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Sustainia Award Winner 2015:  

BOLD REDESIGN MAKES INDIAN CITY A ROLEMODEL  

COP21, PARIS:  Effective and inspirational, the redesign of Indian city Chennai wins the 2015 Sustainia 

Award, chaired by Arnold Schwarzenegger, for its solution to the city’s mounting air pollution and traf-

fic casualties. Chennai receives the award while dealing with severe floods that have left most of the 

city under water placing the climate change agenda top of mind.  

The solution requires at least 60 per cent of the city’s transport budget to be allocated to a full-scale 

redesign, including expanded footpaths, safe pedestrian crossings, protected cycle tracks, properly 

scaled carriageways, conveniently placed bus stops and clearly designated on-street parking.  It is a 

solution with far-reaching health and environmental benefits thanks to smart transport adaptations.  

“Cities generate the lion’s share of greenhouse gases, but the Sustainia Award Winner from Chennai 
reminds us that cities also have the agility and power to act quickly and create solutions that benefit 
their citizens and the planet. I love these kinds of solutions, because they inspire other cities to take 
action and not wait for their national governments to do it for them,” says Arnold Schwarzenegger, 
former Governor of California and chair of Sustainia Award. 
 
With more than 10,000 traffic crashes reported in Chennai every year, among the highest number of 
road deaths in India, and outdoor pollution as the city’s top health risk, this year’s Sustainia Award 
winner responds to a critical challenge. Twenty-six streets now have wide and continuous footpaths 
and work on the next 60 streets has commenced. Crucially, there have been no new cases of any road 
crash fatalities on the streets that have been redesigned. Inspired by the success of the Chennai Street 
Design Project, the Tamil Nadu government has allocated a sum of 500 million Rupees (US$7.5 million) 
to improve infrastructure for non-motorised transportation in the southern cities of Trichy and Madu-
rai.  

The Chennai solution addresses major challenges linked to rapid urbanisation in countries across 
the globe. In 1990, less than 40 per cent of the global population lived in a city. In 2050, the ex-
pected number will increase to 70 per cent. The World Health Organization warns that urban out-
door air pollution is responsible for 1.3 million premature deaths worldwide per year and by 2050, 
according to the OECD, air pollution is projected to become the biggest environmental cause of 
mortality worldwide.   

“Chennai's Streets today stand as a proud example of bringing in equity into the most common public 
space in a city. I thank all our partners for their support, and the Sustainia jury for acknowledging the 
work by the Corporation of Chennai,” says Vikram Kapur Commissioner, Corporation of Chennai. 
 
A 2014 WHO ranking of the 20 most polluted cities in the world, established that 13 out of the 20 cities 
are from India. More recently, Chennai has experienced incessant rainfalls that have flooded big parts 
of the city causing people to abandon their homes and resulting in fatalities. Hence, this year’s leading 
sustainability innovation comes from a part of the world, most in need of sustainable solutions. 
 
“It’s interesting to witness how a city in one of the most polluting corners of the world is taking charge 
of its future and becoming a role model for cities worldwide. The Chennai Street Design solution is one 
out of many example we’ve seen of cities taking lead on tackling the interconnected threat of sustain-
ability and health. It’s a solution that can inspire many cities facing similar problems of rapid urbaniza-
tion and air pollution and is a testament to the important role of local governments in the battle against 
climate change” says Erik Rasmussen, Founder of Sustainia and Scandinavian think-tank Monday 
Morning  
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The winner of the Sustainia Community Award is Plastic Bank, a social enterprise based in Can-
ada that is turning ocean plastic waste into a form of currency. Plastic Bank empowers local 
communities in Haiti and Peru by offering them the chance to collect this waste, and bring it to a 
Plastic Bank facility where it can be recycled and repurposed. The Sustainia Community Award is 
given based on the votes made by members of the Sustainia community online. 
 
BRINGING SUSTAINABLE INNOVATIONS TO PARIS  
2015 is a year filled with promise for political action. Earlier this year, the UN adopted the 17 Sustain-
able Development Goals and in Paris, we are hoping for an ambitious and binding agreement on 
global emission targets. However, these political ambitions need to me matched by an equally ambi-
tious bottom-up innovation movement.  
 
Together with nine other leading innovations from nine countries, the Indian city solution will pre-
sent their project on stage at the annual Sustainia Award Ceremony, an event celebrating state-of-
the-art innovations across 10 sectors such as food, fashion, transportation and buildings in an effort 
to bridge the gap between the political negotiations and the innovations on the ground.  

Through a worldwide submissions campaign, the partners behind Sustainia Award each year cre-
ate a list of 100 readily available innovations to highlight that a sustainable transition is possible 
and happening already. When put together 100 at a time, the solutions create a sense of opti-
mism about the possibilities and benefits of making sustainable choices. 

“The UN Climate Change Conference in Paris is a turning point toward a better future. Meeting the 
climate change challenge means innovation, new economic models and sustainable growth for this 
century. The innovations identified and communicated by Sustainia illustrate that new, sustainable 
business models already exist and that action is happening. This year’s winner is no exception – it is 
leading the way on sustainable urban development by focusing on investment in the nexus of public 
health, social mobility and low-emission transportation.”  Says Christiane Figueres, Executive Director 
of (UNFCCC) United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change and member of Sustainia 
Award Committee.  

                ### 
   

PRESS PHOTOS 
Ceremony and winner photos are available on flickr.com/sustainia, Dec. 6 approx. 06pm CET. 
Follow the event on #SolutionsFor #COP21 
 
SUSTAINIA AWARD SOLUTIONS 
All projects nominated for Sustainia Award 2014 are published online at: 
http://issuu.com/sustainia/docs/s10-2015?e=4517615/30605594 
 
FOR FURTHER INFORMATION OR INTERVIEWS, PLEASE CONTACT: 
Katie McCrory, katie@katiemccrory.com, +4591405026 
 
WHAT IS SUSTAINIA? 
Based in Copenhagen, Sustainia is a sustainability think tank working to scale the deployment of in-
novative solutions and provide industries and organizations with a shortcut to sustainable transfor-
mation. Based on tangible know-how, innovation and technologies, Sustainia showcases the sustain-
able future we could achieve if existing solutions were implemented on a large scale. Sustainia is 
founded by Scandinavian think tank Monday Morning and developed in close collaboration with; 
Realdania, DNV GL, Novo Nordisk, Storebrand, UN Global Compact, WWF, Arnold Schwarzenegger’s 
initiative Regions20, International Federation for Housing and Planning, World Bank’s Connect4Cli-
mate initiative.  
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