
In 2015, progressive cities around the 

world committed to aggressive emission 

reduction plans for their municipal fleets. 

The City of Pittsburgh and New York City 

are two of many that have chosen to take 

action and be leaders on this front. 

Coinciding with the Paris Climate 

Conference, Pittsburgh announced in 

December that their fleets would be 100% 

fossil fuel free by 20301. Likewise, New 

York City announced a plan to reduce 80% 

of municipal vehicle emissions by 20352. 

These are noble, yet challenging goals 

considering NYC alone operates around 

27,000 vehicles, which produce the pol-

luting equivalent of a medium-sized coal 

plant3. 

Why have cities taken this pledge?  

While it is true that there are uncertainties 

in climate science, evidence overwhelm-

ingly indicates greenhouse gas emissions 

and other human activity are contributing 

1. http://pittsburghpa.gov/mayor/re-
lease?id=5430
2. http://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/
news/898-15/with-paris-climate-talks-under-
way-mayor-de-blasio-nyc-clean-fleet---launch-
ing-the
3. http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcas/html/em-
ployees/fleet.shtml

to a rise in global temperatures4. 

The Paris agreement, which 196 nations 

voted to adopt on December 12th, states 

that “climate change represents an urgent 

and potentially irreversible threat to human 

societies and the planet.” The agreement 

goes on to call for global average tempera-

ture to be held below 2°C above pre-in-

dustrial levels5.

There is no panacea for this problem. 

Countries around the world will need to 

make a concerted effort, across all indus-

tries, to find ways to reduce emissions. In 

the US, the transportation sector accounts 

for a significant portion of total green-

house gas emissions (approximately 28 

percent in 20066), which is why for their 

part, cities like Pittsburgh and New York 

have perceptively identified their fleets as 

good areas to target to reach their emis-

sions goals.

How should cities reach these 
goals?

There are many alternative energy tech-

nologies for fleets to consider, but they are 

not equal. A distinction should be made 

between technologies that are renew-

able & technologies that are nonrenew-

able. Biofuels, which fall into the renewable 

category, generally use nonedible agricul-

tural byproducts or waste vegetable oils as 

the basis for the fuel, meaning the fuel is 

made from products that would otherwise 

be waste and can be regenerated indefi-

nitely on a human timescale.

4. http://www.ipcc.ch/pdf/assessment-report/
ar5/syr/SYR_AR5_FINAL_full_wcover.pdf
5. http://unfccc.int/resource/docs/2015/cop21/
eng/l09.pdf
6. http://climate.dot.gov/about/transporta-
tions-role/overview.html

Electric vehicles can also fall under the 

renewable category depending on how 

the electricity that charges vehicle bat-

teries is produced. The current state of 

electric vehicle technology makes it well-

suited for light-duty vehicles, which is why 

NYC plans on deploying 2,000 new elec-

tric sedans by 2025.

On the non-renewable side we have tech-

nologies like propane, liquid natural gas, & 

compressed natural gas. These are fossil 

fuels, which can take millions of years to 

regenerate. They do offer some emission 

reductions compared to gas & diesel, but 

they are not as environmentally beneficial 

as other renewable options. 

We are in the midst of an historic shift in 

energy production, offering us an incredi-

ble opportunity to actively choose how we 

will power our fleets. We should choose 

wisely and truly evaluate the total envi-

ronmental & economic costs of these dif-

ferent options. 

Pittsburgh and NYC have already invested 

heavily into renewables and they will con-

tinue this investment in the future. While it 

is unclear which technologies will become 

most prevalent in the next 20 years, these 

cities are doing us all a great service by 

developing renewable technologies and 

blazing a trail for any fleet, municipal or 

commercial, to follow. 

Read more about each city’s plans: 

Pittsburgh, NYC.
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