
BY E TH A N RO U E NMichael  
Bloomberg  
Wants to  
Save the  
World
It really doesn’t matter whether you agree or disagree  
with the policies of NEW YORK CITY’S OUTGOING MAYOR, 
because he’s not here to debate you — he’s here  
to get things done.
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Bloomberg is beholden only to the voters who elect him. 
He takes $1 as his salary and refuses money from special-
interest groups. He doesn’t need the headaches of a life 
in politics, and his public demeanor seems to make it 
clear that being mayor is more of an obligation than an 
ego boost.

At press conferences, he answers questions with the 

seeming mix of annoyance and 
urgency that he has so much to 
accomplish and so little time  
to complete all his goals. He 
throws himself into the causes 
he believes in like a bungee 
jumper. Even on the long-shot 
policies — and there have been 
several long shots — his rhetoric 
reveals unflinching certainty 
that what he is proposing is best 
for the city and to stand against 
it is, simply, dumb. This freedom 
and confidence led to ground-
breaking policies like a smoking 
ban, which was met with much 
resistance and has since been 
championed around the world. 
It also led to some frustrating 
public defeats, like his attempt 
to introduce traffic-congestion 
pricing in Manhattan and the 
recent court battle over his ban 
of large, sugary drinks.

Most importantly, though, 
Bloomberg has been able to 
think more grandly and reshape 

the role of a big-city mayor. He has placed a keen focus 
on public health and the impact of climate change, two 
issues often bogged down in bureaucracy and political 
yammering. In just one decade, he has made great strides 
in improving the quality of life for New Yorkers and has 
ensured that, after he leaves office, these policies will 
continue and grow.

DECADES FROM NOW, New York City 
will still be Michael Bloomberg’s 
city. Technology will change the way 
business is conducted. Shifting pop-

ulations will alter commuting, entertainment and industry. 
Fashion will have changed a dozen times. But Bloomberg, who 
has served as mayor of the most populated city in the United 
States since 2002, has altered its character so deeply that his 
legacy will be aggressively visible to the next several genera-
tions of city dwellers.

Part of the reason for his far-reaching influence is that 
Bloomberg, 71, is not just a politician — Wall Street titans 
around the world coo his name every time they lovingly refer 
to his company’s software platform, which provides them vital 
financial information at the push of a button. Bloomberg, who 
started the business 30 years ago with impressive prescience, 
still owns the money tree of a company. The many billions of 
dollars Bloomberg L.P. has generated in profits — Bloomberg 
came from a middle-class background and is now the 13th-
richest person in the world — have allowed him to become a 
powerful philanthropist as well. From off-Broadway shows to 
museums to outdoor concerts, it is rare to go to a cultural event 
in New York that doesn’t thank him or his charitable organiza-
tion for its support.

His money also has allowed him a level of freedom that no 
other politician has been able to mold into such an advantage. 

LAY OF THE LAND: 
Since 2002, Bloomberg 
has ruled New York 
City from his infamous 
bullpen at City Hall.
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“Mayor Bloomberg has what it takes to 
be a leader on a global scale, and his vision 
is one that truly showcases his leadership 
skills,” says Eduardo Paes, the mayor of Rio 
de Janeiro. “That kind of vision, both ambi-
tious and realistic, is certainly the result 
of his experience as a businessman and as 
mayor of New York.”

With his time in office waning but his am-
bition growing, Bloomberg has done what 
any passionate, philanthropic billionaire 
would do: He moved from trying to save his 
city to trying to save the world.

Since 2010, he has served as chairman of 
the C40 Cities Climate Leadership Group, a 
collection of mayors of megacities around 
the world working to reduce greenhouse-gas 
emissions and address climate risks. Using 
his philanthropy, leadership and vision, he 
has turned the C40 into an environmental 
powerhouse, an on-the-ground think tank 
that works with cities to improve quality 
of life and shares best practices to speed 
international development of tools that re-
duce environmental damage. As he looks to 
a  future away from public office, it is likely 
his role in the C40 will solidify his legacy as a 

pragmatic environmentalist who developed 
real solutions while the rest of the world 
bickered and watched the planet get warmer.

“We’re not elected to debate; we’re elected 
to get things done,” Bloomberg says of the 
mayors in the C40. “As chair of the C40, 
I’ve worked to bring cities together to share 
resources and to collaborate where we can. 
We all have the same goal: acting locally on 
climate-change efforts that will have a sig-
nificant impact globally.”

Bloomberg took the oath of office less 
than four months after the attacks on Sept. 
11, 2001. Following a controversial elec-
tion season in which he ended his lifelong 
affiliation with the Democratic Party to 
run as a Republican and spent $73 million 
out of pocket on his campaign, Bloomberg 
faced a city that had been physically and 

economically  scarred like never before.
When Lehman Brothers filed for bank-

ruptcy in 2008, and one of New York’s most 
important industries — as a job creator and a 
tax generator — seemed to be on life support, 
he again faced one of the toughest crises the 
city had ever seen. Nothing he did seemed 
right. Abandoning the banks would have 
caused unknown financial damage to the 
city. Offering assistance led to claims that 
Bloomberg was in bed with his former col-
leagues. He ignored his critics and followed 
what he believed would be the best path 
for the city: focusing on strengthening the 
economy while creating jobs and improving 
the environment.

New York’s economy is now thriving, 
and Bloomberg is leaving office with high 
approval ratings. But the mayor argues that 
his greatest accomplishments aren’t the eco-
nomic renaissance or the record-low crime 
rate.

“There are many things we have achieved 
that I am proud of, but one of the most im-
portant to me is that life expectancy in New 
York City has grown three years since I took 
office in 2002 and is now 2.2 years greater 

INITIATING CHANGE: When a quiet moment  
is needed, Bloomberg escapes City Hall’s bullpen 

for a private meeting room (top). Pedestrians 
(right) enjoy a car-free Times Square, one of 

 Bloomberg’s successful environmental initiatives.
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Scheindlin ruled that the policy violated 
civil rights through racial profiling. In Oc-
tober, due to a misapplied ruling and a lack 
of impartiality, Scheindlin was removed 
from the case, and Bloomberg is now at-
tempting to have the ruling thrown out. 

“It is a shame that the mayor refuses to ad-
dress or even acknowledge the toll that the 
NYPD’s discriminatory and abusive policing 
practices exact on the rights and dignity of 
the people — especially young men of color, 

on their menus, another of his public-health 
victories, and traffic lanes and parking spots 
have been taken over by bicycles. But he also 
faced very public defeats on a variety of poli-
cies that were vehemently opposed by people 
across the political spectrum.

Perhaps none has been as controversial 
as the New York Police Department’s Stop-
and-Frisk policy, an initiative of Mayor Nel-
son Rockefeller that has been used by New 
York State law enforcement since 1964. The 
debate over the constitutionality of the law 
has existed for decades and came to a head 
in 2011 when David Floyd, as well as sev-
eral others, filed a federal class-action law-
suit against the NYPD and the city of New 
York for unlawful stop-and-frisk practices. 
Bloomberg, an outspoken advocate of the 
program, vowed to uphold the policy, but 
this past summer,  presiding judge Shira A. 

than the national average,” he says.
He attributes this dramatic increase in 

part to the smoking ban he instituted as one 
of his first acts as mayor. This ban served as a 
preview of what was to come for Bloomberg’s 
next decade in office. When he first ordered 
cigarettes out of all bars and restaurants, 
many said it would economically damage 
these establishments. More importantly, 
some said, it was an egregious example of 
the government telling adults what they 
should do.

Bloomberg pushed the ban through and 
has expanded it to public parks. He has also 
committed more than $600 million since 
2007 to combat tobacco use worldwide. And, 
in a city where the vocal few seem to be ev-
erywhere, he went head to head with them 
for what he believed was the good of the si-
lent majority.

“Mike’s smoking ban was originally de-
rided but has since been imitated around the 
world,” London mayor Boris Johnson says.

This pattern emerged many times dur-
ing his tenure, with varying degrees of suc-
cess. Fast-food chain restaurants now have 
to prominently display calorie information 

A DAY IN THE LIFE: A proponent of public trans-
portation, Bloomberg is occasionally spotted riding 
the subway (above). The mayor speaks out on the 
health impacts of sugar at Lucky’s Café (below), 

which voluntarily adopted the mayor’s ban on large 
sugary drinks even after it was struck down.
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MICHAEL BLOOMBERG

decades to prepare the city for a growing 
population, to strengthen the economy and 
enhance the quality of life for all New York-
ers. The policies looked not only to improve 
infrastructure but to take into account cli-
mate change and to reduce the city’s car-
bon footprint. Change has been rapid and 
dramatic, as New York has reduced emis-
sions by 16 percent, more than halfway to its 
goal of 30 percent by 2030. Bike lanes snake 
through every borough. Trees have sprouted 
in concrete jungles. Major thoroughfares 
have become pedestrian oases.

Bloomberg, a titan of industry, took one 
of the major arguments against environmen-
tal initiatives — that they damage the econ-
omy — and showed not only that it wasn’t 
true but that when policies are thoughtfully 
implemented, they could increase economic 
activity. One example is the closing of Times 
Square to cars, says Rohit Aggarwala, C40 
special adviser to Bloomberg and former 
director of long-term planning and sustain-
ability for New York City. Despite initial 
 outrage, the decision has led to improved 

defeated in court. A week after the judge’s 
decision, Mississippi Gov. Phil Bryant signed 
into law an “anti-Bloomberg” rule that gives 
the Mississippi Legislature full authority 
on food sales and marketing, such as con-
trolling portion sizes and posting nutrition 
information. “It is simply not the role of gov-
ernment to micro-regulate citizens’ dietary 
decisions,” Bryant said at the time. “The re-
sponsibility for one’s personal health de-
pends on individual choices about a proper 
diet and appropriate exercise.”

Still, Bloomberg has continued fighting 
undaunted, arguing in favor of his policies 
even during his last days in office.“When I 
came into office, I was interested in policy 
changes that would help people live longer, 
healthier lives; I believe that’s a funda-
mental responsibility of government,” he 
explains. “Over time, I came to see environ-
mental issues in the same vein, especially 
around air quality. Clean air is an environ-
mental issue as well as a public-health issue.”

In 2007, Bloomberg released PlaNYC, a 
sweeping collection of goals spread out over 

who are the prime targets,” says Donna Li-
eberman, executive director of the New York 
Civil Liberties Union.

He has equally outraged the political 
right with policies such as his soda ban, an 
attempt to bar large, sugary drinks from 
being sold in New York City that also was 

GREEN THUMB: Bloomberg, chair of the C40 
 Cities Climate Leadership Group, participates 
in a C40 tree-planting ceremony in São Paulo’s 
Ibirapuera Park.
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or crime or education or transportation, 
mayors are problem- solvers. We’re not in-
terested in national party  politics. Residents 
hold us accountable for improving condi-
tions in their communities. That’s why cities 
have become laboratories of change.”

Since becoming C40’s chairman, Bloom-
berg has shaped an underfunded, informal 
organization into one doing more than 
almost any other group to improve the 
environment. He has provided significant 
funding through Bloomberg Philanthropies 
but has developed a secession plan that in-
cludes setting up C40 as a 501c3 so it can 
solicit donations from individuals and phil-
anthropic organizations and engage corpo-
rate partners where appropriate.

“We always knew he wouldn’t fund it 
forever,” Aggarwala says. “The next chair 
will find the C40 with a diversified set of 
funders.”

In addition, Bloomberg worked with for-
mer President Bill Clinton to fully merge the 
Clinton Climate Initiative Cities Program 
into the C40. The C40 now has a staff of more 
than 30 around the world and 63 member 
cities  representing 8 percent of the popula-
tion and 21 percent of gross domestic product.

“The ultimate decision to integrate the 
two organizations was no doubt driven by 
the existing relationship between Mayor 
Bloomberg and [former] President Clinton,” 
says Bruce Lindsey, former CEO of the Wil-
liam J. Clinton Foundation. “They shared a 
conviction and a vision that cities can lead 
the way to protect our environment.”

To date, C40 cities have taken on more 
than 5,000 initiatives that could reduce 
greenhouse-gas emissions by more than 1 bil-
lion tons by 2030 (the equivalent of  making 
both Canada and Mexico carbon neutral). 
Los Angeles has replaced its outdoor light-
ing with LEDs, reducing energy use by more 
than 60 percent. The Empire State Building’s 
environmental retrofit will save it $4.4 mil-
lion a year in energy costs. And Chicago is on 
track to reduce its greenhouse-gas emissions 
by 80 percent below 1990 levels by 2050.

These successes will be passed on to the 
next cities.

“C40 provides a good forum to exchange 
ideas and work with other municipalities 
to gain wider audience for our efforts,” says 
Chicago Mayor Rahm Emanuel.

One stark example of how this informa-
tion sharing can improve environmental 
conditions rapidly is in the move to hybrid 

As chair of the C40, Bloomberg wields 
an outsized amount of power in the climate-
change battle. Cities account for 70 percent 
of the world’s greenhouse gases and contain 
half the world’s population.

“The federal government has largely failed 
to act on any of these issues,” Bloom berg 
says. “Whether tackling the environment 

traffic flow, better air quality and increased 
retail sales because of the thousands of pe-
destrians who roam through the pedestrian 
corridors every day.

“People said that New York could not be 
made green,” Aggarwala muses. “He dem-
onstrated that it is doable and has significant 
economic gains.”
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and electric buses in Latin America. São 
Paulo and Rio de Janeiro, along with Bo-
gotá, Colombia, and Santiago, Chile, all were 
considering purchasing electric buses. Time 
spent testing in each city would have been 
as long as two years before purchasing deci-
sions would have been made. By coordinat-
ing through C40, the four cities cut their 
testing times by 75 percent, speeding the 
delivery of clean public transit.

“Cities are pioneering new solutions in 
large part because mayors are pragmatists 
who are directly responsible for delivering 
results,” Bloomberg explains. “Cities under-
stand the importance of immediate action, 
and that’s why I got involved in C40.”

Although Bloomberg has been quiet 
about his plans for after he leaves office, he 
has been very vocal about what still needs to 
be done. Hurricane Sandy seemed to wash 
away any chance that Bloomberg would ob-
tain lame-duck status. Instead, the storm 
seemed to fill him with even more energy. 
All of a sudden, climate change wasn’t some-
thing affecting far-off places. It was a storm 
surge that flooded Wall Street and left some 
of the wealthiest neighborhoods in the world 
without power for days.

“What Hurricane Sandy did was show 
that everything we demonstrated as a risk 
in 2007 was true,” Aggarwala says. “You’d 
be hard-pressed now to find anyone in New 
York who doesn’t think that climate change 
is a risk.”

Bloomberg has used the storm to garner 
further support for his causes. In addition, it 
has allowed him to remain active as mayor 
up until his successor takes office on Jan. 1, 
2014. Since the storm, and with less than a 
year left in office, he launched the largest 
bike-share program in the world, proposed 
a plan to get New Yorkers to compost food 
scraps and outlined a $20 billion storm-
protection plan that would build seawalls, 
dunes and levees around the city.

“It’s been said that ‘New York will be a 
great place — if they ever finish it,’ ” Bloom-
berg says. “The work here is never done — 
that’s what makes it such a dynamic and 
exciting place. But we’ve built a foundation 
that will serve the city for years to come.” 

ETHAN ROUEN is a Ph.D. student at Columbia Business 
School and a columnist for Fortune.com. As a former 
crime reporter for the New York Daily News, he has trav-
eled to every neighborhood in the city.
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