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Sustainable Cities: The Role for Philanthropy in Promoting Urban Sustainability

Commissioned by the Canadian Environmental Grantmakers’ Network 
(CEGN), this report outlines some of the key issues related to urban sustain-
ability in Canada, profiles some of the promising approaches, and explores 
various roles that the philanthropic community could play in moving com-
munities forward in this field. 
 Sustainable cities are viewed as those that meet our human need for healthy 
and diverse habitats while preserving non-renewable resources for future gen-
erations and staying within the limits of local, regional and global ecosystems. 
Increasingly, our notions of sustainability are influenced by complementary 
approaches to economic and social issues.  Sustainable cities also focus on 
wellbeing and livability as measures of success within a “generative economy” 
rather than simply using  economic growth as a yardstick for progress. Finally, 
a city that is able to draw on a rich mosaic of cultures, perspectives, and skills 
should, like a biological organism, be more resourceful, more innovative and 
more resilient.
 At the outset, it is important to recognize that direct philanthropic sup-
port for charities makes up a tiny percentage of the financial resources avail-
able for this work; earned revenues and government grants make up the lion’s 
share of most community organization’s budgets.  Government and private 
investments in the built environment dwarf all other financial sources that 
could be aligned with sustainability principles.  However, foundations can 
tackle issues and support innovative approaches in a way that governments 
and the private sector cannot or will not. 
 This report is intended as a starting point for a broader discussion about 
strategic philanthropy in support of more sustainable cities. Some of the roles 
that foundations might consider are as follows:

Frame “sustainability” in a holistic way, emphasizing the link among envi-•	
ronmental, economic, and social characteristics;

Design strategies, including granting parameters, that place a premium on •	
collaboration within the environmental movement, with other sectors and 
across domains (health, education, recreation, economic, etc.)

Use their brokering skills to convene and nurture partnerships among •	
municipal governments, community organizations, and the private sec-
tor;

Provide support for promising and innovative initiatives that, if successful, •	
can then be scaled up and financed by the public or private sector;
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Strengthen the individual and collective capacity of community organiza-•	
tions to innovate, to work constructively with difference and conflict, and 
to deliver results;

Collaborate with other foundations: co-creating initiatives, sharing les-•	
sons, and supporting the creation of a new narrative; 

 Establish impact investing policies for their endowments and create pools •	
of capital for green technologies and sustainable real estate development 
with an emphasis on social impact. 

Challenges for Philanthropic Funders in the field of Urban 
Sustainability
There are considerable challenges for philanthropic funders seeking to work 
and have impact  in the field of urban sustainability. These include:

The path to urban sustainability is very complicated and difficult to under-•	
stand fully. In some communities, nonprofits and academics are playing 
a critical role in identifying the levers of change and strategizing the way 
forward with other key stakeholders. Funders can support this work but 
this careful and strategic thinking needs to come from within the com-
munity.

The amount of philanthropic money available is small compared to the •	
size of the problems being addressed. Developing innovative ways to le-
verage philanthropic support to garner additional resources from govern-
ments and the private sector is both a challenge and an opportunity for 
the nonprofit community. 

The urban sustainability sector is characterized by a large number of small •	
groups undertaking hyper localized projects. While such projects are 
worthwhile in themselves, they are not “game changers” unless they can 
be scaled up. This will require consistent funder support over the long-
term and even collaboration among funders in order to maximize the im-
pact of limited philanthropic resources. Funder support for capacity build-
ing within nonprofits, as well as support for networking among nonprofits 
to help ensure a greater common purpose would also be useful.

Funders involved in urban sustainability issues often have to face the ques-•	
tion of how best to work with municipal governments. Identifying the 
best form of cooperation can be tricky. The challenge for funders is to 
identify initiatives that municipalities do not have the resources to initiate 
on their own but could carry through with and scale up once they are of 
proven value.
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There is a lack of vehicles for facilitating learning among funders interest-•	
ed or involved in this sector. Funders collaborate in informal ways, but in 
practice, there is little cross-fertilization in terms of which funding strate-
gies are working or not working, identification of promising groups suit-
able for funding, and so on.

Urban sustainability is an emerging field that is characterized by the need •	
for deep systemic change. Transformative changes are being hampered by 
the existing policy framework but could be facilitated by supportive policy 
changes. Making policy change at any government level requires a realistic 
assessment of political forces, investment in research, convening the rel-
evant stakeholders, building long term relationships with agents of change 
within governments, and long-term commitment to non-profit allies and 
carriers of key messages. 

Addressing the challenges
Advance policy: •	 There are many good examples of funder involvement 
in policy development related to urban sustainability in Canada, but one 
of the most successful has been the joint funder-NGO effort to set up 
the Ontario Greenbelt. Several Canadian foundations – principally the 
Metcalf and Ivey Foundations but also the Neptis,  McLean, and Salaman-
der Foundations – collaborated with NGOs such as Environmental De-
fence and the Greenbelt Alliance over a one year period leading up to the 
province’s decision to create the Greenbelt. Sustainable Prosperity is an 
example of another innovative policy initiative. The organization, which 
is described as a national ‘think and do tank’ and  is advancing the adop-
tion of policies in support of a greener and more competitive Canadian 
economy,  had its genesis in a funder discussion at a CEGN meeting. Fol-
lowing the meeting, a number of those funders, including the McConnell 
Foundation, responded to a proposal that laid the groundwork for the 
organization. 

Leverage funding: •	 The BC Real Estate Foundation provides a good ex-
ample of how funder intervention can harnesse forces for change and le-
verage modest philanthropic investments with the immense resources of 
the building industry to produce important changes in the way planning 
and development is done. The Foundation funded the BC Design Centre 
for Sustainability over a six-year period (2005-2011) in order to launch 
an innovative planning and urban design process that resulted in a sustain-
able new neighbourhood in Surrey (BC) called East Clayton.
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Work with grantees to define strategy:•	  One of the most innovative 
examples of this approach is the ClimateSpark Social Venture Challenge 
(SVC), a partnership among the Toronto Atmospheric Fund (TAF), To-
ronto’s Centre for Social Innovation, the Toronto Community Founda-
tion (TCF), and others. The objective of the initiative was to engage new 
audiences and stimulate “game-changing” social ventures that could offer 
a significant greenhouse gas emissions reduction benefit through scaled-
up delivery of their product or service.

Conduct research to shape new grantmaking programs:•	  A good ex-
ample is the current effort in Quebec by a consortium of funders to work 
together with other stakeholders to develop a program to address the 
so-called ”nature deficit syndrome”, i.e., to better connect young urban-
ites to nature. The Claudine and Stephen Bronfman Foundation, David 
Suzuki Foundation and the Fondation de la faune du Québec pooled 
their resources to fund a study that would enhance understanding of the 
problem and produce ideas on how the funders could help address it.

Stimulate creative thinking and organizational development: •	 Social 
Innovation Generation (SiG) was launched by the McConnell Founda-
tion in collaboration with the University of Waterloo, the MaRS Discovery 
District, and the PLAN Institute with a mission to catalyze social innova-
tion. It has included training opportunities for community organizations, 
building the case for impact investing, and applied research and tools in 
developing effective collaborations.   

Develop indicators of success: •	 A national program of indicators would 
allow grantmakers to assess local progress using a standard set of metrics. 
The Vital Signs Program of Community Foundations of Canada is an 
important step in this direction in terms of charting progress within a 
particular community and is currently in use in 34 communities across the 
country. In the US, the Star Community Index is now being rolled out by 
ICLEI-Local Government for Sustainability. The 81 goals and 10 guiding 
principles collectively define community-scale sustainability. 

Convene stakeholders:•	  A good example of a Canadian foundation initi-
ating a major convening effort in issues related to urban sustainability is 
the Metcalf Foundation’s Sustain Ontario initiative. Sustain Ontario is a 
province-wide, cross-sectoral alliance that promotes healthy food and lo-
cal sustainable agriculture.

Build the knowledge base: •	 An excellent example of a foundation that 
has contributed greatly to our understanding of urban sustainability issues 
is the Neptis Foundation in Toronto. Neptis commissions or directly un-
dertakes studies that will shed light on the structure and growth of urban 
regions, especially the Greater Golden Horseshoe area and in particular, 
its built environments and landscapes.
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Invest assets: •	 There is increasing interest in “impact investment”, or us-
ing a foundation’s assets to meet not only the financial stability of the 
organization, but also its environmental and social mission. There are a 
number of emerging possibilities. Vancouver City Savings Credit Union 
(Vancity) is an excellent example of good practice in this regard. Its Re-
silient Capital Fund attracts impact investments from other lenders and 
foundations (such as the Vancouver Foundation) and uses the capital to 
make low-interest, high-risk loans to help social enterprises get off the 
ground or scale up their activities.

Help municipalities innovate: •	 The Greenest City Fund in Vancouver is a 
good example of collaboration between a funder and a municipality. This 
fund was set up by the City of Vancouver and the Vancouver Foundation, 
with each partner putting up $1 million. The purpose of the Fund is to 
invest in innovative community-based strategies to engage people around 
the City’s10 Greenest City Goals.

Collaborate with other funders: •	 There are several good examples of 
funder collaboration in this field in the US. On a regional level, the Puget 
Sound Funders Partnership for Sustainable Communities is a funders’ col-
laborative focused on transit-oriented development in the metropolitan 
region of Seattle. The Partnership has 15 member organizations including 
corporate, family and community foundations. At the national level, the 
Funders’ Network for Smart Growth and Livable Communities, created 
in 1999, has 145 member organizations (143 US and two Canadian).

Create a national organization to promote urban sustainability: •	 At 
present there is no single organization operating at the national level with 
a broad mandate to promote urban sustainability in Canada. There is some 
interest among funders, academics and NGOs for some kind of national 
organization that would raise awareness of urban sustainability issues, un-
dertake research, do advocacy among federal and provincial governments, 
and set out an ambitious agenda for moving cities in a more sustainable 
direction. 

Create a network of cities to promote urban sustainability: •	 Founda-
tions committed to urban sustainability could take a leading role in setting 
up a network of people in cities committed to urban sustainability in order 
to facilitate knowledge transfer, communication, joint projects, and so on. 
The Urban Sustainability Directors Network in the US, which networks 
111 municipal sustainability directors in the US and Canada provides a 
possible model in this context. The ten sustainability directors in Canada 
who belong to the USDN could form the nucleus of a wider network of 
senior municipal managers involved in sustainability work. 
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From an environmental point of view, cities have always been suspect: largely 
devoid of nature, teeming with people and their all-too-human problems, cities 
have appeared to many as “black holes” in nature. In cities, our separateness 
from nature – both physical and existential – could not be more obvious … 
It followed that environmental grantmaking strategies were primarily focused 
on resource use, wilderness preservation, and other non-urban issues.

Over the last couple of decades, our view of cities and their role in environmental 
well-being has gradually shifted to a more integrated one. Cities, it is 
increasingly understood, are where most of the environmental problems of 
the world originate, and it is in cities where they must be resolved. As Maurice 
Strong has said, “the future health of our planet will be determined in our 
cities.”
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