The 15-Minute City: A Solution to Saving

Our Time and Our Planet
By Carlos Moreno

The Atlanta Urbanist Book Group met on Aug. 6, 2025 to discuss The 15-Minute City: A Solution to
Saving Our Time and Our Planet. Carlos Moreno is a professor at Paris’ Sorbonne University.

It is a book about how cities could become more resilient and
happier places by changing how their neighborhoods work. The
change: Bring nearly everything people need for daily life within a 15-
minute journey by foot, bike or transit. This includes housing, work,
shopping, health care, education and entertainment.

The “15-minute city” idea, if carried out, would turn a century of
planning and zoning on its head. Starting in the early 20th century,
cities worked hard to separate land uses—with factories here,
houses there, giant office districts over there and shopping out there,
tied together by highways and cars. Moreno’s idea is to thoroughly
remix uses and reduce the need for automobile travel.

Obviously, this is a big change and probably not one that would be
welcome everywhere. In our discussion, we focused on whether
improving proximity would work in Urban Atlanta, if it would be good
for neighborhoods, cities and the region, and how it would be
greeted.

Our conclusion: In some parts of Urban Atlanta, the ideas Moreno
advocates would be welcome, though probably not in as complete a
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form as he suggests or as quickly as he would like. We also decided there were unique assets in Urban
Atlanta that could help neighborhoods accept greater proximity and make it an asset.



Five Big ldeas

The Atlanta Urbanist Book Group highlights ideas from books that we think could make Urban Atlanta
better. Here are five big ideas drawn from The 15-Minute City that we believe Urban Atlanta could benefit
from:

1.

2.

Bringing things people need for daily life closer to residences has great benefits, from helping with
climate change to making neighborhoods friendlier and more interesting.

Benefits could be realized if only some things were brought closer to where people live. That is, if
shopping and entertainment were brought to neighborhoods even as health care, large employment
centers and cultural institutions remained elsewhere.

Even a partial 15-minute city approach would require new forms of infrastructure and new thinking
about mobility's purposes. We would need trails, sidewalks and bike lanes to help people move
around and between neighborhoods.

Not all neighborhoods would welcome greater proximity or be good candidates for a 15-minute city.
The right approach, then, is to begin with places that have some elements already in place and
would embrace greater proximity.

Work from home may offer an opportunity. Neighborhoods are filled today with people who combine
home and work. The 15-minute city could improve the lives of these stay-at-home workers by
placing other necessities in walking distance.

Why Do These Things?

We think Urban Atlanta would benefit if our some of our neighborhoods were largely or partially made
into 15-minute cities. Here is why:

It reduces traffic.

It helps with climate change.

Walkable neighborhoods can introduce people to one another. Knowing your neighbor has important
social and private benefits.

Mixed-use places optimize public investments and spur private investments.

The 15-minute city makes multigenerational neighborhoods possible. Retired people would welcome
living in places where they could walk to restaurants and shops. Having older people in neighborhoods
where their children and grandchildren live would be a major benefit to families.

If we expanded our cycling infrastructure, the 15-minute city would be larger than most people might
imagine. The average pedestrian can cover a little less than a mile in 15 minutes. But cyclists can
travel three to seven miles, depending on terrain. Example: This puts Cabbagetown in cycling distance
of Piedmont Park, even with crowded conditions on the Beltline.

A neighborhood with multiple uses, tied together by safe pedestrian and cycling infrastructure, would
allow children and teenagers to have safe adventures. They would have interesting places to go with
safe ways of getting there and back.

What Are the Obstacles? What Are Our Strengths?

Even the most worthwhile efforts create opposition. So our members discussed some of the obstacles
or barriers the big ideas might face in Urban Atlanta. Here are some:

We do not have enough density in most neighborhoods to support a 15-minute city.

The resistance in some places would be intense. A century of zoning has built support for separate
land uses and skepticism about mixed uses.

It's not just zoning that must be changed. A 15-minute city requires other public policy changes. One
example: parking mandates. We would need far less parking if neighborhoods were built for
pedestrians and cyclists, and most shoppers were people who lived nearby.



- Itisn’t just government that would have to rethink things. Retail that is oriented to shoppers arriving on
foot or on bikes requires a different kind of store than what we see today.

- Creating 15-minute cities out of our existing neighborhoods would require unprecedented cooperation.
We would need transit agencies, city governments, school systems, businesses and neighborhood
groups to work together to create effective proximity. We do not have a tradition of this sort of
cooperation.

Urban Atlanta does have strengths that could help us with some of the obstacles. We discussed Urban

Atlanta’s strengths. Here are a few:

« We have lots of underdeveloped land—and even some vacant land—in the city of Atlanta and
elsewhere that could be used to create mixed-use areas.

- Good news: We've seen in efforts to redevelop industrial land that people favor mixed uses for these
sites.

- Atlanta has strong and self-aware neighborhoods. They are defined and branded. Some have strong
neighborhood associations that could be allies in a 15-minute city effort.

« Our parks are spread about. We do not have many neighborhoods without access to green spaces.

« We have a growing cycling infrastructure and plans for greenways that could be used to create mobility
in and between neighborhoods.

« We are making progress in turning school yards into after-school playgrounds, creating another
element of a 15-minute city —a recreational asset in walking distance of families.

- There are small but important efforts to encourage walking. Atlanta and Decatur have signs pointing to
attractions that include the number of minutes it takes to walk to them.

Ways Around the Obstacles

These are difficult obstacles and impressive strengths. Here are some ideas our members offered for

overcoming the barriers, using our strengths:

+ Local governments could view neighborhoods for what they are: critically important assets. And they
could do more to improve these assets. A goal: Let’s coordinate investments and services in ways that
increase the value of proximity.

+ We could use our abundance of underutilized land to build 15-minute cities.

+ Where we have emerging 15-minute cities, we need to celebrate them so others see the importance of
mixed uses and pedestrian and cycling infrastructure and how these things build desirable
neighborhoods. There are such places now in Atlanta. A good example is the Ponce City Market area.

+ We need to preserve and expand financial tools that can help build the infrastructure needed for 15-
minute cities. Among those tools are tax allocation districts, or TADs.

+ We need more zoning reform. The city of Atlanta has made some good steps in this direction. We will
need more.

+ As 15-minute cities emerge, we need to connect them with cycling infrastructure. As noted above, 15
minutes of walking can take most people a little less than a mile. Fifteen minutes of cycling can take
the same person three to seven miles. This gives us the opportunity to greatly expand our definition of
a 15-minute city.

+ A small but important improvement would be more signs showing people how long it takes to walk to
attractions. Atlanta and Decatur have some of these wayfinding signs; we need other places to offer
them.

+ Mobility will be a key challenge. Cars cannot create a 15-minute city. Sidewalks, bike lanes, trails and
transit can. These are the mobility investments we must make.



A Synopsis of The 15-Minute City

The 15-Minute City: A Solution to Saving Our Time and Our Planet is 254 pages, including a foreword, an
introduction, an afterword and 21 chapters. There are also acknowledgements and an index. It was
published in the U.S. in 2024.

Carlos Moreno is a professor at Paris’ Sorbonne University. He began his career as a computer scientist
specializing in robotics and complex systems before growing interested in the problems of cities and
how urban design could help with climate change.

As mentioned above, this book is about how cities could become more resilient and happier places by
changing how their neighborhoods work. The change: Bring nearly everything people need for daily life
within a 15-minute journey by foot, bike or transit.

Greater proximity and less travel would mean less pollution, Moreno argues, and climate change is
behind much of his thinking about the 15-minute city, but not all. he also believes having nearly
everything nearby would bring greater happiness to residents.

“Proximity offers opportunities for chance encounters, spontaneous exchanges and solidarity,” he
writes. “It fosters the creation of meaningful social connections, the development of support networks
and the strengthening of a sense of community. When we move closer together geographically, we
create the conditions for a more balanced, sustainable and humane life.”

This is the way cities operated before the 20th century when cars and zoning created distance. “In the
old urban form,” Moreno says, “streets were places of encounter and exchange, where pedestrians were
at the center of activity. Shops, homes, workplaces, places of worship and leisure areas were organically
integrated, creating an interconnection between the different spheres of daily life. Neighborhoods were
designed to encourage social interaction and a diversity of activities.”

Moreno’s 15-minute city is a simple and bold vision. But is it a practical one, given a century of land use
separation? Would people accept having stores, offices, restaurants and bars on streets where they live?

A few cities—Paris, most prominently —have embraced the 15-minute city concept. Leaders there have
made efforts to restrict cars. Paris, for instance, has turned some of its roads and highways into
pedestrian and cycling rights of way, and it has encouraged the growth of neighborhood retail. But even
there, Moreno’s larger vision, the one of mixed uses everywhere, has not made much of a difference.
Reason: Cities don’t change that fast. Moreno’s 15-minute concept dates to 2016. This book was
published in 2024.

Still, the 15-minute city idea has caused a stir in urbanist circles. What accounts for the enthusiasm?

First, the vision is clear and measurable. Leaning on his computer science background, Moreno says he
and fellow researchers at the Sorbonne have developed ways of measuring how neighborhoods
compare to the 15-minute model, ways that can make it easy for mayors and average citizens to see
gaps in services and understand neighborhoods’ potential.

Second, it came at a time when urbanists needed such a clear concept. After a century of land use
separation, most urbanists understood the problems caused by distance and automobiles. What they
didn’t have was an easy-to-explain alternative. The 15-minute city gave them one.

Third, climate change created the urgency that ideas need to move from theory to practice. In the early
2000s, many mayors started looking for ways of adapting their cities to rising temperatures and
unpredictable weather patterns. If they could do this and offer citizens an appealing vision for cities—



one built around the thing most people cherish, their neighborhoods—it’s easy to see the appeal of the
15-minute city idea.

Finally there came a tryout. In 2020, the Covid pandemic shut down cities around the world. Suddenly,
people did not travel far outside their neighborhoods and supported things that could make the enforced
proximity more bearable, like converting parking spaces to outdoor dining, or closing streets to traffic so
more people could walk or bike. The 15-minute city idea, with its promise of improving things nearby,
suddenly made sense to more people.

In short, then, mayors have seized on Moreno’s ideas before he spelled them out in book form. Should
they have waited?

Probably not. The 15-Minute City (the book, not the concept) is reasonably good at explaining Moreno’s
ideas. There is some interesting history of land separation. It gives us some examples of cities
experimenting with new forms of proximity —although results are not yet apparent in most of them.

What it doesn’t give us is a step-by-step method of turning a century of land separation into mixed uses
that could work in Urban Atlanta or any other U.S. city.

That said, The 15-Minute City does touch on a theme that many recent books about cities have
explored: Designh can make neighborhoods work better. And the best neighborhood design, these books
agree, is when neighbors can easily meet other neighbors. In these places, residents tend to be healthier,
happier, safer and more prosperous.

Among the books the Atlanta Urbanist Book Group has read with these themes:

- Palaces for the People: How Social Infrastructure Can Help Fight Inequality, Polarization, and the
Decline of Civic Life

« Arbitrary Lines: How Zoning Broke the American City and How to Fix It

« Happy City: Transforming Our Lives Through Urban Design

« Walkable City: How Downtown Can Save America, One Step at a Time

« Arrival City: How the Largest Migration in History Is Reshaping Our World

The 15-Minute City and its vision of proximity and mixed uses, then, fits in with a growing list of urbanist
ideas about the importance of neighborhoods and how they could work better for their residents. And it
gives us a clear goal: Let’s offer everything people need for daily life in a 15-minute walk, bike ride or bus
trip of home.

About the Atlanta Urbanist Book Group

Our mission at the Atlanta Urbanist Book Group is to introduce new ideas to Urban Atlanta by reading
recent books about cities, identifying the ideas we think would work in Atlanta, and offering civic leaders
a guide to these ideas.

We define “urbanism” broadly. We are reading books about transportation, land use, housing, public
safety, government reform, neighborhoods, social infrastructure, education, economic development,
regionalism, diversity, politics, arts and culture, volunteerism, and more.

Our aim isn’t to review books but to show how their ideas apply to Atlanta today and suggest ways of
moving from good ideas to good actions.

You can learn more about the Atlanta Urbanist Book Group at atlantaurbanist.com.
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