15-minute Cities provide low income neighborhoods with better access – solving food deserts.
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However, many millions of others do not due to the car-centric urban planning paradigms that dominated the last century. Since World War II, urban planning models promoted by urban thinkers such as Le Corbusier forcibly separated the areas where people live from areas for work, shopping or socialising and introduced lower-density rules. This has created car dependency, congestion, high air pollution, food deserts, long commutes, segregation, isolation and inconvenience for those unable to drive, along with many other problems.1 The dense development that characterises areas that were typically built before these planning rules were introduced, and which are often considered most attractive today, became illegal to build in many places. Transport infrastructure investment favoured cars, and many cities demolished productive streets and mixed-use neighbourhoods to enable the expansion of urban roads, highways and parking, making walking and riding dangerous and unpleasant. Once-thriving neighbourhoods, high streets and shops declined as speed for through-traffic was prioritised over the on-street experience for people using them. In most cases, there were no public consultations asking people if they wanted their city to look and feel this way.
Since the 1960s, urbanists including Jane Jacobs from Canada and Jan Gehl from Denmark have called on urban planners to adopt a more people-centric approach, promoting mixed use, density, walkability and more. This approach creates places where people want to shop, linger and spend their time. It creates walkable distances and more custom for local businesses. It requires traffic to be calmed and cars to be deprioritised to create safer, more pleasant public spaces and street environments, provide more space for alternative modes of transport, and other uses that bring streets to life. The popularity of these ideas has grown steadily in recent years. The 15-minute city concept developed principally by Carlos Moreno, the chief architect behind the Paris plan, builds on that foundation to offer an adaptable framework for people-centred urban development that emphasises proximity and access to amenities. Cities everywhere can adopt it today.
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A 15-minute city strategy will reduce, not exacerbate, inequalities
Some have raised concerns that 15-minute city strategies could unequally benefit wealthier residents and neighbourhoods, and negatively impact lower-income residents and disabled people. The opposite is true, however – current inequity in local access to amenities and exposure to related problems is precisely the problem that the 15-minute city model seeks to fix. Equity and social justice are at the heart of 15-minute city plans. This means that cities implementing a 15-minute city strategy will:
Prioritise underserved neighbourhoods
Many cities have neighbourhoods that offer the convenience and quality of life of a 15-minute city, but they tend to be concentrated in central and/or wealthier areas. Poorer neighbourhoods are more likely to lack basic amenities and the infrastructure that makes them easily accessible, and to suffer higher air pollution, heat risk due to a lack of vegetation and other challenges. While the offering of existing 15-minute neighbourhoods in most cities could be improved, the most underserved neighbourhoods are the top priority of any 15-minute city strategy, emphasising equal access. Ultimately, the goal is for every neighbourhood to offer services and amenities that residents want and need. A baseline mapping of existing amenities in each neighbourhood is a good place to start.
Implement targeted policy to minimise displacement risk
Improved streets and amenities may increase house prices and rents. However, keeping neighbourhoods underserved and maintaining high household travel costs cannot be the answer to affordability concerns. Instead, cities should pursue opportunities to build affordable homes, add density, diversify the mix of homes within neighbourhoods and adopt anti-displacement policies. These include inclusionary zoning; affordable housing requirements; developer incentives, such as density bonuses for affordable housing; upgraded and new social housing; regulations on touristic or short-term rental apartments; formal recognition of the right to stay or right to return; support for collaborative and community-focused approaches to housing development, such as cooperative housing; the use of Community Land Trusts; and the use of equity evaluations for development projects. 15-minute cities: How to ensure a place for everyone explains more.
Design streets and facilities to accommodate diverse needs
Car-dominated streets make things harder for people who face greater mobility challenges. For example, parents with young children, wheelchair users, elderly people, and blind and partially-sighted people are impeded by sidewalks that are poorly maintained or completely lacking, and crossings that prioritise traffic flow over the safety and convenience of pedestrians.2 While some people with mobility challenges are reliant on cars, those with disabilities, as well as those on low incomes, are usually the least likely to drive or have access to a car. In London, for instance, 52% of disabled residents do not have household access to a car (compared with 34% of non-disabled Londoners).3 Together, these factors limit access even to local amenities for many people.
People will only walk to amenities within walking distance if the walk is accessible and pleasant. To make streets in every neighbourhood accessible to everyone, therefore, any effective 15-minute city strategy will need to ensure that streets and public transport infrastructure accommodate people with diverse needs. This means designing and upgrading streets with quality sidewalks and protected cycleways to safely and comfortably accommodate the use of prams/strollers, mobility scooters, wheelchairs, disability-adapted cycles, child cyclists, cargo-bikes and more. It means improving the quality and frequency of public transport services and ensuring that they are accessible for people with mobility challenges. Over time, a successful 15-minute city strategy will reduce unnecessary and unwanted car-trips, helping to ease traffic for those who rely on a car for their travel needs.
15-minute cities and zero-emission areas are complementary, but not the same
Conflation with zero-emission areas (ZEA) (also known as low-emission zones, clean air zones, low-traffic neighbourhoods or similar) has fuelled confusion about the 15-minute city. While these policies can be complementary, they are distinct in their aims and scope. ZEAs target air pollution, congestion and transport emissions through policies that restrict access for highly-polluting vehicles and/or reduce the number of vehicles on the roads, while providing incentives and support for people to shift to electric vehicles, public transport and active mobility. In contrast, 15-minute cities aim to create ‘complete’ neighbourhoods that include a mix of uses, core services and amenities, as well as people-centred streets and public spaces, and improved access and connectivity. To avoid misunderstandings, cities implementing either or both approaches must clearly communicate what each policy does and does not seek to do.
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The 15-minute city model can be adapted to all city contexts
A common misconception about the 15-minute city concept is that it is only relevant in certain contexts, particularly European and/or dense cities that are more likely to already offer walkable amenities. However, every city can benefit from a long-term 15-minute city vision. Indeed, it is cities that are furthest from the goal of offering everyone easy proximity to amenities that have the most to gain.
The 15-minute city concept is hugely flexible, allowing cities to tailor the concept to their culture and circumstances. It can be designed to support many strands of cities’ climate, equity, health and urban development goals, responding to specific local needs. It can also provide a basis around which to engage residents, businesses and non-profits in the future of their city.
Strategies aligned with 15-minute-city principles are already being implemented by a wide variety of cities with very different urban forms – from sprawling, low-density, high-income cities like Houston, Vancouver and Melbourne to semi-dense middle-income cities like Bogotá, to dense European cities such as Barcelona and Paris. Visit our dashboard of 15-minute city initiatives to find out more.
Involve diverse voices in the development of your city’s 15-minute city strategy
It is critical that residents with diverse backgrounds and a range of mobility needs, as well as local businesses and non-profits, be closely involved in designing a 15-minite-city vision and approach. Their perspectives are vital to determining a ‘reasonable’ travel time (it does not need to be 15 minutes), the priority amenities to which people want local access, the wider societal challenges it should seek to address (such as food insecurity, obesity, stress and other health problems linked to inactivity, loneliness and isolation), walking and riding infrastructure needs and much more. It is also important that residents feel included in neighbourhood improvements.
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