives. Without such recognition, carbon 
finance is likely to focus on more costly and less effective energy 
technology fixes rather than enabling low carbon sustainable 

transport that could do more to cut emissions while supporting 
more equitable and robust economic development.

From the current available funding and spending in 
transport infrastructure (around US$1 trillion) worldwide, 
only a small portion is dedicated to sustainable projects, 
according to a recent study from the ITDP. This is partly 
because the majority of these funds, which come from 
domestic sources of public finance (about 65 per cent), 
is directed towards building roads with little attention 
to equity or environmental impacts. Private investment 
flows or international debt finance (around 34 per cent) 
follow similar schemes and develop goods and services that 
support rapid motorisation, excluding environmental and 
social indicators from market signals. Official development 
assistance, only about one per cent of the funding available, 
often tries to leverage its funding by teaming with bigger 
flows mentioned above. Climate finance for transport 
projects represents only 0.01 per cent of the money available 
for infrastructure projects.

Climate finance could play a strategic role in shifting 
spending towards sustainable transport. The billions of 
dollars from climate finance not only should include a 
higher portion of transport-related projects, but should 
be used strategically to leverage support for smart projects 
financed by the international development community. 
Incentive funding could enable governments and their 
partners in the developing world to enhance institutional 
capacity to develop sustainable mobility plans at the 
metropolitan and national level. It could finance 
development of better data measurement, monitoring, 
reporting, and analysis systems to understand transport 
systems performance and opportunities to improve 
infrastructure, operations, and management. It could 
provide seed funding to advance sustainable mobility 
pilot programmes to demonstrate best practices and take 
them to scale, spurring technology transfer in such areas 
as intelligent transport systems, public transport system 
management, and freight logistics and operations.

But to facilitate this, multilateral development banks and 
bilateral aid agencies should change the way they evaluate 
projects and account for GHG impacts and carbon intensity 
of the initiatives they support. They should adopt targets 
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WhaT individual Firms and 
organisaTions Can do
Around the world, employers at private firms, government 
agencies or civic organisations are following a wide range of 
initiatives to promote low carbon travel among the staff. By 
locating themselves in a mixed use area, firms can encourage 
the use of non-motorised modes of transport. Providing 
bicycle parking, shower rooms, lockers and bicycles for short 
daily trips promotes healthier transport practices.  

Local procurement is another area where firms can buy 
local supplies, products and furniture and reduce their carbon 
footprint. Finally, by becoming active in local business 
associations and building civic partnerships, firms can support 
private and public policies that promote low carbon transport 
practices while helping their bottom line. 

bike sharing programmes 
Over 50 cities around the world have started bike sharing 
programmes to promote better mobility and commuting options 
for its citizens and promote healthier lifestyles. More complete 
streets that allow different modes of transport are often more 
lively, safer streets that foster economic development. Bike sharing 
programmes should be part of any mobility plan targeted to 
reduce traffic congestion and GHG emissions. The bike sharing 
programme in Guangzhou, China, where the city government 
placed 5,000 bicycles in over 100 stations around the city, 
has links to the metro, BRT stations and the city’s greenways, 
providing its citizens with easier and faster commutes.
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that support sustainable transport and report on their own 
progress and performance. The Asian Development Bank 
and Inter-American Development Bank have recently 
adopted sustainable transport initiatives, with goals of 
spending less on motorway construction and much more 
on urban transport. They, the World Bank and other aid 
agencies should direct their technical assistance to develop 
capacities, institutions and knowledge, as well as aligning 
their lending criteria with sustainability objectives, with 
more transparency and reporting. There is an urgency 
to create partnerships that will shift the balance towards 
allocating existing resources in a sustainable way, add 
increased funding for areas where resources are currently 
lacking, and pay for the full cost of transport, including 
environmental depreciation.

The role oF naTional governmenTs
National governments can play a big role in incentivising 
low carbon transport by shifting domestic budgets towards 
sustainable investment. National infrastructure investment 
funds, such as India’s National Urban Renewal Mission and 
Mexico’s National Mass Transit Program (PROTRAM), 
have the potential to improve the efficiency of the transport 
sector and steer it towards a lower-carbon development 
path. Developed countries can shape how their international 
support for transport is provided to developing countries. 
All governments can collect data and adopt sustainable 
transport goals, with monitoring and reporting on 
performance. They should be open to creative models for 
project finance such as public-private partnerships. Equally 
important is applying appropriate pricing and taxation 
for motor fuel, discontinuing subsidies to unsustainable 
projects and fossil fuels.

National governments should support their city leaders 
that control land use and much transport investment and 
operations. Popular mayors in developing country cities such 
as Curitiba, Brazil, Bogota, Colombia or Guangzhou, China, 
have been at the forefront of innovative urban development. 
The boxes on bus rapid transit and bike sharing expand 
on two examples of how a city can help shape urban 
development in ways that sustain economic growth, improve 
mobility for its citizens and reduce GHG emissions.

a neW susTainabiliTy
As the world opens a new round of UNFCCC negotiations 
in Durban and tries to renew its commitment to tackle 
climate change in united way, it is important to raise the 
profile of land transport strategies to a more important 
place. As discussed in this article it is possible to pass from 
an unmanaged motorisation, in the form of subsidies for 
motor fuel, expansion of high speed roads and disorganised 
sprawl that do not take into consideration cyclists, 
pedestrians and public transport, to a new paradigm of 
sustainability, focusing on improving public transport such 
as bus rapid transit, public transport oriented development, 
improved freight logistics and intermodal systems, more 
equitable access, and road space management and design 

that favours pedestrians and cyclists. These are essential 
elements in a successful recipe for economic growth and 
environmental responsibility. 

bus rapid TransiT 
More than a hundred cities have developed cost-effective 
bus rapid transit (BRT) systems as an alternative to 
more expensive metro and rail infrastructure in order to 
provide mass transit options at comparable speed and 
capacities. According to ITDP, on average, BRT systems 
can be built in a fraction of the time of light rail, cost 30 
times less to construct and three times less to operate. 
The Transmilenio system in Bogota has been registered 
as a Clean Development Mechanism project that reduces 
almost 250,000 tonnes of carbon per year. Mexico City 
already counts, with four BRT lines that move over 
700,000 passengers daily,  
and is planning 13 more lines across the city to move 
three million in the next five years.
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Michael Replogle is Global Policy Director and Founder of ITDP. 
From 1992-2009, he was Transportation Director at the Environmental 
Defense Fund. In the past, he has been a consultant to the Asian 
Development Bank and UNEP, and an adviser to the US Department 
of Transportation, Singapore Land Transport Authority and the World 
Economic Forum, among others. 

Ramon Cruz is the Climate Policy Manager at ITDP. He was Vice 
President for Energy and Environment at the Partnership for New  
York City, a business group, and Senior Policy Analyst for the 
Environmental Defense Fund. He has been an adviser to the NYC 
government on energy and solid waste issues and helped develop  
the City’s sustainability plan. 

The Institute for Transportation and Development Policy (ITDP) 
works with cities worldwide to bring about sustainable transport 
solutions that cut greenhouse gas emissions, reduce poverty, and 
improve the quality of urban life.

ITDP Headquarters 
9 East 19th Street, 7th Floor, New York, NY 10003, USA 
Tel: +1 212 629 8001 | Fax: +1 646 380 2360
Email: mobility@itdp.org | Web: www.itdp.org

BRT systems are in place in hundreds of cities.


