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“ T A C T I C S   A N D  S T R A T E G Y “



whether you are lobbying for carfree 
streets, livable cities, better space for 

pedestrians & cyclists, improved public 
transit, more public space, accesses focused 
urban design/policies/zoning, liberation 

of land from the automobile, or other 
improved policies and infrastructure, it 
is first important to orient your ideas 

and strategies 
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The suggestions in this toolkit are directed in particular at 
organizations who are trying to get their proposals and projects endorsed and 
backed by decision-makers, or who are otherwise attempting to have their 
vision of a more livable city accepted by key stakeholders and the general 
public.

Some of this advice relates to the ways that you and your organization can 
be strengthened and empowered, while other parts relate to how you engage 
with decision-makers and the public. These have been divided into four main 
categories:

G P
A) Mobilizing your 

resources
B) Working with allies, 
media, and the public

C) Working with government 
and decision makers

D) Policy and project 
implementation

M A



A) MOBILIZING YOUR RESOURCES



1
2. Develop expertise and know-how 
When an organization builds up its knowledge base and expertise on 
an issue, they are well recognized and trusted as experts and will be 
approached for advice and guidance in relevant matters. 

It is to your advantage to always be open to new knowledge and 
learning opportunities. Beyond your formal education, you can attend 
conferences, seminars, and lectures. Listen to podcasts or watch 
documentaries or specials. Read relevant literature and maintain good 
organization of your notes and records. Find out who are the specialists 
in the field you are interested in, and regularly follow what they do 
and say.

1. Keep all systems operating smoothly
Make sure your technology and organization is up to date – website, 
computers, social media, communication devices, office performance. 

The better run your organization is, the more you can achieve and 
the more effective your programs will be. Not only should your 
technology and technical capacity be highly efficient, but your office 
management and work flow should be too. It is important that staff 
and colleagues have diverse expertise and skills, to ensure that all 
aspects of your work can shine.
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4. Issue public comment at every 
opportunity 
Repeatedly “going on the record” will allow important issues to be 
heard more frequently and provide opportunities to refine 
communication styles and public speaking. 
The more often you are able to put your message forward in public 
forums and media, the more exposure you can claim. While using a 
wide variety of available channels is important, it is likewise necessary 
to scan social media and user comments. Vigilance is required to track 
misconceptions and false statements, and set them right before damage 
is done. 

When meaningful issues are at stake, these should be incorporated into 
a clear line of argumentation, in such a way that this becomes the 
calling card of the organization. Message framing should make explicit 
the issues at stake. Eloquence in delivery will further bolster its reception. 
Where can you share your message? Prepare brochures, flyers, stickers, 
and other materials that explain your mission and help establish your 
brand. Get yourself invited to be interviewed on radio shows or TV 
programs. But decide beforehand what you want to say, and adapt your 
core messages to whatever questions may be asked. Ensure message 
consistency and simplicity. Be ready to repeat your message over and 
over. Keep in mind that the promotion of automobiles and motorbikes is 
all around us, so we need to counter the billions of dollars spent on car 
advertising with creativity and eloquence.
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3. Develop an eloquent argument
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5. Mobilize volunteers 
Having a wide support base is key to being able to carry out activities, 
deploy volunteers, and run programs. When you can demonstrate both 
to decision-makers and to the wider public that you have a strong level 
of support, then you are already halfway to victory. 
In order to gain a support base, you need to have an attractive 
message and cause that your followers can believe in. Make sure to 
develop fun programs, social experiences, and recurring events to keep 
their interest. This could include group walks or bicycle rides, 
awareness-raising events, or campaigns. Be generous in your gratitude 
towards all participants; celebrate and encourage people’s active 
involvement.
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Since the car, fuel, and road-building industries are constantly reaching 
out to policymakers, they will continue to dominate the discourse if we 
stay silent. Even with few resources, you can always keep up the 
momentum by writing letters to policymakers, ‘educating’ the media 
and keeping in touch with your base.



B) WORKING WITH ALLIES AND THE PUBLIC



7. Build coalitions to multiply impact
An organization that builds functional partnerships with other 
like-minded groups is able to reach more ambitious goals. Joint 
appearances and public statements attest to the common cause. 
The fact that there is strength and power in numbers cannot be 
overstated. A lone voice is more easily ignored than interlocking 
persons and organizations who stand side by side and build a united 
front. The public, media, and policymakers are all likely to pay far 
more attention to a coalition, alliance, or other united group than to a 
single organization or individual.

6. Enter the boundary spanner 
A boundary spanner is a person who is able to forge relationships in 
multiple organizations and thus form a vital link between disparate 
groups. If you don’t have such a person in your own ranks, it is 
valuable to be connected to such an individual and to treat these 
relationships with care. 
The key value of a boundary spanner is his or her familiarity with the 
inner workings of multiple organizations and the ability to engage 
good contacts in those organizations. It is only when you are familiar 
with the context and underlying fabric of a particular organization 
that you can take a well-informed approach to current issues and know 
when and to whom to make your pitch and how to negotiate. Build on 
those relationships.
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8. Cooperation is an iterative process
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7 9. Overcome mental roadblocks
Demonstrate to citizens that change is possible where obstacles were 
thought to be insurmountable. Provide tools and present examples to 
the public imagination of realistic possibilities for alternative futures. 
There is a lot of power in example. The closer to home, the more 
effective it can be. Sometimes people just need that extra stretch of 
imagination to understand that, no, in fact it does not have to stay the 
same broken way that it has been for far too long! Remind people that 
the current state of motorized vehicles dominating our cities is a mere 
blip in time. For most of human civilization we did not have motorized 
vehicles; going forward has to be better than where we currently are – 
as long as we can learn from the mistakes of the past and keep a 
long-term perspective. 

3

While cooperation – whether between separate entities or within a 
single organization – will boost impact, the process required to 
fine-tune working relationships may be lengthy or require investment 
of resources. This should enjoy high priority and firm commitment. 
It is always worth remembering that the process of establishing trust, 
familiarity, and smoothly working relationships can take time. Thus it 
isn’t wise to try to rush a relationship – or agenda – without first being 
on familiar terms with your colleagues and partners. Take extra time 
to know what inspires each of them and what their hot buttons are. In 
addition to promoting your own agenda, be sure to listen to others and 
appreciate what their issues are. Try to find common ground so that 
you can jointly promote an agenda. 



10. Build on the impact of a single person
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It is possible to map out the impact of a single citizen’s voice where 
deliberative democracy allows for active citizen participation. This 
enables understanding among citizens of the inherent possibilities 
available to them. 
This helps to build arguments for the potential impact that each 
person has. When you can show others that their involvement, voice, 
or suggestions can influence a given situation, you also encourage 
them to make use of this power more often and more effectively. You 
literally support the true meaning of democracy by raising the power 
of individuals to contribute to better cities. 



C) WORKING WITH THE GOVERNMENT



11. Obtain political support as possible
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It is of prime importance to have those in power throw their support 
behind a project or policy. This implies clear support from the office of 
the mayor, city hall, or the city’s other institutions. 
If you aren’t sure that you can get the support of the political 
establishment, but you haven’t tried yet, go for it! If your first attempts 
fall on deaf ears, look around for potential allies within the various 
city departments. Once you have a trusted ally, he or she will be your 
boundary spanner. If you find that there is no positive support in the 
political establishment, work with community leaders, activists, 
celebrities, or friends to develop a strong citizen base. 

12. Strive for consensus

6 Once an alignment has been reached by the most important political 
players, action can follow. Working towards mutual understanding 
involves allowing all voices to be heard and seeking common ground. 
Getting everyone to the table is very important. Receiving a document 
or public statement that results from a consensus will be gold in your 
hands. You can refer to this and demonstrate to the public that you’ve 
achieved a level of support – even if more work is still needed. The 
more that you have involved all stakeholders early on, the greater the 
level of legitimacy your next steps will enjoy, and fewer voices will 
claim they weren’t heard. However, listening to everyone doesn’t mean 
watering down your agenda to satisfy the naysayers. Some of those 
who object most loudly at first will be your biggest fans after a 
transformation is made. Listen to people and take their ideas seriously, 
but do not let negative voices derail you from your mission.



13. Smartly deploy insider information
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When negotiating with government or other stakeholders, intimate 
knowledge of an issue or insider information can provide extra 
bargaining chips. 
The more you are familiar with the inner workings of the government 
and the city structures, the better position you will be in – with more 
authority – while cooperating with government. Sometimes a 
non-governmental actor has more knowledge than those on the inside, 
which raises their standing and provides extra room to negotiate.

14. Identify veiled lack of political will

6 Where lack of political will exists, incongruent explanations or 
measures are often put forward (ex. proposing an inferior alternative 
solution). Once correctly identified, arguments can directly target the 
heart of the issue. 
It may happen that after you petition the government to consider your 
case, they won’t say ‘no’ directly but they will offer an alternative 
solution and appear to be sympathetic to your cause. But that solution 
may not be helpful at all. Be sure to redirect the argument to the 
important issues, which may involve explaining clearly where faulty 
logic is at hand. It may also help to think of many government 
authorities as being under-resourced and overworked. Think of yourself 
as an ally providing them with useful information and clear, targeted 
advice. Show how your suggested policies or programs would improve 
the city and thus make elected officials more popular. Be generous with 
your technical assistance.



15. Keep the government accountable
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When a government has committed itself to a given policy course or 
set of targets, an organization may designate itself as a watchdog by 
holding the government to its word. 
This is an important area to be vigilant on, once you have received 
the support of the government in an area of importance (see 11 above). 
Any public statement, document, or press conference may contain a 
public record that you can then use to demonstrate support. Reiterate 
or quote such statements of support on your website or other 
communication channels. If the government seems to backpedal, you 
can refer them to their earlier statements.

16. Vary your approach based on the issue

6 A single organization may have different approaches and stances vis-
à-vis government or other stakeholders, ranging from cooperation to 
opposition. 
The city might be willing to work with you on cycling promotion but 
is not so thrilled that you are trying to suggest policies to control 
automobile use. That is fine. It is best not to view the government as a 
single, monolithic entity. Be ready to adjust your approach to the issue 
at stake. This is like playing good cop bad cop: you can be the 
organization that provides technical advice and support, while 
standing firm or calling on your allies and support base to vocally 
protest when the government fails to live up to its commitments.



17. Encourage open communication
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A city government needs to practice open communication with its 
citizens, in order to provide greater transparency and also to ensure 
that citizens are well informed and know what changes are in store for 
them. 
Sometimes the city government will introduce positive measures, but 
because they failed to properly inform the citizenry, they end up 
facing backlash and might end up reversing their policy. Citizen 
groups and other urban stakeholders may have the opportunity to 
provide communication support, in cooperation with the government. 
Greater transparency and dialogue also lead to greater legitimacy.

18. Be strategic in communication

6 One aspect that can be problematic when communicating with 
citizens (by government, developers, citizen’s groups, etc.) is that the 
key issues were not explained properly or the questions put to citizens 
lacked a strategic design. 
Simply asking the public “Would you like more vehicle parking?” or 
“Would you like a higher tax on fuel?” is unlikely to generate the 
response you want. Remind the public of the trade-offs between a 
motor vehicle-friendly city and a livable city. Engage in educational 
strategies before asking for input. Do your best to bring informed 
voices to government meetings and community events.



D) Policy and project implementation



19. Establish formal documents and 
agreements
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Seek to obtain a formally endorsed document by involved parties to a 
new policy or resolution – on a reassessment of land use policy, for 
example. With such a document in place, further progress may build 
on that. 
This continues directly from 11. and 12. If you have the support for a 
project, make sure that there is a record of it. A document or 
agreement outlining what was agreed on will be necessary to move 
forward. Where possible, make sure that you have the chance to 
review and comment on such documents. You may even want to 
suggest drafting language yourself for a given document.

20. Principles precede technical solutions

6 Differences in outlook may be disguised as a technical dilemma, while 
in reality a given situation may first need resolution on the level of 
principles. Once alignment is reached, technical problems can be more 
easily solved. 
This is similar to 14. It may be claimed that a certain proposal is not 
technically feasible or that another technical solution could be applied. 
Make sure that technical aspects are not used to obscure possible 
differences in outlook on core principles. This also means bringing 
policies and budgets into realignment. A pro-pedestrian policy should 
not spend vastly more on vehicle infrastructure than on pedestrian 
infrastructure, and car-friendly infrastructure components should not be 
smuggled into pedestrian infrastructure budgets.



21. Stress the life-saving capacity
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Make it clear that design modifications and the implementation of 
safety measures, bicycle lanes, etc., bear a direct result, including 
decrease of mortality and serious injury. 
Here is where you can connect the dots. There is no shortage of 
evidence for the fact that urban design and infrastructure governance 
has a direct correlation with the safety and well-being of citizens. 
Make it clear that there are direct consequences for bad decisions or 
inaction.

  22. Trial infrastructure upgrades

6
Quick and low-cost implementation of temporary design changes serve 
as the first step for permanent improvements. This allows time to 
fine-tune new infrastructure, utilizing the input and feedback of the 
affected population. 
Make it clear to government that they don’t need to set up a ten- or 
twenty-year plan to address an issue. That is the best recipe for 
inaction. There is much to be said for immediately trying out changes 
to infrastructure or traffic amenities and regulations. Quick roll-out of 
temporary changes can be implemented in a matter of weeks. 
Carefully observing the impacts and being ready to problem-solve any 
issues that come up will help to insure long-term satisfactory solutions.



For more information visit our website 
www.carfreealliance.org 

or write to us at downtown@carfreealliance.org

http://www.carfreealliance.org/
mailto:downtown@carfreealliance.org

