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The ethical city: an idea whose time has come 

 
Article Publisher:  

Author: Brendan Barrett, Research Fellow, RMIT University 

  

Globally, there is intense discussion about the problems cities commonly face and the future of urban life. 

 

 

PRE-READING 

 

What is an ‘ethical city’? In the box below, tick the words you think best describe an ethical city: 

 

business as usual              civic leadership          economic vibrancy             gender equity 

a growing job market             homelessness           institutional reform          isolation         

long commutes            polarisation           poverty             private profit and consumption are kings 

prosperity            reduced greenhouse gas emissions              slums             rising house prices        

social inclusion                suburban sprawl              sustainability               technological innovation       

transparency and community participation in decision-making                       urban innovation 

  

 

 

 

flickr/News Oresund, CC BY 
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Discuss 

 

 The author makes the proposition that “the battle for a more sustainable future will be won or lost in 

cities” – why? 

 What are some common problems the world’s cities face?  

 Do you think major cities are doing enough to deal with these challenges, such as significantly 

reducing greenhouse gas emissions?  

 What is an “ethical and engaged citizen”?  

 How might ethical considerations at an individual and government level influence how cities evolve? 

 The author says that when it comes to city planning and administration, we must recognise that there 

is “a dominant view of business as usual (which is) based on an embedded set of values”. What 

does he mean? Why isn’t this necessarily a good thing? 

 How ‘ethical’ is the city or town you live in? 

 

 

Before you read, try to answer the following questions: 

 

1. The proportion of the world’s population living in cities is greater than in rural areas.  T  /  F 

 

2. The majority of global GDP is generated in rural areas.  T  /  F 

 

3. Over the next 30 years, the world’s urban population is forecast to ...  

a. remain stable.             b. decrease.              c. rise. 

 

4. Compared to other cities, where do Australian cities rank when it comes to liveability and quality of 

urban life?  

a. Low                b. Average               c. High 

 

5. There is a greater chance of living in a slum in ...  

a. the Global South.                b. the Global North. 

 

6. To create a more ethical city, we need to follow ...  

a. existing models of behaviour.                             b. new models of behaviour. 

 

7. A change in which values is critical to achieving the aims of a more ethical city? 

a. Societal values               b. Individual values              c. Both societal and individual values 

 

8. Ethics is concerned with what is ...  

a. accepted by the majority of people as “normal or expedient”.        b. right, fair, just or good. 
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Read the article and check your answers 

 

Globally, there is intense discussion about the future of urban life through the World Urban Campaign.  

The central proposition is that: 

 

… the battle for a more sustainable future will be won or lost in cities. 

 

Presumably, this is predicated on the fact that 54% of the world’s people live in cities, where 70% of 

global GDP is generated. By 2050 the urban population will have risen to 66%. 

 

In parallel, following the Paris climate agreement, major cities are committing to measures designed to 

significantly reduce greenhouse gas emissions. The poster for this campaign should read “Coming to 

your city soon". 

 

It is clear 2016 will be the “urban year” as the global community prepares for the Habitat III summit in 

Quito, Ecuador, this October. 

 

At Habitat III, governments will agree an urban agenda to guide global urban development over the next 

20 years. The agenda is taking shape through preparatory meetings (the next one is in Indonesia in 

July), as well as regional and thematic meetings. 

 

A series of 28 urban thinkers campuses has been organised across the globe, running until February 

2016. One of the last of these is in Melbourne, Australia. 

 

A world of challenges 

 

We are all too familiar with the problems cities commonly face. These include rising house prices putting 

ownership beyond the reach of many, suburban sprawl, long commutes, traffic congestion, social 

problems, isolation and polarisation. 

 

At the same time, Australian cities have real strengths. This is reflected in their performance in various 

rankings on liveability and quality of urban life. But we ought not assume that this situation is sustainable, 

or that we can lock in liveability. 

 

Globally, cities face even greater challenges. In the global south, if you live in a city there is a one-in-

three chance that you live in a slum. 

 

Also, despite progress on the Millennium Development Goals, poverty is still our greatest urban concern. 

It is not limited to the south and has been growing across cities globally since the global financial crisis. 
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Limited financial resources constrain the capacity of city administrations to respond to these challenges, 

especially in the face of austerity measures. 

 

While that may seem like a pretty glum picture, there are reasons to be hopeful. 

 

In a survey of 20 cities last year for the UN Global Compact Cities Program we identified many examples 

of civic leadership and urban innovations. 

 

Related to this, in the US, Bruce Katz and Jennifer Bradley at Brookings have described these 

innovations as a “metropolitan revolution”. They argue that local leaders are doing the hard work of 

growing the job market and making their communities more prosperous. They cite examples in New 

York, Portland, Houston and Miami. 

 

In Europe, the Norwegian city of Oslo plans to be fossil-fuel-free by 2030. Utrecht is the first of several 

cities in the Netherlands planning trials in which they pay citizens a universal basic income. 

 

Across the English Channel, Bristol is seeking to transform the economy by introducing a local currency. 

The Bristol pound is designed to strengthen business relationships within the city and to build trust. 

What these cities and their leaders have recognised is that “business as usual” will not get us to where 

we need to be. 

 

Technological innovation, institutional reform, financial investment and regulatory change are all part of 

the answer, especially as we seek to achieve development goals while ensuring we do not undermine 

our environmental sustainability. However, we may need to dig deeper. Something that we neglect is the 

need for changes in values at both the societal and individual levels. 

 

Twisting Einstein’s famous quote somewhat, it is possible to assert that “we can’t solve problems by 

using the same value system that created them". 

 

Here is where the notion of the ethical city comes in. 

 

What is the ethical city? 

 

Ethics is concerned with what is “right, fair, just or good”, not necessarily what is most accepted as 

normal or expedient. 

 

Most people will have heard of the term ethical corporation. It suggests that such businesses place 

certain key values and practices at the centre of their operations. This could include fairness, integrity, 

respect for the environment, elimination of discrimination, and so on. 
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Internationally, some of these key values are elaborated in the ten principles of the UN Global Compact. 

Thousands of companies have signed up. Mayors of cities and governors of regions can also sign up to 

these principles by sending a letter to the UN secretary-general. 

 

Yet the term ethical city is rarely used, even though ethical considerations underpin how we plan and 

manage our cities. And the ethical values underpinning the vast majority of our decisions about city life 

are rarely made explicit. 

 

Even so, in most cities we already see various measures designed to support ethical governance. These 

range from internal commissions to audit and check on performance through to measures to promote 

transparency and community participation in decision-making. 

 

Urban leaders, administrators, planners, engineers and others are aware of the ethical ramifications of 

their work, have guidance to refer to and training when needed. Although sometimes people fall foul, the 

vast majority do not because they are seen to be doing the right thing. 

 

But we must recognise that there is a dominant view of “business as usual” based on an embedded set 

of values. Good examples include how most cities are designed primarily to accommodate the car, how 

we work in the CBD and live in the suburbs, or how homelessness is seen as a fact of life in many cities. 

How do we create a more ethical city? 

 

Thought leaders like Peter Singer have done a lot to elaborate the importance of ethics in everyday life, 

especially with his book Practical Ethics. However, we live in utilitarian times. 

 

More than ever, our cities need ethical leadership – good governance, transparency, public trust building 

and fairness. They need ethically based planning to deal with the complex challenges facing our 

communities. This depends on our willingness to tackle the tough questions around sustainability, 

resilience, economic vibrancy and inclusiveness. 

 

There is also our role as citizens. What are our expectations of ourselves as ethical, engaged citizens? 

What do we expect and deserve, and what are we prepared to commit to each other in the ethical city? 

What kind of citizens do we need to be? 

 

Most of all, if we end up agreeing that we need a city that cares, how do we navigate to this end in a 

world where private profit and consumption are kings and where the tenets of the ethical city – social 

inclusion, climate action, gender equity, rights of children and youth, and myriad other rights and needs – 

are lacking? 

 

If this sounds like a new year dose of utopianism, think of cases that you could envisage in your city – 

from participatory budgeting, to crowd-funded social enterprises, to any number of people who decided 

“what should we do?”, then acted on it. 
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POST READING 

 

Try to first answer the questions without referring back to the text 

  

1. What does the author regard as the most serious urban problem?  

 

2. Does he believe cities are generally doing enough to tackle the problem and improvements are being 

made?   

  

3. The author is generally positive about the future - true or false? 

 

4. What is an example of a city where employment opportunities are increasing due to strong civic 

leadership?  

 

5. No city in the world intends to ever stop using fossil fuels completely - true or false? 

 

6. How can leaders of cities sign up to the principles of The UN Global Compact, the world’s largest 

corporate sustainability initiative?  

 

7. The expression “ethical city” and “ethical values” are now used very widely when it comes to city 

planning and management - true or false?  

 

8. The author thinks only a minority of urban leaders, administrators, planners and engineers behave 

ethically in their job - true or false? 

 

 

 

 

Discussion 

 

 Do you agree with the author’s views? Do we need cities that are more ethical and caring? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Grabaword.com Learning Materials                           Published February, 2016                                     Page 7 / 9 

  
 

 

Vocabulary 1 

 

Which words listed below could replace the underlined words in the text? 

 

 

clear             common            concept              convenient and practical              clearness 

consequence              division               explained in more detail            gloomy             honesty       

 idealism              imagine              improvement            involved            programme            

 reinforce             restrict                   state               suggestion                weaken 

 

 

proposition suggestion 

agenda  

polarisation  

constrain  

universal  

glum  

innovation  

undermine  

assert  

notion  
 

expedient  

integrity  

elaborate  

underpin  

explicit  

transparency  

ramification  

engaged  

utopianism  

envisage  

 

 

 

 

Writing 

 

Cities around the world these days face a number of problems that in many cases are getting 

worse. Some people argue that city leaders need to do more to address these problems while 

others say it is the job of city leaders to maximise the profitability of local businesses and the 

consumption levels of citizens.  

 

What are some of the biggest problems faced by cities? Should governments do more to 

fix them?  

 

 



Grabaword.com Learning Materials                           Published February, 2016                                     Page 8 / 9 

  
 

 
Vocabulary 2 
 
Match the correct word to the sentence – you may need to change the form of the word: 

 

agenda                 polarisation              constrain                universal        glum                   

innovation                undermine                notion             expedient                integrity           

 elaborate          underpin            explicit            ramification             engaged                envisage 

 

1. After a long economic downturn, there had been a noticeable decline in the city’s living standards 

and society seemed to have become more ......................................................... between the rich and the poor. 

2. At a recent climate change summit, the Australian government said that bigger countries like the US 

and China needed to do more to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. This claim was 

........................................................................  by the fact that on a per capita basis Australia was one of the 

worst polluters in the world. 

3. Business leaders said the government’s planned carbon tax would place a ....................................................... 

on exports and foreign investment and have serious economic ramifications. 

4. It’s hard to ........................................................................ a city that could stop using fossil fuels completely but 

that is what Oslo plans to be doing by 2030.  

5. Many politicians have been reluctant to agree to global targets for reducing greenhouse gas 

emissions because of political ............................................................... They fear the introduction of policies to 

meet those targets, such as a carbon tax, would prove unpopular with voters and result in them 

being kicked out of office. 

6. Most countries agree with the ........................................................................ that a long term global agreement on 

managing climate change is necessary but not all are willing to commit to one.  

7. Oil revenue ........................................................................ the economies of many Middle East countries.   

8. The environment minister said that to tackle climate change, it was vital that governments and 

industry work together to come up with ....................................... ways to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. 

9. The new head of the university said reducing tutorial sizes and investing in new buildings was high 

up on her ........................................................................ to make the university a world class learning institution.   

10. The new president promised to introduce a ........................................................................ health care system 

which would provide all citizens with affordable health care. 

11. The politician denied reports she had any involvement in the government’s decision to award a 

lucrative contract to a company her son worked for. Her ........................................................................ was 

questioned though when it was later revealed she had lunch with the company’s CEO shortly before 

the contract was awarded.        

12. The teacher told the student that if he dropped out of school now instead of completing his final high 

school exams, it could have serious ........................................................................ for his future career prospects. 

13. The TV reporter asked the prime minister to ........................................................................ on a point he had 

made about not everyone being convinced climate change is a result of human activity. 

14. To achieve successful learning outcomes in the classroom, a teacher needs to 

........................................................................ students and make learning activities interesting and meaningful.  

15. To ensure there would be no misunderstanding, the supervisor gave the worker ............................................. 

instructions on how to complete the task and then asked the worker to repeat them back to her. 

16. When he arrived at the party, Tom looked a little ................................................... But after a while he seemed 

to cheer up. 
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Answer Key 
 
 
1. T 
2. F 
3. rise 
4. high 
5. the Global South 
6. new models of behaviour 
7. Both societal and individual values 
8. right, fair, just or good (and not necessarily what is 

accepted by the majority of people as “normal or 
expedient”) 

1. Poverty 
2. No 
3. Yes (“many examples of civic leadership and 

urban innovations”) 
4. New York, Portland, Houston and Miami 
5. F – Oslo is one example 
6. By sending a letter to the UN secretary-

general 
7. T 
8. F 

 
agenda programme 
polarisation division 
constrain restrict 
universal common 
glum gloomy 
innovation improvement 
undermine weaken 
notion concept 

 

expedient convenient and practical 
integrity honesty 
elaborate explained in more detail 
underpin reinforce 
explicit clear 
ramification consequence 
engaged involved 
envisage imagine 

 
 
1. After a long economic downturn, there had been a noticeable decline in the city’s living standards and 

society seemed to have become more polarized between the rich and the poor. 
2. At a recent climate change summit, the Australian government said that bigger countries like the US and 

China needed to do more to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. This claim was undermined by the fact 
that on a per capita basis Australia was one of the worst polluters in the world. 

3. Business leaders said the government’s planned carbon tax would place a constraint on exports and 
foreign investment and have serious economic ramifications. 

4. It’s hard to envisage a city that could stop using fossil fuels completely but that is what Oslo plans to be 
doing by 2030.  

5. Many politicians have been reluctant to agree to global targets for reducing greenhouse gas emissions 
because of political expediency. They fear the introduction of policies to meet those targets, such as a 
carbon tax, would prove unpopular with voters and result in them being kicked out of office. 

6. Most countries agree with the notion that a long term global agreement on managing climate change is 
necessary but not all are willing to commit to one.  

7. Oil revenue underpins the economies of many Middle East countries.   
8. The environment minister said that to tackle climate change, it was vital that governments and industry 

work together to come up with innovative ways to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. 
9. The new head of the university said reducing tutorial sizes and investing in new buildings was high up on 

her agenda to make the university a world class learning institution.   
10. The new president promised to introduce a universal health care system which would provide all citizens 

with affordable health care. 
11. The politician denied reports she had any involvement in the government’s decision to award a lucrative 

contract to a company her son worked for. Her integrity was questioned though when it was later 
revealed she had lunch with the company’s CEO shortly before the contract was awarded.        

12. The teacher told the student that if he dropped out of school now instead of completing his final high 
school exams, it could have serious ramifications for his future career prospects. 

13. The TV reporter asked the prime minister to elaborate on a point he had made about not everyone being 
convinced climate change is a result of human activity. 

14. To achieve successful learning outcomes in the classroom, a teacher needs to engage students and 
make learning activities interesting and meaningful.  

15. To ensure there would be no misunderstanding, the supervisor gave the worker explicit instructions on 
how to complete the task and then asked the worker to repeat them back to her. 

16. When he arrived at the party, Tom looked a little glum. But after a while he seemed to cheer up. 
 
 


