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Introduction

On the Northern coast of California, the state that has, remarkably, 
withstood the difficult challenges of climate change, nestles San Francisco. 
Built on the shores of the Pacific from sand dunes, prairie grasslands, bogs 
and scrub, foggy San Francisco occupies 49 square miles of concrete, 
timber and steel. With a population of 400 just 170 years ago, the Gold 
Rush years dramatically accelerated the city’s evolution: within two decades 
400 grew to 56,000 and today it’s heading towards a million3. The City and 
County of San Francisco’s cultural and racial composition is among the most 
diverse in the US — it is also home to a disproportionately large community 
of artists, painters, poets, musicians, architects and radical thinkers, as well 
as incubating the world-famous tech and start-up scene. 

San Francisco is highly vulnerable to sea level rise and severe erosion of 
its beach front. Compared to other cities, it has a sparse urban forest — 
less than 14% of the city is shaded by trees, diminishing the city’s ability to 
absorb storm water runoff and pollution. However, the estimated 100,000 
street trees reduce CO2 by nearly 14,000 tonnes annually4 and the globally 
significant parks such as the Muir Woods National Monument and Golden 
Gate Park cherish critical wildlife habitats and champion citizen wellbeing. 

Environmental Ambition

San Francisco prides itself on low-carbon innovation and enterprise. As of 
2018, it has reduced its emissions by 36% below 1990 levels while 
simultaneously seeing a 22% increase in population and 166% growth in 
GDP. Despite its urban character, the San Francisco Bay is one of California’s 
most ecologically important habitats. For hundreds of thousands of years its 
moderate climate and geography have created a rich natural heritage, and 
recent successful conservation efforts have ensured the survival of precious 
species such as the Green Hairstreak butterfly, Sequoia trees and the Pacific 
Chorus Frog5. With its rich natural and cultural history, combined with its 
engaged and diverse citizenry, San Francisco is in prime position to become 
a global creative climate leader.

Welcome to 
San Francisco

Culture Fact
In a 2015 UNESCO study, San Francisco was ranked fourth 
in the world for its concentration of creative talent – it has 
more artists and art organisations per capita than any 
other major United States city1.

Climate Fact
San Francisco has reduced its emissions by 36% below 
1990 levels while simultaneously seeing a 22% increase in 
population, which keeps it on track to meet its emissions 
reduction goal. Its “extremely serious” and “serious” 
climate risks include: sea level rise, coastal flooding, 
drought and vector-borne disease2 as well as heat waves.
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Highlights
1

Creative Programmes &
Campaigns
SF Bay Guardians is a series of six unique and 
temporary murals which depict a different animal 
common to San Francisco Bay guarding the storm drain 
and preventing trash and other pollutants from entering 
the bay. 

2 Resources & Support

The City and County of San Francisco’s Department of 
the Environment provides approximately $500,000 per 
year for Zero Waste and Carbon Mitigation and 
Sequestration projects, a portion of which is used to 
support arts and heritage, e.g. Tunnel Top Park, a 
volunteer-driven community greening project.

3 Partnerships & Innovation

Recology, the City’s waste hauler, launched an artist-in-
residence programme which supports local artists who 
work with materials found at the dump. Recology uses 
the programme to encourage resource conservation 
and promote new ways of thinking about art and the 
environment. 

4 Policy & Strategy

The communications framework ‘0-80-100-Roots’ 
engages residents, businesses, and other city 
departments in San Francisco’s environmental 
programmes, contextualising the actions necessary to 
meet the challenges of climate change. 
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1. Creative Programmes & Campaigns

Creative content and activities that engage audiences on themes 
of climate and the environment

San Francisco’s Arts Commission has a programme for public art 
projects inspired by environmental themes, for example:

• SF Bay Guardians is a series of six unique and temporary
murals which depict a different animal common to San Francisco
Bay guarding the storm drain and preventing trash and other
pollutants from entering the bay.

• Firefly is a 12-story, wind-driven kinetic light sculpture by
artist Ned Kahn installed on the San Francisco Public Utilities
Commission building, one of San Francisco’s greenest buildings.
At night, the movement of the panels in the wind is converted
into the flickering of tiny LED lights designed to mimic fireflies,
highlighting their threatened species status.

Creative & Climate Action 
in San Francisco

Other initiatives supported by the City and County of San Francisco 
include:

• A mural by San Francisco artist Cameron Moberg. The mural
brings attention to the illegal dumping in one of the City’s
neighbourhoods impacted by a range of environmental stressors.
It was commissioned by San Francisco’s Department of the
Environment to engage and encourage citizens to be vigilant and
report illegal dumping.

• Trolley Dances, a two-day, free public performance that pairs
artists and ensembles with specific sites along San Francisco’s
historic trolley routes. Artists create pieces in response to the
physical environment, architecture and history of the area. The
project has historically been supported by San Francisco’s
Municipal Transportation Agency, San Francisco Arts Commission
and the San Francisco Department of the Environment as a unique
opportunity to engage residents on using mass transit.

1World Cities Culture Forum. http://www.worldcitiescultureforum.com/cities/san-francisco
2C40. http://www.c40.org/cities/san-francisco#city-emissions
3SF Curbed. https://sf.curbed.com/2018/3/26/17165370/san-francisco-population-2017-
census-increase 

4Tramps of San Francisco. http://www.trampsofsanfrancisco.com/a-foresting-we-will-go-a-history-of-trees-
in-san-francisco/
5Bay Nature. https://baynature.org/article/san-francisco-nature-mapped/
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• Supports the Climate Music Project, which educates,
inspires and enables diverse audiences to engage with
climate change through creating and performing music driven
by climate change data. In April 2018, they performed live at
an SF Jazz event on a bill with the popular scientist Bill Nye.
They recently collaborated with the World Bank to bring the
Climate Music musicians and scientists to an international
resiliency conference in Mexico City.

• Supports the San Francisco Green Film Festival, which in
September 2018 hosted new environmental films, discussions
and special events with partner organizations to celebrate the
Global Climate Action Summit.

3. Partnerships & Innovation

Diverse disciplines and communities sharing and co-developing 
ideas and resources that accelerate environmental action

• The Arts Commission has collaborated with the SF
Department of the Environment on the EcoCenter, the
Department’s LEED Platinum space. The site is a showcase
for the latest materials and technologies in energy efficiency
and green buildings, as well as a community centre, art
gallery, film and performance venue.

2. Resources & Support

Investment, training and materials that support  environmental 
knowledge and practical action 

The City and County of San Francisco’s Department of the 
Environment:

• Provides approximately $500,000 per year for Zero Waste and 
Carbon Mitigation and Sequestration projects, a portion of which is 
used to fund projects which benefit civil society, such as 
supporting arts and heritage. Over the last 20 years, grants have 
funded projects as diverse as:

» SCRAP, a non-profit creative reuse materials depot and 
workshop space founded in 1976. It reduces landfill waste by 
annually diverting over 200 tonnes of creative materials, 
providing affordable supplies to teachers, artists, community 
organizations, and others in San Francisco and the Bay Area. It 
also employs local artists to lead workshops and school field 
trips using its materials.

» Tunnel Top Park, a volunteer-driven community greening 
project, transforming a once vacant lot into a vibrant green 
space. Creative initiatives include three train-themed murals 
and a community gathering space for events, workshops and 
recreational activities.
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• The Bay Area Challenge (supported by The Rockefeller
Foundation) launched to develop innovative solutions that
will strengthen the region’s resilience to sea level rise,
severe storms, flooding, and earthquakes. Ten Design
Teams formed, made up of local and international architects,
engineers, ecologists and other experts for a year-long
collaborative design challenge.

• The Arts Commission has collaborated with San Francisco’s
Public Utilities Commission (SFPUC) to create public art
that inspires communities to appreciate and respect common
environmental resources. The two departments collaborated
to commission a new design for SFPUC’s new Sewer System
Improvement Program’s Westside Pump Station. Through a
public selection process, Fog Lilies, a design by local artist
Jet Martinez, was chosen for the facility.

• The multi-departmental collaboration, Reinventing Cities
(initiated by the C40 Cities Climate Leadership Group) is
a global competition to drive carbon neutral and resilient
urban regeneration by developing underutilized spaces. C40
and participating cities are inviting architects, developers,
environmentalists, neighbourhood groups, innovators
and artists to build creative teams and compete for the
opportunity to transform these sites into exemplars of
sustainability and resilience. San Francisco teams will be
proposing innovations in its historic Civic Center area.

• Recology, the City’s waste hauler, launched an artist-in-
residence programme that supports local artists who work
with materials found at the dump. Recology uses the program
to encourage people to conserve resources and promote new
ways of thinking about art and the environment. The
programme has provided residencies to a diverse range of
artists working in classical music, costume design, puppetry,
photography and sculpture. The Department of the
Environment maintains a permanent seat on the Board of
Recology’s artist-in-residence programme.

4. Policy & Strategy

Guiding policy and strategy frameworks that drive climate and 
environmental action, investment and accountability 

Although there is currently no policy that explicitly connects 
arts and culture with climate and the environment, many of the 
creative initiatives supported by the City and County of San 
Francisco are guided by its Climate Action Strategy. 

'0-80-100-Roots' – is a communications framework that 
engages residents, businesses, and other city departments in 
San Francisco’s environmental programs and contextualizes 
the actions necessary to meet the challenges of climate 
change. It speaks to both operational “greening” practices, as 
well as neighbourhood engagement and community building. 
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Spotlight
GREENSTACKS

GreenStacks is an award-winning partnership 
between the San Francisco Public Library’s 
27 branches, San Francisco Department of the 
Environment and Friends of the San Francisco 
Public Library. It provides inspiration and 
information for living a greener life, including: 
public events, films, panels, art installations, 
resources and reading lists, and access to its 
collection of environmentally-themed books and 
DVDs. 

Managed through the Library’s Wallace Stegner 
Environmental Center, GreenStacks has featured 
art exhibits such as the Faces of Fracking 
photography exhibit; Endangered Birds of the 
Philippines, a mixed media installation; and The 
Plastic In Question, featuring art made from 
plastics washed up on the beach. 

Branch libraries serve as learning labs, featuring 
interpretive panels describing their green features 
— from energy efficiency to sustainable building 
materials, to water conservation. GreenStacks’ 
success relies on the fact that more than 50% 
of San Francisco’s residents hold a library card, 
resulting in approximately 6.2 million library visits 
annually. Therefore, San Francisco’s libraries 
present an excellent platform for far-reaching 
outreach activities, particularly engagging hard-to-
reach populations.

6https://globalclimateactionsummit.org/. The five themes are: Healthy energy Systems, Inclusive 
Economic Growth, Sustainable Communities, Land and Ocean Stewardship, Transformative 
Climate Investment.

Leadership Initiatives

California hosted the Global Climate Action Summit in September 2018, a major 
international gathering of non-state actors led by Governor Jerry Brown. This high-
profile event, based in San Francisco, attracted delegates from all over the globe in the 
run up to the critical COP 2020 deadline for peak global carbon emissions6. 

More than 350 affiliate events took place across the city, including many artistic and 
cultural activities, for example: the Climate Music Project, MOVEIUS Contemporary 
Ballet, DKLA’s 35-ft polar bear made from car hoods, Clifford Ross’s Digital Wave 
series; and ClimateKeys - who worked in collaboration with M2020 to arrange a series 
of concerts combining music, speech and conversation about climate change. In 
addition, the San Francisco Symphony performed Aaron Copland’s Appalachian Spring 
in collaboration with the Coal and Ice art installation.
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What Next?

A number of opportunities have been identified:

1. Share good practice
Research creative and cultural initiatives across the city which engage with
environmental themes and practices, making them publicly available through an online
resource. This will encourage new collaborations and good practice exchange and help
build environmental knowledge, awareness and inspiration within the sector.

2. Collaborate
Continue to work with the Department of Environment and SFPUC to provide support,
training and resources to cultural buildings and events (particularly city-owned or
supported) to reduce their environmental impacts. Look for further opportunities to
share environmental good practices and artistic projects with audiences and other
sectors. This will strengthen environmental literacy and capacity within the Arts
Commission.

3. Connect environmental & cultural strategy
Connect cultural and environmental policy and strategy so that they are aligned and
mutually-reinforcing; this will support a resilient and efficient cultural infrastructure
which can publicly champion climate and environmental action.

4. Build the business case
Work with SF Environment to develop the business case for investing in cultural
buildings and events to reduce their environmental impacts. This could include carbon
and cost-saving projects such as building upgrades, low-carbon technologies and staff
training.

5. Connect social & environmental issues
Connect the Arts Commission’s social justice agenda (e.g. social inclusion) with
environmental issues, developing projects and collaborations informed by sustainable
development principles. Combining these policy agenda will deliver co-benefits to
citizens and stakeholders and will support the business case for further investment.
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