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Introduction

Kristen Soares

State Climate Policy 
Network Manager



Network of 15,000+

➔ State and local elected officials
➔ NGO advocates
➔ Researchers
➔ State agency staffers
➔ Organizers and activists
➔ Business leaders

… working on state climate policy

State Climate Policy Network

Monthly 
National SCPN 

Call 

Biweekly 
Newsletter

Access to 
Peers

Expert 
Connections

Pro Bono 
Policy 

Assistance
Monthly 

Deep Dive 
Webinars

www.climate-xchange.org/network



Pro Bono Policy Assistance

We specialize in state climate policy design and analysis. 
Reach out to kristen@climate-xchange.org requesting nonpartisan 

research and analysis related to:

● Example states and model rules for a given policy
● Gap analysis of your state’s climate policy landscape
● Connections to other actors working on similar issues

x



Our Annual 
Fundraiser
We’re back with our 11th Annual EV 
Raffle and this year we’re giving 
away three EVs.

Help fund our programs: 
● SCPN National Calls and 

Webinars
● State Climate Policy Dashboard
● Pro Bono Policy Assistance

With two ways to participate, choose 
the raffle that’s right for you!

carbonraffle.org

https://carbonraffle.org/?utm_source=climate-xchange&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=scpn-event


Beyond EVs: How Transit Policy Delivers Climate and 
Community Benefits

 Agenda

1. Why Transit? Climate, Health, and 
Community Inclusion

2. Transit Advocacy in Action: 
Minnesota

3. Q&A
Peter Wagenius

Legislative & Political Director 
Sierra Club North Star Chapter

Steven Higashide
Director, 

Clean Transportation Program 
 Union of Concerned Scientists

Climate XChange is a nonpartisan 501(c)(3) organization, aiming to advance research and education related to state-level climate policy. 
Nothing in this presentation is intended for lobbying or as support for any candidate or political party.



Speaker

Steven Higashide

Director of the Clean Transportation 
Program 

 Union of Concerned Scientists



More Transportation Choices Lead to 
Better Health, Better Communities, 
and a Healthier Planet

}Steven Higashide
Union of Concerned 
Scientists





The science is clear.

More transportation 
options =

• better public health
• more economic 

opportunity
• a more feasible clean 

energy transition.

Some parts of the U.S. are 
making progress, but we 
have a long way to go.



“Transportation is a driver of 
community health” [because it] 
“affects our ability to access 
jobs, education, healthy food, 
social engagements, 
faith-based institutions, and 
health care.”

- American Public Health 
Association, Transportation: a 

Community Driver of Health
(2020).



In 2017, 5.8 million U.S. 
residents delayed access to 
health care due to lack of 
transportation.

- Wolfe, MacDonald, Holmes, 
“Transportation Barriers to Health Care 
in the United States: Findings From the 
National Health Interview Survey, 
1997–2017.” (2020)



Transit access is positively 
correlated with Toronto high 
school students participating 
in after-school activities 
and expanding school 
choice.

- Palm and Farber, “The role of 
public transit in school choice and 
after-school activity participation 

among Toronto high school
students.” (2020)



“No one should have to work twice as hard 
to live their life even though they don’t 
drive.”

- Focus group participant, TransitCenter/Lake Research (2026). 
See TransitNarrativeProject.com for more.



Transit as a climate solution

More transit options mean we 
can electrify transportation at 
less cost - saving up to $201 
billion in energy 
infrastructure and
$128 billion in public health 
costs through 2050.



75% of 
transportation 
spending goes to 
fossil fuel and 
auto companies.



Seattle as Case Study



2017-2023: Seattle added 35,000
households; 3,300 cars.

Zero-car households increased to 
20% of city (up from 16% in 
2017).

52% of Seattle residents within 
10-min walk of frequent transit in 
2022 (up from 25% in 2015)

The average Washington resident 
drove 1,100 fewer miles in 2024 
than in 1994.



Federal grants for new rapid bus 
(and rail) lines, maintenance of 
existing transit

State commute-trip reduction law 
has required large employers to 
promote transportation options

Transit agency and 
city engineering teams 
working together on 
bus-priority projects

Local and regional voters 
approving and renewing taxes to 
increase service and build 
projects

… supporting transit-oriented 
land use in a continuous cycle from 
the 1990s to today.





UCS in Action



Defining the road lobby



Federal policy analysis



Connecting national expertise with state 
policy

“I am working hard with House 
and Senate teams to address the 
transit fiscal cliff. Studies like 
these are very helpful in making 
the case to fully funding transit.”

- Illinois state legislator



Connecting national expertise with state 
policy

Northern Illinois Transit Act 
(passed October 2025; took 
effect June 2026):

$1.5 billion annually to stabilize 
and strengthen public transit 
across Illinois ($1.2 billion in 
greater Chicago) + strengthened 
governance



 Thank You



Speaker

Peter Wagenius

Legislative & Political Director 
Sierra Club North Star Chapter



The Case for Transit & 
Transit Oriented Development:
     Lessons from MN 

Sierra Club North Star Chapter









Our Historic 2023 Bill

● Funding, including ¾ cent metro 
area sales tax for Transit, 
Walking and Biking

● Minnesota aims to be the 
“Capital of Bus Rapid Transit” 
BRT and it’s working!

 





Geography is… 
Everything

● For affordability

● For climate

● For getting votes to pass a bill 

● and for the revenue to run a 
transit system that works!

 



Start on Offense

● Negative Story on 
“Roads Only” 
Approach

● Positive Story on 
transit and choices 

 





“Do No Harm”

Status Quo is harming:

● Affordability
● Public Health
● Climate
● Economic Competitiveness
● Equity
● Political Polarization



Fix it First

● We Can’t Afford This!



Our Historic 2023 Bill

● “Climate Impact of Highways Law”

● Requires the MN Department of Transportation to abide by reduction targets for 
both GHG and VMT.

● Colorado’s law only has reduction targets for GHG.  We have both.  MD, MA and 
others working to pass similar bills. 

 



Three Choices

If a MNDOT Project would exceed those GHG or VMT targets, they have 
three choices:

    1.   Amend it with mitigations
    2.   Pair it with better projects, that include mitigations
    3.   Cancel the project



Mitigations include
(1) transit expansion

(2) transit service improvements

(3) active transportation infrastructure (biking & walking)

(4) Micromobility

(5) TDM, including vanpool, shared vehicle programs, remote work, and broadband access expansion

(6) parking reforms

(7) land use reforms

(8) roundabouts and reduced conflict intersections

(9) natural systems, including prairie restoration, reforestation, and urban green space



A new system of transportation that provides choices for travellers…

       …it is not just nice, 

           it is necessary.



Reality

• There is no data to support the idea we can address climate 
pollution from the transportation sector with electrification alone.

• We must also reduce Vehicles Miles Travelled (VMT).   



 EVs



…too 
many 
people 
think 
electric 
cars will 
solve all 
problems.



1. Reduce

2. Electrify

1. Reduce

2. Reuse

3. Recycle 3. De-Carbonize in 
other ways

TransportationSolid Waste



Metro Areas

•When it comes to VMT, 
metro areas are the problem

•Fortunately, Metro Areas are 
also the solution.



Transit & TOD 

Sierra Club North Star Chapter



Land Use in America is a Disaster for

• Climate 
• Housing Affordability
• Equity 
• Electing Democrats 





In their Transportation Options and Vehicle Miles Traveled (VMT) Reduction Field Scan, MnDOT ranked land use patterns as the most 
impactful by far. Notably, MNDOT ranked land use #1 even while breaking out “parking policy” as a separate category.

https://mdl.mndot.gov/items/TRS2305


Sprawl is Bad 
for the Climate 

• It’s even worse than 
we thought.



It’s not just VMT

• destruction of natural spaces and their 
carbon sequestration

• less walkability

• less heating and cooling efficiencies 
from multi-family housing 

• the greater carbon intensity of building 
new infrastructure to connect people 
who are farther apart from one another













Geography is… 
Everything

● For affordability

● For climate

● For getting votes to pass a bill 

● and for the revenue to run a 
transit system that works!

 



 



Role of Cities

• Any answer to the climate crisis must include welcoming more people to 
live in equitable and sustainable cities.

• Minneapolis led the way by legalizing apartment buildings near transit.  
And it has worked to hold down rents.  

• The City of Mpls was sued by anti-density folks by abusing our 
environmental laws.  

• So in 2024, Sierra Club led the effort to amend Minnesota’s environmental 
laws to end that lawsuit and protect other cities from similar litigation 







Historic Stillwater 
Downtown

• Stillwater’s 2040 comprehensive plan calls for 
higher density near downtown

• A 61-unit apartment building in downtown 
Stillwater opened in 2023 (photo on bottom right)



Seventh Avenue 
(North St Paul)

• A 100-unit apartment building recently opened near North 
St Paul’s historic downtown

• Mac’s Diner on the ground floor (photo bottom right)

• Mayor cited housing as driver of downtown revitalization



Burnsville Heart 
of the City

• Urban, walkable, pedestrian-friendly area near 
rapid transit

• Hundreds of condos, apartments, and townhomes

• Host to Ames arts center and annual jazz festival

• Burnsville’s 2040 Comprehensive Plan calls for more 
density and mixed-use neighborhoods that build 
upon the success of the Heart of the City



Burnsville Heart of the City



The West End (St. 
Louis Park)

• Walkable and vibrant commercial 
district with shopping, dining, and 
entertainment

• Hundreds of units across multiple 
apartment buildings as well as hotels



The West End (St. Louis Park)



Rice Creek Commons 
(Arden Hills)

• Former Twin Cities Army Ammunition Plant 

• Comprehensive Plan calls for mixed-use 
development with shopping, dining, employment, 
and for thousands of housing units



Highland Bridge (St 
Paul)

• Redeveloping 122 acres of former Ford site into 
mixed use commercial, residential, and 
greenspace

• Market rate and affordable homes



Highland Bridge (St. Paul)



Follow the 
infrastructure 

• Core Cities are 
underpopulated 
compared to their 
infrastructure.

• These 11 cities in 
particular have 
collectively 126,000 
fewer people than their 
previous peak 
populations.



Minneapolis 
Population

• Still 18.5% less than peak
• Why?  

• Household size 

1950 521,718

1990 368,234

2020 429,954



All across the nation, cities lost population

• Average Household size in 1950 was 3.5

• Average Household size in 2020 was 2.6





Where Did This Come From?

• Is it primarily because Democrats 
developed a fetish for 
proceduralism?  Maybe…

• But it’s not an accident that cities 
across America accelerated 
downzoning in the 70s and 80s.  
Cities did that because outright racial 
discrimination was prohibited by the 
Fair Housing Act of 1968.



Coming in January:

“An Environmentalist’s guide to Abundance, Housing and 
Transportation”

peter.wagenius@sierraclub.org





Q&A



Thank you for joining!

Reach out to 
kristen@climate-xchange.org with any 

additional questions!


