
Cities
G r e e n

These 18 thriving  
cities feature green  

initiatives of the  
sustainable kind— 

innovative recycling,  
transportation,  

construction and 
renewable-energy  

solutions for  
21ST century life—but 

also verdant  
green spaces that 

provide the perfect 
spots for  

whiling away a  
spring af ternoon.

Singapore’s spectacular 
solar-powered “Supertrees” 

at Gardens by the Bay. 
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Arriving in Singapore f rom 
Changi Airport, first-time visi-
tors are often struck by the green 
expanses that greet them. But 
Singapore’s “Garden City” nick-
name didn’t sprout overnight; 
it’s rooted in a four-decades-old 
vision of careful planning that’s 
deliberately integrated urban de-
velopment and nature, softening 
the effects of the concrete jungle. 
Singapore now boasts more than 
700 square feet of green space 
per person, 70 percent higher 
than the average amount for 
other major Asian cities, de-
spite its tight land constraints 
as an island. Yet it continues to 
develop new parks, even adding 
“eco-links” to help wildlife move 
freely between them.

Not surprisingly, parks rep-
resent many of Singapore’s top 
attractions. The newest of them 
line the Marina Reservoir in 
the heart of the city, formed six 
years ago by the Marina Barrage 
dam, a project that took the top 
prize in a competition from the 
American Academy of Environ-
mental Engineers and Scientists. 
The dam’s pump house, topped 
with a vast green roof and solar 
park (with 405 solar panels that 
provide about 50 percent of the 
daytime electricity needed for 
indoor lighting and power at the 
Barrage), takes in spectacular 
views of the Singapore skyline. 
Along the reservoir close by, the 
new Gardens by the Bay boasts 

two dramatic conservatories and 
a grove of man-made “Super-
trees,” vertical gardens 82 to 160 
feet high that double as exhaust 
systems for the conservatories; 
some of the Supertrees are fitted 
with solar cells that power exqui-
site evening light shows.

The vertical garden concept 
extends well throughout Singa-
pore, most recently and notably 
at the sustainability award-

winning Parkroyal on Pickering, 
a two-year-old hotel enclosed 
by 160,000 square feet of lush 
garden terraces, complete with 
rain sensors and photovoltaic 
cells. Green features beyond the 
gardens include energy-efficient 
motion-sensor LED lighting and 
water conservation practices 
that save enough water each 
year to f ill 32 Olympic-sized 
swimming pools.

Recycling, bike commuters, farm-
to-table cuisine—plenty of green 
topics have made their way into 
sketches on the cult-hit IFC series 
Portlandia. Satire aside, conserva-
tion really is a big deal in Portland, 
and its roots run deep: A 1903 
report detailed plans for parks, 
scenic boulevards and pedestri-
an pathways, beautifully guiding 
many to fruition. And the city’s 
urban-growth boundary, in place 
since the 1970s, has successfully 
contained urban sprawl and pro-
tected 25 million acres of forests 
and farms from development.

Portland’s relatively com-
pact footprint eases navigation, 
helping a fourth of its workforce 
commute by public transit, car-
pool or bicycle. With 319 miles of 
bike paths, trails and lanes, not 
to mention an avid cycling popu-
lation (8 percent of residents 
consider their bike their primary 
mode of transportation), the city 
regularly takes the top spot in Bi-
cycling magazine’s annual list of 
top cities for biking. Not surpris-

ingly, the dining scene here is big 
on sustainability, too, with many 
restaurants sourcing ingredients 
primarily from the Pacific North-
west. And sometimes the two 
efforts collide: Popular counter-
service restaurant Prasad, known 
for its top-notch vegetarian 
menu, gets its produce delivered 
daily by bicycle. The innovative 
ice cream shop Salt & Straw, with 
flavors such as strawberry hon-
ey balsamic with black pepper, 
makes it a point to purchase local 
ingredients whenever possible. 
And the award-winning Oregon 
craft beer Deschutes—served 
virtually everywhere in town, 
including at its own pub down-
town—enjoys a sustainability 
track record going back to its first 
days of business. 

Even the Heathman Hotel, the 
first hotel downtown to complete 
energy-efficiency upgrades near-
ly 10 years ago, continues to raise 
its own sustainability bar. Thirty 
percent of its total energy use 
comes from carbon-neutral wind 
energy, 80 percent of all waste  
is recycled and the most recent 
remodel of its 155 guest rooms 
was 95 percent landfill-free.

Amsterdam

Three out of four Amsterdam residents own 
a bike (the city’s most popular mode of trans-
portation), the city recycles 43 percent of its 
waste (in Europe, it’s second only to Helsinki, 
Finland) and everyone fiercely protects the 
precious green spaces, including the famous 
leafy tree-lined canals. All this green makes 
for good restaurants, such as the delightful De 
Kas on the outskirts of town, a lunch and dinner 
spot housed in a 1926 greenhouse that once 
belonged to the Amsterdam Municipal Nursery. 
Many of its ingredients are harvested daily from 
gardens on-site. Sustainable overnights at the 
two sharp design hotels in the small Conscious 
Hotels chain, on the other hand, come with 
water- and energy-saving features and chic 
recycled furniture.

SingAporE

PortlAnd

Stockholm
Ninety-five percent of  
Stockholm’s residents 
live within 1,000 feet of a 
green space, not surprising 
considering green spaces 
make up an astounding 
40 percent of the city’s 
land mass. Keeping the air 
clean are strong emissions 
standards and a mass transit 
system that runs 75 percent 
on renewable energy.

Chicago
The city is home to two  
famous green roofs: the 
20,300-square-foot green  
roof atop City Hall (one of the 
first in the U.S. Midwest)  
and the popular 25-acre  
Millennium Park, with the 
world’s largest green roof 
built above an underground 
parking garage. 

Sydney
Construction of a new green 
neighborhood called Central 
Park is underway on the edge 
of downtown Sydney, its 
rooftops designed to turn rain 
into drinking water and its 
walls, in many cases, covered 
by vertical gardens. At-
tributes like these are helping 
bring new life to a blighted 
industrial site (a shuttered 
Foster’s brewery) that will 
eventually house thousands 
of residents and workers. The 
project is the latest example 
of green thinking in this 
city surrounded by nature 
that boasts dozens of eco-
friendly businesses, including 
Koskela, an exquisite home 
shop known for distinctive 
Australian designs. On the 
hotel front, the Sofitel Sydney 
Wentworth gets high marks 
for its sustainability efforts, 
including a comprehensive 
recycling program.

New York City
With the highest population 
density in the United States 
(more than 27,000 people 
per square mile, compared 
with an average of 8,100 for 
other cities), New York  has 
preserved 20 percent of the 
city as green space. And it’s 
getting greener: The 10-year 
Million Trees Program is well 
on its way to planting 1 million 
new trees by 2017.

Madison
The Dane County Farmers’  
Market, the largest producer-
only farmers market in the  
United States, sets up shop in 
the shadow of the Wisconsin 
State Capitol every Wednes-
day and Saturday in the 
summer. More good news?  
The summer season gets 
underway this month.

Lush 
greenery  

at the 
Parkroyal 

on Pickering 
in Singapore.

Sydney’s 
One Central
Park buildings,
designed
by Pritzker
Prize-winning
starchitect
Jean Nouvel,
feature
terraced
gardens and
living green
walls.  
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Bicycles cross a bridge 
over Amsterdam’s
Prinsengracht Canal.

A waterfront bike 
trail in Portland.
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Not satisfied with staking claim 
to the lowest per capita carbon 
footprint of any North American 
city, Vancouver has embarked 
on an action plan to become the 
greenest city in the world by 2020, 
complete with 150,000 new trees 
and the goal of having all residents 
live within a five-minute walk of 
a park or greenway. Its compact, 
high-density neighborhoods have 
set the city on the path to achiev-
ing that goal, as have its energy 
infrastructure (more than 90 per-

cent of the city’s power comes 
from renewable hydroelectric 
sources) and building initiatives 
(the building code here is the 
greenest of any major city in North 
America and all new building re-
zonings must meet the LEED Gold 
standard). City leaders years ago 
prioritized investment in walking, 
cycling and mass-transit infra-
structure over building new roads. 

Bountiful natural environs re-
main within easy reach and have 
inspired dozens of restaurants 

that source their food entirely 
from local farmers and fisher-
men. They include Fable, where 
customers line up for “canned 
tuna” (fresh albacore poached 
in olive oil with chervil and pre-
served lemon) and wild British 
Columbia salmon with sun-
chokes and pickled mushrooms, 
as well as The Parker, an intimate 
fine-vegetarian restaurant fin-
ished and furnished with prod-
ucts made of recycled wood, 
aluminum and plastic. It’s just as 
green behind the scenes at For-
age, where the energy-efficient 
appliances include an induction 
oven that transfers 80 percent of 
its energy to the cooking surface 
versus the industry-standard 
gas oven’s 20 percent. Even a 
stay at one of the city’s most 
sustainable hotels, the Fairmont 
Waterfront, comes with the op-
portunity to get in on its green 
inner workings with a trip to the 
2,100-square-foot rooftop gar-
den and its 20 varieties of herbs, 
fruit, vegetables and, come sum-
mertime, daily apiary tours to 
see six beehives abuzz with half 
a million honeybees. 

San Francisco

A lot of what makes San Francisco a green standout isn’t 
visible to visitors. But businesses and residents know it 
well: black bins for garbage, blue for recycling, green for 
compost. Since becoming the first U.S. city to mandate 
composting and recycling six years ago, San Francisco has 
diverted 77 percent of its refuse from landfills. That same 
enterprising spirit extends to sustainability at businesses 
both big—the InterContinental San Francisco was the first 
LEED Gold hotel in the InterContinental chain—and small—
the James Beard award-winning bakers at Tartine Bakery 
use only locally milled organic flours and local produce 
for their breads and pastries.

VAncouvEr
Zürich
One of the city’s hottest design 
manufacturers, Freitag, sells 
bags and accessories sewn from 
recycled truck tarps at its flag-
ship store housed in a dramatic 
series of stacked shipping con-
tainers. It’s a fitting testament 
to Zürich’s recycling rate, one of 
Europe’s highest.

Minneapolis/St. Paul
The Twin Cities’ popular bike-
share system—Nice Ride, with 
1,550 bikes at 170 stations— 
returns this month after its 
winter hiatus, paving the way  
for exploration on 92 miles  
of off-street pathways in  
Minneapolis and 73 in St. Paul. 

Rio De Janeiro
As it readies for the 2016 Sum-
mer Olympics, Rio is redevelop-
ing residential and commercial 
areas, including refurbishing 
historical buildings, boosting 
mass transit and adding bike 
lanes. It’s building green spaces, 
too, planting some 11,000 trees 
along one green corridor alone.

vancouver (clockwise from top left): The beehives on the roof of the Fairmont 
Waterfront hotel; The city’s Capilano Suspension Bridge above the Capilano 
River; Crispy fried sweetbread with oyster mushrooms and aged balsamic 
reduction at the Fairmont Waterfront’s ARC Restaurant; A couple biking along 
the waterfront in the Kitsilano neighborhood. 

Freitag in Zürich.

A view of San Francisco 
from Marin County.
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Copenhagen’s most raved-
about and reviewed restaurant, 
Noma—honored four times as 
best in the world by Restaurant 
magazine—became a hit thanks 
to its sustainable new Nordic 
cuisine. Sustainability is almost 
a matter of course in Copenha-
gen, last year’s recipient of the 
European Commission’s Euro-

pean Green Capital award. And a 
comprehensive climate strategy 
has the city on track to become 
the world’s first CO2-neutral 
capital by 2025.

Getting there won’t be that 
huge of a stretch: The city has 
long been powered in good part 
by renewable resources, and 
its residents naturally embrace 

a green lifestyle. Well over a 
third of Copenhageners cycle 
to work, and the city’s Dronning 
Louises Bro, or Queen Louise’s 
Bridge, is said to be the busiest 
spot for bicycles in the Western 
world. One of the city’s top fam-
ily sights, the interactive science 
and technology museum Experi-
mentarium City, focuses several 
of its exhibits on sustainability. 
Even its shops—including Den-
mark’s first organic perfumery, 
Pure Shop, with its two levels of 
organic beauty products—natu-
rally lean green

Just as Noma’s award-win-
ning take on sustainable cuisine 
has trickled down to other res-
taurants in town, Copenhagen’s 
tradition of design innovation 
has fed sustainability efforts 
at its hotels, including the new, 
carbon-neutral Crowne Plaza 
Copenhagen Towers. Built to be 
one of the world’s greenest ho-
tels, its technologies include so-
lar panels, a groundwater-based 
heating and cooling system that 
reduces energy consumption 
by 90 percent and the oppor-
tunity for guests to get with the 
program by generating energy 
on an exercise bike in the hotel 
gym (and earning points to-
ward a meal at one of the hotel’s 
restaurants). Even established 
hotels such as the Scandic We-
bers near Tivoli Gardens are go-
ing green—it offers 100 percent  
organic food and drink, eco-
friendly textiles and a plan to 
make the hotel completely car-
bon neutral by 2025.

Frankfurt
1 Frankfurt’s green land-use 
policies, among the best in 
Europe, have successfully 
contained urban sprawl, helping 
64 percent of its residents  
commute by public transit, 
bicycle or foot. Also impressive: 
The city recycles nearly 50 
percent of its waste, a rate 
significantly higher than the 
European average.

REYKJAVÍK
2 Nearly all of Reykjavík’s 
heat, hot water and electricity 
come from renewable geother-
mal and hydroelectric sources.  
And the city (not to mention all 
of Iceland) is on track to adopt a 
hydrogen economy, with a goal 
of becoming fossil fuel-free by 
2050. In fact, some cars and  
buses in the city already run on 
hydrogen.

Seattle

Seattle has earned its place on the green scene thanks 
in part to a healthy supply of LEED-certified buildings 
and a track record of sustainable energy production (90 
percent from hydroelectric plants) that’s cleared the air 
significantly since the 1970s. Many of its hotels are green, 
too, including the Sheraton Seattle, which recycles 12 tons 
of waste a month, and Hotel 1000, where central energy 
controls help reduce consumption. And factory tours at 
the area’s leading chocolatier—Theo Chocolate, whose 
bars are sold at Whole Foods throughout the U.S.—come 
not only with samples but also with the backstory of how 
only the purest ingredients, grown in the most sustainable 
ways possible, make their way into the chocolate.

CopEnhAgEn

Looking  
for the 
World’s Most  
Sustainable 
City? Move  
to Frankfurt. 

The communities 
featured here are find-
ing innovative ways 
to be environmen-
tally responsible—but 
they're also wonderful 
places to visit for their 
cutting-edge cuisine, 
natural green spaces and 
cultural offerings. If it's 
all-around sustainability 
you're after, a new index 
from the Dutch design 
firm ARCADIS looks at 
various indicators of 
social, environmental 
and economic health in 
the world's 50 biggest 
cities. The one that came 
out on top? Frankfurt, 
Germany. In fact, many 
of the top 10 cities are lo-
cated in Europe: Coming 
in at No. 2 was London, 
followed by Copenhagen, 
Amsterdam, Rotterdam, 
Berlin, Seoul, Hong Kong, 
Madrid and Singapore. 
While many cities per-
formed well in one or two 
categories, few did well 
across the board, with 
the "people" or social 
category falling behind 
in many cities where real 
estate has become more 
expensive and  education 
is lagging. To see the full 
report, go to sustainable
citiesindex.com.

Noma restaurant 
in Copenhagen.

Bogotá
3 Nearly 200 miles of 
dedicated bike lanes, many 
linking to the TransMilenio bus 
rapid transit system (at about 
70 miles, one of the world’s most 
extensive BRTs) have helped 
Bogotá transform into a greener 
city. So have ciclovías that close 
roads to cars and open them to 
1 million cyclists, runners and 
skaters every Sunday.
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A stylish biker in
Copenhagen’s  

Amagertorv Square.
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