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Sustainable Cities
Joel E. Cohen, Daniel L. Doctoroff, and Martin Filler

Welcome by Frank A. Bennack, Jr.

This presentation was given at the 1921st Stated Meeting, held at the Hearst Tower in New York City on December 3, 2007.
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September 12, 2001. However, by the end of
October, our board of directors had the
courage to say we are staying in New York,
and we are building this building. 

So began the process of transforming a
landmark William Randolph Hearst build-
ing. The architect for Mr. Hearst was Joseph
Urban; thus we call this theater the Urban
Theater. Joseph Urban had been the graphic
eyes and ears of Hearst in the movies, and he
was more a set designer than he was an ar-
chitect. But he designed this six-story build-
ing with its eight allegorical statues repre-
senting comedy, tragedy, music, art, indus-
try, sport, the sciences, and printing. Hearst
believed that this neighborhood was going
to become the theatrical, literary, and media
center of New York, which it is in many re-
spects becoming now, with Time-Warner
and a number of other groups in this area. 

Welcome

Let me warmly welcome all of you. I am
privileged to be a new inductee into the Acad-
emy, but tonight I am representing the Hearst
Corporation and this facility. Besides its
beauty and the fact that it is the ½rst leed

Gold Medal building in New York City, this
structure has an interesting story behind it.
In 2001, as Chief Executive Of½cer of the
Hearst Corporation, I scheduled a board
meeting for September 12 to consider the
Norman Foster design and to get the go-
ahead to begin construction of a high-rise
building in New York. 

Needless to say, that meeting did not take
place: our out-of-state directors were unable
to get to New York. But more importantly, it
was impossible to ½nd anyone interested in
building a high-rise building in New York on
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Presentation

I am going to take a global perspective on
cities in the next half century. Though the
demographic statistics are imprecise, some-
time in 2007 or 2008 the world will, for the
½rst time, have more urban than rural peo-
ple. By 2050, the world’s urban population
will probably double. If that happens, it will
be necessary to build, in the next 40 to 45
years, urban infrastructure for as many addi-
tional people as the people now in cities.

The rural population of today’s so-called more
developed countries has been declining since
the beginning of the twentieth century, while
the urban population of these countries has
been increasing slowly (see Figure 1). The

population of today’s less developed coun-
tries has been predominantly rural; the rural
population rose steeply but is now leveling
off. Lately, the urban population in the less
developed countries has been rising extreme-
ly rapidly and will overtake the rural popula-
tion in the less developed countries within
½fteen years. Rural populations will be de-
clining everywhere before the middle of this
century. 

Cities will face four main challenges over the
next half century. Urban population growth
in developing countries is the ½rst challenge.
Urban populations grow in three ways: by
people migrating from the countryside into
cities; by rural areas growing into urban ar-
eas; and by births outnumbering deaths in
existing urban areas–natural increase, in
other words. Migration accounts for about
40 percent of urban population growth, and
natural increase for about 60 percent. Until
1800, cities had higher death rates than birth
rates. That has changed now; cities are a
source of their own growth. 

Cities will face four main
challenges over the next half
century: urban population
growth in developing coun-
tries, population aging, en-
vironmental changes, and
governance.

Figure 1
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The second challenge cities face is aging,
especially in developing countries, where
rapid aging will interact with rapid popula-
tion growth. 

The third major concern is environmental
changes, including climate change; vulnera-
bility to infectious diseases; and limitations
in resources like water, energy, and food. 

A fourth challenge is governance. When a
city outgrows its of½cial political boundary,
its government loses the capacity to solve
the problems its people face, because gover-
nance is shared with surrounding entities.
New York City has partially solved this prob-
lem by incorporating the ½ve boroughs and
by creating institutions of shared governance
with neighboring states; a hierarchy of col-
laboration is necessary, from local commu-

nity boards through state, regional, national,
and international relations. Thus boundary
overflow is one major challenge to gover-
nance. Another governance issue is conges-
tion. A third is security in two senses: inter-
nal security to assure public order and pro-
tect the rights of minorities within a city,
and external security to protect a city against
its enemies. Employment to assure that peo-
ple have the means to live in the city is a
fourth issue. Fifth, and foundational for me,
is inequity–ensuring that there are not such
raw gaps between the rich and the poor that
the city becomes unstable.

In my limited time here, I am going to talk
only about the ½rst two of these challenges:
rapid urban population growth in develop-
ing countries and population aging (the in-
crease in the proportion of elderly people in
the population). The challenges of the envi-
ronment and governance are equally impor-
tant topics for another conversation.

The urban population of the world will grow
roughly twenty-two-fold from 1900 to 2030.

In 1900, 210 million people lived in cities
(about two-thirds of the current U.S. popu-
lation). According to the un Population Di-
vision’s World Population Prospects, just under
5 billion people will live in urban areas in
2030. Over the next few decades, the urban
areas of less developed regions are projected
to absorb nearly all the population growth
expected worldwide. Virtually all of the in-
crease in the world’s population is going to
happen in cities in presently poor or middle-
income countries. 

This projected increase depends on assump-
tions about the future. Which future we get
depends on which assumptions turn out
right. The world’s population is now about
6.7 billion. If fertility rates continue as they
are today, global population will grow to al-
most 12 billion by 2050. But the un Popula-
tion Division anticipates that the average
number of children born per woman in a
lifetime will continue to fall approximately
as it has over the last half century. If so, the
global population of 2050 is projected at 9.1
billion (in the so-called “medium” projec-
tion). If the average woman has half a child
more than anticipated in the medium pro-
jection, then the population will grow to
10.6 billion by 2050 (in the so-called “high”
projection). If the average woman has half 
a child less than anticipated in the medium
projection, then the population will grow 
to 7.7 billion by 2050 (in the so-called “low”
projection). A difference, on average, of one
child per woman per lifetime from now to
2050 entails a difference in 2050’s world pop-
ulation of 2.9 billion people–the difference
between 10.6 billion people and 7.7 billion
people. 

The future is very sensitive to what we do
starting now–and in particular to how much
we invest in the education and health of
children worldwide, especially girls, espe-
cially the poor. In general, people who are
educated take greater interest in the quality
than in the quantity of their children.

Are the added billions of people going to live
in big cities or in villages? About half of the
world’s people live in cities of 500,000 or
fewer. Mid-sized cities, with populations of
half a million to a million, have been the
central trend for the last 25 years, and we ex-
pect that to remain the case in the future. 

Between 1900 and 1950, the world added a
million urban people every 35 days. Between
1950 and 1980, a million urban people were
added every 12 days. Between 1975 and 2000,
every seven days. Between 2000 and 2005,
every six days. From now to 2030, the world
will need to accommodate another million
urban people in poor and middle-income
countries every ½ve days. That is a great
challenge.

Where are those new city folks going to live?
China is the country with the largest popula-
tion now, but not for long. India’s popula-
tion will overtake China’s within the next
couple of decades. Soon after that, Africa’s
people will outnumber both India’s and
China’s. While Africa and Asia are the least
urbanized areas in the world today, by 2030,
Asia and Africa will rank ½rst and second in
the number of urban dwellers. By 2030, al-
most seven of every ten urban residents in
the world will live in Africa or Asia.

The dif½culties inherent in this colossal
transformation are obvious, but it could
have a bright side. Cities reduce the eco-
nomic incentives for families to have many
children. And it is easier to reach children
with education in cities than in the country-
side.

The second challenge I mentioned above is
aging. From now on, the world will have

Virtually all of the increase
in the world’s population is
going to happen in cities in
presently poor or middle-
income countries. 

The future is very sensitive 
to what we do starting
now–and in particular 
to how much we invest in 
the education and health 
of children worldwide, 
especially girls, especially 
the poor.

By 2050 there will be three
would-be grandparents for
every young child.
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and asked them what they saw as the chal-
lenges to the future of New York City. Our
website received thousands and thousands
of comments. We went out to town halls in
every borough. And after a lot of research,
we discovered three fundamental challenges
to making New York a sustainable city. 

The ½rst ties into what Joel Cohen said: this
city is going to grow. Our estimate is that the
population of this city will grow from 8.2 mil-
lion people today, an all-time high, to 9.1 mil-
lion people by 2030. Think about how crowd-
ed the city is today, and then add almost a
million more people into our very small ½ve
boroughs. 

The second major challenge is our infrastruc-
ture. By 2030, our water system, our energy
network, our roads, our bridges, our subways,
our commuter rail lines will all be at least
100 years old. Every day, we see evidence of
increasing failures as a result of underinvest-
ment in infrastructure over the past several
decades. When you take growth and aging
infrastructure into account, and mix that
with an already precarious environment, the
third challenge is simply that the worsening
of our insecure environment is becoming
even more problematic. And so, the three
challenges–growth, infrastructure, and the
environment–are what we have to think
about as we design a plan for a sustainable
city in the future. 

In doing so, we learned three fundamental
things. The ½rst is that these three challenges
and the solutions required to deal with them
are completely interdependent. You cannot
think about land use without thinking about
how you move people around, i.e., transpor-
tation. Your transportation network is highly
dependent upon energy. Energy produces air
quality problems. And, ultimately, every ele-
ment of our urban environment affects per-
haps the greatest challenge we as a world face
today, which is climate change. 

fewer young people (up to age 4 years) than
old people (aged 60 plus). By 2050 there will
be three would-be grandparents for every
young child. Globally, between now and
2050, the number of people aged 80 and
older will increase by a factor of 4.5, while
the number of people aged 60 and older will
increase by a factor of 3. If the total popula-
tion grows by a factor less than 1.4 between
now and 2050, as the medium projection ex-
pects, the proportion of elderly people will

rise dramatically. Because developing coun-
tries are starting with fewer elderly people
now, their numbers of old people will in-
crease even faster than the global average, by
factors of 6 for those 80 plus and 4 for those
50 plus. The biggest increases in aging will
be in the places least equipped to deal with
it, namely, the developing world. 

While the relative increase of elderly is most
rapid in some developing countries, the
greatest numbers of elderly are presently in
more developed countries. Cities in develop-
ing countries will face an unprecedented
confluence of rapid population growth and
rapid aging. Will the world’s cities be ready?
How will whatever is in scarce supply be al-
located between tomorrow’s children and
tomorrow’s elderly?

Daniel L. Doctoroff

Daniel L. Doctoroff was Deputy Mayor for Eco-
nomic Development and Rebuilding for the City
of New York. He is currently President of
Bloomberg L.P.

Presentation

I would like to talk about how one city,
namely your city, becomes a sustainable city.
Let me begin by saying that “sustainability”
is rapidly becoming one of the most over-
used terms in the English language. That’s
not to say it doesn’t have enormous value.
However, because there are so many differ-
ent de½nitions I thought I’d start off by giv-
ing you the de½nition that the mayor and I
used when creating Planyc. To us, sustain-
ability is an almost sacred obligation, to
leave this city better off for future genera-
tions than we who are here today found it. 

We believe New York can be a sustainable
city, and we have proposed a series of steps
to reach that goal. The largest barrier is not
the development of technologies or strate-
gies. No, the biggest obstacle is will and
leadership. By de½nition, when you think
about sustainability as we’ve de½ned it, it
means taking actions today–some of which
have signi½cant costs–that will better fu-
ture generations. These are long-term in-
vestments. Those are not things that, by
their very nature, our political system is well
equipped to make.

Two years ago, we set out to think about how
to make New York a sustainable city. The
process involved literally thousands of New
Yorkers. We gathered experts for our sustain-
ability advisory board, at least one of whom,
Andy Darrell from Environmental Defense,
is here today. We reached out to the public

Sustainability is an almost
sacred obligation, to leave a
city better off for future gen-
erations than we who are
here today found it. 
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From now to 2030, the
world will need to accom-
modate another million 
urban people in poor and
middle-income countries
every ½ve days.




