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Episode 3: Greening Cities – reducing emissions 
 

[00:00]  

Dr Wendy Were:  This podcast was produced on the lands of the Gadigal people of the Eora Nation and the 

Burramattagal people of the Dharug nation. We acknowledge Australia’s First peoples as the traditional 

custodians of the lands and waterways. We pay respects to Elders past and present as the original 

storytellers and city shapers, and acknowledge that sovereignty of these lands has never been ceded. 

 

Matt Haggman: In every part of life, climate will be an imperative. 

Meg McDonald: The region has a big transformation to meet the challenge of realising net zero emissions.  

Margo Delafoulhouze: The two main sources generally of emissions in the urban environment are transport 

and buildings.  

 

Dr Wendy Were: Welcome back to Greater Cities, a podcast about the future of cities. My name is Dr. 

Wendy Were, and I am your host. Previously in episode one, we looked at the emergence of multi-city 

regions around the world and the benefits of creating a network of connected cities here in Australia. In 

episode two, we explored how our cities can provide economic justice, opportunity, and accessibility for 

everyone. 

Over the next two episodes, we'll look at how we can address the biggest issue of our time: climate change.  

In this first part, we'll look at the pathway to net zero through energy production and changes to buildings 

and transport to reduce emissions. In the second part, we'll explore the resilience all cities need to face the 

challenges of extreme weather events and rising sea levels. We'll look at the regeneration of nature and 

other carbon capture and storage solutions. We'll explore collaboration, circular economies, and how to 

fund the transition.  

While the challenges are many, we'll also explore the benefits that this new way of living can offer us.  

[02:00] 

Here in Australia, we have much to learn from the wisdom of First Nations peoples who have lived on this 

continent for tens of thousands of years while caring for Country.  

Craig Kerslake: Designing with Country or designing from Country is about relationship. It's a relationship 

that you personally have with other people, so bringing people together in a neighbourhood sense, but also 

in a truly indigenous way.  

Dr Wendy Were: That was Craig Kerslake, Managing Director of Sydney-based design firm Nguluway Design 

Incorporated. We'll be hearing from Craig throughout the episode.  

Craig Kerslake: It's all about connecting neighbourhoods to the natural world in which we live, and that 

triangle, if you like – self, community, and nature – is what we call ‘belonging to Country’. 
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Belonging to Country is essentially about that relationship and it comes with responsibility. So if your 

neighbour’s not okay, she's part of Country, you are not okay. And if the river is polluted, then you are also 

not okay. So that it's about being connected in the first place. And if you're connected, it's intuitive that you 

will look after all the things in Country, including people. 

It's a beautiful system, and  it's not my intellectual property. It's thousands of years old and it's what elders 

have always taught me is this idea, this concept, and it's got so many different sophisticated layers to it, and 

a big part of that is ‘taming the inner emu’ we call in some mobs. It's that the narcissist doesn't take over. 

Dr Wendy Were: This gift of knowledge and experience in caring for both Country and community is 

immense. It's the accumulated wisdom of many centuries with inbuilt systems thinking, recognising the 

interconnectedness that is often ignored in Western ways of thinking. Non-indigenous Australia has started 

to wake up and understand that these old ways are one of the keys to our future success. It's now time to 

apply this knowledge to how we live and to our built and natural environment.  

[04:08]  

Another significant opportunity is moving our cities to net zero.  Here's Greg Clark, Chair of Connected Places 

Catapult in London, giving us an idea of what a net zero resilient city could look like. 

Greg Clark: What a net zero city is going to look like and what a resilient city is going to look like. We know 

it's going to be compact in its urban form. We know it will be highly connected in terms of both transport 

and digitisation. And we know it will have clean systems of waste, water, energy food. And these three 

characteristics will be underpinned by circularity, by new materials, by land use reforms, by electrification, 

by new networks of energy creation, and by a guiding mind of capable leadership who's got an eye on a just 

transition. 

Dr Wendy Were: It's also clear that cities small and large are experiencing severe impacts related to climate 

change. There's an urgent need to take bold and swift action. Crucially, it's at the city level where there's a 

lot of space to experiment and encourage new kinds of investment based on an understanding of how our 

natural infrastructure and urban systems work together. 

Meg McDonald is the Environment Commissioner for the Greater Cities Commission and has been working in 

this field for over 30 years.  

Meg McDonald: We've always shared the benefits of a wonderful natural environment; our coasts, our 

forests, waterways, rivers, and mountains. So in my job as Environment Commissioner, I'm really focused on 

how we can be working together to preserve this. Whether it's decarbonising and transforming our energy 

infrastructure, shifting our economy for a low carbon world, or whether we're strengthening our urban 

infrastructure and coastlines against climate change impacts, we really need to be approaching this 

mitigation and resilience challenge through the shared connections and our shared experience. 

Our economy is much more competitive as part of our net zero world, which has transformed our urban 

systems and how we use our resources so that we really are achieving the sustainability that has been part 

of this region for the 65,000 years that our First Nations have been caring for it.  

Dr Wendy Were: Cities all around the world are rising to the challenge of getting to net zero. Dr Tim Moonen 

from The Business of Cities, from whom we've heard in previous episodes, has been exploring these issues 

with international city leaders for more than a decade.  

Dr Tim Moonen: Well, from a global perspective, the 2020s are looking like the decade when cities really 

begin to pick up the pace towards net zero and work out how they're going to deliver the sorts of 
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transformations required. They're going to have to innovate at the level of planning, investment, decision 

making, communication, so much more. 

The already highly urbanised parts of the world are almost certainly going to try to use decarbonisation to 

simultaneously improve the quality of city life, public health, the character of urban experience, but we can't 

forget that at the same time there are hundreds of new cities, new districts, greenfield locations that are 

going to be designed and developed in ways that are compatible with low carbon.  

Urbanisation without decarbonisation isn't really a choice. Instead, the question is how cities are going to get 

there, who will lead, who's going to pay, and what trade-offs are ultimately agreed. 

Matt Haggman: In every part of life, climate will be an imperative and actually seeing climate as something 

that's driving our economy, that's expanding opportunity and creating jobs.    

As we think about the race to net zero in 2050, on that journey more new industries, businesses, uh, jobs will 

be created. And the communities that really lean into that, seeing that as a business opportunity, would be 

the communities over the next 20 to 30 years which will be leaders from an economic perspective. 

Dr Wendy Were: That was Matt Haggman from Opportunity Miami at the Beacon Council. And here’s Dr Tim 

Moonen again. 

Dr Tim Moonen: So in numerous cities, there's a new level of urgency and opportunity being sensed in both 

government and in business, and there are strategies to mitigate and minimise the long term risk that I see 

as driving a lot more of the decision making. We're seeing firmer targets being set, yes, but also bold moves 

on energy, larger scale, demonstrations of new tech, new approaches. And even new incentives that are 

emerging about how to green our buildings and our transport systems and so on, and do that at scale and do 

it at pace.  

These are coming from a conviction that yes, we can create a majority urban world without existential cost 

to the planet, and at the same time, this shift to net zero really can improve wellbeing in our cities and 

create new jobs, save money, and give rise to a whole host of new discoveries in the  process.   

Dr Wendy Were: So what do we mean by ‘net zero’? Reaching net zero means we've created a balance 

between the emissions produced and the amount of carbon taken out of the atmosphere.  

Not all activities in industries are equal when it comes to carbon emissions, but on all counts cities have a 

crucial role to play. Margo Delafoulhouze, City System Lead at Climateworks Centre explains. 

Margo Delafoulhouze: If you look at the emissions that all the local councils in the 10 biggest metropolitan 

areas in Australia, if you look at their emissions through either Carbon Disclosure Protocol, or there's a 

fabulous tool that Beyond Zero Emission put out which is called Snapshot,  and a lot of councils report their 

emissions there. So if you aggregate those, you essentially cover more than 50% of Australia's emissions and 

also more than 70% of the population. So if you really focus and accelerate action in those 10 biggest 

metropolitan areas in Australia, you're tackling a big part of the problem and, and looking at a big part of the 

solution. 

Australia's just committed and now has a legislated climate target of reducing its emissions by 43% by 2030, 

compared to 2005 levels, and also commitment to achieving net zero by 2050.  And while this is really great 

that we have this target, I also just want to mention that if we wanted to be in line with  a scenario where 

we do our fair share to limit the global rise of temperatures to 1.5 degrees rather than 2 degrees – and that 

half degree increment is quite important in terms of impact – in that case, if we did, you know, if we were 

aiming for that, we would we aim for net zero by 2035. 



 

Greater Cities Podcast Transcript, Episode 3: Greening Cities - reducing emissions Page 4  

OFFICIAL 

Dr Wendy Were: With so much to address, where do we focus to make the biggest impact? While there is 

some common threads and issues, cities around the world are prioritising different responses. Here's Dr. Tim 

Moonen again. 

Dr Tim Moonen: Well, I guess what's already clear is that there's no one catalyst, there's no one silver bullet. 

Each city's going to chart its own path towards net zero, and that's going to depend on everything from the 

urban form and the economic mix the city inherits, the climate and the natural environment around it, and 

the city's own powers to command, to influence, to invest, and even to join up and convene with partners. 

I expect that there'll be a very different kind of transition, whether we're looking at highly dispersed former 

mining cities, for example, to compact capitals of the creative industries, or to the post-industrial poster 

childs we've seen of regeneration. So there'll be a mix. Some cities will substantially reduce the role of the 

car. Others are likely to become pioneers of new sustainable energy and green jobs.  

There'll be a group that will excel in terms of the creative use of natural materials, decarbonising with 

resilience in nature at their heart. There'll be cities that become capitals of the circular economy, and even 

individual cities or perhaps groups of them that show us how to raise capital or how to package up more of 

their transport and building assets to make them bankable for those sustainable investors. 

[12:52]   

Dr Wendy Were: All cities will have individual responses to climate change, but there are many common 

factors to reaching net zero. The overall production of energy is a major factor. Here's Meg McDonald talking 

about some of the sources of clean renewable energy. 

Meg McDonald:  59% of our emissions in the region come from energy. So getting to net zero across the Six 

Cities Region really will require rapid build out of renewable energy and electrification of our cities and our 

transport, homes and industry. Rapid build out of renewable energy drives the overall emission reduction 

trajectory for every scenario that we've looked at for getting to net zero. 

Dr Wendy Were: And what are the new ways of creating clean renewable energy? 

Meg McDonald: Some of the energy modelling that is being done around the move to Net Zero envisages 

Australia as a renewable energy superpower where we use our natural assets of sun, land and oceans, and 

our economic future is built around export of these renewable energy products.  

We have some build outs of some major renewable energy zones, in the Hunter and in the Illawarra. Those 

are really framed around being large hydrogen hubs and actually exporting renewable energy and renewable 

energy powered products to the rest of the world.  

Dr Wendy Were: Providing and using renewable hydrogen is a relatively new and cutting edge source of 

energy. While we're looking at new approaches to energy production, we can also maximise the technology 

we have available, such as rooftop solar which is expected to contribute about 25% of electricity generation 

by 2050. 

Prof Peter Newman: Solar energy is the most dramatic form of energy now available to us because it is 

cheaper than any other form of energy we've had.  

Dr Wendy Were: That's Professor Peter Newman, environmental scientist, author and Professor of 

Sustainability at Curtin University in Western Australia. 

Prof Peter Newman: It works best at a local level on the rooftops of the houses and businesses, and shops, 

and schools, everything in our cities. And when we put it on our rooftops, we can use it directly under where 

it is produced, so you don't have these long transmission losses and Australian cities are really well set for 
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this because we've got big rooftops and a lot of sunshine and we have all the battery minerals and solar 

minerals that are needed to make all of these services and facilities. And Australia is up there with the best 

with cheap solar coming even cheaper than most other parts of the world and we are now getting cheap 

batteries. 

Dr Wendy Were: Here's Craig Kerslake again. 

Craig Kerslake: Carbon neutrality is obvious. I don't have to ask people in indigenous communities, should 

we have photovoltaics on the roof of the building? Of course. Why wouldn't you put that on there? It's like 

they're almost slapping me with, it's an insult to even ask that question.  

Dr Wendy Were: As we've heard, one of the significant differences with the solar energy system is that 

power is created much closer to where it is used, creating a more distributed energy system. 

Meg McDonald: That gives us some real opportunities to think about how our electricity infrastructure 

under this distributed model can help support our vulnerable neighbourhoods, for example disadvantaged 

communities who live in older and rental housing without their own solar panels and batteries could benefit 

most from access to local community batteries on nearby industrial land. 

[17:00]  

Dr Wendy Were: Energy and energy production clearly are a big part of the net zero equation, and there's 

lots happening in this area. Targeted solutions are needed in particular industries. Here's Margo 

Delafoulhouze again. 

Margo Delafoulhouze: It's important to notice that the two main sources generally of emissions in the urban 

environment are transport and buildings. And nationally, if we look at Australia's overall emissions, buildings 

make up more than 20% of Australia's emissions, they’re the second biggest source, and transport also just 

over 20%, and transport is the fastest growing source of emission in Australia. 

Stuart Patrick: The two major issues at the city level – they’ll be a bit familiar, I should think, for most cities – 

private transport that's the mode shift out of the private vehicle, and domestic heating from fossil fuels. 

Dr Wendy Were: That was Stuart Patrick, Chief Executive of the Glasgow Chamber of Commerce. A big 

contributor to carbon emissions in all countries is how we build, heat and cool our homes. 

Lex Brans: The people who build the houses, they are very conservative. They do a lot in concrete and 

concrete is very bad for the environment.  

Dr Wendy Were: That was Lex Brands, Head of Housing and Special Projects in Greater Amsterdam. 

Lex Brans: So next step we are going to make within three years is to build 20% of our houses in wood, 

which is very good for CO2, for example. And that's a huge effort for us all, but by taking out 20% of the 

whole production capacity, the market is losing position when they don't move with us. And we say to them, 

well the building in wood is step one, it's only 20%. Wait and see  for the next 80% coming up. We have a 

discussion to do, to solve this problem, to produce climate neutral houses. 

Dr Wendy Were: In Norway, they're also working to create some inspiring projects around new buildings. 

Here's Øyvind Såtvedt, Managing Director of the Oslo Region Alliance.  

Øyvind Såtvedt: We also have been working with the building sites, trying to get them to be fossil free. And 

we actually have several new building  sites, all new buildings sites that are introduced by the City of Oslo 

are to be fossil free, which means electric building machines, lorries, and all such things. So that's been very 

important up until now.  
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Dr Wendy Were: And here's Margo Delafoulhouze talking about building changes happening in Australia. 

Margo Delafoulhouze: In Australia, we have the National Construction Code. Last month, the ministers in 

each state and territory and the federal minister agreed to upgrade the minimum energy efficiency 

standards for the first time in more than 10 years for homes, which is a really positive step in the right 

direction. It means that all new homes will be built at a better standard. So that's really important.  

However, this is not yet a zero carbon, fully electrified building code. So in this case, in terms of policy, what 

we really need to move towards before 2030 is a building code that requires all new buildings to be fully 

electrified, to be zero-carbon, to have use renewable energy, and to be highly efficient so that we reduce the 

energy consumption. So it's a pretty big task, but it's possible.  

Dr Wendy Were: At one end of the spectrum, levers like the Australian Construction Code are critical for 

setting building standards, and at the other we are only limited by our imagination.  

Craig Kerslake talks about what it means for cities and designs to belong to Country. 

Craig Kerslake: How can built form actually be an extension of the human experience and how can it actually 

itself belong to Country? How can a road belong to Country? What happens to that water that runs off it? Is 

it dirty or is it clean? What's, how do we celebrate water sensitive urban design?  

We're working on something that is about this idea of custodial architecture, whereas the built environment 

actually is a custodian of the landscape. And it's, it emulates that indigenous thinking of being a custodian, so 

has to look after people and nature. It's responsibility, and then applying totemic architecture to it. These 

concepts I've just made up based on aboriginal culture.  

And totemic architecture, what we're doing with that is applying specific relationships so it might be a 

township belongs to a river or it belongs to a mountain range, or it belongs to a coastal environment, or a 

particular animal, and it creates habitat for that animal, for example. Or if it belongs to the river, it needs to 

clean and make sure the river is okay. This thinking is really powerful in guiding all design, really. 

Dr Wendy Were: While we apply our creativity to new builds, there's scope for change with our existing 

buildings too.  

Margo Delafoulhouze: The elephant in the room though is the existing buildings, which are not very well 

built and, and very cold and inefficient. And so, in this space what we need to see is a renovation wave. We 

really need to see, you know, a massive effort going into upgrading those existing buildings, improving air 

tightness, insulation, using double glazing, again electrifying, using more efficient appliances in homes. And 

so that has a cost and this is where we will need to see quite, I think, bold government policies to support 

households, particularly low socioeconomic, low income households, in upgrading this. That's a really 

important piece of the puzzle.  

Dr Wendy Were: Australia isn't the only country where retrofitting existing buildings is an issue.  Here's 

Stuart Patrick. 

Stuart Patrick: I think with retrofitting, that's more, I think that's more challenging because I'm not sure the 

technology is quite as clear cut for that as there is for transport. The whole thing about heat pumps is fine if 

you live in a semi-detached with a garden. We have about 600,000 homes across the region that need to 

shift from fossil fuel heating systems and about 70% of those are privately owned, so the financial model is 

going to have to be right. Of those privately owned, a very high proportion, about half, are in tenemented or 

flated properties where heat pumps are, frankly, not going to be the technical solution.  
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There is a bit of work, I think a bit of innovation required in order to be able to provide to appropriate shifts 

or the option, rather, for the shifts to happen at the pace that's required.  

[24:03]  

Dr Wendy Were: As we've heard, there are many ways that buildings can be altered to make them net zero. 

However, along with buildings, the lifeblood of cities is movement.  

Cities need flow if they are to be active and dynamic, and this means we must address the other major 

contributor to carbon emissions, transport.  

Prof Peter Newman: Great cities are not just net zero; they are not car dependent.  We have a lot of data 

showing that cities are economically and socially better if they have less car dependence. It's hard to do, but 

it is a necessary thing for the competitive value of any city, that they create places. Places are local and they 

are walkable. That needs good public transport to reach it. It means that you provide pedestrian qualities 

and places for bikes.  

The provision of place is the necessary driving force in any city of the future. So that process needs the 

technology of things like smart systems that enable you to quickly call up a local net zero bus that will take 

you to the net zero station precinct where the net zero train is taking you into the city.    

The next bit is cheap electric vehicles. So it's this combination of solar, batteries and electric vehicles which is 

changing the world. But it's also changing our cities. It depends now on how you create communities around 

that technology.  

Dr Wendy Were: At the forefront of the electrification of city transport is Oslo in Norway. Øyvind describes 

their progress.  

Øyvind Såtvedt: The transport sector has really been in the forefront up until now in combating climate 

change, especially we see that in the number of electric cars being sold. I think the number now is that more 

than 65% of all new vehicles being sold are electric vehicles in Norway. And in Oslo the number is even 

higher, 72% are now electric vehicles of the new cars being sold. But we see that there are still some 

challenges, especially within lorries and heavier transport, so we're now working a lot on finding places for 

what we call energy stations, where you can fill up your tank with hydrogen or biogas or electricity also for 

heavier vehicles.   

Dr Wendy Were: There are also cities that need to reinvest in public transport as a service and an 

experience. Glasgow is one example.  

Stuart Patrick: Fundamentally reversing 40 years of underinvestment in public transport in the city will be a 

major task. We've got a headline title for that, The Glasgow Metro, which is essentially about adding an extra 

dimension to the public transport offer. But it also to a certain degree captures the debate we have to have 

about changing some of the more traditional transport features, so the bus, we have a particular problem 

with buses and Glasgow. We need to improve the quality of bus experience dramatically. The argument will 

always be about which comes first, the investment in good public transport or the disincentives to private 

transport. I think that's where a lot of the controversy will lie.  

Dr Wendy Were: In New South Wales, in Australia, the government is aiming to increase the uptake of 

electric vehicles, and as Meg McDonald explains, this will have a flow on effect to other infrastructure. 

Meg McDonald: The government has a, an aim to increase electric vehicle sales to more than 50% of new 

cars by 2030 and to be the vast majority by 2035. So there's a lot of opportunity for our planning to 

incentivise charging stations and infrastructure. 
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Dr Wendy Were: While public transport and reducing car dependency is critical to reaching net zero, active 

transport also has a significant role to play. Active transport includes walking and cycling, getting us from A 

to B while providing great health benefits. But increasing active transport requires changes to both attitudes 

and infrastructure. Here's Céline Gipoulon from the Métropole du Grand Paris and Margo Delafoulhouze 

from the Climateworks Centre. 

Céline Gipoulon: I think one of the surprises is to see so many Parisians on their bike today within Paris. 

COVID led the public authorities to develop temporary lanes bike lanes, and they have turned permanent 

now and they remain extremely crowded even now lockdowns are behind us. 

I think it's an image of ourselves that we didn't have. I think that this kind of active mobility was more linked 

to other culture, maybe Anglo-Saxon, maybe our German neighbours were  promoters of this kind of 

solution. So it's a good surprise about ourselves, I would say.  

Margo Delafoulhouze: I lived in Paris for 10 years. When I first moved to Paris, I guess it was very early 

stages of Paris transitioning to becoming more supportive of active transport, particularly cycling that 

started with a public bike share system. 

It is just striking the cycling revolution that has happened. Urban car highways have been turned into cycling 

highways in the city. The space allocated to active transport, to cycling, to walking, it's just so visible. The 

infrastructure, the signage, it's making it all feel so much more safe and enjoyable. 

I feel like, you know, here in Australia, often when you refer to those European examples, people come out 

and say, ‘We're not Amsterdam, we're not Dutch. We don't have cycling in our blood’. That's not true. 

Amsterdam in the 1980s was as car dependent as Australian cities. What's happened is very deliberate and 

determined political commitment to creating that safe environment for active transport and, and 

infrastructure is a big, big part of this.  

In fact, new car lanes increase congestion. It's such a thing called induced demand because you're making it 

more convenient to drive. Same thing would apply to active transport infrastructure. If you put it in, it will 

appeal people. And that's not just good for climate. It's quite cost effective and it's also better, cleaner air.  

Dr Wendy Were: These developments show the benefits of working with the grain of city life, not against it, 

because that's when changes create benefits for communities. Professor Newman offers us a compelling 

vision for how our local communities, business precincts, and natural environment can work together to 

become net zero. 

Prof Peter Newman: Communities work together best when they're in a place that attracts them and where 

they run into each other all the time, just because they like being there. That is the way cities work. 

Fortunately, solar and batteries, electric vehicles of all kinds – electric bikes, electric skateboards, electric 

tuk-tuks– in cities around the world that are enabling local transport and they enable you to go across the 

city in a very cheap and effective kind of light rail that helps developers to build station precincts around 

them that are net zero and dense, have the services that people need, all the local new kinds of housing that 

are needed. All of that can be brought together in this same agenda which is about local solar, local 

batteries, local place, and that is so critical to being related to the transport agenda.  

It is time to go from the big to the small scale and regenerate our cities for the future, one precinct at a time. 

[32:33] 

Dr Wendy Were: In this episode, we've looked at innovative ways we can redesign buildings, transport and 

energy generation to reduce our carbon emissions, how communities can be strengthened through these 



 

Greater Cities Podcast Transcript, Episode 3: Greening Cities - reducing emissions Page 9  

OFFICIAL 

changes, and how in Australia we can learn from the wisdom of First Nations peoples to create more 

sustainable urban environments. 

In the next episode, we'll examine the other side of the net zero equation, carbon capture and storage by 

technology. We’ll also explore resilience to extreme weather events, circularity, collaboration and the 

economic implications of the transformation needed.  

We hope you'll join us. 

 

Thanks for listening to Greater Cities, a podcast about the future of cities. You can find show notes for each 

episode and learn more about the work of the Greater Cities Commission and our vision for our city region at 

GreaterCities.au. 

And if you like this podcast, please like review and share with your colleagues, friends and family, and 

anyone who cares about the future of cities. This podcast was produced by the Greater Cities Commission in 

partnership with The Business of Cities. We would like to thank the many experts from around the world and 

here in Australia for their contributions. 
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