


“Here is the rare book that anticipates with commonsense intelligence the 
most practical problems of how we will inhabit our landscape in the 21st 
century. The author recognizes the macro trends of downscaling and re- 
localization that will determine how we live in a coming period of industrial 
de-growth, changing climate, and social crisis. The writing is straightfor-
ward, clear, and muscular, conveying an urgent and purposeful spirit of fac-
ing the facts and getting things done.”

— James Howard Kunstler, Author of The Geography of Nowhere,  
The Long Emergency, and World Made by Hand 

“In this ground-breaking book, Korkut Onaran tackles the inconven-
ient truth that humans must adapt to the accelerating impacts of climate 
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Urbanism for a Difficult Future

Urbanism for a Difficult Future: Practical Responses to the Climate Crisis is a 
much-needed guide to launching the next generation of land use planning 
and urbanism that will enable us to adapt to and survive the consequences 
of climate change.

The book offers strong, straightforward measures for creating a landscape 
of resilience via pockets of self-sufficiencies. It demonstrates how to secure 
systems that sustain life (energy, water, food, waste, and production of essen-
tial goods) as well as political and social protocols enabling agile decision- 
making in managing these systems effectively at local levels. It also provides 
the design principles for creating a built environment that will enable the 
kind of localization we need for adaptation. The book explores how it is 
possible to create a life that does not depend on large-scale regional suste-
nance systems which are likely to be disrupted or fail.

This book uncovers how to enable people to be creative, productive, and 
supportive at local levels, so that we can achieve strong and diverse local 
economies that can sustain life. It will appeal to students, planners, and 
policy makers working in environmental studies, environmental engineer-
ing, urban and regional planning, architecture, landscape architecture, and 
urbanism.
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Foreword

This is an important book, not just because it is rare in its cohort, but in 
the tough stand it takes. First, because it is relentlessly prescient. It was 
delivered to the publishers at the very moment of the Glasgow Conference 
(November 2021). This event was a shock. It is a moment in history when 
every adult on Earth was in some way conscious of the crisis. And yet, the 
commitments made were not enough. Since then, therefore, the future it 
engages seems a distortion field. To most realists it was as if a great pall 
had permeated the mind – and yet, this book is optimistic! And it is not 
theoretical.

One must now know that holding global warming down to 2 degrees 
centigrade by reducing carbon emissions to 50 percent by 2030 and 100 
percent by 2050 is impossible. The author confronts that our Earth will 
continue to warm for a century at least. Science confirms that the best-case 
scenario to mitigate the causes of climate change must be concurrent with the 
adaptation to its impacts.

Korkut Onaran and I have been discussing the ideas behind this book 
for years. We determined that whatever criticism we have encountered fol-
lowing their public presentation is a misunderstanding of time frames. The 
majority today focuses on the period 2030–2060, whereas this book envi-
sions the period 2060–2090.

These 30-year tranches correspond to the social convention that defines 
generations: from being born to giving birth. By these tranches it is possible 
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to put a human face on those who will be in charge and those who will be 
affected. By 2030 the Boomers will have finally checked out. By 2060 Gen 
X, which will have been most responsible for the mitigation, will be check-
ing out. Millennials will be in charge until 2090, while Generation – Greta 
Thunberg’s generation – will bear the full burden of the inevitable heat. It 
is for the Millennials that this book is written – or at least some of them, 
as within these generations there are subsets in the kinds of response to the 
climate catastrophe.

There are several sociodemographic segments that filter “the science.” 
This number has grown to six that can already be identified. In the first are 
the “old denialists.” They are waning in number but, in any case, they are 
obtuse beyond convincing, and so this book ignores them.

In the second segment are the “ethicists” – those who are dedicated to 
safeguarding all of nature, its creatures, and humanity, for love – or because 
it is “the right thing to do.”  Their epitome is the polar bear cub on a floating 
ice slab. Such ethicists, for historical reasons that cannot be covered here, 
are common in Northern Europe and rare in the United States. This book 
does not address them, as it makes no pretense of salvaging nature.

Then there are those who will do the right thing – but because it is 
fashionable. Unlike the ethicists, they are not prepared to actually suffer in 
pursuit of mitigation. They are subject to the insult of “greenwashing” or 
“virtue-signaling” by the ethicists. Yet they do care and love green so long 
as it is tasty, beautiful, and convenient. Their icons are many, including the 
Tesla, the organic avocado, and the surface of bamboo. They are called “cool 
greens.” Designers love them!

In the fourth segment are the politicians whose favorite, easy argument is 
that mitigating climate change is good for business. From Clinton to Biden, 
the narrative is that the switch to renewable energy will create millions 
of jobs. Despite scandalous disappointments such as ethanol, everybody 
approves of these “greenbacks,” which are accepted by the right. They are 
not necessarily as ethical or cool as the left.

The fifth segment, “the transitionalists,” must not be confused with the 
“survivalists” of the cold war. Those were armed individuals ready to make a 
last stand against red hordes. Surviving climate change requires a commu-
nity and control of the regional level to secure localized water, power, and 
food. Sometimes their activities are derided as “circling the wagons.” But 
the best term is “transitionalists” – those who will have adapted to the impacts 
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of climate change with carbon mitigation as a secondary consequence. As 
such, they are very different from the former three. It is primarily to this 
segment that this book is addressed. They will understand what is being 
proposed, while the other segments won’t.

Then, to these must be added one last: the emerging “party-on” segment. 
They would seem to be denialists, but are far from it. They are perhaps the 
most realistic of all. They have concluded from the evidence that mitigation 
is futile and the most rational response is to enjoy whatever days remain. 
They are great company, and we have nothing to offer them that Margari-
taville does not already do.

And so, the reader has been introduced: this book will not make as much 
sense if you are inherently, by nature, among five of the sociodemographic 
segments described – yet there is overlap. This book does have some appeal 
to the business people of the fourth segment, as the communities to be built 
will involve entrepreneurs working for money. Good old American business 
will resonate, as usual, with what needs to be done.

And … if the design of these communities is truly well done, the Greens 
too will flock in – with the latest food, clothing, and rides. The truly dis-
appointed will be the ethicists. They will be bothered by the futility of the 
Glasgow attempt being called out. They will be affronted by what will seem 
to them to be lack of ambition.

The program leading to Glasgow 2021 was to salvage nature, its endan-
gered creatures, humanity, and the works of humanity, wherever they may 
be – and in the very long term. This manual proposes only that those who 
follow its recommendations will lead relatively pleasant and meaningful 
lives for a generation or two – and perhaps three.

Is that too limited? Not at all! It is virtually utopian! History shows that 
three generations and the century they span are an eternity in human affairs. 
Furthermore, think of this: the promise for a nice week, which is rare, is here 
exceeded by the proposal of a nice life!

This is a book for realists who require a rare kind of spirit – one which 
understands the balance between the possible and the necessary. It will be 
necessary to have a new kind of local government, one that is much more 
efficient with implementation and agile in its decision-making. They must 
also understand that things will fall apart gradually. Yet, even then, sustain-
ing life for a while will be worthwhile compared with the collapse that will 
inevitably occur elsewhere.
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One last note: this book is not the only one you need. Make reference 
to the masterful volume by David Fleming called Lean Logic and to the 
movement that it catalyzed called Transition Town. With this book in your 
hand, you are not alone.

Andrés Duany
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As planners and urbanists, we have the responsibility to expect the worst 
and plan for it. We are entering an era of climate disasters. We are past most 
of the tipping points to mitigate greenhouse gas emissions. The political 
will to change the patterns of human activity at the requisite global scale 
is limited. Various unprecedented challenges crowd our future. Where and 
how will we live, in this increasingly unrecognizable, unpredictable, difficult 
world?

This book is a manual that outlines a set of principles and techniques to 
enable a built and natural landscape adapted to the difficult future we face. 
It is a comprehensive proposal of adaptation via localization. It demon-
strates how to secure systems that sustain life (energy, water, food, waste, 
and production of essential goods) as well as political and social protocols 
enabling agile decision-making to manage these systems effectively at local 
scales. It also provides the design principles for creating a built environment 
that will enable the kind of localization we need for adaptation.

This book shows how it is possible to create a life that does not depend 
on large-scale regional sustenance systems which are likely to be disrupted 
or fail. We show how to enable people to be creative, productive, and sup-
portive at local levels, so that we can achieve strong and diverse local econ-
omies that can sustain life. Localization of sustenance systems, adopting 
governance models together with the appropriate social organizations, 
and the design principles for the right urban environment that can enable 

1
The Approach
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