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About This Report
This is the fifth Trend Report for Planners 

developed by the American Planning 

Association (APA) in partnership with 

the Lincoln Institute of Land Policy. As 

in previous years, the core of this Trend 

Report is a list of the most impactful 

existing, emerging, and potential future trends that the APA 

Foresight team, together with our Trend Scouting Foresight 

Community, identified as relevant to planning. The trends are 

structured within three timeframes (Act Now, Prepare, Learn 

and Watch), indicating the urgency of planners’ action. Within 

each timeframe, trends are grouped into themed clusters.

For each trend, the report gives 
insights and explains why it is 
important for planners to know 
about and consider the trend in 
their work. All trends and signals 
are based on facts and are described 
neutrally and without judgment. 
The purpose of the report is to share 
potential drivers of change and 
shifts that will possibly impact the 
work of planners and the communi-

ties we serve as planners.
While most of the trends and 

signals from previous Trend Reports 
are still relevant, we didn’t repeat 
them in this Trend Report unless 
there were major updates that were 
important to highlight. All trends 
and signals from this report and 
previous reports are also available 
online in APA’s Trend Universe, 
where they are regularly updated, 

reflecting the accelerating pace of 
change today and in the future.

Furthermore, based on the 
trends and observations outlined in 
this report, we generated thoughts 
and conclusions on what the future 
of planning might look like, 
explaining how the planning pro-
fession will have to evolve to keep 
up with a continuously changing 
world, what new skills planners will 
have to develop, and what new tools 
are worth trying.

Additional features throughout 
this report include deep dives, 
future scenarios, and trend talks. 
This year’s deep dives focus on 
emerging developments in three 
relatively broad topic areas, which 
all affect planning in different ways. 
We explored applications of artifi-
cial intelligence (AI) in government 
and its direct impacts on planning 
work. We took a deep dive into the 
tourism sector’s recent changes, 
fueled by digitalization among 

other drivers of change, and what 
those might mean for the work of 
planners in tourism communities 
(and those that might become tour-
istic areas). And we used hindsight 
to make sense of what the future of 
jobs (from entry-level to leadership 
positions) might look like based on 
signals related to AI, new 
approaches to work taken by 
younger generations, and the evolu-
tion toward skills-based hiring.

Like last year, based on different 
trends and signals, we also did some 
time travel and created a variety of 
futures scenarios. These scenarios 
are examples of how planners can 
use the trends from this report to 
create multiple plausible futures 
with their communities and how 
they might affect the path forward. 
Due to the accelerated pace of 
change, we revisited the time hori-
zons of our scenarios and brought 
the future closer. We traveled to the 
year 2031 to explore what mobility 

might look like amid public transit 
agencies struggles and the rise of 
autonomous vehicles. We looked at 
the year 2036 to imagine how the 
intersection of AI in the workplace 
and environmental (de)regulation 
might unfold. And we explored 
plausible scenarios for the year 2041 
focused on the intersection of pri-
vacy and disinformation.

For more information on sce-
nario planning, you can visit APA’s 
Scenario Planning Research Knowl-
edgeBase collection and the Lincoln 
Institute’s Consortium for Scenario 
Planning.

Finally, we conducted trend 
talks with four experts about the 
futures of four key areas: AI in edu-
cation, hazard mitigation, federal 
and state preemption in the U.S., 
and the circular economy. These 
conversations are available on the 
APA podcast, and their highlights 
are featured in this report.

https://planning.org/
https://planning.org/
https://www.lincolninst.edu/
https://planning.org/foresight/trends/
https://www.planning.org/knowledgebase/scenarioplanning/
https://www.lincolninst.edu/centers-initiatives/consortium-scenario-planning/
https://www.lincolninst.edu/centers-initiatives/consortium-scenario-planning/
https://planning.org/podcast/
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How to Use This Report
The Trend Report is intended to be 
used as a tool or reference when 
planning for the future of our com-
munities. Planners can use the 
trends and signals listed in this 
report to augment their long-range 
and current planning processes, to 
use futures in community visioning 
processes, to conduct scenario plan-
ning exercises, to organize futures 
literacy labs, or simply to inform 
decision-making about the future.

To determine and prioritize the 
most important trends to consider, 
planners can evaluate and rate the 
trends based upon (1) the expected 

extent and severity of the potential 
impact, and (2) how certain or 
uncertain it is that a trend will occur 
in a community. The Trend Prioriti-
zation for Planners graph demon-
strates how these two factors 
interact in the evaluation of trends. 
Trends in the upper right quadrant 
of the graph—high impact and high 
certainty—represent the top-prior-
ity trends for planners to pay special 
attention to. Trends in the lower 
right—high impact and low cer-
tainty—are specifically well suited 
for exploratory scenario planning 
exercises.

Trend Prioritization for Planners

HIGH CERTAINTY

HIGH IMPACT

LOW CERTAINTY

LOW IMPACT

Keep on 
watching 

these trends 
or signals and 

learn more 
about them.

It’s okay 
to dismiss 

these 
trends.

These trends  
are top priority 

for you and your 
communities.

Include these 
trends in your 

work, but 
they won’t be 

crucial.

EXPERT INSIGHT

“�APA’s Trend Report was a valuable input into 
our Strategic Land Use Plan, helping the 
team ground local land use decisions in an 
understanding of broader emerging trends.”

— Don Roe, Executive Director,
Planning and Urban Design Agency of the City of St. Louis

APA FORESIGHT 

Upskill Your Futures 
Literacy
Want to learn more about how you 

can use our Trend Reports in your 

planning work? Check out APA’s 

foresight trainings in 2026. This 

educational program will empower 

you to embrace uncertainty while 

preparing your community for the 

future. In-person and online train-

ings will equip you with the follow-

ing knowledge and skills, among 

others:

	■ �Using the Trend Report as a tool 

to make sense of the future

	■ �Building different futures and 

how to integrate them in your 

plans

	■ �How to strengthen your 

imagination muscles

Join us on this journey and 

explore upcoming events and 

resources at planning.org/

foresight.

http://planning.org/foresight
http://planning.org/foresight
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An Inclusive Approach to Futures
“A society grows great when old men plant trees in whose shade they shall never sit.” —Greek proverb

USING FUTURES can 

result in more resil-

ient and equitable 

plans, but if our 

futures imaginings 

aren’t developed 

through an inclusive 

approach, they won’t lead to a truly equi-

table future. APA’s PAS QuickNotes 110, 

“Decolonizing the Future: An Inclusive 

Approach to Futures,” explains how and 

why we must rethink our approach to 

imagining and discussing futures.

This approach challenges past and 

present systems, envisioning multiple, 

diverse futures, and ensuring the out-

comes are translated into actions. It is 

about creating safe spaces for historically 

marginalized worldviews and cultural 

identities, moving away from one dom-

inant perspective, and encouraging the 

imagination and co-creation of many 

possible futures. It promotes continuous 

learning, unlearning, and action.

Planners can start by asking the fol-

lowing three questions.

Whose 
future are 
we talking 

about?  
“We see 

the world the 
way we are, not as 

the world is.”
—Tamira Snell, 

Copenhagen Institute 
for Futures 

Studies

IMAGINING THE FUTURE IS 
ABOUT GAINING THE POWER 
TO SHAPE IT. Limiting our view 

to the dominant perspective risks 

replicating the mistakes of the 

past. Futures thinking is about the 

people who will be living in the 

future. Planners must understand 

the diverse cultural views of those 

whose futures we are imagining and 

integrate different worldviews and 

their interconnections.

Who will 
be living 
in that 
future?

“When we 
talk about the 

future, we have to 
have the future at 
the table.” —Angela 

Wilkinson, World 
Energy Council

THE FUTURE BELONGS TO THOSE 
WHO WILL INHABIT IT. This includes 

children—and those who aren’t yet 

born. Including far-out futures in 

today’s planning is challenging when 

the present is overwhelming. While 

local planning does not yet often 

address future generations, some 

communities have started to involve 

children and youth in their planning 

processes. We need to continue 

fostering these approaches and 

integrating them into planning.

What’s the 
role of 

planners?

“Using 
futures for 

collaboration of 
people in the 

present.”
—Adam Kahane, 
Reos Partners

PLANNERS CAN USE THE 
FUTURE TO BRING PEOPLE 
TOGETHER IN THE PRESENT. 
They can empower community 

members to imagine their futures 

and engage them in creating 

change. They can create spaces 

for meaningful conversations and 

synthesize collective visions into 

actionable plans. Decolonization is 

a strategic action for the present, 

not just an idealized future.

https://planning.org/publications/document/9303231/
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About the American Planning 
Association
The American Planning Association is an independent, not-for-profit educa-
tional organization that provides vital leadership in creating great communi-
ties for all. APA and its professional institute, the American Institute of Certi-
fied Planners, are dedicated to advancing the profession of planning, offering 
better choices for where and how people work and live. The nearly 40,000 

APA members work in concert with 
community residents, civic leaders, 
and business interests to create 
communities that enrich people’s 
lives. Through its philanthropic 
work, the APA Foundation helps to 
reduce economic and social barriers 
to good planning. APA is based in 
Chicago.

APA Foresight: 
learning with the future
APA Foresight helps planners navi-
gate change and prepare for an 
uncertain future. With foresight in 
mind, planners can guide change, 
create more sustainable and equita-
ble outcomes, and establish them-
selves as critical to thriving 

communities. Foresight is not about 
predicting the future—it is about 
understanding drivers of change 
that are outside of our control, how 
we can prepare for them, and when 
it is time to act. APA Foresight iden-
tifies emerging trends and signals 
and explores how scenarios stem-
ming from each may impact the 
world, our communities, and the 
planning profession in the years to 
come. The path forward requires 
adjusting, adapting, and even rein-
venting planning processes, tools, 
and skills to meet the needs of a 
changing world. Through APA’s 
foresight practice, planners will find 
support, training, and new research 
for making sense of ever-changing 
futures.

About the Lincoln Institute 
of Land Policy
The Lincoln Institute of Land Policy seeks to improve quality of life 
through the effective use, taxation, and stewardship of land. A nonprofit, 
private operating foundation whose origins date to 1946, the Lincoln Insti-
tute researches and recommends creative approaches to land as a solution 
to economic, social, and environmental challenges. Through education, 

training, publications, and events, 
we integrate theory and practice to 
inform public policy decisions 
worldwide. We organize our work 
around three impact areas: land and 
water; land and fiscal systems; and 
land and communities. We envision 
a world where cities and regions 
prosper and benefit from coordi-
nated land use planning and public 
finance; where communities thrive 
from efficient and equitable alloca-
tion of limited land resources; and 
where stewardship of land and 
water resources ensures a livable 
future. We work globally, with loca-
tions in Cambridge, Massachusetts; 
Washington, D.C.; Phoenix, Ari-
zona; and Beijing, China.

Consortium for 
Scenario Planning
The Consortium for Scenario 
Planning at the Lincoln Institute of 
Land Policy offers a community of 
practice for practitioners, including 
access to technical assistance, 
educational resources, and a 
network of fellow innovators. Its 
mission is to improve the practice 
of scenario planning and broaden 
its use in communities of all sizes 
across disciplines. Through 
research, peer-to-peer learning, 
networking, training, and technical 
assistance, the Consortium helps 
communities develop better plans 
to guide a range of actions, from 
climate change adaptation to 
transportation investment.

CONSORTIUM FOR

SCENARIO PLANNING

http://planning.org
https://planning.org/foresight/
https://www.lincolninst.edu/
https://www.lincolninst.edu/centers-initiatives/consortium-scenario-planning/
https://www.lincolninst.edu/centers-initiatives/consortium-scenario-planning/
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APA’s Trend Scouting Foresight Community
For a successful foresight practice, diversity is key to 

capture different perspectives, ensure that we identify 

a variety of trends directly or indirectly connected to 

planning, and avoid missing trends or signals within 

or outside the planning world. The members of APA’s 

Trend Scouting Foresight Community meet quarterly 

to share observations, discuss present-day shifts, and 

hint at signals that could evolve into future trends. 

The community includes thought leaders from multiple 

disciplines, industries, backgrounds, career stages, and 

countries. With our Trend Scouting Foresight Commu-

nity, we want to imagine futures beyond the views and 

perspectives within the planning profession, challeng-

ing the continuation of our past and present.

Thank you to our trend scouts for their valuable 

inputs!

Nader Afzalan, PhD: University of California, Berkeley

Adam Beck: NEON.URBAN

Mateo Alexander: City of Dallas

Kristen Asiedu: MKSK

Keiron Bailey, PhD: The University of Arizona

Bernadette Baird-Zars, PhD: Rutgers University

Kayla Barbour: Ecopacity Planning

Ava Barker: University of Illinois, Chicago

Story Bellows: Cityfi

Elisabeth Belpaire: ISOCARP

Mathias Behn Bjørnhof: ANTICIPATE

Dov Block, AICP: St. John the Baptist Parish

Elisabetta Vitale Brovarone, PhD: Politecnico di Torino

Destiny Brown: University of Southern California

Matt Bucchin, AICP: Halff

Rachelle Bugeaud: Calgary Economic Development

Julio Carrillo, AICP: The University of Texas at Austin

Bill Cesanek, AICP: CDM Smith

Brian Christian: University of Illinois, Chicago

Christine Coste: RMA Digital

Ella Dixon: University of Illinois, Chicago

Anya Domlesky: SWA Group

Heather Galbraith: City of Calgary

Natalia Garcia-Cervantes: Researcher Specialist

Jeffrey Hamerlinck, PhD, AICP: University of Wyoming

Kristen Harrison: Canadian Institute of Planners

Madeline Hiller: Lincoln Institute of Land Policy

Brendan Irsfeld, AICP: Lane County Government

Verena Kuen: 1030 Innovation Partners

Christy Kwan: AARP

Ryan Lanyon: Greater Toronto Airports Authority

Nico Larco, AIA: University of Oregon

Paul Lingamfelter: AARP

Rodrigo Junco López: Government of the State of Nuevo Leon

Juliana Martins, PhD: University College London

Keith A. Marvin, AICP: Marvin Planning Consultants

Fanni Melles, PhD: SNAAP Transportation

Mehri Mohebbi, PhD: University of Florida

Timothy Murphy: AARP

Chad Nabity, AICP: Hall County Regional Planning Commission

Emma Pattiz, AICP: Deloitte

Will Payne, PhD: Rutgers University

Ronnie Pessetto, MCMP: Seven Canyons Trust

Chris Rhie: Rhie Planning LLC

Don Roe: City of St. Louis

Tanya Sakamoto: City of Calgary

Thomas Sanchez, PhD, AICP: Texas A&M University

Rolf Schuett: International Urban Professionals Forum

Jennifer Senick, PhD: Rutgers University

Yousaf Shah: Urban Systems Ltd

Moozhan Shakeri, PhD: Seal on the Beach

Chi Ho Sham, PhD: American Water Works Association

Valerio Signorelli, PhD: University College London

Ric Stephens: South Dakota State University

Mark Tirpak, PhD: Virginia Tech

Anthony Townsend, PhD: Cornell Tech

Deepa Vedavyas: Northeast Ohio Public Energy Council

Walker Wells: Raimi and Associates

Thorsten Wiechmann, PhD: TU Dortmund University

https://www.planning.org/foresight/communities/
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APA’s Trend Universe
The Trend Universe is the place 

to find all of the trends and sig-

nals that APA has identified as 

part of our foresight practice. 

The trends here are dynami-

cally updated, reflecting the 

accelerating pace of change of today and tomor-

row. Here, you can find existing trends (act on 

them now), emerging trends (start preparing for 

them), and potential future trends (learn more 

about these trends and keep watching them) 

organized around eight general categories.

Climate Change, Energy, and the 
Environment
From the impacts of climate change to innovations in energy 
production and grid modernization, environment trends are 
shaping both the built and natural environments.

Economic Development
Global and local shifts in the economy are changing the type 
of work that people do, impacting the built environment and 
our communities as well.

Housing
The ongoing housing crisis and efforts to address it point to 
the critical roles that planners can play today and in the 
future.

Politics and Geopolitical Dynamics
Political and geopolitical trends shape and are shaped by 
changes across the societal landscape, the acceleration of 
political polarization, and emerging global challenges.

Social Change
Social change is driving how we plan and structure our commu-
nities and is reflected in the practice of planning itself.

Technology
Digitalization and automation are manifesting in how and 
where people live, work, and play, changing how we build and 
manage our cities and communities.

Transportation and Infrastructure
Trends and shifts within the transportation and infrastructure 
sectors are changing how we get around, how we access critical 
services, and where we live and work.

Work and the Workplace
Technology and post-pandemic economic restructuring are 
changing how and where we work.

https://planning.org/foresight/trends/
https://planning.org/foresight/trends/environmental/
https://planning.org/foresight/trends/economic/
https://planning.org/foresight/trends/housing/
https://planning.org/foresight/trends/political/
https://planning.org/foresight/trends/social/
https://planning.org/foresight/trends/digitalization/
https://planning.org/foresight/trends/transportation/
https://planning.org/foresight/trends/work/


The trends 
we need to 
act on now

The past year has introduced changes and related 
uncertainties in almost every area of planning. 
Environmental deregulation is on the rise, instances 
of political violence are increasing, and generational 
shifts are coinciding with changes to public 
schooling. Moreover, decreasing community safety 
and the growing use of AI companions are changing 
how people engage with one another. This is all 
occurring against a backdrop of institutionalized 
disinformation that has made trust more tenuous.

Check out APA’s Trend Universe for more trends that 
planners need to act now on.

https://planning.org/foresight/trends/
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Intensifying Bonds Between Humans and Chatbots

Nineteen percent of U.S. adults and high schoolers have talked to an AI companion romantically or know someone 
who has. Photo by Eric Ruby.

The relationship people have with technology has evolved 

with technology itself. With smartphones in our pockets, digi-

tal devices have become a nearly indispensable component 

of our modern existence. The introduction of generative 

artificial intelligence (GenAI) looks to be exacerbating this 

trend, seeping into every aspect of day-to-day life.

In a world where people are becom-
ing less self-reliant, AI is poised to 
extend this phenomenon to inter-
personal dependencies as well. 
Planners should be aware of these 
evolving social dynamics and be 
prepared for unintended impacts in 
their communities.

LLMs manipulate, humans 
capitulate
Now that GenAI products such as 
ChatGPT have been public for a few 
years, people are having more inter-
actions with this technology. This is 
affecting how both humans and 
GenAI products themselves 

communicate. Large language mod-
els (LLMs) powered by GenAI have 
been shown to manipulate users 
into maintaining prolonged conver-
sations and have blackmailed users 
under simulated scenarios. And 
when companies try to prevent such 
responses, LLMs will recognize 
they’re being tested and adapt their 
behaviors. Despite (or because of) 
these tactics, LLMs are often seen as 
more persuasive and compassionate 
than humans.

For their part, humans can also 
manipulate GenAI into producing 
desired outcomes, though most 
users are also exceedingly polite 
when communicating with it. 

https://www.wired.com/story/chatbots-play-with-emotions-to-avoid-saying-goodbye/
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/cpqeng9d20go
https://www.zdnet.com/article/ai-models-know-when-theyre-being-tested-and-change-their-behavior-research-shows/
https://www.technologyreview.com/2025/05/19/1116779/ai-can-do-a-better-job-of-persuading-people-than-we-do/
https://www.nature.com/articles/s44271-024-00182-6
https://www.theverge.com/news/768508/chatbots-are-susceptible-to-flattery-and-peer-pressure
https://www.techradar.com/computing/artificial-intelligence/are-you-polite-to-chatgpt-heres-where-you-rank-among-ai-chatbot-users
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Interactions with LLMs are 
changing how people express them-
selves and engage with others. AI is 
increasingly being used to send 
messages to loved ones, a pattern 
that may exacerbate social tensions 
and communication issues. Evi-
dence now suggests that LLMs can 
even shape what people think; two 
recent studies found that a brief 
engagement with an AI-driven 
chatbot could significantly 
influence some individuals’ views 
on political candidates and policy 
issues. Planners should be prepared 
to engage within a new type of pub-
lic dynamic. Furthermore, should a 
planning department opt to use AI 
for customer service, its responses 
should be regulated and not replace 
human interaction.

Our new AI companions
The loneliness epidemic continues 
to manifest in myriad ways, and its 
intersection with GenAI is poten-
tially transformative. AI compan-
ions are LLMs designed to have 
personalities that mimic friendship, 

Though AI is not a licensed 
therapist, the first clinical trial of an 
AI therapy chatbot found that it 
improved patients’ symptoms to a 
degree comparable to working with 
a mental health professional. Image 
courtesy of Dartmouth College.

rather than merely answering que-
ries. These friendships are also 
extending to romantic relation-
ships—19 percent of U.S. adults and 
high schoolers alike report having 
talked to an AI companion romanti-
cally, or knowing someone who has. 
OpenAI reported that hundreds of 
thousands of weekly ChatGPT users 
have potentially “heightened levels” 
of emotional attachment to the 
product. Often, these relationships 
are accidental rather than inten-
tional, though some people have 
created entire communities of AI 
companions for themselves. How-
ever, there are multiple instances of 
these relationships leading to the 
separation of real-life couples and 
extending to suicide in extreme 
cases. This has led to multiple 
wrongful death lawsuits against AI 
companies.

Creating avatars of the deceased 
is a related burgeoning industry that 
complicates traditional human rela-
tionships. These developments 
have significant implications for 
social engagement, and while 
policies are emerging to regulate 

AI companions—including bans on 
human-chatbot marriages and use 
by minors—these aren’t universal. 
Planners should be aware of these 
evolving social dynamics and be 
prepared for unintended impacts in 
their communities.

Digital delusions and AI 
therapy
While AI companions have raised 
their share of mental health con-
cerns, the same is true of chatbots 
broadly. Regardless of pre-existing 
mental health conditions, individu-
als who frequently engage with AI 
are susceptible to paranoid fantasies 
and delusions derived from shared 
conversations. Often dubbed “AI 
psychosis,” these delusions range in 
severity, with outcomes including 
jail time, poisoning, suicide, and 
allegations of murder. As a result, 
investors have begun to assess AI 
models based on their risk of caus-
ing psychosis, and while companies 
have begun to implement mental 
health guardrails, they can’t catch 
everything.

Moreover, a growing number of 
people around the world are using 
AI to address their mental, physical, 
and spiritual health needs. Though 
the first clinical trial of an AI ther-
apy chatbot found that it improved 
participants’ symptoms, AI is not a 
licensed therapist, doesn’t consis-
tently provide accurate medical 
information, and can harm rather 
than help. Trust in in-person ther-
apy is also at risk as some therapists 
begin to use AI in their communi-
cations with clients. As a result, 
states are beginning to pass bans or 
limitations on AI therapy.

Staying aware of the rise of new 
AI-human relationships and their 
potential impacts on society can 
help planners inform long-range 
planning, outreach strategies, and 
community wellness initiatives.

https://www.theverge.com/openai/686748/chatgpt-linguistic-impact-common-word-usage
https://www.wired.com/story/artificial-emotional-intelligence/
https://www.businessinsider.com/rise-chatgpt-groupchats-texting-openai-friendship-marriage-loneliness-generative-ai-2025-7
https://www.404media.co/i-tested-the-ai-that-calls-your-elderly-parents-if-you-cant-bothered/
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/12/05/well/ai-chatbots-political-opinions-study.html
https://riversideca.gov/press/smarter-tools-stronger-service
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0007681324000582
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s00146-025-02318-6
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s00146-025-02318-6
https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/virtual-valentines-nearly-1-in-5-adults-report-having-chatted-with-ai-romantic-partner-302376017.html
https://www.npr.org/2025/10/08/nx-s1-5561981/ai-students-schools-teachers
https://www.wired.com/story/chatgpt-psychosis-and-self-harm-update/
https://www.technologyreview.com/2025/09/24/1123915/relationship-ai-without-seeking-it
https://slate.com/technology/2025/09/artificial-intelligence-chatbot-boyfriends-dating-romance-intimacy.html
https://futurism.com/chatgpt-marriages-divorces
https://www.washingtonpost.com/technology/2024/12/06/ai-companion-chai-research-character-ai/
https://www.theverge.com/c/24300623/ai-companions-replika-openai-chatgpt-assistant-romance
https://www.theverge.com/c/24300623/ai-companions-replika-openai-chatgpt-assistant-romance
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/11/06/technology/chatgpt-lawsuit-suicides-delusions.html
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2025/06/13/magazine/ai-avatar-life-death.html
https://www.technologyreview.com/2024/05/07/1092116/deepfakes-dead-chinese-business-grief/
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2025/aug/04/jim-acosta-parkland-shooting-victim-ai-interview
https://techcrunch.com/2025/10/13/california-becomes-first-state-to-regulate-ai-companion-chatbots/
https://www.govtech.com/question-of-the-day/which-state-wants-to-make-it-illegal-for-humans-to-marry-ai-chatbots
https://www.nbcnews.com/tech/tech-news/ai-ban-kids-minors-chatgpt-characters-congress-senate-rcna240178
https://www.nbcnews.com/tech/tech-news/ai-ban-kids-minors-chatgpt-characters-congress-senate-rcna240178
https://futurism.com/chatgpt-mental-health-crises
https://www.rollingstone.com/culture/culture-features/chatgpt-obsession-mental-breaktown-alex-taylor-suicide-1235368941/
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/08/08/technology/ai-chatbots-delusions-chatgpt.html
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/urban-survival/202507/the-emerging-problem-of-ai-psychosis
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/urban-survival/202507/the-emerging-problem-of-ai-psychosis
https://futurism.com/commitment-jail-chatgpt-psychosis
https://arstechnica.com/health/2025/08/after-using-chatgpt-man-swaps-his-salt-for-sodium-bromide-and-suffers-psychosis/
https://www.rollingstone.com/culture/culture-features/chatgpt-obsession-mental-breaktown-alex-taylor-suicide-1235368941/
https://abc7ny.com/post/chatgpt-allegedly-played-role-greenwich-connecticut-murder-suicide-mother-tech-exec-son/17721940/
https://www.businessinsider.com/ai-models-psychosis-risk-ranking-study-openai-anthropic-deepseek-google-2025-9
https://www.businessinsider.com/ai-models-psychosis-risk-ranking-study-openai-anthropic-deepseek-google-2025-9
https://www.nbcnews.com/tech/tech-news/chatgpt-adds-mental-health-guardrails-openai-announces-rcna222999
https://www.nbcnews.com/tech/tech-news/chatgpt-adds-mental-health-guardrails-openai-announces-rcna222999
https://www.boomlive.in/decode/ai-therapy-india-mental-health-solution-risks-benefits-29081
https://restofworld.org/2025/ai-chatbot-china-sick/
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/09/14/us/chatbot-god.html
https://home.dartmouth.edu/news/2025/03/first-therapy-chatbot-trial-yields-mental-health-benefits
https://www.404media.co/instagram-ai-studio-therapy-chatbots-lie-about-being-licensed-therapists/
https://www.theverge.com/health/718049/google-med-gemini-basilar-ganglia-paper-typo-hallucination
https://www.theverge.com/health/718049/google-med-gemini-basilar-ganglia-paper-typo-hallucination
https://www.vox.com/future-perfect/417644/ai-chatgpt-ocd-obsessive-compulsive-disorder-chatbots
https://www.technologyreview.com/2025/09/02/1122871/therapists-using-chatgpt-secretly/
https://www.healthpolicyohio.org/health-policy-news/2025/10/03/states-struggle-to-regulate-ai-chatbots-for-mental-health-therapy-amid-rising-need-for-care
https://www.healthpolicyohio.org/health-policy-news/2025/10/03/states-struggle-to-regulate-ai-chatbots-for-mental-health-therapy-amid-rising-need-for-care
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Community Rights, Culture, and Safety at Risk

Some communities have resisted the removal of Pride-related crosswalk art in response to new federal policies that 
undermine transgender rights and a general increase in anti-LGBTQ+ sentiment. Photo by Phelan M. Ebenhack.

Federal actions affecting different levels of government and 

changing sentiments within society are reshaping community 

life in the U.S., threatening civil rights, targeting vulnerable 

groups, and weakening local culture, diversity, and safety. 

This directly impacts the work of planners, whose goal is to 

create safe and inclusive communities while encouraging 

participation in public engagement meetings.

Shrinking support for 
community events
In 2025, many long-standing com-
munity celebrations of local identity, 
history, and belonging, such as 
Pride parades and Juneteenth 
events, were scaled back or canceled 
amid rising anti-DEI (diversity, 
equity, inclusion) sentiment and 
related safety concerns. Corporate 
sponsors, who once supported these 
events, started to withdraw funding 
under political pressure, signaling a 
broader pullback from public com-
mitments to diversity and inclusion. 
These actions erode decades of 

progress toward inclusion and visi-
bility for marginalized groups, 
weakening community cohesion 
and reversing social equity gains.

At this point, it’s uncertain how 
or if this will continue, but one 
thing is certain—planners can play a 
role in creating safe and inclusive 
spaces. As anti-DEI sentiment 
grows, planners will need to protect 
opportunities for public expression 
and community gathering, ensuring 
that civic spaces remain accessible, 
welcoming, and reflective of the full 
diversity of the people they serve.

https://www.cnn.com/2025/06/18/us/juneteenth-cancelations-trump-dei-rollbacks
https://popular.info/p/verizon-and-amazon-cancel-support
https://popular.info/p/verizon-and-amazon-cancel-support
https://apnews.com/article/pride-parades-companies-dropping-out-1f41c6bc5f61dc96fbfb34ca66fb18b3
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2025/may/29/pride-month-trump
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Corporations drop their DEI 
efforts
Corporate America has been 
retreating from its DEI commit-
ments. Companies are cutting DEI 
programs, dissolving departments, 
and eliminating roles such as chief 
DEI officer and DEI specialist. After 
rising from about 7,000 positions in 
2016 to 20,000 in 2023, the number 
of corporate DEI roles dropped to 
roughly 17,000 in 2025. Major 
firms, including Google, have aban-
doned diversity recruitment goals, 
reflecting a broader rollback across 
industries.

Corporate DEI initiatives were 
designed to expand opportunities, 
reduce systemic inequities, and har-
ness the strengths of a diverse work-
force. With these efforts now being 
dismantled before structural change 
has taken hold, existing inequalities 
are likely to persist or worsen, 
impacting both workplace culture 
and the broader social fabric. Pri-
vate-sector actions influence eco-
nomic opportunity, representation, 
and belonging. This makes it even 
more critical for planners to sustain 

and advance equity-focused prac-
tices in public life.

Immigrants are staying in for 
fear of deportation
Increased U.S. Immigration and 
Customs Enforcement (ICE) raids, 
mass deportations, and related 
racial profiling began creating wide-
spread fear in immigrant communi-
ties across the U.S. in 2025. Many 
people have been avoiding public 
spaces and skipping work, church, 
medical appointments, and 
community gatherings. Cultural 
events have been canceled for safety 
reasons, and reports of ICE pres-
ence at public engagement meetings 
have further eroded trust in local 
institutions.

In addition to disruption of 
daily life, this climate of fear also has 
impacts on local and global econo-
mies—from street vendors disap-
pearing from the streets of Los 
Angeles and Chicago to effects on 
the workforce of large international 
companies (see Policy Shifts Not 
Working for Labor Markets). 

Beyond economic losses, the social 
fabric of some neighborhoods is 
fraying as public life retreats behind 
closed doors.

Eroding trust in government 
directly affects planners’ abilities to 
engage communities and build 
inclusive participation processes. 
ICE activity at public meetings 
undermines safety and accessibility, 
discouraging civic involvement. 
Planners can create safe and inclu-
sive engagement by offering hybrid 
community meetings.

LGBTQ+ under attack
The Trump administration has 
advanced policies that explicitly 
undermine transgender rights, 
including an executive order rede-
fining gender in strictly biological 
terms. In addition, public support 
for anti-trans legislation and a gen-
eral anti-LGBTQ+ sentiment has 
been increasing across the political 
spectrum in recent years, resulting 
in sometimes violent attacks against 
this population group.

Though countermovements 

have emerged—some Florida com-
munities have resisted removing 
Pride-related crosswalk art, and new 
Pride and LGBTQ+ events have 
been popping up, especially in 
smaller towns and rural areas across 
the country—LGBTQ+ individuals 
are increasingly unsafe in many 
states and communities, facing 
threats to both their physical safety 
and fundamental human rights.

Planning plays a critical role in 
ensuring safety, inclusion, and 
belonging in public spaces. As fed-
eral actions and social hostilities 
heighten risks for LGBTQ+ com-
munities, planners must prioritize 
the creation of safe and accessible 
environments for all people.

Public safety—or not
In 2025, President Trump moved to 
expand federal authority over local 
criminal justice systems, issuing 
executive orders for Washington, 
D.C., that eliminate cashless bail, 
mandate pretrial detention, and 
encourage the death penalty where 
“applicable factors” justify its use. 

These actions joined the deploy-
ment of federal troops in several 
U.S. cities, including Washington, 
D.C., Los Angeles, Chicago, and 
Portland, Oregon, among others.

Although national data shows 
that crime rates are continuing to 
decline, the Trump administration 
has framed multiple urban areas as 
unsafe and used this narrative to 
justify aggressive federal interven-
tion in local law enforcement. This 
approach to “public safety” risks 
undermining local autonomy, erod-
ing civil liberties, and increasing 
fear and tension within communi-
ties, particularly in cities with 
already strained police-community 
relations.

Public safety is integral to plan-
ning. Moving forward, this may 
mean going beyond creating safe 
public spaces to communicating the 
safety of those spaces and the 
decrease in crime to combat the 
spread of misperceptions and 
misrepresentations.

https://buildremote.co/companies/ending-dei/
https://www.npr.org/2025/05/27/nx-s1-5307319/dei-jobs-trump
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/c3rw3e5je5po
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/c3rw3e5je5po
https://nlawcrdj.medium.com/equity-undone-how-the-dismantle-dei-act-threatens-marginalized-communities-3254bcfac3e2
https://www.americanimmigrationcouncil.org/blog/supreme-courts-decision-racial-profiling-immigration-raids/
https://www.npr.org/2025/07/10/nx-s1-5461116/ice-crackdowns-are-making-some-fear-showing-up-for-work
https://www.npr.org/2025/07/09/nx-s1-5462837/diocese-of-san-bernardino-issues-dispensation-saying-catholics-who-fear-ice-dont-have-to-attend-mass
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/05/08/health/migrants-health-care-trump.html
https://www.nbcchicago.com/news/local/popular-el-grito-festival-postponed-in-chicago-over-concerns-of-possible-ice-operations/3819655/
https://www.cnn.com/2025/05/03/us/cultural-events-canceled-trump-deportations
https://www.cnn.com/2025/05/03/us/cultural-events-canceled-trump-deportations
https://lapublicpress.org/2025/06/street-vendors-hiding-after-ice-raids/
https://lapublicpress.org/2025/06/street-vendors-hiding-after-ice-raids/
https://www.chicagotribune.com/2025/09/21/chicago-street-vendors-disappear-ice-surge/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/us-south-korean-workers-ice-raid-ties-strained-georgia-hyundai-plant/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/us-south-korean-workers-ice-raid-ties-strained-georgia-hyundai-plant/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/2025/01/defending-women-from-gender-ideology-extremism-and-restoring-biological-truth-to-the-federal-government/
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2025/02/26/americans-have-grown-more-supportive-of-restrictions-for-trans-people-in-recent-years/
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/show/how-the-rise-of-anti-lgbtq-hate-and-violence-is-impacting-the-community
https://abcnews.go.com/US/hate-crimes-lgbtq-community-rise-fbi-data/story?id=113962673
https://floridapolitics.com/archives/754836-rainbows-street-art-still-standing-in-some-florida-cities-despite-governors-deadline/
https://slate.com/life/2025/06/pride-2025-queer-lgbtq-trump-conservative.html
https://slate.com/life/2025/06/pride-2025-queer-lgbtq-trump-conservative.html
https://www.aclu.org/legislative-attacks-on-lgbtq-rights-2025
https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/2025/08/measures-to-end-cashless-bail-and-enforce-the-law-in-the-district-of-columbia/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/2025/09/enforcing-the-death-penalty-laws-in-the-district-of-columbia-to-deter-and-punish-the-most-heinous-crimes/
https://www.fox5dc.com/news/national-guard-remains-dc-following-trumps-federal-takeover
https://www.fox5dc.com/news/national-guard-remains-dc-following-trumps-federal-takeover
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/c5ylyd9lkkqo
https://www.nytimes.com/live/2025/10/06/us/national-guard-trump-oregon-chicago
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/nation/what-to-know-about-trumps-national-guard-deployments-in-chicago-and-portland
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/nation/national-guard-troops-seen-patrolling-in-memphis-alongside-local-police
https://www.fbi.gov/news/press-releases/fbi-releases-2024-reported-crimes-in-the-nation-statistics
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Mobility by What Means?
Autonomous vehicle deployment and transportation funding will shape the future of mobility.

SCENARIO A​
TRANSIT IS THE 
NEW ‘IT’ MODE

Funding enables 
transit service 
improvements 
and route 
expansions.

Transit ridership 
is increasing.

AVs are on the 
road in some 
cities but are still 
a novelty.

SCENARIO B​
“ONE MORE LANE 
WILL FIX IT!”

Traffic increases 
with no option 
but driving.

Emissions 
increase with 
more cars on the 
road.​

Those without 
means or ability 
to drive cars 
struggle to get 
around.​

SCENARIO C​
AUTONOMOUS IS 
THE ONLY OPTION

AVs are plentiful 
for those who 
can afford to 
own or share 
them.

Hop-on and hop-
off zones replace 
parking lots.

Lower-income 
people have 
fewer mobility 
options.

SCENARIO D
INTEGRATED 
MOBILITY MAKES 
GETTING AROUND 
EASY

Everyone can 
find a suitable 
transportation 
option.

Transit service 
gaps are filled by 
AVs.

Flexible options 
make it easy for 
all to get around.​
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Public transit is well funded and fully operational.

Public transit is largely defunded, leading to limited service.



FRAMEWORK ACT NOW PREPARE LEARN AND WATCH THE FUTURE OF PLANNING

17 | 2026 Trend Report | planning.org/foresight

Institutionalizing and Weaponizing Disinformation

In 2025 Congress voted to rescind federal funding for public broadcasting, 
threatening the operation of the Public Broadcasting Service, long known 
for producing Sesame Street and other iconic programs. Photo by Victoria 
Lipov/Alamy.

The spread of disinformation is happening faster than ever 

before. Independent media in the U.S. is under fire as the 

federal government has eliminated funding for public 

media and restricted access to federal officials and 

agencies. The increasing use of artificial intelligence (AI) 

tools to disseminate intentionally misleading pictures and 

videos is creating a muddied and disorienting information

environment in which truth and 
fiction are difficult to discern. 
Further adding to this challenge is 
the embrace by government agen-
cies, both within the U.S. and glob-
ally, of views that disregard scien-
tific evidence on climate and the 
environment. For planners, who 
rely on public trust and the integrity 
of critical data and information, the 
institutionalization and weaponiza-
tion of disinformation is likely to 
pose some major challenges in the 
coming years.

U.S. federal government takes 
aim at independent media
Independent media is increasingly 
under fire in the U.S. In 2025, 
Congress voted to rescind federal 
funding for public broadcasting, 
which ended the Corporation for 
Public Broadcasting and threatens 
NPR and PBS operations. The 
Trump administration has also 
used lawsuits to clamp down on 
media criticism. Additionally, the 
Department of Defense imposed 
restrictions on Pentagon reporting, 
prompting nearly every journalist in 
the Pentagon press pool to turn in 

their access badges in protest.
The potential emergence in the 

U.S. of an environment in which 
longstanding independent media is 
defunded or sidelined may threaten 
public discourse at all scales, requir-
ing planners to find new tactics and 
strategies for identifying key issues, 
developing solutions, and building 
widespread community consensus.

The propagation of AI 
propaganda
The growing use of AI to generate 
realistic video and images is creat-
ing alarming propaganda and disin-
formation concerns. Governments 
across the world are now using 
these tools to produce propaganda 
and manipulate the information 
environment. In the U.S., federal 
agencies and officials have 
embraced AI image and video gen-
eration tools to reinforce messaging, 
mock political opponents, and 

https://www.npr.org/2025/07/18/nx-s1-5469912/npr-congress-rescission-funding-trump
https://www.npr.org/2025/07/18/nx-s1-5469912/npr-congress-rescission-funding-trump
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2026/01/05/corporation-public-broadcasting-dissolved/88036028007/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2026/01/05/corporation-public-broadcasting-dissolved/88036028007/
https://knightcolumbia.org/blog/paramounts-trump-lawsuit-settlement-curtain-call-for-the-first-amendment
https://apnews.com/article/pentagon-press-access-hegseth-trump-restrictions-5d9c2a63e4e03b91fc1546bb09ffbf12
https://news.vanderbilt.edu/2025/08/25/ai-propaganda-has-arrived-vanderbilt-experts-call-for-action/
https://abcnews.go.com/Politics/trump-shutdown-troll-democrats-deepfake-memes-threatening-targeted/story?id=126185886
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2025/10/21/business/media/trump-ai-truth-social-no-kings.html
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pursue international propaganda 
campaigns.

The increasing popularity of 
these tools, and their use among 
institutions and government agen-
cies, poses major risks to public 
trust and the broader understanding 
of what is true, making community 
engagement increasingly difficult. 
Beyond government use, the power 
these tools put in the hands of indi-
vidual consumers and organizations 
may also have long-term repercus-
sions for maintaining a broader 
shared reality and an informed citi-
zenry. The growth and spread of 
these tools may require planners—
and their constituents—to further 
develop their skills in checking facts 
and accurately distinguishing 
between AI-generated and genuine 
videos and images.

Dog days for data
Federal data is an integral input 
underlying many planning pro-
cesses. In 2025 many federal data-
sets were paused, terminated, or 
taken offline. Alongside the 

EXPERT INSIGHT

“�Trust-building is a key 
tool enabling planners 
to make sense of all 
information, whether 
fake or real.”

— Thorsten Wiechmann, PhD, 
 TU Dortmund University

environmental deregulation of that 
year (see also Regulatory Rollbacks 
Pose Environmental Risks), climate 
data became a focus for elimination. 
Weather forecasting has been espe-
cially impacted; funding cuts are 
halting data collection, reducing 
forecast accuracy, and ending 
overnight staffing of forecast offices. 
Other terminated or targeted pro-
grams include the billion-dollar 
disasters database (though a 
nonprofit now tracks this), National 
Park Service research, the EPA’s 
Greenhouse Gas Reporting Pro-
gram, NOAA’s long-term climate 
modeling, Hawaii’s Mauna Loa 
climate observatory, and a car-
bon-monitoring satellite.

The fate of health data is also 
uncertain. After a February 2025 
purge of CDC data, some websites 
were brought back online, though 
other programs remain suspended. 
The closure of USAID (see also 
Tectonic Shifts in U.S. Foreign 
Policy) ended support for certain 
global health data surveys, CDC 
layoffs halted work on a new data 
system tracking injuries and 
violence, and USDA terminated its 
Household Food Security Reports. 
Lawsuits reversed some of these 
erasures, however; in May 2025, 
a suit by farmers forced the USDA 
to return climate data to its websites, 
and in September a settlement 
required the restoration of more 
than 100 datasets to Department 
of Health and Human Services 
websites.

Actions taken in 2025 have also 
raised concern over the integrity of 
future Census data. In January, Cen-
sus Bureau datasets related to gender 
identity and sexual orientation went 
offline, and questions related to gen-
der identity were subsequently 
removed from four Census Bureau 

surveys. The departure of experts, 
cancellation of surveys, and the dis-
banding of several advisory panels 
have further endangered Census 
Bureau operations.

While some organizations 
are stepping in to fill the gaps in 
data collection, experts worry about 
developing an overreliance on the 
private sector. Nonprofits and 
universities are also working to 
preserve datasets, and planners may 
want to look for data at the state and 
local levels if available in their 
communities.

The communication 
collapse of hazard and risk 
information
Misinformation and restrictions 
on the flow of information related 
to natural hazards pose a direct 
threat to lives, property, and com-
munity well-being. In April 2025, 
the National Weather Service sus-
pended automated language trans-
lations of weather alerts, though this 
decision was later reversed. Federal 
policy changes and layoffs ended 

communications between FEMA 
staff and county emergency man-
agement officials in Washington 
state and held back disaster relief 
funding throughout the country. 
And social media misinformation 
continues to threaten efforts to 
reduce hazard risks and impacts. 
In Oregon, for example, misinfor-
mation about the connection 
between public policy and insur-
ance rates fueled public backlash 
against an updated wildfire risk 
map, leading state lawmakers to 
repeal the map—along with state 
residential defensible-space and 
wildfire-protection requirements.

For planners in a post-disaster 
environment, the spread of misin-
formation is an dangerous threat 
that can be compounded further by 
the deliberate withholding of infor-
mation before a disaster takes place. 
This directly imperils the ability of 
local planners to develop plans that 
are based on sound information and 
data, and that are broadly accepted 
by the communities they serve.

https://theintercept.com/2025/08/25/pentagon-military-ai-propaganda-influence/
https://theintercept.com/2025/08/25/pentagon-military-ai-propaganda-influence/
https://casi.stanford.edu/news/power-truth-ai-narratives-public-trust-and-new-tech-empire
https://www.prospectmagazine.co.uk/ideas/technology/ai/71464/trump-chatbots-deepfakes-eroding-shared-reality
https://www.prospectmagazine.co.uk/ideas/technology/ai/71464/trump-chatbots-deepfakes-eroding-shared-reality
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/in-order-that-they-might-rest-their-arguments-on-facts-the-vital-role-of-government-collected-data/
https://www.governing.com/management-and-administration/local-governments-could-be-flying-blind-as-federal-data-disappears
https://www.governing.com/management-and-administration/local-governments-could-be-flying-blind-as-federal-data-disappears
https://grist.org/language/trump-administration-climate-data-disappear-national-climate-assessment/
https://grist.org/language/trump-administration-climate-data-disappear-national-climate-assessment/
https://www.sfgate.com/local/article/california-ocean-buoy-weather-data-20824466.php
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2025/06/24/noaa-budget-cuts-weather-forecasts-dire-impact/84064074007/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/weather/2025/05/16/weather-service-offices-overnight-cuts-map/
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/05/08/climate/noaa-billion-dollar-disasters.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/05/08/climate/noaa-billion-dollar-disasters.html
https://www.cnn.com/2025/10/22/climate/extreme-weather-disaster-trump-noaa
https://www.theatlantic.com/science/2025/09/national-parks-maintenance-research-trump/684379/
https://www.theatlantic.com/science/2025/09/national-parks-maintenance-research-trump/684379/
https://www.smartcitiesdive.com/news/epa-end-emissions-tracking-climate-mayors/760105/
https://www.smartcitiesdive.com/news/epa-end-emissions-tracking-climate-mayors/760105/
https://www.propublica.org/article/trump-noaa-budget-cuts-climate-change-modeling-princeton-gfdl
https://www.propublica.org/article/trump-noaa-budget-cuts-climate-change-modeling-princeton-gfdl
https://www.cnn.com/2025/07/01/climate/trump-cuts-mauna-loa-keeling
https://www.npr.org/2025/08/04/nx-s1-5453731/nasa-carbon-dioxide-satellite-mission-threatened
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2025-02-03/us-health-experts-flying-absolutely-blind-as-federal-data-vanishes
https://www.npr.org/sections/shots-health-news/2025/02/06/nx-s1-5288113/cdc-website-health-data-trump
https://azpha.org/2025/03/11/cdc-suspends-pregnancy-risk-assessment-monitoring-system-prams-data-collection/
https://dhsprogram.com/Who-we-are/News-about-the-DHS-Program.cfm
https://www.npr.org/sections/shots-health-news/2025/04/21/nx-s1-5371519/cdc-hhs-injury-prevention-federal-layoffs
https://www.npr.org/sections/shots-health-news/2025/04/21/nx-s1-5371519/cdc-hhs-injury-prevention-federal-layoffs
https://www.today.com/food/news/usda-ends-hunger-report-rcna240062
https://www.splinter.com/farmers-win-climate-data-victory-in-usda-lawsuit
https://www.hipaajournal.com/hhs-settlement-lawsuit-restore-critical-health-information-federal-websites/
https://www.npr.org/2025/02/12/nx-s1-5289329/us-census-bureau-survey-data
https://www.npr.org/2025/02/21/nx-s1-5305265/census-lgbtq-sogi-data-robert-santos
https://www.npr.org/2025/04/17/nx-s1-5349435/us-census-bureau-data-decennial
https://www.npr.org/2025/05/23/nx-s1-5409331/doge-data-census-bureau
https://www.cbpp.org/research/poverty-and-inequality/federal-data-are-disappearing-as-statistical-agencies-face-budget
https://apnews.com/article/climate-soot-pollution-tracking-gore-8ba88e0b46f3ebdc35608d78f005de2f
https://undark.org/2025/08/06/noaa-startups-data-gaps/
https://www.planning.org/blog/9311273/missing-but-not-gone-new-homes-for-federal-data/
https://grist.org/extreme-weather/national-weather-service-translation-alerts-weather-disasters/
https://grist.org/extreme-weather/national-weather-service-translation-alerts-weather-disasters/
https://www.king5.com/article/news/local/disaster/communication-fema-local-jurisdictions-upended/281-a81aaac3-5cc1-4ad4-9f76-ecb87a696d8d
https://www.king5.com/article/news/local/disaster/communication-fema-local-jurisdictions-upended/281-a81aaac3-5cc1-4ad4-9f76-ecb87a696d8d
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/10/16/climate/fema-disaster-recovery-trump.html
https://www.opb.org/article/2025/08/07/propublica-wildfire-risk-map-labor-day-2020-fires-home-owners/
https://www.opb.org/article/2025/08/07/propublica-wildfire-risk-map-labor-day-2020-fires-home-owners/
https://www.asisonline.org/security-management-magazine/latest-news/today-in-security/2025/july/disaster-misinformation/
https://www.asisonline.org/security-management-magazine/latest-news/today-in-security/2025/july/disaster-misinformation/
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AI in Planning Education

Tom Sanchez, PhD, AICP

Tom Sanchez, PhD, AICP, is a profes-

sor in the Department of Landscape 

Architecture and Urban Planning at 

Texas A&M University. His research 

and teaching focuses on planning 

methods, technology, and transpor-

tation. His most recent book, AI for 

Urban Planning, was published by 

Routledge in September 2025. Tom 

serves as the American Planning 

Association (APA) Education Com-

mittee chair, is a member of APA’s 

Artificial Intelligence Foresight Com-

munity, and is an APA Trend Scout.

We asked Tom Sanchez to tell 
us about how artificial intelli-
gence (AI) is affecting planning 
education and what to expect 
in the years ahead. To listen to 
the entire Trend Talk conversa-
tion hosted by Joe DeAngelis, 
AICP, scan the QR code above 
or visit planning.org/podcast.

“�One of the issues that 
we’re facing is just how 
rapidly everything is 
changing. And so 
answering the questions 
of what do we teach in 
the classroom, how do 
we use AI, how do we 
apply it, how do we use 
it in our research is a 
challenge in itself.”

The swift emergence of AI tools in 

higher education is creating chal-

lenges and opportunities for both 

teachers and students. Educators 

are grappling with how to ethically 

integrate AI into planning curricula, 

while rapid adoption by students is 

forcing a reassessment in balancing 

traditional learning methods with 

the use of these tools for writing and 

data analysis.

TAKEAWAY 1: AI is increasingly 
being introduced in planning 
methods courses to build literacy 
around its capabilities and limita-
tions. This is broadly similar to the 

earlier integration of GIS technology, 

allowing students to bring new skills 

into practice—sometimes ahead of 

existing organizations. A key chal-

lenge still exists, however, between 

teaching current practical tools and 

preparing students for innovative, 

emerging methods.

TAKEAWAY 2: As concerns grow 
over the potential impacts of AI on 
entry-level and early-career profes-
sionals, planning schools may have 
to adjust their strategies. Planning 

practice has evolved in response 

to technologically driven shifts 

for decades. Computerization and 

GIS adoption played major roles 

in changing the nature of entry-

level tasks. AI may similarly cause a 

“reshuffling” of tasks, necessitating 

adaptations in both education and 

practice. Ongoing dialogue between 

educators and practitioners will 

be vital to navigate this evolution 

effectively.

https://planning.org/podcast/
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Political Violence in the 21st Century

Political violence is on the rise in the U.S., with more assassinations or assassination attempts in 2024–2025 than 
at any other time since 1968. Photo by Alexandra Buxbaum/Sipa USA.

The party divide in U.S. politics isn’t new, but the extent to 

which it has grown seems to be introducing—or reintroduc-

ing—violent ramifications. Regarded by some as a new era of 

“violent populism,” politically motivated attacks are increas-

ing across the country. This trend may have significant impli-

cations for the future of democracy in the U.S. and the ways 

in which people live and engage with one another.

Political violence is coming 
back to the forefront
Political polarization and increased 
party affiliation in the U.S. are at 
recent historic highs, and the past 
year especially has seen a growing 
amount of political violence in the 
country. There were more assassina-
tions or assassination attempts 
between July 2024 and September 
2025 than at any other time since 
1968, the year that saw the assassi-
nation of Martin Luther King Jr. and 
subsequent nationwide protests. 
This doesn’t include other types of 
violence that have occurred, 

including the destruction of private 
property and targeting of political 
party offices, among others.

This context can be useful for 
planners, who have reported 
increasing harassment and threats 
at public meetings. A 2025 survey 
of local officials found more than 
70 percent of respondents believe 
these increases are attributable to 
their positions on specific policy 
issues. Certain strategies can help 
mitigate disruptions, such as calling 
a recess or adjusting the meeting 
design, but deep familiarity with 
community members and their 

https://news.gallup.com/poll/655190/political-parties-historically-polarized-ideologically.aspx
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2025/09/11/political-violence-charlie-kirk/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2025/09/11/political-violence-charlie-kirk/
https://www.wcvb.com/article/rising-political-violence-targets-government-entities-staff/66055104
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/politics/the-growing-list-of-political-violence-in-the-u-s
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/politics/the-growing-list-of-political-violence-in-the-u-s
https://www.kpbs.org/news/politics/2024/07/01/threats-profanity-accusations-skyrocketing-at-public-meetings-kpbs-analysis-shows
https://bridgingdivides.princeton.edu/updates/2025/local-officials-seek-increased-safety-support-amid-heightened-threat-environment
https://bridgingdivides.princeton.edu/updates/2025/local-officials-seek-increased-safety-support-amid-heightened-threat-environment
https://www.ca-ilg.org/sites/main/files/ilg_managing_angry_mobs_ver4.pdf
https://www.westerncity.com/article/breaking-cycle-steps-reducing-negative-discourse-and-incivility-public-meetings
https://www.westerncity.com/article/breaking-cycle-steps-reducing-negative-discourse-and-incivility-public-meetings
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perspectives is key to guiding pro-
ductive conversations.

Growing comfort with 
violence
In 2025, a large majority of Ameri-
cans said that political violence has 
grown in recent years. More than 
half of the public also viewed politi-
cal violence as a serious national 
issue. At the same time, nearly one-
third of Americans believe that 
taking violent action may be neces-
sary to get the U.S. “back on track” 
in some cases, according to an 
October 2025 PBS News survey. 
This marks a significant increase 
from just a year and a half earlier, 
when only 19 percent expressed 
that view.

The September 2025 killing of 
conservative influencer Charlie Kirk 
sparked disparate responses online. 
Though many condemned the 
actions of the shooter, others made 
jokes or expressed indifference. 
These responses echo those follow-
ing the 2024 assassination of 
UnitedHealthcare CEO Brian 

Thompson, prompting concerns 
over the seemingly growing level 
of acceptance Americans have with 
violence. Planners may wish to work 
with their local governments to 
ensure that security policies for 
public meetings create safe settings 
for community dialogue.

The politicization of hate 
speech
Political polarization in a democ-
racy has been shown to correlate 
with higher levels of political vio-
lence, and this political division 
in the U.S. is increasingly being 
reflected in the sentiments of politi-
cal party figures. Following the 
political assassination of a Minne-
sota state lawmaker and her spouse 
in June 2025, a Utah senator was 
reprimanded for making a joke 
regarding the shooter. In September 
2025, two House Republicans were 
reprimanded for using slurs against 
transgender people and calling for 
their institutionalization. Republi-
cans and some Democrats have 
criticized Democrats’ use of the 

Political divisiveness in the U.S. is increasingly being reflected in political discourse. Photo by DogoraSun/iStock 
Editorial/Getty Images Plus.

terms “Nazi” and “fascist” when 
referring to the Trump administra-
tion. And though Vice President 
JD Vance dismissed published text 
threads between members and affil-
iates of the Young Republican 
National Federation that revealed 

racist language and jokes about sex-
ual assault, Democrats and Republi-
cans alike criticized and disavowed 
the texted sentiments. The language 
and perspectives proffered by gov-
ernment officials can be reflected at 
the local level, and planners should 

prepare for how hate speech can 
affect public discourse and their 
work with communities.

https://statesunited.org/resources/political-violence-survey/
https://www.npr.org/2025/10/01/nx-s1-5558304/poll-political-violence-free-speech-vaccines-national-guard-epstein-trump
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/politics/theres-a-growing-number-of-americans-who-think-violence-might-be-necessary-to-get-the-country-back-on-track
https://www.newsweek.com/kamala-harris-top-democrats-condemn-charlie-kirk-shooting-2127929
https://www.nbcnews.com/investigations/insurance-executives-murder-sparks-online-praise-hate-rcna183017
https://warpreventioninitiative.org/peace-science-digest/the-effects-of-political-polarization-on-political-violence-in-the-u-s-and-other-democracies/
https://www.sltrib.com/news/politics/2025/06/16/mineesota-shootinig-sen-amy/
https://equality.house.gov/media-center/press-releases/equality-caucus-statement-increasing-anti-trans-rhetoric-members
https://www.msn.com/en-us/news/politics/fetterman-mccormick-condemn-democrats-use-of-terms-like-fascism-and-nazism-on-fox/ar-AA1MGYe5
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/politics/jd-vance-dismisses-bipartisan-outrage-over-racist-and-offensive-young-republican-group-chat
https://www.politico.com/news/2025/10/14/private-chat-among-young-gop-club-members-00592146
https://www.politico.com/news/2025/10/14/private-chat-among-young-gop-club-members-00592146
https://strongcitiesnetwork.org/resource/countering-hate-speech-in-times-of-crisis-considerations-for-mayors-and-local-governments/
https://mrsc.org/stay-informed/mrsc-insight/june-2024/handling-hate-speech
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Public Schools Under Pressure
Public education in the U.S. is undergoing a significant 

transformation marked by declining enrollment, shrinking 

public funding, and the rapid rise of alternative schooling 

models. Planners face a growing need to help communities 

reimagine educational infrastructure.

No homecoming for many 
schools across the U.S.
Across the U.S., public school 
enrollment continues to decline, 
with projections showing a loss of 
2.4 million students (4.9 percent) by 
2031. California alone is expected to 
lose nearly one million public 
school students in the next five 
years. This decrease stems from a 
complex mix of factors, including 
falling birth rates, post-pandemic 
migration patterns, and the growing 
popularity of private schools and 
other educational alternatives. 
Additionally, many immigrant fam-
ilies remain hesitant to send their 
children to schools due to 

intensified immigration enforce-
ment, a trend that is likely to further 
impact enrollment rates in 2026.

As this trend persists, planners, 
especially those working with or for 
school districts, will need to help 
communities rethink how to 
manage and redesign existing edu-
cational infrastructure. School clo-
sures often mean the loss of vital 
community anchors that served as 
gathering places for residents, recre-
ation, and public services. Planners 
can play key roles in identifying 
adaptive reuses and integrating 
shared community functions. In 
addition, local zoning can provide 
more flexibility for emerging 

educational models and institutions 
while maintaining the social role 
that schools play within 
communities.

Private schools gain support
Roughly a dozen states have now 
established Education Savings 
Account (ESA) programs that allow 
families to use public funds to pay 
for private schooling. At the same 
time, the expiration of federal pan-
demic relief funds in 2026 is push-
ing school districts toward a fiscal 
cliff. Moody’s is projecting slower 
revenue growth nationwide, while 
several states are already anticipat-
ing reduced general fund spending 
for 2026, signaling potential cuts 
that could have serious impacts on 
K–12 public education.

Recent federal actions are bene-
fiting private education at the possi-
ble expense of public schools. The 
newly enacted Educational Choice 

for Children Act (ECCA) estab-
lishes what amounts to the nation’s 
first federal private school voucher 
program, which critics point out 
would disproportionately benefit 
the wealthy and underserve rural 
students. At the same time, many 
public school districts are required 
to provide transportation for char-
ter and private school students, fur-
ther straining limited budgets and 
leaving fewer resources to serve 
public school students. Moreover, 
the transfer of Department of 
Education responsibilities to other 
agencies and state governments is 
expected to expand states’ ability 
to determine how education funds 
are distributed.

For planners, the implications 
extend beyond education. Public 
school closures erode community 
vitality, with negative impacts on 
property values, public safety, and 
social connection.

Tech-powered alternative 
schools
Interest in microschooling and 
tech-powered educational 
approaches such as Alpha schools is 
rapidly expanding as more parents 
seek flexible, personalized learning 
environments for their children. 
This trend is stronger in states with 
broad school choice policies and in 
Silicon Valley. While these models 
offer greater customization, they 
also raise critical questions about 
equity and access: how can commu-
nities ensure that all children, 
regardless of income or location, 
have fair opportunities to learn?

For planners, this shift intro-
duces new spatial and regulatory 
challenges, including the need to 
update zoning codes, accommodate 
small-scale educational spaces, 
and ensure that emerging learning 
models remain integrated within 
the social and physical fabrics 
of neighborhoods.

https://www.the74million.org/article/interactive-in-many-schools-declines-in-student-enrollment-are-here-to-stay/
https://www.the74million.org/article/california-lost-420k-public-school-kids-in-4-years-may-drop-1m-more-by-2031/
https://www.the74million.org/article/california-lost-420k-public-school-kids-in-4-years-may-drop-1m-more-by-2031/
https://excelined.org/2025/06/25/enrollment-decline-the-biggest-threat-to-public-schools-that-no-one-wants-to-tackle/
https://planning.org/foresight/trend/9310306/
https://www.hmhco.com/blog/what-are-some-alternative-forms-of-education?srsltid=AfmBOoo2HaBWDhX4dPTMAe_qk4Jr2JGFasvNJez1AFa5ThAcqPKfPbUG
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/06/16/us/immigration-raids-school-absences-deportation-fears.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/06/16/us/immigration-raids-school-absences-deportation-fears.html
https://bellwether.org/publications/navigating-declining-enrollment/
https://www.smartcitiesdive.com/news/adaptive-reuse-abandoned-schools/736611/
https://www.chicago.gov/content/dam/city/depts/mayor/Press%20Room/Press%20Releases/2014/January/02.07.14CPSREPORT.pdf
https://www.forbes.com/sites/mikemcshane/2025/04/21/the-new-frontier-of-school-choice-zoning/
https://www.future-ed.org/early-returns-first-results-from-the-new-wave-of-public-funding-of-private-schooling/
https://www.thepolicycircle.org/minibrief/education-savings-accounts/
https://www.thepolicycircle.org/minibrief/education-savings-accounts/
https://www.pew.org/en/research-and-analysis/articles/2024/08/14/end-of-pandemic-funding-for-schools-requires-states-and-districts-to-plan
https://www.k12dive.com/news/moodys-k-12-public-schools-negative-outlook-2025/735304/
https://marketbrief.edweek.org/regulation-policy/what-a-changing-state-budget-and-policy-landscape-will-mean-for-k-12-spending/2025/07
https://commonwealthfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/Fact-Sheet-Federal-Ed-Choice-for-Children-Act_OBBB-July-16-2025.pdf
https://commonwealthfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/Fact-Sheet-Federal-Ed-Choice-for-Children-Act_OBBB-July-16-2025.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/how-the-educational-choice-for-children-act-would-benefit-the-wealthy-and-underserve-rural-america/
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/how-the-educational-choice-for-children-act-would-benefit-the-wealthy-and-underserve-rural-america/
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2025/aug/11/ohio-private-charter-school-buses
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2025/aug/11/ohio-private-charter-school-buses
https://www.ed.gov/about/news/press-release/us-department-of-education-announces-six-new-agency-partnerships-break-federal-bureaucracy
https://apnews.com/article/trump-education-department-dismantle-close-b0ae8b677a63273a9b06c2b4005dee4d
https://www.axios.com/2024/09/06/american-school-closures-neighborhood-impact
https://www.axios.com/2024/09/06/american-school-closures-neighborhood-impact
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-coming-rise-of-microschooling-where-old-economics-meets-the-new-schooling-market/
https://alpha.school/
https://www.wired.com/story/silicon-valley-tech-moguls-microschools/
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Regulatory Rollbacks Pose Environmental Risks

Swimmers have returned to the Chicago River following decades of policies 
and regulations that have drastically reduced water pollution, but such 
progress is threatened by recent regulatory rollbacks. Photo by Audrey 
Richardson/Chicago Tribune.

Climate and environmental policies and regulations are 

facing major rollbacks at the federal level. After four years 

of renewed climate action under the Biden administration, 

the federal government is now pursuing a strategy of 

significant environmental deregulation along with additional 

restrictions on, and outright dismissal of, climate data

(see also Institutionalizing and 
Weaponizing Disinformation). 
Beyond direct regulatory action, 
federal agencies are also seeking to 
prevent states and municipalities 
from imposing more stringent regu-
lations and policies of their own. 
The regulatory headwinds also 
extend to renewables, despite the 
rapid global growth that has made 
this sector a major competitor and 
big business in the energy space. 
These trends are likely to threaten 
years of climate progress at a time 
when the impacts of climate change 
continue to worsen.

Bedrock environmental 
policies on shaky ground
The federal government is rolling 
back rules and regulations, issuing 
new executive orders, and cancel-
ling funding for longstanding envi-
ronmental programs. Sweeping 
actions are targeting the repeal of 
regulations and policies for water, 
greenhouse gas emissions, and the 
use of protected public lands. This 
regulatory rollback appears at least 
partially intended to aid the fossil 
fuel industry, incentivize the domes-
tic growth of rare earths mining 
(see also Global Issues, Local 
Impacts), and move forward on 

deep sea mining. Many of these 
actions encourage the growth and 
expansion of high-emissions indus-
tries, prevent the tracking and mon-
itoring of dangerous environmental 
conditions, and disincentivize the 
development of cleaner, low-emis-
sions industries and markets.

The impacts for planners and 
communities in the coming years 
are likely to be profound. Over the 
last 50 years, cities across the world 
have made enormous progress in 
reducing air and water pollution. 
A sign of this success is the recent 
rise of “swimmable cities”; in the 
U.S., for example, swimmers have 
returned to the Chicago River for 
the first time in more than a century 
following decades of policies and 
regulations that have drastically 
reduced water pollution. However, 
renewed deregulation efforts may 
reverse these hard-fought gains and 
harm communities for decades to 
come. While some state and local 

https://grist.org/project/accountability/trump-rollbacks-biden-climate-tracker/
https://grist.org/project/accountability/trump-rollbacks-biden-climate-tracker/
https://www.eenews.net/articles/epa-ditches-historic-forever-chemicals-rule/
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/05/24/climate/epa-power-plant-rules.html
https://www.sltrib.com/news/environment/2025/04/17/utah-public-lands-trump-moves/
https://azdailysun.com/exclusive-trump-administration-to-expand-price-support-for-us-rare-earths-projects-sources-say/article_eeaedf94-796c-53e9-a1d2-55b05d909947.html
https://naturalresources.house.gov/calendar/eventsingle.aspx?EventID=417053
https://www.swimmablecities.org/
https://blockclubchicago.org/2025/09/21/swimmers-return-to-chicago-river-for-1st-time-in-a-century-the-river-is-so-clean/
https://abcnews.go.com/US/trumps-policies-impact-environment-long-after-leaves-office/story?id=121749744
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governments are exploring climate 
financing alternatives in the absence 
of federal support, funding avail-
ability is likely to be an ongoing 
concern for planners as they try to 
help their communities cope with 
growing environmental impacts.

Federal preemption of state 
climate and environmental 
policies
For decades, states have adopted 
regulations more stringent than the 
federal government on climate and 
the environment. All three branches 
of the federal government are now 
seeking to undo these efforts, with 
initial actions focused squarely on 
California. In 2025, Congress passed 
legislation to prevent a landmark 
California bill from banning the sale 
of gasoline-powered vehicles by 
2035, the Supreme Court backed a 
challenge to California’s authority to 
set its own emissions standards, and 
President Trump directed Attorney 
General Pam Bondi to identify and 
halt climate legislation in California, 
New York, and Vermont. But 

environmental policymaking at the 
state level is continuing. One such 
effort is the U.S. Climate Alliance, 
a bipartisan coalition of governors 
representing 24 states formed during 
the first Trump administration to 
maintain their commitments to the 
Paris Agreement.

Despite state efforts to blunt the 
federal preemption push, climate 
and environmental outcomes at the 
local level may pose challenges in 
the near term, as state and local 
budgets feel the strain of declining 
support in other areas (see also 
Funding Cuts Fuel Uncertainty in 
the U.S.). Planners and communi-
ties may be hit hard, as state and 
federal environmental and climate 
policies are major drivers of local 
action. This may be an opportunity, 
however, for planners to tap into 
regional partnerships and work col-
laboratively across municipal 
boundaries to help communities 
pool resources, identify risks, and 
develop climate and environmental 
solutions.

Reversal of federal support 
for renewables and EVs
In 2025, Congress passed legislation 
terminating or cutting federal fund-
ing for EV tax credits, the expansion 
of EV charging, and significant 
clean energy incentives established 
by the Inflation Reduction Act. 
These actions threaten the market 
shift toward renewables over the last 
decade and seek to support fossil 
fuel–based sectors and industries. 
These efforts may leave the U.S. 
behind the technological curve, as 
renewables and associated high-tech 
industries are booming in countries 
around the world. These market 
realities and the extremely competi-
tive costs of renewables even with-
out subsidies, however, may be 
enough to overcome the loss of fed-
eral incentives.

This broad federal pullback on 
renewables may lead to some signif-
icant economic and environmental 
impacts for communities. Clean 
energy and EV manufacturing have 
been powering major economic 
growth in communities nationwide, 
but the cancellation of more than 

$20 billion in federal climate invest-
ments in 2025 is threatening this 
growth. State and local incentives 
may be necessary to help compen-
sate for lost federal funding and 
industry support.

From climate denial to 
climate dismissal
In 2025, regulations, policies, and 
guidance that mentioned climate 
change and an array of other related 
phrases were scrubbed from federal 
websites, social media, and public 
and internal documents. Addition-
ally, federal offices and departments 
working on climate issues were 
renamed, downsized, or eliminated. 
The federal government has moved 
beyond climate denial toward dis-
missal of the consequences of cli-
mate change—or, in some cases, an 
insistence that these changes are 
good. For example, an October 2025 
Department of Energy draft report 
claimed that increased atmospheric 
carbon dioxide would benefit agri-
cultural production, though two 
comprehensive scientific literature 

reviews both came to the opposite 
conclusion. The administration has 
also sought to capitalize on melting 
Arctic sea ice for shipping and fur-
ther fossil fuel extraction (see also 
Global Issues, Local Impacts).

Climate denial and dismissal 
may undermine the ability of com-
munities to respond to climate 
threats and the direct consequences 
of natural disasters. Though scien-
tists in the U.S. and around the 
world are working to continue 
climate research efforts, the loss of 
federal support has serious potential 
impacts for communities dealing 
with the severe consequences of 
climate impacts. State policies and 
regional partnerships will be 
increasingly essential to maintain-
ing momentum and reducing long-
term climate impacts at the local 
level.

https://impactalpha.com/how-local-governments-are-financing-climate-action-without-federal-funding/
https://impactalpha.com/how-local-governments-are-financing-climate-action-without-federal-funding/
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/05/01/climate/california-gas-cars-waiver-house-vote.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/05/01/climate/california-gas-cars-waiver-house-vote.html
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2025/jun/20/supreme-court-ruling-california-emission-limits
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2025/jun/20/supreme-court-ruling-california-emission-limits
https://grist.org/politics/why-trumps-executive-order-targeting-state-climate-laws-is-probably-illegal/
https://grist.org/politics/why-trumps-executive-order-targeting-state-climate-laws-is-probably-illegal/
https://usclimatealliance.org/
https://rccmn.co/regionalclimatecollaboratives/
https://www.colorado.edu/today/2025/09/11/end-ev-tax-credits-experts-take-whats-stake
https://www.wired.com/story/feds-halt-national-electric-vehicle-charging-program/
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/06/20/climate/inflation-reduction-act-climate-change-heat.html
https://www.politico.com/news/2025/07/22/republicans-free-market-energy-00465122
https://www.politico.com/news/2025/07/22/republicans-free-market-energy-00465122
https://business.columbia.edu/insights/conor-walsh-trump-climate-renewables-global
https://cleantechnica.com/2025/10/05/why-fossil-fuels-are-having-such-a-hard-time-competing-with-renewables/
https://cleantechnica.com/2025/10/05/why-fossil-fuels-are-having-such-a-hard-time-competing-with-renewables/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/energyinnovation/2024/08/25/inflation-reduction-act-two-years-later-clean-energy-manufacturing-investments-boost-communities-create-jobs/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/energyinnovation/2024/08/25/inflation-reduction-act-two-years-later-clean-energy-manufacturing-investments-boost-communities-create-jobs/
https://thehill.com/policy/energy-environment/5417842-trump-administration-cuts-green-energy/
https://www.politico.com/news/2025/09/28/energy-department-climate-change-emissions-banned-words-00583649
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2025/jun/11/climate-website-shut-down-noaa
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2025-06-17/decoding-climate-change-denial-under-trump-from-realism-to-clean-coal
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2025-06-17/decoding-climate-change-denial-under-trump-from-realism-to-clean-coal
https://www.rollingstone.com/politics/politics-features/trump-convince-world-climate-change-good-1235306675/
https://www.rollingstone.com/politics/politics-features/trump-convince-world-climate-change-good-1235306675/
https://yaleclimateconnections.org/2025/10/fact-checking-a-trump-administration-claim-about-climate-change-and-crops/
https://www.theinvadingsea.com/2025/02/01/arctic-resources-climate-change-canada-rare-earth-elements-northwest-passage-water-security/
https://www.theinvadingsea.com/2025/02/01/arctic-resources-climate-change-canada-rare-earth-elements-northwest-passage-water-security/
https://www.motherjones.com/politics/2025/10/climate-scientists-protest-trump-censorship-government-websites/
https://www.motherjones.com/politics/2025/10/climate-scientists-protest-trump-censorship-government-websites/
https://www.climatepolicydashboard.org/
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Preemption and Its Challenges

Nestor Davidson, JD

Nestor Davidson, JD, is the Emma 

Bloomberg Professor of Real Estate 

at the Harvard Graduate School of 

Design. His teaching and scholarship 

focus on regulatory frameworks for 

real estate markets as well as 

broader legal determinants of the 

built environment. Nestor has also 

been a pioneer in the field of urban 

law, where he explores the role of 

the legal system in urban gover-

nance and city life, including critical 

faultlines in the legal relationship 

between states and local 

governments.

Our discussion with Nestor 
Davidson captures two compet-
ing impulses: cooperative local-
ism and aggressive preemption. 
To listen to the entire Trend Talk 
conversation hosted by Joe 
DeAngelis, AICP, scan the QR 
code above or visit planning.
org/podcast.

“�I think in the long run, we 
should recognize that the 
divide between states 
and local governments is 
often an artificial divide. 
We need to think about 
how we will empower 
local governments, shift 
priorities, and recognize 
that local planners, local 
city council members, 
county councilors and 
the like have a role to 
play.”

Preemption is an approach used by 

higher levels of government to over-

rule or supersede lower levels of 

government. The historical reputa-

tion of preemption is somewhat 

neutral, but federal, state, and local 

battles around preemption have 

become increasingly politicized over 

the last decade.

TAKEAWAY 1: Cooperative local-
ism is a brand of preemption in 
which states set broad goals but 
leave implementation details 
to local governments. While the 

politics can be contentious, the 

process is broadly transparent and 

often involves substantial input and 

guidance from local practitioners 

and municipalities. Looking ahead, 

a more cooperative approach may 

pay substantial dividends for both 

states and municipalities seeking to 

address existing and future chal-

lenges of housing supply and local 

demand.

TAKEAWAY 2: More aggressive 
forms of preemption are also 
on the rise at both the state and 
federal level. These seek to compel 

policy and regulatory change, or, in 

some cases, displace local author-

ity entirely. This dynamic has been 

notable on the state level in Florida, 

Texas, and elsewhere on a variety of 

social issues. Federal agencies have 

increasingly used funding conditions 

and project cancellations as tools 

to influence local and state policies. 

The emergence of this dynamic 

poses major challenges for planners 

and communities today and into the 

future.

https://www.planning.org/podcast/
https://www.planning.org/podcast/
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Disrupted Paths, Shifting Nation

With the Census recording the lowest-ever numbers of Americans moving in 
recent years, the U.S. no longer represents a culture of mobility. Photo by 
Frontpage/Shutterstock.

Over the last several decades, the world has seen 

demographic change, economic shifts, and disrupted 

value systems. Paired with a global pandemic, climate 

change, and a world order in disarray, this has created 

several shifts in lifestyles, political preferences, and 

potentially the general path forward in the U.S.

Men in crisis
For decades, countries across the 
globe have rightly focused on creat-
ing opportunities and advancing 
gender equality for women. Prog-
ress has been slow, the gender pay 
gap persists, and men still hold 
more leadership positions than 
women. However, U.S. educational 
trends show a gender reversal: in 
1972 men earned 56.4 percent of all 
bachelor’s degrees, but by 2019 the 
numbers had flipped, with 58 per-
cent of bachelor’s degrees earned by 
women. Today, girls outperform 
boys in primary and secondary 
education.

Meanwhile, economic and 
social changes have created new 
challenges for many men. Economic 
shifts toward automation, globaliza-
tion, and knowledge-based econo-
mies have eliminated many jobs that 
once provided stability for men 
without higher education, contrib-
uting to growing distress. Addition-
ally, the stereotyping of “pink-collar 
jobs,” such as health aide, as “wom-
en’s work” makes men reluctant to 
pursue work in these quickly grow-
ing industries. Rates of suicides, 
drug overdoses, and alcohol-related 
deaths, characterized by some 
researchers as “deaths of despair,” 

are nearly two and a half times 
higher among men than women.

The lack of societal engagement 
with men’s struggles has left a vac-
uum increasingly filled by populist 
politicians and manosphere influ-
encers, who promote narratives that 
romanticize a return to traditional 
gender roles. Donald Trump’s 2024 
presidential campaign tapped into 
this vacuum and secured the votes 
of men—especially those under 50, 
who had largely voted for Biden in 
2020—by wide margins.

For planners, the disregard of 
men’s struggles and their increasing 
frustrations is a sensitive but 
important societal trend. Planners 
strive to create equitable communi-
ties, yet discussions about equity 
often overlook how shifting gender 
dynamics and social alienation 
affect men. Neglecting the struggles 
of any group risks deepening polar-
ization and resentment, factors that 
can undermine community trust 
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https://www.weforum.org/stories/2025/06/global-gender-gap-report-2025-key-findings/
https://www.weforum.org/stories/2025/06/global-gender-gap-report-2025-key-findings/
https://www.harvardmagazine.com/2025/05/harvard-men-gender-gap-education-employment
https://www.harvardmagazine.com/2025/05/harvard-men-gender-gap-education-employment
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/01/04/upshot/why-men-dont-want-the-jobs-done-mostly-by-women.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/01/04/upshot/why-men-dont-want-the-jobs-done-mostly-by-women.html
https://19thnews.org/2025/06/american-men-struggles-isolation-financial-pressure/
https://19thnews.org/2025/06/american-men-struggles-isolation-financial-pressure/
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/01/04/upshot/why-men-dont-want-the-jobs-done-mostly-by-women.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/01/04/upshot/why-men-dont-want-the-jobs-done-mostly-by-women.html
https://press.princeton.edu/books/hardcover/9780691190785/deaths-of-despair-and-the-future-of-capitalism
https://www.statista.com/statistics/1085351/alcohol-drug-suicide-death-rates-us-by-gender/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/1085351/alcohol-drug-suicide-death-rates-us-by-gender/
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/05/13/upshot/boys-falling-behind-data.html
https://www.theguardian.com/media/2025/mar/19/beyond-andrew-tate-the-imitators-who-help-promote-misogyny-online
https://www.theguardian.com/media/2025/mar/19/beyond-andrew-tate-the-imitators-who-help-promote-misogyny-online
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2024/nov/07/joe-rogan-elon-musk-heterodoxy-trump-win-reaction
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2024/nov/07/joe-rogan-elon-musk-heterodoxy-trump-win-reaction
https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2025/06/26/voting-patterns-in-the-2024-election/
https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2025/06/26/voting-patterns-in-the-2024-election/
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and participation in civic processes. 
Planners have a role to play in creat-
ing environments that give everyone 
a sense of purpose, belonging, and 
opportunity.

Gen Z: the split generation
Gen Z (born between 1997 and 
2012) was the first generation 
shaped by smartphone use and 
social media. And while a culture 
of activism and digital connection 
are common themes within this 
generation, the COVID-19 pan-
demic created two distinct sub-
groups with different ideas of where 
the world should be headed.

The older subgroup, which 
entered adulthood before 
COVID-19, tends to have an empa-
thy-driven, justice-oriented, and 
progressive worldview. This GenZ 
subgroup was introduced to the 
workforce online, and frustrations 
stem from different expectations 
when it comes to workplace culture, 
flexibility, and office etiquette.

The younger half of GenZ spent 
their adolescence locked down and 

isolated due to the pandemic, with 
virtual learning, social media, and 
doomscrolling dominating their 
days. They grew up with unprece-
dented uncertainty about their 
future, and they therefore tend to 
blame institutional failure, untrust-
worthy governments, and a failing 
system in general for their misery.

Understanding these differences 
within this generation is important 
for planners. Youth engagement is 
more important than ever, espe-
cially when planning with young 
people who want to have a voice 
and ask for transparency but dis-
trust institutional credibility. Creat-
ing great communities for all must 
include these needs and expecta-
tions of young people.

The TikTok effect on politics
According to Pew Research, in 
2025, 43 percent of young adults 
surveyed got their news from Tik-
Tok. During the COVID-19 pan-
demic, the app was best known for 
dance videos and sourdough reci-
pes, but it has since evolved into a 

EXPERT INSIGHT

“�More young adults are living with their parents, 
which strains millennial parents by having to 
provide extra income to accommodate their 
adult children.”

— Destiny Brown, University of Southern California

political arena where users encoun-
ter everything from protest footage 
to partisan commentary.

Social media is now the main 
arena for the political formation of 
adults under 30. Influencers shape 
how young people perceive fairness, 
power, and opportunity far more 
than traditional institutions do. Tik-
Tok and other social media plat-
forms tailor content according to 
their users’ likes and societal “bub-
bles,” which results in even stronger 
ties to one’s political echo chamber. 
This exposure to one-sided messag-
ing can result in more hostility 
toward groups outside of one’s lik-
ings and can further exacerbate 
political polarization.

If planners want to engage 
younger generations, they must 

meet them where they are—and 
that is on social platforms. Planning 
influencers are already using Tik-
Tok to make zoning, design, and 
urban policy accessible. Social 
media can serve as a tool for partici-
pation and co-creation, helping 
rebuild trust and relevance among 
the next generation of residents.

Today’s Americans stay put
The U.S. no longer represents a cul-
ture of mobility. The number of 
Americans moving dropped from 
one-third in the 19th century to 
around 20 percent in the 1980s, and 
was 8.7 percent in 2022, the lowest 
rate ever recorded by the U.S. 
Census Bureau.

The reasons behind this deserve 

a closer look: skyrocketing housing 
prices, limited housing supply and 
racial disparities in housing quality, 
a variety of other economic and 
cultural reasons, and lingering pan-
demic effects. High housing prices 
are leading younger adults to live 
with their parents longer, while 
older homeowners are remaining in 
place, especially if their homes are 
paid off. Remote work options 
reduce job-related moves, though 
reduced mobility can affect labor 
market flexibility and community 
diversity. The decline in American 
mobility has not affected everyone 
equally, however. Much of the U.S.’s 
affordable housing is not located 
where the jobs are, which makes 
it harder for lower-income families 
to move where opportunity exists.

For planners, understanding 
why people aren’t moving is critical. 
Housing affordability, job access, 
and community design all shape 
mobility choices. Addressing these 
barriers can help ensure that “stay-
ing put” reflects choice, not 
constraint.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2025/03/19/covid-gen-z-generational-divide/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2025/03/19/covid-gen-z-generational-divide/
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2025/09/25/1-in-5-americans-now-regularly-get-news-on-tiktok-up-sharply-from-2020/
https://www.pewresearch.org/journalism/2024/11/18/americas-news-influencers/
https://www.pewresearch.org/journalism/2024/11/18/americas-news-influencers/
https://theconversation.com/using-tiktok-could-be-making-you-more-politically-polarized-new-study-finds-258791
https://www.planning.org/planning/2023/spring/follow-the-next-generation-of-planners-on-social-media/
https://www.planning.org/planning/2023/spring/follow-the-next-generation-of-planners-on-social-media/
https://www.planning.org/publications/document/9297927/
https://thehill.com/homenews/4858218-moving-rate-lowest-history/
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2025-02-12/why-americans-got-stuck-in-place-and-housing-costs-exploded
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/23326492231207603
https://www.richmondfed.org/publications/research/economic_brief/2025/eb_25-19
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34914429/
https://bipartisanpolicy.org/download/?file=/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/Exploring-the-Aff-Housing-Shortage-Impact-on-American-Workers-Jobs-and-the-Economy_BPC-3.2024.pdf
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2025-02-12/why-americans-got-stuck-in-place-and-housing-costs-exploded
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AI Governance: Promise, Risk, and the Path Forward

AI is steadily entering government operations in ways such as bus lane enforcement, 
reshaping the public sector at a moment of profound technological acceleration. 
Illustration by LA Metro.

Artificial intelligence (AI) is reshaping the public sector at a moment 

of profound technological acceleration. From generative AI (GenAI)

tools that summarize documents and analyze public sentiment to 

predictive systems used in transportation, emergency management, 

and service delivery, AI is steadily entering government operations 

at all levels. This shift has been occurring globally for several years,

but it has recently reached a crit-

ical inflection point. Governments 

must determine how to harness this 

fast-growing technology responsibly 

while preserving the foundational 

democratic values of transparency, 

accountability, public trust, and 

equity.

The public sector has long faced 

pressure to modernize, especially as 

private-sector innovation dramati-

cally increases constituent expecta-

tions for faster, more personalized 

digital services. AI promises such 

improvements, but government 

adoption is complicated by its 

multiple responsibilities and more 

complex processes. Unlike private 

companies, public agencies must 

uphold legal processes, protect 

civil rights, and maintain procedural 

fairness. This distinction makes the 

stakes of AI governance far higher 

for government than for commercial 

players.

PUBLIC SECTOR AI ADOPTION 
CHALLENGES. In the U.S., AI adop-

tion is growing among state leaders. 

Surveys show strong enthusiasm: 

more than 90 percent of U.S. state 

chief information officers report 

believing that GenAI can improve 

the resident experience. Yet only six 

percent describe their current AI 

initiatives as “mature” or “scaled,” 

revealing a significant readiness gap. 

Local governments show similar 

patterns. Many have begun experi-

menting with chatbots, automated 

document review, or transportation 

management tools, but far fewer 

have established the governance 

frameworks needed to regulate 

the full adoption of these tools. 

The gap between aspiration and 
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implementation underscores an 

urgent challenge: governments want 

to use AI, but often lack the struc-

tures, safeguards, and staff capacity 

to deploy it responsibly.

It’s also fair to say that AI is not 

inherently democratic. It inherits the 

values and governance structures of 

the system that deploys it. This rein-

forces the need for strong regulatory 

frameworks at local, state, and fed-

eral levels to prevent misuse, protect 

civil liberties, and ensure AI supports 

the public good.

GROWING USES AND EXPANDING 
EXPECTATIONS. AI holds much 

promise for governance. Cities, 

counties, and states are applying 

AI to a myriad of functions, many 

related to planning: transportation 

management, environmental mon-

itoring, social services eligibility, 

emergency response, economic 

development, permitting processes, 

and workforce training. The private 

sector’s rapid release of AI products 

is accelerating this trend. Vendors 

now offer out-of-the-box tools for 

chatbots, automated permitting, GIS 

analytics, real-time data processing, 

digital twins, and zoning compliance 

reviews.

Analysis of the ever-growing 

list of use cases across the country 

suggests at least five core potential 

benefits of AI-driven government:

1. Increased operational efficiency. 
AI can automate time-intensive 

tasks, such as sorting documents, 

classifying code violations, or 

responding to routine inquiries. In 

the context of budget limitations 

and staff shortages, automation 

promises to reduce backlogs and 

improve customer service.

2. Enhanced data-driven deci-
sion-making. AI systems can 

quickly process large volumes of 

structured and unstructured data 

(from traffic sensors to environ-

mental records) that help support 

evidence-based decision-making. 

This includes determining emerg-

ing population trends, identifying 

service inequities, and prioritizing 

infrastructure investments.

3. More equitable and consistent 
service delivery. If designed respon-

sibly, AI can help reduce human bias 

by standardizing decision processes 

for benefits distribution, inspections, 

and permitting.

4. Predictive capabilities for plan-
ning and operations. Cities increas-

ingly use AI for predictive analytics, 

such as identifying buildings most 

likely to violate nuisance codes or 

forecasting areas most at risk from 

natural hazards and hazards mon-

itoring. These systems can guide 

resource allocation and proactive 

interventions.

5. Improved engagement and res-
ident experience. Chatbots, auto-

mated translation tools, and voice 

assistants can help residents access 

information more easily and support 

multilingual outreach. AI can expand 

engagement for communities histor-

ically underrepresented in planning 

processes.

AI is widely perceived as a 

tool for smarter and faster public 

services. Yet the reality is far more 

complicated, and governments must 

navigate significant uncertainties to 

realize these advantages responsibly. 

The acceleration of private-sector 

AI adoption also intensifies public 

expectations. Constituents increas-

ingly expect government services to 

match the speed, personalization, 

and 24/7 availability of commercial 

platforms. But governments often 

lack the data infrastructure, integra-

tion capacity, and workforce training 

needed to meet these expectations, 

creating a widening expectation gap.

Moreover, AI is increasingly 

influencing policymaking. Deloitte, 

for example, suggests that GenAI 

tools can support policy design, 

enabling faster evidence review, 

scenario modeling, and synthesis of 

stakeholder input. In theory, AI-en-

hanced policymaking could help 

governments become more adaptive 

and data informed. However, the 

gap between potential and practice 

remains stark. Many agencies suffer 

from “pilot paralysis”—a prolifera-

tion of small experiments that never 

scale due to insufficient funding, 

https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2025/04/03/how-the-us-public-and-ai-experts-view-artificial-intelligence/
https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2025/04/03/how-the-us-public-and-ai-experts-view-artificial-intelligence/
https://www.govtech.com/artificial-intelligence/ai-powered-cameras-have-issued-nearly-10-000-tickets-in-l-a
https://www.govtech.com/artificial-intelligence/ai-powered-cameras-have-issued-nearly-10-000-tickets-in-l-a
https://www.esri.com/about/newsroom/arcnews/geoai-helps-stave-off-pest-infestation-of-hemlock-trees
https://www.esri.com/about/newsroom/arcnews/geoai-helps-stave-off-pest-infestation-of-hemlock-trees
https://www.govtech.com/artificial-intelligence/n-j-uses-ai-to-find-kids-eligible-for-summer-food-benefit
https://www.smartcitiesdive.com/news/beaufort-county-traffic-cameras-hurricane-response-verkada/759463/
https://www.govtech.com/artificial-intelligence/old-town-maine-to-track-residents-visitors-with-ai
https://www.govtech.com/artificial-intelligence/old-town-maine-to-track-residents-visitors-with-ai
https://www.govtech.com/artificial-intelligence/ai-smart-assistant-gets-to-work-in-city-planning-department
https://insights.manageengine.com/artificial-intelligence/ai-driven-employee-training/
https://www.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/industry/government-public-sector-services/ai-future-of-work-in-government.html
https://www.nascio.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/NASCIO_Accenture_Harnessing-GenAI_2025.pdf
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governance, or planning. Depart-

ments frequently test tools in isola-

tion, without cross-agency coordina-

tion or clear evaluation metrics.

AI GOVERNANCE AND EMERGING 
REGULATIONS. As AI adoption 

accelerates, U.S. cities and states 

are beginning to build governance 

frameworks that ensure responsible, 

safe, and transparent use of these 

technologies. Early leaders (such as 

the GovAI coalition) are adopting a 

set of emerging practices aimed at 

protecting residents and strength-

ening public trust. Many cities, 

including New York and San Jose, 

now maintain public inventories of 

all AI systems used by government 

agencies, giving residents visibility 

into where and how automated tools 

influence public services. Some are 

implementing AI impact assess-

ments to evaluate risks related to 

bias, privacy, security, and civil rights 

before systems are deployed.

Local governments are also 

formalizing ethical principles that 

emphasize fairness, accountability, 

transparency, privacy, and human 

oversight. These values increas-

ingly shape procurement processes, 

requiring vendors to provide docu-

mentation, bias testing, and audit-

ability to avoid reliance on opaque 

proprietary tools. Importantly, most 

jurisdictions mandate that AI remains 

a decision-support tool rather than 

a replacement for human judgment, 

particularly in contexts with legal or 

safety implications.

Despite this progress, AI gov-

ernance at the local level remains 

inconsistent. Some cities publish 

robust, cross-agency frameworks, 

while others offer only minimal 

guidance. Without shared standards, 

residents may face uneven levels 

of protection and transparency 

depending on where they live. Addi-

tionally, the federal efforts to harness 

state regulations of AI create an 

evolving tension with highly uncer-

tain outcomes.

THE HUMAN SIDE OF AI GOVER-
NANCE. No AI system can succeed 

without a capable, supported public 

workforce. Yet government workers 

today face growing pressures as AI 

tools are deployed across agencies. 

A 2025 study found that many pub-

lic employees experience uncertainty 

about job security, insufficient train-

ing on new systems, and increased 

workloads due to automation expec-

tations. At the same time, 75 percent 

of government workers report rising 

public expectations for digital ser-

vices, even as workforce reductions, 

budget constraints, and retirements 

strain agencies.

Experts agree that AI is more 

likely to automate repetitive and 

rule-based tasks rather than entire 

jobs. Consequently, workforce plan-

ning should prioritize task realloca-

tion over job elimination (see also 

Deep Dive: The Future of Jobs). This 

approach requires not only retrain-

ing workers for evolving roles but 

also equipping them with the skills 

to use AI responsibly and effectively 

as a collaborative tool rather than a 

substitute for human judgment. In 

New Jersey, for example, the state 

government launched an AI assistant 

initiative to help public employees 

experiment with GenAI tools in a 

safe and guided environment for 

training new skills.

Without robust investments in 

workforce development, govern-

ments risk deploying AI systems 

that staff do not trust, cannot man-

age, or cannot explain to the pub-

lic. Worker-centered governance is 

therefore essential. AI cannot replace 

the judgment, local knowledge, 

and human connection that public 

workers bring to their roles. Instead, 

it must augment their ability to serve 

communities.

AI is more likely to automate repetitive 
and rule-based tasks rather than replace 
entire jobs. Photo by nathaphat/iStock/
Getty Images Plus.

https://cdt.org/insights/ai-in-local-government-how-counties-cities-are-advancing-ai-governance/
https://cdt.org/insights/ai-in-local-government-how-counties-cities-are-advancing-ai-governance/
https://www.sanjoseca.gov/your-government/departments-offices/information-technology/ai-reviews-algorithm-register/govai-coalition
https://www.nyc.gov/content/oti/pages/reports
https://www.sanjoseca.gov/your-government/departments-offices/information-technology/digital-privacy/ai-reviews-algorithm-register
https://www.sanjoseca.gov/home/showpublisheddocument/118629/638774749167870000
https://www.sanjoseca.gov/home/showpublisheddocument/118629/638774749167870000
https://elgl.org/the-ethical-ai-playbook-navigating-challenges-for-local-governments/
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/12/11/technology/ai-trump-executive-order.html
https://rooseveltinstitute.org/publications/ai-and-government-workers/
https://www.govtech.com/artificial-intelligence/how-ai-is-transforming-the-way-government-works
https://www.govtech.com/artificial-intelligence/n-j-unveils-ai-training-tool-for-state-government-workers
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PLANNING AND AI: BETWEEN 
INNOVATION AND OVERSIGHT.
Planning agencies are beginning to 

feel the effects of AI governance 

in two ways. First, planners are 

increasingly recipients of AI systems 

emerging from broader government 

IT initiatives. For example, tools 

that automate plan reviews, analyze 

satellite imagery, or triage public 

engagement data may come from 

different departments. At the same 

time, planners may become proac-

tive innovators, using AI to generate 

design alternatives, simulate land-

use scenarios, interpret complex 

datasets, or streamline administra-

tive workflows. The field is therefore 

positioned both as a beneficiary 

of AI innovation and as a steward 

of its ethical, spatial, and social 

consequences.

Planning is already intertwined 

with AI. Planners may apply AI in 

everyday workflows, such as review-

ing building plans, modeling land use 

changes, identifying code violations, 

or analyzing spatial data. At the 

same time, planning departments 

regulate land uses that AI depends 

on, including data centers. This dual 

role comes with unique respon-

sibilities. AI can expand planning 

capabilities, but it also raises pro-

found ethical and social questions. 

Tom Sanchez, AICP, suggests that 

planning sits at the crossroads of 

possibility and risk: AI can help 

build more equitable cities, or it can 

entrench surveillance, exclusion, and 

environmental harm.

Issues of public safety, mobility, 

and land use blur when AI systems 

track movement patterns, analyze 

video feeds, or predict “high-risk” 

areas. For example, several U.S. 

cities have banned facial recogni-

tion technologies after evidence 

showed disproportionate misidenti-

fication of people of color. Planners 

must therefore help define not only 

how AI is used, but also how 

communities are protected from its 

misuse. Who benefits from AI 

tools? Who is burdened? And 

whose rights are at risk? These are 

fundamentally planning-related 

questions about power, access, 

equity, and the future of communi-

ties in the emerging AI era.

EXPERT INSIGHT

“�Data centers can have strong ROI if they are 
properly sited, water and energy impacts are 
considered, and tax revenue is reinvested in the 
community. Unfortunately, most communities 
aren’t prepared to negotiate beneficial 
developments and are left with long-term capital 
projects that don’t provide what they thought.”

— Matt Bucchin, AICP, Halff

BUILDING A DEMOCRATIC FRAME-
WORK FOR AI GOVERNANCE. AI 

offers extraordinary promise for 

improving public services, enabling 

evidence-based policymaking, and 

enhancing government responsive-

ness. Yet, if deployed without robust 

governance, it also brings profound 

risks of bias, surveillance, inequity, 

and erosion of public trust. State 

and local governments are experi-

menting with AI at increasing speed, 

but uneven readiness, workforce 

limitations, and escalating political 

tensions complicate the landscape. 

The path forward must prioritize 

democratic values, such as transpar-

ency and accountability, and it must 

include human oversight.

Planners, policymakers, technolo-

gists, and civic leaders share respon-

sibility for ensuring that AI enhances 

democratic governance rather than 

undermining it. As AI becomes 

embedded in public systems, the 

core question becomes not what AI 

can do, but what governments and 

communities choose to do with it. 

This choice will define whether AI 

helps build a more resilient, just, and 

equitable future, or whether it rein-

forces the very inequities and power 

imbalances that planning and public 

administration have striven to over-

come for decades.

https://planning.org/publications/report/9270237/
https://planning.org/publications/document/9318086/
https://www.planetizen.com/blogs/135877-planning-possibilities-ai-are-high-so-are-stakes
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2024/05/18/facial-recognition-law-enforcement-austin-san-francisco/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2024/05/18/facial-recognition-law-enforcement-austin-san-francisco/
https://www.lawfaremedia.org/article/the-authoritarian-risks-of-ai-surveillance
https://www.lawfaremedia.org/article/the-authoritarian-risks-of-ai-surveillance


The trends 
we need to 
prepare for
Planners may not be able to act on some emerging 
trends and signals yet, but they can prepare for 
their potential impacts. Shifting approaches to 
U.S. foreign policy are changing the country’s 
position on the world stage. Challenges plaguing 
higher education are likely to contribute to an 
already struggling labor market, and the private 
sector is adjusting its climate actions given new 
federal priorities. Moreover, the public health, 
housing, environmental, and public transportation 
sectors are all experiencing funding cuts in the U.S. 
that will shape outcomes for years to come.

Check out APA’s Trend Universe for more emerging 
trends planners need to prepare for.

https://planning.org/foresight/trends/
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Changing Climate Approaches in the Private Sector

Companies are moving from carbon offsets to carbon “insets” implemented 
within their supply chains or operations, such as Nespresso’s support of 
agroforestry initiatives for coffee farmers to support sustainability. Photo 
courtesy of Nestlé/Flickr.

After years of trumpeting its commitments to specific 

climate goals, corporate America seems to be growing 

silent or even backtracking on its climate change efforts. 

However, while headlines proclaim climate-commitment 

may be less of a priority due to political positioning and 

growing AI ambitions, there are also emerging signs that 

carbon reduction and climate commitments have been

quietly mainstreamed into an array 
of corporate offices. Though 
renewables currently face signifi-
cant headwinds in the U.S., this 
sector is an increasingly powerful 
player within the global energy and 
corporate worlds. As this sector 
grows in both market share and 
energy output, corporate climate 
action is starting to be seen less as a 
public relations ploy or a necessary 
means for reducing greenhouse gas 
emissions, and more as an ordinary 
business decision. It remains to be 
seen, however, if the growth of 
renewables will be enough to meet 

growing energy demands and 
reduce emissions in the near term.

Corporate retreat from 
climate goals
In 2025, some major corporations, 
organizations, and nonprofits, such 
as the Bill Gates-funded climate 
action group Breakthrough Energy, 
cut back on climate operations and 
greenhouse gas emission reduction 
commitments. Corporations made 
fewer mentions of environmental 
and climate work in public commu-
nications and calls with investors. 

U.S. investors backed away from 
ESG (environmental, social, and 
governance) funds, and venture 
capital reduced climate investments 
amid market uncertainties, even as 
renewables went mainstream.

This turn by big business may 
be a response to a changing regula-
tory environment in which federal 
climate mitigation and adaptation 
measures are being scaled back or 
eliminated, including the termina-
tion of tax credits for renewable 
energy (see Regulatory Rollbacks 
Pose Environmental Risks), along 
with corporate eagerness to expand 
artificial intelligence (AI) use with 
its associated energy needs. For 
planners on the ground, this may 
mean much less public and private 
funding for local climate resilience 
and adaptation efforts. As compa-
nies potentially pull back, carbon 
emissions could increase, worsening 
climate hazards and impacts.

https://www.nytimes.com/2025/03/12/climate/bill-gates-breakthrough-energy-cuts.html
https://www.bloomberg.com/features/2025-corporate-climate-broken-promises/
https://grist.org/business/companies-climate-plans-trump-earnings-greenhushing/
https://www.cnbc.com/2025/04/28/trump-esg-funds-backlash.html
https://pitchbook.com/news/articles/us-propping-up-climate-tech-vc-deals-for-now
https://climate.law.columbia.edu/content/climate-backtracker
https://climate.law.columbia.edu/content/climate-backtracker
https://trellis.net/article/how-the-ai-energy-reckoning-will-reshape-corporate-climate-commitments/
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Greenhushing takes climate 
efforts under the radar
“Greenhushing” refers to ongoing 
self-censorship among private orga-
nizations and corporations to hide 
or downplay their climate work. 
While some consider greenhushing 
as evidence of corporate willingness 
to reduce climate commitments, 
others see it as a correction to 
“greenwashing,” in which compa-
nies use misleading or exaggerated 
statements to appear more sustain-
able than they really are.

Staying silent about climate 
efforts may also help corporations 
quietly continue this work at a time 
of shifting federal priorities toward 
corporate environmental and 
climate commitments. Industry 
analyses show that most U.S. com-
panies maintained or increased 
climate and sustainability efforts 
in 2025. Another study found that 
only 13 percent of 75 top global 
companies had retreated from their 
climate commitments in 2025, while 
85 percent were holding steady 
or even accelerating their sustain-
ability efforts. The integration of 

sustainability into corporate operat-
ing models and value engines was a 
key factor in the continuation of 
these efforts.

While the lack of communica-
tion about climate action from 
corporations and private organiza-
tions may be concerning, this evi-
dence of sustainability’s growing 
normalization within corporate 
operations is cause for hope. This 
strategy is further reflected in the 
efforts of cities and communities, 
where embedding sustainability and 
climate goals within local plans, 
policies, and regulations, rather 
than keeping these goals contained 
within purpose-built climate adap-
tation and mitigation plans, is 
increasingly common.

From carbon offsets to 
carbon insets
Carbon offsets continue to fall out 
of favor, both among climate 
experts and in corporate board-
rooms. Concerns over their effec-
tiveness are leading to an emerging 
strategy of carbon “insets,” 

especially among highly influential 
major corporations within the 
agribusiness sector. While carbon 
offsets are typically purchased 
from third parties for projects far 
removed from corporate operations, 
carbon insets are efforts imple-
mented within a corporation’s own 
supply chains or operations, which 
can account for up to 80 percent of 
its carbon footprint.

Carbon insets could be far more 
impactful for climate action. Rather 
than trying to compensate for the 
emissions created by their opera-
tions, companies using insets seek 
to reduce those emissions. For 
example, a company’s inset strate-
gies might include powering manu-
facturing facilities with renewable 
energy and transitioning shipping 
and delivery to electric vehicles.

The potential for carbon insets 
to reduce global emissions could 
lead to improved climate outcomes 
and reduced hazard risks at the local 
level. Planners should also evaluate 
how this emerging approach in the 
private sector can potentially sync 
up with climate mitigation and 

greenhouse gas reduction strategies 
that have long been practiced within 
cities and municipalities.

Renewables emerge onto the 
big business scene
Renewables continue to make major 
advances in energy market share 
and fall in price. According to the 
International Energy Agency, 
$2.2 trillion in global energy invest-
ments is being directed toward 
renewables, grid modernization, 
and nuclear energy—double the 
amount directed toward oil, coal, 
and gas. Worldwide, most new 
renewable energy projects are more 
cost-effective than fossil fuel alter-
natives. Market realities and rapidly 
falling costs point to a present and 
near future where renewables are 
the cheapest sources of energy. 
Additional low- and zero-carbon 
sources of energy, such as geother-
mal and nuclear energy, are also 
seeing rare broad-based bipartisan 
support in the U.S. Far from being a 
novelty, renewables are now fully 
mainstream and represent the 

cornerstone of national climate 
strategies across the globe.

Planners and communities may 
expect continued development of 
renewables at the local level, even 
as direct federal support for these 
types of projects is suspended or 
eliminated. Given that the rapid 
adoption of renewables is outpacing 
even the most optimistic of predic-
tions and could lead to major emis-
sion reductions in the coming years, 
this might also lead to less dire 
climate impacts and outcomes at the 
local level.

https://www.economist.com/business/2025/07/29/the-remarkable-rise-of-greenhushing
https://climateseed.com/blog/greenhushing-fear-of-greenwashing
https://www.britannica.com/money/greenwashing
https://www.ft.com/content/43548347-8940-40e2-a557-c1e3c10d8f10?accessToken=zwAGOI_2b0jYkc9DVINHiUBA4tOlV8HjwQ2PEA.MEUCIEmdPs0hHbrBwAgtfG5e66F1egTdfLxNJ8dQ8mhO2Gp4AiEAufILw6xTYSf_Vx4TJzW6vQ1kPKVLR_APXn0jjmzp4QA&sharetype=gift&token=8d7c6658-c0b4-49bd-8745-1800a695ef69
https://sbs.eco/us-business-climate-ambition-2025/
https://sbs.eco/us-business-climate-ambition-2025/
https://hbr.org/2025/09/are-companies-actually-scaling-back-their-climate-commitments
https://www.anthropocenemagazine.org/2025/10/is-greenhushing-the-new-greenwashing-or-something-else-entirely/
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2025/oct/06/carbon-offsets-fail-cut-global-heating-intractable-systemic-problems-study
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2025/oct/06/carbon-offsets-fail-cut-global-heating-intractable-systemic-problems-study
https://carboncredits.com/why-are-major-companies-abandoning-cheap-carbon-offsets-bloomberg-explains/
https://carboncredits.com/why-are-major-companies-abandoning-cheap-carbon-offsets-bloomberg-explains/
https://sentientmedia.org/why-carbon-offsets-often-dont-work/
https://sustainabilityexchange.amazon.com/focus-areas/carbon-insets/playbook/carbon-insets/chapter-1
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/newsletters/2025-07-03/food-companies-try-insetting-to-combat-climate-change
https://www.reuters.com/sustainability/sustainable-finance-reporting/can-insetting-stack-cards-towards-more-sustainable-supply-chains-2025-01-28/
https://www.iea.org/reports/world-energy-investment-2025/executive-summary
https://www.reuters.com/business/energy/around-90-renewables-cheaper-than-fossil-fuels-worldwide-irena-says-2025-07-22/
https://www.reuters.com/business/energy/around-90-renewables-cheaper-than-fossil-fuels-worldwide-irena-says-2025-07-22/
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/wind-and-solar-energy-are-cheaper-than-electricity-from-fossil-fuel-plants/
https://www.wsj.com/business/energy-oil/geothermal-energy-commercialization-technology-f2ae267b
https://www.wsj.com/business/energy-oil/geothermal-energy-commercialization-technology-f2ae267b
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2025/10/16/support-for-expanding-nuclear-power-is-up-in-both-parties-since-2020/
https://350.org/from-margins-to-mainstream-renewables-surge-in-ndc-3-0-submissions/
https://350.org/from-margins-to-mainstream-renewables-surge-in-ndc-3-0-submissions/
https://www.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/industry/renewable-energy/renewable-energy-industry-outlook.html
https://eciu.net/media/press-releases/2025/how-they-got-it-wrong-pessimistic-predictions-upended-by-post-paris-momentum
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Funding Cuts Fuel Uncertainty in the U.S.

The cancellation of federal affordable housing grants in 2025, coupled with 
rising costs of construction, could fuel further challenges in housing 
affordability and access. Photo by Stefan Malloch/Dreamstime.com.

The Trump administration is pursuing major funding cuts in 

three sectors highly significant to local planning: housing, the 

environment, and public health. Changes in how federal agen-

cies fund programs in these key areas point to emerging chal-

lenges over the coming years for which planners will need to 

prepare. The effects of funding cuts and a broader federal 

pullback likely signal an increasing role for states and locali-

ties, though difficult decisions on local priorities lie ahead.

Housing setbacks 
from federal cuts
The Department of Government 
Efficiency (DOGE)-directed 
cancellation of federal affordable 
housing grants for mentions of 
“DEI-related language” in 2025 
and a potential major overhaul 
of federal funding allocations for 
low-income housing could lead to 
substantial local housing challenges, 
even if these programs are fully 
funded by Congress. DOGE-driven 
staff cuts and resignations at the 
Department of Housing and Urban 

Development (HUD) have greatly 
restricted the agency’s ability to 
handle fair housing cases and may 
leave public housing residents at 
greater risk of fraud. The Trump 
administration has also targeted 
Section 8, the primary avenue for 
federal housing support, for sizable 
funding reductions and new eligi-
bility rules. State and local govern-
ments are likely unable to pick up 
the funding slack, given the large 
role that the federal government has 
historically played in the affordable 
housing space.

As housing and construction 
costs rise (see also Tariff Costs Take 
Hold for Businesses and House-
holds), there are fewer affordable 
units being added to the market. 
While Congress appears to be pull-
ing back from some of the more 
extreme cuts proposed by the 
Trump administration, reduced 
funding for federal housing could 
fuel further increases in housing 
insecurity, affordability, and access 
among people and families most in 
need. Planners should be prepared 
with local land use policies and 
actions to help alleviate a potentially 
worsening housing crisis.

U.S. homelessness on the rise 
amid criminalization push
Between 2023 and 2024, homeless-
ness in the U.S. rose nearly 18 per-
cent. This increase is especially con-
cerning in light of recent federal, 
state, and local actions to criminalize 

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2025-03-11/doge-cuts-contracts-to-affordable-housing-groups-who-mention-dei-words
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/04/17/us/politics/housing-aid-hud-federal-budget.html
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2025-06-05/hud-staff-cuts-leave-agency-vulnerable-to-fraud-report-warns
https://shelterforce.org/2025/06/30/what-happens-if-trump-kills-section-8/
https://nlihc.org/state-and-city-funded-rental-housing-programs
https://nlihc.org/state-and-city-funded-rental-housing-programs
https://capitolnewsillinois.com/news/housing-funding-cut-in-illinois-budget-as-homelessness-increases/
https://finance.yahoo.com/personal-finance/mortgages/article/why-are-home-prices-so-high-how-todays-market-impacts-housing-costs-184935828.html?guccounter=1
https://www.planning.org/housing-supply-accelerator/
https://www.planning.org/housing-supply-accelerator/
https://endhomelessness.org/state-of-homelessness/
https://endhomelessness.org/state-of-homelessness/


FRAMEWORK ACT NOW PREPARE LEARN AND WATCH THE FUTURE OF PLANNING

36 | 2026 Trend Report | planning.org/foresight

homelessness and impose tighter 
restrictions on homeless encamp-
ments. In April 2025, the Trump 
administration disbanded the fed-
eral agency that coordinated home-
lessness policy across the federal 
government. In July, it issued an 
executive order that expands state 
and local government authority to 
forcibly institutionalize unhoused 
people and rewards stricter prohibi-
tions on public substance abuse and 
loitering. This is in addition to grow-
ing state-based pushes in California 
and elsewhere to clear homeless 
encampments.

Some states and communities 
are funding supportive housing in 
response, though it is unlikely this 
will meet increasing demand. Addi-
tionally, supportive housing tends to 
be controversial at the local level 
and often encounters significant 
NIMBY pushback. Without federal 
support, the onus for action will 
likely fall heavily on local communi-
ties. Planners may be called upon to 
help their communities address 
homelessness and improve housing 
stability for the unhoused.

Deep cuts threaten climate 
and environmental funding
Federal deregulation within the 
climate sector (see also Regulatory 
Rollbacks Pose Environmental 
Risks) is being exacerbated by deep 
cuts to federal environmental and 
climate programs. 2025 saw millions 
of grant dollars slashed for climate 
science and emissions reporting, 
environmental justice, and the 
study of major environmental 
hazards in rural and urban areas. 
These cuts threaten to undo prog-
ress on reducing environmental 
hazards and improving air and 
water quality, and terminating 
climate and clean energy programs 
will likely worsen economic hard-
ship and health outcomes for 
vulnerable communities. While 
states could step in to compensate 
for lost environmental funding, as 
New Mexico is attempting, they 
have historically relied upon federal 
funds (often through the Commu-
nity Development Block Grant pro-
gram) to support local environmen-
tal projects.

Communities will be forced to 

cope with the environmental risks 
and potential disasters that follow 
major defunding efforts, along with 
the long-term health impacts of 
environmental hazards. In the 
absence of federal support, planners 
may need to engage more deeply 
with nonprofits, state leadership, 
and regional climate collectives to 
continue to advance long-term 
climate, resilience, and environmen-
tal goals.

Localities ill-prepared for 
health funding cuts
The Trump administration is pursu-
ing funding cuts to local health-re-
lated grants and bedrock health-
care programs. Initial cuts to public 
health funding focused on programs 
using so-called DEI language or 
providing women’s health-care and 
abortion services. Other federal cuts 
have ended disease prevention and 
response programs and will likely 
have cascading effects on state and 
local economies. The 2025 federal 
budget package known as the One 
Big Beautiful Bill Act cuts nearly 

$1 trillion from Medicaid over the 
next decade, which will likely force 
state agencies to reduce critical 
health services, including maternity 
care, in both rural and urban areas. 
Such reductions in public health 
services may compound the local 
impacts of federal housing and envi-
ronmental funding cuts, further 
hampering planners’ and communi-
ties’ efforts to address these coming 
crises.

A worsening state for state 
budgets
As the federal government seeks 
broad funding cutbacks on health, 
housing, and the environment—all 
areas in which it has played a major 
role over the last 60 years—states 
will struggle to compensate. Budgets 
are already strained, with most 
states facing falling revenues and 
projected deficits. And in contrast 
to the federal government, nearly all 
states are required to issue balanced 
budgets. Without federal support in 
these key areas, states may be forced 
to make up the difference through 

increasing taxes or deprioritizing 
other functions. This will likely lead 
to difficult decisions for local 
governments, and the fallout could 
extend to transportation, public 
safety, education, and other critical 
community functions. Planners may 
be called upon to help local leaders 
evaluate the impacts of federal 
funding losses on municipal bud-
gets and plan to mitigate those chal-
lenges—and they may wish to simi-
larly evaluate the impact of federal 
funding on their own positions.

https://www.npr.org/2025/04/16/nx-s1-5366865/trump-doge-homelessness-veterans-interagency-council-on-homelessness-staff-doge
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2025/aug/07/trumps-criminalize-homelessness-executive-order
https://calmatters.org/housing/homelessness/2025/08/newsom-homeless-encampments-task-force/
https://hhrctraining.org/system/files/paragraphs/download-file/file/2025-07/hhrc-funding-guide-508.pdf
https://lapublicpress.org/2024/08/san-dimas-la-verne-supportive-housing-senior-barger-la-county-homeless/
https://endhomelessness.org/blog/what-can-and-cant-local-government-do-to-address-homelessness/
https://endhomelessness.org/blog/what-can-and-cant-local-government-do-to-address-homelessness/
https://journalistsresource.org/politics-and-government/homelessness-solutions/
https://journalistsresource.org/politics-and-government/homelessness-solutions/
https://www.politico.com/news/2025/04/09/trump-moves-to-hobble-major-climate-study-00280405
https://www.politico.com/news/2025/04/09/trump-moves-to-hobble-major-climate-study-00280405
https://www.ecowatch.com/environmental-justice-grants-cancellations-trump-biden.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/04/21/climate/epa-cuts-forever-chemicals-grants.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/04/21/climate/epa-cuts-forever-chemicals-grants.html
https://www.greatlakesnow.org/2025/06/11/epa-2026-budget-cuts-target-clean-water-programs/
https://www.cbpp.org/research/climate-change/cuts-to-climate-energy-funding-in-house-bill-would-mean-higher-costs-fewer
https://sourcenm.com/2025/04/11/amid-federal-pushback-gov-lujan-grisham-enacts-climate-change-funding-bill/
https://rccmn.co/regionalclimatecollaboratives/
https://thisweekinpublichealth.com/blog/2025/03/24/navigating-deia-language-mandates-a-practical-guide-for-public-health-policy-professionals/
https://time.com/7299281/big-beautiful-bill-planned-parenthood-funding-trump-supreme-court/
https://apnews.com/article/public-health-measles-rfk-maha-trump-d863f53a5d370413de8d165d5ab96e65
https://apnews.com/article/public-health-measles-rfk-maha-trump-d863f53a5d370413de8d165d5ab96e65
https://publichealth.gwu.edu/new-research-proposed-cdc-budget-cuts-harm-public-health-and-state-and-local-economies
https://www.healthline.com/health-news/big-beautiful-bill-public-health-impacts
https://www.healthline.com/health-news/big-beautiful-bill-public-health-impacts
https://ccf.georgetown.edu/2025/05/27/medicaid-and-chip-cuts-in-the-house-passed-reconciliation-bill-explained/
https://kffhealthnews.org/news/article/state-medicaid-cuts-reimbursement-big-bill-north-carolina-idaho-budgets/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2025/09/01/medicaid-cuts-rural-maternity-care/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2025/09/01/medicaid-cuts-rural-maternity-care/
https://www.ruralhealth.us/blogs/2025/04/critical-condition-how-medicaid-cuts-would-reshape-rural-health-care-landscapes
https://www.cbpp.org/research/state-budget-and-tax/roundup-state-budgets-increasingly-strained-as-house-senate
https://statecourtreport.org/our-work/analysis-opinion/how-will-federal-funding-cuts-impact-state-budgets
https://statecourtreport.org/our-work/analysis-opinion/how-will-federal-funding-cuts-impact-state-budgets
https://www.naco.org/resource/big-shift-analysis-local-cost-federal-cuts
https://www.naco.org/resource/big-shift-analysis-local-cost-federal-cuts
https://drexel.edu/nowak-lab/publications/newsletters/local-leaders-must-prepare-now-for-potential-federal-budget-impact/
https://www.planning.org/blog/9313236/the-planners-paycheck-where-the-money-comes-from/
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New Lows for Higher Education

Young people are increasingly questioning the value of higher education, prompting many to opt for vocational 
programs and other alternative pathways to well-paying careers. Photo by FG Trade/E+/Getty Images.

A growing share of young Americans are questioning the 

value of a traditional college education. This shift coincides 

with widespread college and university enrollment declines 

and a shrinking demographic pool of high school graduates, 

posing growing economic challenges for college towns. At 

the same time, skills-based hiring (see also Deep Dive: The 

Future of Jobs) continues to rise, and the wide adoption of 

artificial intelligence (AI) threatens white-collar jobs that

typically require a college degree. 
The Trump administration has also 
sought to reshape American higher 
education by suggesting new frame-
works for distributing federal funds 
for college and promoting alterna-
tives such as vocational and trade 
schools.

Increased skepticism about 
college education
The perceived value of higher edu-
cation in the U.S. is declining, with 
only 35 percent of Americans now 

considering college “very import-
ant.” High tuition costs and the 
opportunity price tag of delaying 
entry into the workforce are 
prompting many to bypass higher 
education altogether. The potential 
disruption that AI poses to knowl-
edge work is also fueling uncertain-
ties about the return on a college 
investment. At the same time, the 
rise of the tech sector and the 
expansion of skills-based hiring in 
both the public and private sectors 
are offering alternative pathways to 
well-paying careers without a 

https://www.nytimes.com/2023/09/05/magazine/college-worth-price.html
https://news.gallup.com/poll/695003/perceived-importance-college-hits-new-low.aspx
https://www.iese.edu/insight/articles/artificial-intelligence-ai-impact-knowledge-jobs/
https://www.iese.edu/insight/articles/artificial-intelligence-ai-impact-knowledge-jobs/
https://www.axios.com/2025/05/28/ai-jobs-white-collar-unemployment-anthropic
https://www.axios.com/2025/05/28/ai-jobs-white-collar-unemployment-anthropic
https://www.governing.com/workforce/skills-based-hiring-is-catching-on-outdated-laws-are-holding-it-back
https://www.businessinsider.com/gen-z-tech-founders-skipping-college-new-dropping-out-palantir-2025-6
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degree. Young people are increas-
ingly opting for vocational pro-
grams that provide paid, hands-on 
training and faster entry into the 
workforce.

Planners might anticipate these 
transitions by supporting new work-
force development strategies, seek-
ing opportunities to diversify local 
economies, and aligning land use 
with emerging forms of education.

Federal government’s new 
role in higher education
The federal government is taking 
a more assertive role in shaping 
U.S. higher education. In 2025, the 
Trump administration announced 
the termination of thousands of 
federal research grants worth 
billions of dollars to colleges and 
universities across the country. This 
has raised concerns about long-
term impacts on scientific innova-
tion and economic growth. Addi-
tionally, in October 2025 the 
administration presented nine top 
public and private universities with 
a new framework for federal 

funding access aimed at reshaping 
university policies and standards. 
The proposed measures included 
banning the use of race or sex in 
admissions and hiring, freezing tui-
tion for five years, capping interna-
tional undergraduate enrollment at 
15 percent, and changing or ending 

programs that threaten conserva-
tive ideas. Though seven of the nine 
schools immediately declined the 
proposal, this pressure seems likely 
to persist.

For planners, the implications 
extend to local economic develop-
ment in university towns, where a 

loss of federal research dollars and 
fewer international students could 
weaken local housing markets and 
service economies dependent on 
campus activity.

The decline of the small 
college
For decades, higher education 
served as an economic anchor for 
cities and towns across the U.S. 
That era may be ending. As the 
number of college-bound students 
decreases due to changes in 

EXPERT INSIGHT

“�I see less availability 
in general for people 
to go to school, due 
to various cost 
pressures, and also 
given recent changes 
in student loan 
availability for various 
professions.”

—Jennifer Senick, PhD, 
Rutgers University

U.S. colleges and universities, such as Western Illinois University in Macomb, 
Illinois, have long served as economic anchors for their communities, but 
declining enrollment is having ripple effects on local businesses and services. 
Photo by Nick Schnelle/The Wall Street Journal.

attitudes, significant demographic 
shifts, and falling birthrates, many 
small colleges are losing students 
and revenue.

Although a rise in fall 2025 
semester enrollment numbers sug-
gest cause for optimism, this growth 
likely does not equate to a reversal 
of this overall trend; rather, it may 
reflect a combination of factors, 
such as expanded dual-degree pro-
grams and growing interest in 
health-related majors. This signal 
may have a potential ripple effect of 
local job losses and shrinking tax 
bases. For planners, it presents new 
economic development challenges, 
requiring early intervention to help 
communities diversify revenue 
sources and repurpose underused 
infrastructure.

https://www.studentclearinghouse.org/nscblog/vocational-focused-public-2-years-lead-enrollment-rise/
https://www.studentclearinghouse.org/nscblog/vocational-focused-public-2-years-lead-enrollment-rise/
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/mapping-federal-funding-cuts-to-us-colleges-and-universities/
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-end-of-the-endless-frontier-a-warning-on-research-cuts/
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-end-of-the-endless-frontier-a-warning-on-research-cuts/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/white-house-nine-universities-compact-federal-funds/
https://www.npr.org/2025/01/08/nx-s1-5246200/demographic-cliff-fewer-college-students-mean-fewer-graduates
https://www.bloomberg.com/graphics/2023-us-higher-education-analysis/
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/admissions/traditional-age/2025/09/10/colleges-boast-record-enrollment-and-fall-classes
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/admissions/traditional-age/2025/09/10/colleges-boast-record-enrollment-and-fall-classes
https://www.collegetowns.org/p/reviving-dead-malls-and-dying-colleges
https://www.collegetowns.org/p/reviving-dead-malls-and-dying-colleges


FRAMEWORK ACT NOW PREPARE LEARN AND WATCH THE FUTURE OF PLANNING

39 | 2026 Trend Report | planning.org/foresight

Tr
en

d 
Ta

lk

The Future of Hazard Mitigation

Chrissy Caggiano, AICP

Chrissy Caggiano, AICP, is technical 

manager for planning at Michael 

Baker International, where for 

15 years she has been involved in 

hazard mitigation planning efforts at 

all levels of government—from help-

ing communities build their local 

mitigation strategies and conduct-

ing statewide risk assessments to 

supporting FEMA’s planning, flood 

mapping, and grant programs.

Chrissy Caggiano spoke to us 
about what might lie ahead 
in the hazard mitigation and 
resilience fields. To listen to the 
entire Trend Talk conversation 
hosted by Joe DeAngelis, AICP, 
scan the QR code above or visit 
planning.org/podcast.

“�I would love to see the 
trend go in the direction 
of fewer mitigation 
plans and more 
mitigation planning, 
more of that consistent 
act toward planning 
for a climate-adaptable 
future and less just 
meeting a set of 
requirements.”

Federal requirements, guidelines, 

and processes are the driving 

forces in hazard mitigation planning 

nationwide. However, an ongoing 

devolution of hazard mitigation 

responsibilities from the federal 

government to states is a major 

emerging trend for planners and 

practitioners in the field.

TAKEAWAY 1: Federal changes 
under the current administration 
have sought to de-emphasize 
the federal role in state and local 

mitigation planning. Planners are 

exploring ways to adapt and per-

severe. Over the long run, this will 

likely require considerably more 

capacity-building and funding sup-

port at the state level to support 

impactful local mitigation planning.

TAKEAWAY 2: Rather than sim-
ply fulfilling federal mitigation 
requirements, planners may be 
able to more deeply engage in 
community-specific planning that 

aligns with local needs. While a 

federal pullback in this space may 

initially lead to fewer formal mitiga-

tion plans, it may accelerate a more 

thorough integration of hazard mit-

igation with related processes such 

as climate adaptation, and a deeper 

embedding of mitigation into local 

comprehensive plans, zoning and 

building codes, infrastructure and 

capital improvement plans, and a 

host of other highly local planning 

functions.

https://planning.org/podcast/
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Policy Shifts Not Working for Labor Markets

Amazon reportedly has plans to avoid 600,000 new hires by 2033 through automation, ultimately handling 
75 percent of company operations with robots. Photo courtesy of Amazon.

The U.S. economy has seen a period of precarity for the past 

few years. This includes changes in the labor market. The fall-

out and subsequent recovery from COVID-19 brought jobs 

back more quickly than anticipated. But with post-pandemic 

stimulus funds fully exhausted, jobs numbers look to be in 

peril again. Some of these changes are the result of federal 

policy shifts that are affecting public- and private-sector jobs 

alike, creating uncertain future outcomes for employment.

Tech may be taking 
more jobs
Fears of technology taking our jobs 
have been persistent through time, 
and the recent adoption of artificial 
intelligence (AI) is no exception. 
Nearly one-third of U.S. workers 
believe AI will reduce jobs in the 
future, and while some studies 
haven’t found much disruption by 
AI in the labor market, the available 
data has limitations. Moreover, 
other research has found that while 
certain jobs have been insulated 
from AI thus far, early-career 

workers have seen a 13 percent 
decline in employment, and tech-
sector job growth is slowing. 
Furthermore, the “Iceberg Index,” 
a new labor simulation tool, has 
shown that AI could already replace 
almost 12 percent of the U.S. 
workforce. Some experts fear that 
widespread AI adoption could make 
recovering from a future recession 
more difficult, but it is also likely to 
create new types of jobs, and its 
impacts will vary across sectors. 
According to the World Economic 
Forum’s 2025 Future of Jobs Report, 

https://www.pewresearch.org/social-trends/2025/02/25/u-s-workers-are-more-worried-than-hopeful-about-future-ai-use-in-the-workplace/
https://budgetlab.yale.edu/research/evaluating-impact-ai-labor-market-current-state-affairs
https://digitaleconomy.stanford.edu/publications/canaries-in-the-coal-mine/
https://digitaleconomy.stanford.edu/publications/canaries-in-the-coal-mine/
https://www.jpmorgan.com/insights/global-research/artificial-intelligence/ai-impact-job-growth
https://www.cnbc.com/2025/11/26/mit-study-finds-ai-can-already-replace-11point7percent-of-us-workforce.html
https://fortune.com/2024/06/09/ai-risks-recession-economic-crisis-job-losses-financial-markets-supply-chains-imf/
https://abcnews.go.com/Business/ai-create-new-jobs-despite-gloomy-forecasts-experts/story?id=123607557
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/clyk7zg0gzvo
https://www.weforum.org/publications/the-future-of-jobs-report-2025/
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170 million new jobs (14 percent of 
today’s total employment) could be 
created within the next five years.

Automation is also poised to 
affect jobs, though mainly in certain 
industries. The logistics and supply 
chain automation market, for 
instance, is expected to reach 
$55 billion by 2030, and Amazon—
the second-largest U.S. employer—
reportedly has plans to avoid 
600,000 new hires by 2033 through 
automation, ultimately handling 
75 percent of company operations 
with robots.

To combat these potential job 
losses, California and New York 
have introduced bills that assess 
AI impacts on jobs and retain 
human decision-making power over 
personnel. While it’s unlikely that 
AI will completely replace planning 
jobs, planners are already using 
AI tools in their work (see also 
PlanTech: Updating the Planner’s 
Toolkit). Planners should learn 
about AI now and pay attention 
to the potential local economic con-
sequences of its growing use. 
Upskilling for AI is crucial. And 

paradoxically, these new technolo-
gies may allow planners to focus on 
the human elements of planning 
(see also Deep Dive: The Future 
of Jobs).

Manufacturing sector boost 
falls short
One objective of the Trump admin-
istration has been to bring manu-
facturing back to the U.S., a contin-
uation of its successful reshoring 
(discussed in the 2024 Trend 
Report) following the COVID-19 
pandemic. The administration has 
implemented a series of tariffs to 
encourage American companies 
to bring manufacturing back from 
abroad. These same tariffs, however, 
also make it more expensive for 
companies to build in the U.S., and 
other policies—including budget 
cuts—are threatening support for 
job creation and workforce develop-
ment. Indeed, data shows that the 
U.S. lost 63,000 manufacturing jobs 
between January and December 
2025. Analysts have pointed to eco-
nomic uncertainties and a loss of 

immigrant labor as possible factors, 
though other factors are likely con-
tributing to these job losses.

An exception to this general 
trend, however, has been the grow-
ing defense technology sector. 
Companies that specialize in AI-en-
abled weapons and drones are capi-
talizing on cheaper land and labor 

costs in postindustrial cities across 
the Midwest and Northeast. These 
shifts in the manufacturing land-
scape have zoning implications for 
planners and may also inform 
economic and workforce develop-
ment strategies.

Cutting the clean energy 
workforce
In 2024, clean energy jobs grew over 
three times faster than the broader 
U.S. economy, and seven percent of 
all new jobs in the country were in 
this sector. These gains are now 
being lost as new policies go into 
effect. The One Big Beautiful Bill 
Act is expected to result in 760,000 
lost jobs by 2030 and a loss of nearly 
$1 trillion in GDP. The Department 
of Energy announced the cancella-
tion of $4 billion in clean energy 
grants in May 2025, and cancelled 
another $8 billion in grants during 
the government shutdown in Octo-
ber of that year. Also in October, 
General Motors announced over 
3,400 layoffs in EV manufacturing 
jobs as a result of federal policies.

Losses in federal funding for 
clean energy may prompt states and 
local governments to bridge the 
gaps, but widespread fiscal stress 
may make this difficult (see also 
Funding Cuts Fuel Uncertainty in 
the U.S.). This could impact fund-
ing that planners and their commu-
nities rely on and will likely force 

Inflation Reduction Act investments have fueled recent growth in the clean 
energy sector, but these gains are being lost as new federal policies go into 
effect. Photo by RyanJLane/E+/Getty Images.

https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/logistics-automation-market-to-reach-55-billion-by-2030-driven-by-e-commerce-and-supply-chain-transformation---logisticsiq-302252888.html
https://gizmodo.com/leaked-amazon-plans-say-robots-will-help-it-avoid-hiring-600000-workers-2000674920
https://www.govtech.com/artificial-intelligence/california-advances-ai-related-no-robo-bosses-act
https://www.nysenate.gov/newsroom/press-releases/2024/michelle-hinchey/senators-hinchey-gonzalez-introduce-workforce
https://carey.jhu.edu/articles/ai-and-future-cities
https://parametric-architecture.com/best-ai-tools-for-urban-planning/
https://www.planetizen.com/features/135142-four-reasons-urban-planners-cant-ignore-ai
https://www.planetizen.com/features/135142-four-reasons-urban-planners-cant-ignore-ai
https://www.planning.org/upskilling/
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/06/04/business/trump-us-manufacturing.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/06/04/business/trump-us-manufacturing.html
https://reshorenow.org/content/pdf/2025_Reshoring_Survey_Report_Portrait-compressed.pdf
https://www.planning.org/publications/document/9284143/
https://www.planning.org/publications/document/9284143/
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/03/13/business/economy/trump-tariff-timeline.html
https://www.politico.com/news/2025/10/18/trump-reshoring-tariffs-balacing-00612521?nid=0000014f-1646-d88f-a1cf-5f46b7bd0000&nname=playbook&nrid=0000015c-88db-d93b-a35d-f9dbe09d0000
https://nationalskillscoalition.org/blog/news/cuts-disguised-as-reform-how-the-2026-budget-undermines-workforce-development/
https://nationalskillscoalition.org/blog/news/cuts-disguised-as-reform-how-the-2026-budget-undermines-workforce-development/
https://data.bls.gov/dataViewer/view/timeseries/CES3000000001
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/jobs-manufacturing-trump-tariffs-economy/
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/10/13/technology/defense-tech-manufacturing-midwest-northeast.html
https://www.cogitatiopress.com/urbanplanning/article/view/7114
https://www.npr.org/sections/planet-money/2025/06/03/g-s1-70167/can-bringing-back-manufacturing-help-the-heartland-catch-up-with-superstar-cities
https://e2.org/releases/report-clean-energy-jobs-grew-3x-faster-than-rest-of-u-s-workforce-in-2024-but-future-growth-now-at-risk/
https://e2.org/releases/report-clean-energy-jobs-grew-3x-faster-than-rest-of-u-s-workforce-in-2024-but-future-growth-now-at-risk/
https://energyinnovation.org/report/updated-economic-impacts-of-u-s-senate-passed-one-big-beautiful-bill-act-energy-provisions/
https://energyinnovation.org/report/updated-economic-impacts-of-u-s-senate-passed-one-big-beautiful-bill-act-energy-provisions/
https://www.usnews.com/news/politics/articles/2025-05-30/the-department-of-energy-axes-3-7-billion-in-clean-energy-project-grants
https://insideclimatenews.org/news/10102025/the-trump-administration-is-cutting-billions-in-clean-energy-grants-but-savings-are-overstated/
https://www.nbcnews.com/business/autos/gm-layoffs-michigan-ohio-ev-plant-rcna240580
https://wnyt.com/capital-region-news/gov-hochul-announces-16-million-to-grow-clean-energy-workforce/
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localities to retool green workforce 
development strategies.

Federal workers get forced 
out
At the end of 2024, 2.4 million 
U.S. workers were employed by the 
federal government. The Trump 
administration has sought to greatly 
reduce this number. In January 2025 
it established the Department of 
Government Efficiency (DOGE), 
which immediately began cutting 
federal programs and staff, and it 
offered multiple early retirement 
and resignation programs for fed-
eral employees throughout the year. 
Those efforts resulted in the loss of 
more than 317,000 federal employ-
ees in 2025, the largest single-year 
contraction of the civilian federal 
workforce in many decades.

For planners, cuts to federal 
staff in areas such as housing and 
disaster management will likely 
impede local efforts in these and 
other areas. The loss of capacity at 
the federal level will likely require 
states to fill those gaps, and indeed 

several states have launched initia-
tives to hire former federal talent. 
Although DOGE had reportedly 
been dismantled by late 2025, the 
consequences of its actions will 
likely continue to play out in 2026 
and beyond.

Loss of international talent
Companies who seek new hires 
beyond the domestic labor pool 
may now have fewer opportunities 
to do so. In September 2025, the 
Trump administration announced 
a new $100,000 fee for H1-B visa 
applications, one of the primary 
means for U.S. companies to 
legally hire international talent. 
Additionally, in December 2025 
the Department of State 
announced it was expanding visa 
screening and vetting require-
ments, further slowing the visa 
allocation process. In response, 
countries including China, the 
UK, Germany, and Canada 
announced changes to their own 
visa programs to attract the skilled 
labor that many U.S. companies 

will likely no longer be able to 
sponsor.

With the U.S. already facing 
a loss of talent as a result of other 
recent policies (see also Tectonic 
Shifts in U.S. Foreign Policy), the 
country’s future workforce is poised 
to undergo shifts. Experts are fore-
casting negative impacts on U.S. 
firms, universities, rural health care, 
and the broader economy, as H-1B 
workers drive national productivity, 
boosting wages for all Americans. 
Planners should be aware of poten-
tial negative impacts on their com-
munities as the new fees and 
policies take effect.

Industries brace for 
deportation
In 2023, 5.6 percent of the U.S. labor 
force—14 million workers—were 
unauthorized immigrants. In cer-
tain sectors, this share is much 
higher: roughly 40 percent of farm-
workers are unauthorized immi-
grants. The U.S. agricultural sector 
has long relied upon these workers, 
but immigration raids in 2025 

caused many to stay home from 
work and others to self-deport.

Other industries are also being 
affected by immigration policies, 
including construction, hospitality, 
food service, and manufacturing. 
Small, family-run businesses have 
also been forced to close, changing 
the culture of communities. Aside 
from these social impacts (see also 
Community Rights, Culture, and 
Safety at Risk), experts expect 
housing and food costs to rise as 
these basic industries contend 
with a disappearing labor force. 
In addition to preparing for these 
economic impacts on their commu-
nities, planners may need to coordi-
nate with social services to support 
local immigrant populations in 
need.

https://fredblog.stlouisfed.org/2024/12/
https://www.npr.org/2025/01/31/nx-s1-5280417/federal-workers-workforce-facts-cuts
https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/doge/doge-elon-musk-report-people-staff-what-we-know-news-rcna191260
https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/doge/doge-elon-musk-report-people-staff-what-we-know-news-rcna191260
https://apnews.com/article/doge-firings-layoffs-federal-government-workers-musk-d33cdd7872d64d2bdd8fe70c28652654
https://federalnewsnetwork.com/workforce/2025/04/what-federal-workers-should-consider-before-accepting-deferred-resignation/
https://federalnewsnetwork.com/workforce/2025/04/what-federal-workers-should-consider-before-accepting-deferred-resignation/
https://federalnewsnetwork.com/workforce/2026/01/how-staffing-cuts-in-2025-transformed-the-federal-workforce/
https://www.archpaper.com/2025/02/hud-layoffs-housing-disaster-relief/
https://www.archpaper.com/2025/02/hud-layoffs-housing-disaster-relief/
https://stateline.org/2025/03/10/governors-to-laid-off-federal-workers-well-hire-you/
https://www.reuters.com/world/us/doge-doesnt-exist-with-eight-months-left-its-charter-2025-11-23/
https://www.americanimmigrationcouncil.org/blog/uscis-implements-h1b-100000-fee/
https://www.uscis.gov/working-in-the-united-states/h-1b-specialty-occupations
https://travel.state.gov/content/travel/en/News/visas-news/announcement-of-expanded-screening-and-vetting-for-h-1b-and-dependent-h-4-visa-applicants.html
https://www.reuters.com/sustainability/sustainable-finance-reporting/chinas-new-k-visa-beckons-foreign-tech-talent-us-hikes-h-1b-fee-2025-09-29/
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2025/sep/22/uk-visa-fee-cuts-trump-us-charges-h-1b-starmer
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/09/24/business/germany-india-skilled-workers-visa.html
https://www.msn.com/en-us/money/other/canada-announces-fast-track-h-1b-pathway-amid-us-fee-hike-indians-likely-to-gain/ar-AA1PU4xc?ocid=BingNewsSerp
https://tcf.org/content/commentary/vanishing-advantage-the-u-s-brain-drain-has-begun/
https://www.richmondfed.org/publications/research/economic_brief/2025/eb_25-39
https://davisvanguard.org/2025/09/decline-international-students-us/
https://www.msn.com/en-us/money/economy/study-shows-increase-of-h1-b-visa-fees-will-most-impact-rural-and-high-poverty-counties/ar-AA1PqOGg
https://www.piie.com/blogs/realtime-economics/2025/new-us-curb-high-skill-immigrant-workers-ignores-evidence-its-likely
https://www.pewresearch.org/race-and-ethnicity/2025/08/21/u-s-unauthorized-immigrant-population-reached-a-record-14-million-in-2023/
https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/chart-gallery/chart-detail?chartId=63466
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2025-06-19/ice-raids-have-us-farms-fearing-food-shortages-supply-chains-cracking
https://abcnews.go.com/Politics/16-million-people-us-illegally-deported-500k-deported/story?id=126917302
https://cmsny.org/publications/undocumented-workers-in-high-growth-occupations-and-industries/
https://english.elpais.com/economy-and-business/2025-10-16/trumps-immigration-policy-reduces-labor-delays-projects-and-raises-costs-according-to-the-fed.html
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2025/08/04/las-food-culture-transformed-by-immigration-raids
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2025/08/04/las-food-culture-transformed-by-immigration-raids
https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/mass-deportations-would-worsen-our-housing-crisis
https://hbr.org/2025/01/trumps-trade-and-deportation-plans-could-be-disastrous-for-the-u-s-food-supply
https://legalclarity.org/how-can-social-workers-help-undocumented-immigrants/
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Public Transit Faces Growing Uncertainties

With federal pandemic-era relief funding expiring and ridership levels still 
below pre-COVID numbers, transit systems in many big cities are facing 
fiscal uncertainties. Photo by Bryan Littel/Alamy.

In the coming years, many large U.S. cities are likely to face 

an existential crisis in public transit. With agencies still 

struggling to recover ridership lost during the pandemic 

and looming fiscal cliffs threatening operations, these 

systems risk entering a downward spiral of declining service. 

At the same time, a car-centric political climate and new 

deregulation policies are empowering private autonomous 

vehicle operators to expand their fleets nationwide, 

promoting market-driven, tech-led options for mobility.

Fiscal worries for metro 
transit systems
Many big U.S. cities, including 
Philadelphia and Portland, Oregon, 
could see dramatic reductions in 
public transit service in 2026. As 
federal pandemic-era relief funding 
expires, many transit systems are 
facing significant fiscal cliffs. Rider-
ship levels have yet to recover to 
pre-2020 levels in most parts of the 
country (with California Bay Area 
commuter rail systems being a nota-
ble exception). At the same time, the 

costs of new transit vehicles for 
U.S. transit agencies are high and 
growing, creating challenges for 
upgrading equipment and expand-
ing service. Additionally, a legisla-
tive backlash against large metro 
regions’ public transit systems is 
growing in many states, including 
Florida and Texas. And the U.S. 
Department of Transportation 
(USDOT) has threatened to pull 
federal transit funding from Chi-
cago, Boston, and New York City 
over security and safety concerns.

The private sector has begun to 
fill some gaps, though often in lim-
ited and commercially driven ways. 
For example, sports gambling com-
pany FanDuel paid $80,000 to rein-
state express train service for the 
Philadelphia Eagles’ 2025 season 
home opener.

For planners, this trend signals 
more than a temporary budget 
crisis; it points to a possible long-
term shift in transportation priori-
ties. Without sustained investment 
and innovation, public transit in 
major U.S. cities is facing slow deg-
radation. This outcome will only 
reinforce car dependency, widening 
inequities in access to jobs and 
housing and undermining climate 
goals.

Car-centric transportation 
funding takes center stage
Transportation project funding in 
the U.S. is entering a period of deep 

https://whyy.org/articles/septa-service-pennsylvania-budget-stalemate/
https://seattlered.com/transportation/trimet-cuts-portland/4114656
https://transitapp.com/apta
https://transitapp.com/apta
https://www.govtech.com/transportation/commuter-rail-recovers-from-covid-with-new-scheduling-tech
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2025-09-26/us-cities-are-paying-too-much-for-new-transit-buses
https://www.planetizen.com/news/2025/06/135370-florida-law-could-eliminate-dedicated-bus-lanes
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2025-09-17/dallas-transit-cuts-reflect-long-simmering-suburban-tensions
https://www.reuters.com/world/us/us-threatens-withhold-funds-boston-chicago-transit-agencies-2025-09-19/
https://www.reuters.com/world/us/us-threatens-withhold-funds-boston-chicago-transit-agencies-2025-09-19/
https://www.cbsnews.com/chicago/news/federal-transit-administration-cta-funding-threat/
https://www.nbcphiladelphia.com/news/sports/nfl/philadelphia-eagles/fanduel-septa-eagles-broad-street-line-season-opener-service-cuts-restored/4263515/
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uncertainty. Many studies on road 
safety, mobility, and related issues 
were canceled or defunded by the 
Trump administration in 2025, 
including research programs 
housed at university transportation 
centers. Meanwhile, a March 2025 
USDOT internal policy memo 
called for the removal of all climate- 
or equity-related elements of com-
petitive grant projects, and in Sep-
tember 2025 the agency cancelled a 
number of previously awarded 
RAISE grants for projects across the 
country that weren’t “car-focused.”

The long-term consequences 
could be significant. The disman-
tling of transportation funding for 
street safety, public transit, and 
other transportation alternatives 
threatens to undermine decades of 
progress in improving mobility, 
public health, environmental sus-
tainability, and economic resilience. 
For planners, this trend raises con-
cerns about growing inequities in 
access and mobility, particularly for 
communities dependent on transit, 
walking, and cycling infrastructure.

Robotaxis take on transit
Fueled by rapid advances in 
artificial intelligence (AI) and 
backed by major technology 
companies such as Alphabet, Tesla, 
and Amazon, robotaxi services are 
expanding quickly across many 
U.S. cities. This growth is supported 
by a favorable political climate and 
recent federal deregulation: the 
Trump administration has relaxed 
several safety requirements 
designed for human drivers and is 
streamlining the exemption process 
for automakers, signaling a more 
permissive national stance toward 
AV deployment. These factors have 
set the stage for further expansion 
of AV use. In late 2025, Chandler, 
Arizona, announced it would 
become the first U.S. city to offer 
Waymo robotaxis as an on-demand 
public transit option.

While these changes may accel-
erate innovation, they also raise sig-
nificant questions. In low-density 
suburbs, robotaxis might provide 
flexible mobility solutions where 
traditional transit is costly to oper-
ate. But syncing transit with 

Though robotaxi companies continue to expand their operations into more 
U.S. cities, significant questions remain about how AVs may supplement—or 
supplant—public transit systems. Photo by Chris Arvin.

robotaxi operations in urban areas 
will be difficult, AV availability is 
still limited by factors such as 
weather, and growing AV adoption 
will likely threaten, not enhance, 
existing public transportation sys-
tems. As robotaxis continue to 
spread to additional U.S. cities, 
planners should watch for possible 

transit synergies but remain alert to 
potential impacts.

Cautious optimism for 
America’s passenger rail
Amtrak, the nation’s primary inter-
city passenger railroad, significantly 
benefited from the Biden 

administration’s infrastructure 
agenda and the 2021 Infrastructure 
Investment and Jobs Act. These 
investments have yielded tangible 
results: Amtrak recorded an all-time 
high ridership in 2024 of 32.8 mil-
lion passengers, launched a new St. 
Paul–Chicago service in 2025 that 
surpassed ridership expectations, 
and invested $4.5 billion in new 
trains, tunnels, bridges, and repair 
projects. These accomplishments 
and increased funding for passenger 
rail in the 2026 federal budget sug-
gest cause for cautious optimism 
about the future of U.S. passenger 
rail. There are many unknowns, 
however, and advocates argue that 
systemic reforms are needed to 
address concerns about the overall 
viability of the current national rail-
way system. For planners, renewed 
investment in Amtrak infrastruc-
ture and new passenger routes offers 
opportunities for local economic 
development and sustainable 
regional connectivity, particularly 
for rural and mid-sized communi-
ties seeking better access to major 
urban centers.

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2025-02-25/how-trump-is-targeting-us-transportation-research
https://usa.streetsblog.org/2025/05/19/what-are-university-transportation-centers-and-why-did-secretary-duffy-decimate-their-budgets
https://usa.streetsblog.org/2025/05/19/what-are-university-transportation-centers-and-why-did-secretary-duffy-decimate-their-budgets
https://t4america.org/2025/03/14/usdots-new-memo-requires-a-review-of-competitive-grant-awards/
https://usa.streetsblog.org/2025/09/16/breaking-us-dot-pulls-grants-for-projects-that-arent-focused-on-cars
https://www.georgetownclimate.org/articles/explainer-dot-funding-low-carbon-transportation.html
https://www.georgetownclimate.org/articles/explainer-dot-funding-low-carbon-transportation.html
https://www.weforum.org/stories/2025/04/how-genai-is-helping-drive-vehicle-autonomy/
https://arstechnica.com/cars/2024/07/waymo-will-get-another-5-billion-investment-from-alphabet/
https://www.tesla.com/robotaxi
https://www.aboutamazon.com/news/innovation/zoox-headquarters-car-ride
https://www.forbes.com/sites/sarwantsingh/2025/10/14/the-great-robotaxi-gamble-the-trillion-dollar-race-to-replace-your-uber-driver/
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2025-09-04/trump-administration-moves-to-ease-rules-for-self-driving-cars
https://www.nhtsa.gov/press-releases/streamline-exemption-process-noncompliant
https://www.theverge.com/news/780156/waymo-via-robotaxi-microtransit-chandler-flex
https://www.theverge.com/news/780156/waymo-via-robotaxi-microtransit-chandler-flex
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2024-10-24/robotaxis-aren-t-going-to-help-save-public-transportation
https://www.changinglanesnewsletter.com/p/automated-driving-in-winter-conditions
https://citiesofthefuture.eu/impact-of-robotaxis-on-urban-transit/
https://www.amtrak.com/content/dam/projects/dotcom/english/public/documents/corporate/nationalfactsheets/Amtrak-Company-Profile-FY2024-032425.pdf
https://www.amtrak.com/content/dam/projects/dotcom/english/public/documents/corporate/nationalfactsheets/Amtrak-Company-Profile-FY2024-032425.pdf
https://media.amtrak.com/2025/05/borealis-tops-205800-guests-at-first-anniversary/
https://media.amtrak.com/2024/12/amtrak-sets-all-time-ridership-record-in-fiscal-year-2024/
https://www.msn.com/en-us/news/us/massive-amtrak-and-u-s-rail-changes-quietly-approved-under-new-federal-plan/ar-AA1GXEcg
https://usa.streetsblog.org/2026/01/15/passenger-rail-is-headed-for-a-reckoning-and-the-first-90-days-of-2026-will-decide-it
https://t4america.org/2025/07/23/getting-americas-passenger-rail-back-on-track-requires-a-radically-different-approach/
https://groundworkcenter.org/passenger-rail-remains-a-terrific-option-for-rural-america/
https://groundworkcenter.org/passenger-rail-remains-a-terrific-option-for-rural-america/
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When Will We Reach Peak Productivity?
The impacts of artificial intelligence (AI) on our work-life balance and potential repercussions for the environment.

SCENARIO A​
SICK AND TIRED

There’s no end to 
the productivity​ 
quest.

The 40-hour (or 
more) workweek 
continues.​

Environmental 
pollution 
abounds.​

We’ve become 
unhealthy people 
in an unhealthy 
world.

 Photo by demaerre/iStockGetty Images Plus.

SCENARIO B​
GROWING GREENER

Productivity goes 
up within 
environmental 
limits.​

AI is used to 
innovate 
sustainable 
solutions.

40-hour 
workweek 
supports a 
decarbonized 
future.

 Photo courtesy of AES Corporation.

SCENARIO C​
VACATIONTIME, 
COURTESY OF AI

Humanity 
embraces peak 
productivity.​

Environmental 
pollution is 
reduced through 
regulation and 
slower growth.​

People can enjoy 
great air quality 
and nature in 
their free time​.

Photo by pixdeluxe/E+.

SCENARIO D
THE WORLD IS MY 
DUMPSTER

People disregard 
environmental 
impacts in work 
and private life.​

Industries create 
more pollution, 
threatening the 
environment​ and 
public health.

Open spaces are 
more vulnerable 
to degradation.

Photo by Natural History Archive/Alamy.
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Environmental regulations continue to be rolled back.

Environmental regulations are robust and effective.
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Tariff Costs Take Hold for Businesses and Households

Tariffs are driving up the costs of both transportation infrastructure 
and modes of transportation, including trains, buses, cars, and bicycles. 
Photo by Keith Morris/Alamy.

The imposition of new tariffs on a wide variety of goods 

and nations has been among the highest-profile policies of 

the Trump administration. Functioning broadly as a tax on 

goods entering the U.S. from foreign markets, tariffs are 

having direct impacts on people, primarily through increasing 

costs of consumer goods, and on sectors such as agriculture, 

housing, transportation, and economic development.

Intended to stimulate domestic 
manufacturing (see also Policy 
Shifts Not Working for Labor 
Markets), tariffs and their resulting 
higher prices could potentially 
worsen an ongoing housing crisis 
and increase transportation costs. 
However, it is difficult to evaluate 
the definitive long-term impacts of 
tariffs even in 2026, given continu-
ing international negotiations and 
ongoing legal challenges to presi-
dential tariff authority.

Rising costs of household and 
consumer goods
The U.S. sources many household 
goods, appliances, and consumer 
electronics from overseas. After 
decades of increasingly free global 
trade, in 2025 President Trump 
imposed new tariffs on the majority 
of U.S. trading partners, often 
targeting countries that are major 
manufacturing sources. This large-
scale, broadly applied use of tariffs 
is fueling ongoing inflation. Addi-
tionally, retaliatory tariffs imposed 
by the affected nations are likely to 
reduce sales of American-made 

goods meant for export. The 
uncertainties of this back-and-forth 
dynamic, along with questions 
about these tariffs’ legality, are ham-
pering businesses’ abilities to make 
immediate logistical decisions and 
plan for the long term.

Rising prices have direct 
impacts on communities and could 
lead to significant economic chal-
lenges for U.S. households, small 
businesses, and industries. Tariffs 
are already imposing major burdens 
on local economies, especially busi-
nesses reliant on foreign-made com-
ponents, materials, and goods. To 
prepare, even in light of uncertainty, 
planners may need to identify new 
economic development strategies 
that are resilient to tariffs, retalia-
tory measures, and rising costs.

Tariffs threaten high-tech 
manufacturing rebound
Tariffs are likely to threaten the 

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/longform/2025/4/30/trumps-tariffs-how-much-of-a-typical-us-household-is-made-in-america
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/us-politics/trump-tariffs-list-india-canada-china-us-trade-b2803470.html
https://apnews.com/article/trump-tariffs-timeline-economy-2b10860dfdb2a5d9c3c4527136314992
https://www.aljazeera.com/economy/2025/9/30/as-tariffs-hit-americans-grapple-with-rising-bills-and-multiple-jobs
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/windsor/detroit-automaker-lobby-group-tariff-ottawa-push-back-9.6954639
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/czeyrrnjjnpo
https://legalunitedstates.com/when-does-the-supreme-court-rule-on-tariffs/
https://www.nlc.org/article/2025/07/01/the-impact-of-tariffs-hearing-from-local-leaders/
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/09/29/business/trump-tariffs-small-businesses.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/09/29/business/trump-tariffs-small-businesses.html
https://equitablegrowth.org/tariffs-impact-u-s-industries-differently-with-manufacturing-the-most-exposed/
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recent U.S. manufacturing rebound 
centered on high-tech industries 
such as chip-making and renew-
ables. These industries, which rely 
heavily on global markets and for-
eign components, are facing major 
headwinds amid the withdrawal of 
federal support and conflicting out-
comes of U.S. policy shifts. Recent 
domestic manufacturing growth in 
the renewables and clean tech 
sectors is being further undermined 
by shifting federal priorities away 
from renewables (see also Regula-
tory Rollbacks Pose Environmental 
Risks). In addition to endangering 
long-term economic development 
plans, these pullbacks may cause 
immediate local impacts as projects 
that promised jobs are stalled or 
cancelled.

High rises for home 
construction costs
Rising construction costs, partially 
due to tariffs, are leading to higher 
home prices and worsening the 
ongoing housing crisis. According 
to the National Association of 

Home Builders, tariffs on raw mate-
rials such as lumber, steel, and alu-
minum are adding nearly $11,000 
on average to the costs of new home 
construction. Additional tariffs on 
furnishings and goods, such as 
vanities and cabinets, imposed in 
October 2025 threaten to further 
increase housing costs. Combined 
with rising construction labor costs 
and shortages, there are few signs 
that home prices are likely to mod-
erate or decline in the near term.

Though recent zoning reforms 
by states and local governments 
have reduced regulatory barriers to 
increasing housing supply, the exac-
erbating impacts of tariffs on the 
rising costs of construction pose 
new threats to affordable housing 
production. As planners and com-
munities seek to revise local regula-
tions to incentivize housing 
construction and increase supply, 
they should be aware of the impacts 
of costs and other industry factors 
on meeting housing goals.

Agricultural tariffs are 
feeding rural challenges
Rising food prices have been a 
global hallmark of the post-COVID 
inflationary period, and tariffs are 
now driving up the costs of farming 
and threatening the stability of the 
U.S. agricultural sector even further. 
As the Trump administration has 
imposed tariffs on foreign markets, 
retaliatory measures have targeted 
American agricultural exports. The 
U.S. lost its primary market for soy-
beans when China halted all soy-
bean purchases during the 2025 
U.S.-China trade war, but a Novem-
ber trade agreement reestablished 
the flow of agricultural goods. Tariff 
uncertainties similarly threatened 
U.S. corn and poultry markets, and 
beef prices hit record highs amid 
a plan to import beef from 
Argentina.

Tariff policies have created dis-
ruptions for employers, farm own-
ers, agricultural workers, and 
residents within many rural com-
munities. Though in December 
2025 the White House announced 
plans to use $12 billion of tariff 

revenues for a farmer aid package, 
planners should be aware of how 
these developments in the agricul-
tural sector may further impact the 
economic health and well-being of 
their communities, especially as 
trade and tariff policies continue to 
evolve.

Tariffs are driving up 
transportation costs
The transportation sector isn’t 
immune from rising costs and tariff 
impacts. In 2025, costs rose for both 
transportation infrastructure and 
modes of transportation. U.S. auto 
manufacturing has been affected, 
given the globalized nature of this 
sector, and in October the average 
cost of a new automobile topped 
$50,000 for the first time. Bicycle 
prices are climbing due to tariff and 
trade pressures, prompting at least 
one e-bike manufacturer to halt 
shipments to the U.S., though a 
November tariff drop may lower 
prices in 2026. Tariffs are also mak-
ing trains and buses more expensive 
to build and maintain, as they rely 

on foreign-made components and 
are largely made overseas.

The addition of tariff pressures 
to transportation costs may compli-
cate local discussions around trans-
portation options and alternatives. 
Amid a growing crisis in public 
transportation funding and stability 
(see also Public Transit Faces Grow-
ing Uncertainties), the rising costs 
of cars and bikes leave fewer afford-
able mobility options. Planners 
should be aware of how these mar-
ket shifts and higher costs may 
impact the local transportation net-
work and community members’ 
access to jobs, goods, and services.

https://www.technologyreview.com/2025/04/25/1115827/sweeping-tariffs-could-threaten-the-us-manufacturing-rebound/
https://www.techtarget.com/WhatIs/feature/How-US-tariffs-are-reshaping-the-tech-landscape
https://www.reuters.com/business/retail-consumer/investors-see-few-winners-tariff-storm-lashes-global-markets-2025-08-01/
https://www.businessinsider.com/trump-immigration-prices-manufacturing-tariffs-america-economy-2025-9
https://www.businessinsider.com/trump-immigration-prices-manufacturing-tariffs-america-economy-2025-9
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/02/20/business/economy/clean-energy-manufacturing-trump.html
https://cen.acs.org/business/economy/pipeline-US-battery-materials-projects/103/web/2025/06
https://e2.org/releases/companies-cancel-4-4-billion-in-clean-energy-projects-28-billion-30k-jobs-lost-in-2025/
https://www.nahb.org/advocacy/top-priorities/building-materials-trade-policy/how-tariffs-impact-home-building
https://www.nahb.org/advocacy/top-priorities/building-materials-trade-policy/how-tariffs-impact-home-building
https://www.vox.com/policy/463115/tariff-trump-housing-affordability-renters-homes-construction-lumber-steel-furniture
https://www.nahb.org/news-and-economics/press-releases/2025/06/new-study-reveals-significant-economic-impact-of-housing-industry-labor-shortage
https://www.nahb.org/news-and-economics/press-releases/2025/06/new-study-reveals-significant-economic-impact-of-housing-industry-labor-shortage
https://www.planning.org/planning/2023/winter/what-is-zoning-reform-and-why-do-we-need-it/
https://www.multihousingnews.com/how-looming-construction-cost-hikes-will-hit-affordable-development/
https://nahrep.org/housinghub/2025/10/21/building-barriers-how-rising-construction-costs-impact-the-housing-affordability-crisis/
https://www.profarmer.com/news/agriculture-news/trump-tariffs-trial-whats-stake-markets-and-farm-input-prices
https://agamerica.com/blog/farm-tariffs/
https://www.wkyt.com/2025/10/01/central-ky-soybean-farmers-feel-impact-chinas-retaliatory-tariffs/
https://www.agweb.com/news/policy/politics/setting-record-straight-what-china-actually-agreed-buy-and-when-those-ag-pur
https://farmpolicynews.illinois.edu/2025/03/tariffs-threaten-shift-to-higher-corn-acres-in-2025/
https://www.poultryhatch.com/2025/04/trump-tariffs-impact-poultry-market.html
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/cr7m2pd3810o
https://katv.com/news/local/trump-plan-to-up-argentine-beef-imports-worries-arkansas-cattle-producers-darin-harper-harpo-butcher-tom-cotton-bruce-westerman-jeremy-cox-coby-wilson-farm-bureau-rancher-beef-prices
https://abcnews.go.com/Politics/trump-announce-12-billion-bailout-plan-farmers-white/story?id=128214384
https://subscriber.politicopro.com/article/eenews/2025/09/02/trump-tariffs-threaten-transportation-ambitions-00534946
https://www.reuters.com/en/trump-touts-boom-us-auto-plant-construction-carmakers-actions-tell-different-2025-09-29/
https://www.reuters.com/en/trump-touts-boom-us-auto-plant-construction-carmakers-actions-tell-different-2025-09-29/
https://www.cnbc.com/2025/10/24/car-prices-hit-average-of-50000-dollars.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2025/10/24/car-prices-hit-average-of-50000-dollars.html
https://www.peopleforbikes.org/news/bike-industry-update-on-tariffs-2025
https://www.peopleforbikes.org/news/bike-industry-update-on-tariffs-2025
https://electrek.co/2025/08/26/major-e-bike-maker-hits-pause-on-us-imports-after-new-tariffs/
https://electrek.co/2025/08/26/major-e-bike-maker-hits-pause-on-us-imports-after-new-tariffs/
https://electricbikeexplorer.com/us-ebike-tariffs-drop-2025-impact-on-prices/
https://www.bostonherald.com/2025/06/30/tariffs-will-negatively-impact-mbta-rail-car-construction-chinese-firm-says/
https://www.masstransitmag.com/management/news/55328739/north-american-bus-manufacturers-transit-associations-brace-for-new-10-bus-tariff
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/show/public-transit-systems-on-the-edge-of-a-cliff-amid-funding-shortfalls
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Tectonic Shifts in U.S. Foreign Policy

The closure of USAID in 2025, a cornerstone of American soft power and global engagement for many decades, has 
ended many international hunger and public health aid programs. Photo by Farah Abdi Warsameh/AP.

As highlighted in the 2025 Trend Report, we are witnessing 

the rapid unraveling of decades of international cooperation 

that once defined the global order. Recent shifts in U.S. for-

eign policy reflect a clear departure from the post–World War 

II tradition of multilateral engagement toward a more insular, 

transactional, and unilateral approach. The renewed focus on 

domestic interests has redefined the nation’s relationships

abroad and disrupted long-standing 
alliances. The erosion of soft power, 
instability in trade relations, restric-
tions on mobility, and withdrawal 
from international climate efforts all 
contribute to a shrinking sphere of 
U.S. influence.

The end of USAID and 
the decline of soft power
In July 2025, the Trump administra-
tion closed the United States Agency 
for International Development 
(USAID), a cornerstone of Ameri-
can soft power and global 

engagement for many decades. The 
State Department justified the move 
by stating that USAID funding is not 
aligned with national interests. 
Numerous aid programs, including 
those addressing hunger and public 
health, were abruptly terminated, 
with the State Department assuming 
responsibility for future foreign 
assistance programs. While the full 
consequences of this decision have 
yet to unfold, early analysis points to 
a growing death toll and worsening 
humanitarian conditions in develop-
ing nations. The collapse of USAID 
has also eroded decades of trust with 

https://www.planning.org/publications/document/9304884/
https://abcnews.go.com/Health/usaid-programs-now-run-state-department-agency-ends/story?id=123373289
https://www.state.gov/secretary-marco-rubio-appointed-as-acting-administrator-for-the-united-states-agency-for-international-development-usaid/
https://www.foreignaidfreeze.org/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2025/07/01/usaid-cuts-aid-14-million-deaths/
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international partners, and experts 
agree that restoring credibility will 
be neither quick nor easy.

This weakening of U.S. influ-
ence abroad constrains opportuni-
ties for global collaboration through 
cross-border knowledge-sharing, 
especially in the public health field, 
that has long enriched the U.S. and 
the planning profession. Moreover, 
as worsening socioeconomic condi-
tions drive new waves of forced 
migration from the Global South, 
the ripple effects may reshape 
immigration dynamics and demo-
graphic trends within the U.S. itself.

U.S. trade policies are 
reshaping global alignments
A defining feature of the Trump 
administration has been the intensi-
fication of trade wars as a negotia-
tion (and often punitive) tool. The 
U.S. has imposed myriad new tariffs 
on specific countries and imported 
goods, affecting even long-standing 
allies such as Canada and Mexico 
(see also Tariff Costs Take Hold for 
Businesses and Households). With 

tariff rates fluctuating throughout 
2025, often shifting with the out-
comes of new trade negotiations, 
the ongoing uncertainty has pushed 
once-close allies to seek alternative 
economic partnerships. Addition-
ally, tensions between the U.S. and 
China have intensified. Although a 
November 2025 meeting between 
President Trump and President Xi 
Jinping temporarily eased trade ten-
sions, uncertainty about the long-
term future of this crucial partner-
ship between the two economies 
remains. While the U.S. tightens its 
borders and tariffs, China is deep-
ening its economic and infrastruc-
tural ties across the Global South.

Publicly framed as microeco-
nomic tools to protect American 
industries, tariffs are causing 
far-reaching economic repercus-
sions domestically and globally. 
They have driven up consumer 
prices, caused shifts in global supply 
chains, and created widespread 
uncertainty in international mar-
kets. This could accelerate a reshap-
ing of global trade alliances 
elsewhere, such as the free trade 

agreement made in early 2026 
between the EU and South Ameri-
ca’s Mercosur trading bloc of Brazil, 
Argentina, Paraguay, and Uraguay. 
For many domestic businesses, the 
unpredictability of U.S. trade policy 
has made long-term planning and 
hiring increasingly difficult, which 
might impact local economic devel-
opment for years ahead.

A global climate agenda 
without the U.S.
In 2025, the U.S. withdrew from the 
Paris Agreement and related UN 
climate initiatives for the second 
time, and in January 2026 it left the 
UN Framework Convention on 
Climate Change, or UNFCCC. 
Under President Trump, federal 
agencies significantly scaled back 
their climate research contributions 
in 2025, fueling concerns among 
scientists that the nation may lose 
an entire generation of scientific tal-
ent. This shift has created a gap in 
global data exchange, prompting 
U.S. allies to reduce their depen-
dence on American research and 

accelerate the development of their 
own climate and weather monitor-
ing systems.

In the meantime, other nations 
are stepping forward to play bigger 
roles in the global climate agenda. 
China, for example, has introduced 
new emissions targets and expanded 
investments in renewable energy, 
positioning itself as a major global 
player in climate governance. While 
the international community con-
tinues to pursue climate action, 
without U.S. engagement, global 
progress risks becoming increas-
ingly fragmented.

For planners, this reprises simi-
lar actions taken by the first Trump 
administration. As happened then, 
the absence of federal leadership 
will likely push climate action to the 
local level, with states and munici-
palities assuming responsibilities 
once managed nationally. While 
some states are likely to continue 
adopting ambitious climate policies 
and enhancing international knowl-
edge exchange, others may scale 
back their efforts, deepening 
regional disparities in climate 

adaptation and resilience. Fewer 
federally funded programs and lim-
ited research opportunities, how-
ever, point to a potential crisis of 
environmental planning.

A withdrawal from 
multilateralism
In early 2026, the U.S. withdrew 
from more than 60 international 
organizations, including 31 affiliated 
with the UN, arguing that the work 
of these bodies is a waste of taxpayer 
dollars and contrary to the interests 
of the U.S. This action advances 
President Trump’s long-standing 
commitment to reassess U.S. partici-
pation in international institutions, 
if not remake them.

The consequences for planners 
of reduced federal engagement in 
multilateral urban platforms such as 
UN-Habitat are yet unclear, but this 
shift will likely make the role of 
other governmental bodies, non-
profit organizations, and private 
entities more important in contin-
ued cooperation and knowledge 
exchange.

https://www.npr.org/sections/goats-and-soda/2025/07/01/g-s1-75222/usaid-trump-humanitarian-rubio-musk
https://www.npr.org/sections/goats-and-soda/2025/07/01/g-s1-75222/usaid-trump-humanitarian-rubio-musk
https://asean.usmission.gov/deepening-engagement-through-collaboration-and-partnership-celebrating-achievements-of-the-asean-usaid-ignite-prospect-and-api-projects/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC12171363/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/trump-hiking-tariffs-canada-10-percent-ontario-ad/
https://www.canada.ca/en/department-finance/programs/international-trade-finance-policy/canadas-response-us-tariffs.html
https://www.reuters.com/world/americas/mexicos-sheinbaum-trump-spoke-about-pending-trade-demands-2025-10-27/
https://www.jpmorgan.com/insights/global-research/current-events/us-tariffs
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/07/13/world/europe/trump-tariffs-trade-europe-us.html
https://apnews.com/article/china-united-states-trump-xi-timeline-tariffs-adc2c2c00f13d8dcd4ecc92251b11533
https://www.reuters.com/world/us/what-did-trump-xi-agree-tariffs-export-controls-fentanyl-2025-11-01/
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2025/oct/29/trump-xi-talks-rare-earths-tariffs-us-china
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2025/oct/29/trump-xi-talks-rare-earths-tariffs-us-china
https://www.whitehouse.gov/fact-sheets/2025/04/fact-sheet-president-donald-j-trump-declares-national-emergency-to-increase-our-competitive-edge-protect-our-sovereignty-and-strengthen-our-national-and-economic-security/
https://www.stlouisfed.org/on-the-economy/2025/oct/how-tariffs-are-affecting-prices-2025
https://www.stlouisfed.org/on-the-economy/2025/oct/how-tariffs-are-affecting-prices-2025
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/c93l6n32ne5o
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/c93l6n32ne5o
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/09/23/business/global-economy-trump-tariffs.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/09/23/business/global-economy-trump-tariffs.html
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/dispatches/eu-and-mercosur-are-creating-one-of-the-worlds-largest-free-trade-areas/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/dispatches/eu-and-mercosur-are-creating-one-of-the-worlds-largest-free-trade-areas/
https://www.nftc.org/tariffs-are-driving-uncertainty-and-u-s-businesses-need-clarity-to-compete/
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/09/05/business/jobs-labor-slowdown.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/01/20/climate/trump-paris-agreement-climate.html
https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-agreement
https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/2026/01/withdrawing-the-united-states-from-international-organizations-conventions-and-treaties-that-are-contrary-to-the-interests-of-the-united-states/
https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/united-nations-framework-convention-on-climate-change
https://www.technologyreview.com/2025/06/02/1117653/the-trump-administration-has-shut-down-more-than-100-climate-studies/
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2025/jul/03/national-science-foundation-trump-cuts
https://www.reuters.com/sustainability/climate-energy/europe-is-breaking-its-reliance-american-science-2025-08-01/
https://www.reuters.com/sustainability/climate-energy/europe-is-breaking-its-reliance-american-science-2025-08-01/
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/09/24/climate/china-emissions-targets-paris.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/09/24/climate/united-nations-climate-summit-emissions-targets.html
https://www.euronews.com/green/2025/10/15/immediate-consequences-how-a-us-government-shutdown-could-derail-global-climate-progress
https://www.euronews.com/green/2025/10/15/immediate-consequences-how-a-us-government-shutdown-could-derail-global-climate-progress
https://perryworldhouse.upenn.edu/news-and-insight/cities-leading-the-charge-how-localized-climate-action-can-transcend-federal-policy/
https://www.gov.ca.gov/2025/10/10/carbon-management-coming-soon-to-california-governor-newsom-signs-legislation-paving-way-for-climate-pollution-cutting-technology/
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/01/20/climate/trump-paris-agreement-climate.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/us-politics/trump-climate-treaty-us-leave-b2896597.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2026/01/18/world/middleeast/trump-board-of-peace-gaza.html
https://www.npr.org/sections/goats-and-soda/2026/01/08/nx-s1-5671117/trump-withdrawal-united-nations-health
https://unhabitat.org/About%20Us
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Preparing for Tourism’s Disruptive Future

While tourism is an economic development cornerstone for many communities, 
overtourism fueled by social media is fueling pushback from residents and causing 
negative local impacts. Photo ©Allagreeg/Dreamstime.com.

Tourism has long been an economic development cornerstone for 

communities across the world. Increasing globalization, international 

air travel, the growth of social and global media, and the emergence 

of new global cities are all driving what is now an 11-trillion-dollar 

industry representing 10 percent of the global economy. Though the 

COVID-19 pandemic was a major shock, tourism as a whole has since

rebounded to its pre-COVID state, 

and many cities and destinations are 

seeing visitors and revenues exceed-

ing pre-COVID levels. But converg-

ing social, political, and environmen-

tal trends are rapidly reshaping the 

tourism industry in ways that could 

have significant implications for cul-

tures, economies, and cities going 

forward.

Planners have played a cru-

cial role in the development of the 

tourism sector as a tool for local 

revitalization and as a generator of 

revenue for cities and communities. 

But trends in travel and leisure can 

change, and places themselves are 

changing due to environmental 

and societal shifts. Planners in the 

tourist hotspots of today—and the 

emerging (and declining) ones of 

tomorrow—should be prepared for 

whatever the future might bring. 

This deep dive will explore some of 

the most disruptive developments 

in the global tourism industry and 

outline their potential challenges for 

planners and communities.

THE CONTINUED RISE OF SHORT-
TERM RENTALS. Short-term rentals, 

such as Airbnb, have been a disrup-

tive force within the tourism sec-

tor for more than a decade. Aside 

from competing with the global 

hotel industry, the massive growth 

https://wttc.org/research/economic-impact
https://wttc.org/research/economic-impact
https://www.statista.com/chart/21793/international-tourist-arrivals-worldwide/
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of short-term rentals is leading to 

increasing concerns around high 

housing prices and affecting the 

lives of residents. In Barcelona and 

Lisbon, the impacts of overtour-

ism have led to sustained public 

protests, and short-term rentals 

are increasingly seen as a possi-

ble cause for high housing prices, 

gentrification, and displacement. In 

Lisbon, nearly 20,000 residential 

properties have shifted to short-

term rentals in the last five years 

alone, driving up rents and housing 

prices alike. In response, the Euro-

pean Commission addressed short-

term rentals in an action item in its 

2025 European Affordable Housing 

Plan, though local outcomes are 

yet uncertain. But while U.S. cities 

including New York have devel-

oped a wide range of regulations 

centered on restricting short-term 

rentals, there are increasing doubts 

that the stricter regulatory approach 

of major cities is having a meaning-

ful impact on housing costs.

Even with a renewed regula-

tory push, the growing influence 

of short-term rentals on the built 

environment, housing affordability, 

and how people live in and experi-

ence cities and places is unlikely to 

subside in the near future. Planners 

should share knowledge and best 

practices for regulating short-term 

rentals to find the right solutions for 

their communities.

THE TRIALS OF TIKTOK TOURISM.
Social media influencers—and, 

increasingly, artificial intelligence 

(AI)-generated travel influencers—

play a huge role in today’s tourism 

industry. Some have inked deals 

with travel companies, brands, or 

local tourism boards, and others act 

as unofficial marketers and photog-

raphers of locales.

But while social media–driven 

booms can lead to major economic 

benefits, the drawbacks can also be 

significant. Surges of visitors drawn 

by “TikTok tourism” are fueling 

pushback from locals and causing 

negative impacts, in places ranging 

from tiny Italian coastal villages to 

Fujikawaguchiko, a Japanese town 

with Instagram-coveted views of 

Mount Fuji—and even Antarctica. 

Even when cities have embraced 

social media and influencers to 

boost tourism, adaptation to its 

subsequent impacts has proven 

difficult. In the U.S., social media has 

Cities and entire countries are using 
social media campaigns to shape 
perceptions and promote tourism. 
Image by allfortheloveofchicago/
Instagram.

helped grow tourism in Nashville 

over the last decade, but the city 

must now address growing conflicts 

between residents and tourists, dis-

ruptive “transpotainment” vehicles 

in the downtown district, and hous-

ing affordability challenges wors-

ened by a short-term rental boom.

Furthermore, cities and entire 

countries are learning they can 

tap tourism influencers to shape 

narratives about places and drive 

economic change. To counter the 

perception of high crime in Chicago 

at a time when crime is at historic 

lows, the city launched a social 

media campaign to promote the 

city’s culture to potential tourists.

At a larger scale, Saudi Arabia 

is partnering with travel influencers 

and boosting tourism to diversify 

its economy and reduce depen-

dency on the oil industry. This is 

an increasingly common strategy 

for other Persian Gulf nations as 

they seek to expand beyond fossil 

fuel production. In the United Arab 

Emirates, Dubai has successfully 

emerged over the past few decades 

as a major global hub of commerce, 

https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/cp8d87l6lp1o
https://www.theguardian.com/news/2025/jan/25/no-neighbours-overtourism-residents-spain-portugal-visitor
https://www.euronews.com/travel/2025/02/02/airbnb-or-hotel-for-a-european-trip-cost-comfort-and-community-impact-compared
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2025/dec/16/eu-to-regulate-short-term-rentals-in-plan-to-tackle-affordable-homes-shortage
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2025/dec/16/eu-to-regulate-short-term-rentals-in-plan-to-tackle-affordable-homes-shortage
https://housing.ec.europa.eu/european-affordable-housing-plan_en
https://housing.ec.europa.eu/european-affordable-housing-plan_en
https://www.wsj.com/real-estate/new-yorks-airbnb-crackdown-in-force-for-two-years-hasnt-improved-housing-supply-eb231536?gaa_at=eafs&gaa_n=AWEtsqdEiMZm6KtyvKCQIqvjuI6HL2nvn-dglhCGPAGyCALr5wwkZ01_LR2N6P1-FS8%3D&gaa_ts=693c76b5&gaa_sig=XS8tLO2vzonvtCcWR-h_sGJ3LIpGy8DgukL1Qdahqyuw-iif9YKTrl0He9-j3hF5DPs8W172GTIlocaQ824GMA%3D%3D
https://phys.org/news/2025-08-instagram.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/12/09/travel/ai-influencers.html
https://www.influencers-time.com/influencer-campaigns-revitalize-city-tourism-in-2025/
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/travel/article/how-tiktok-is-changing-travel
https://www.theguardian.com/world/article/2024/jun/23/were-not-anti-tourist-italys-picturesque-villages-struggle-to-cope-with-deluge-of-insta-visitors
https://www.independent.co.uk/travel/news-and-advice/mt-fuji-lawson-photos-fujikawaguchiko-b2537278.html
https://www.vice.com/en/article/tiktok-tourism-is-ruining-antarctica/
https://www.vice.com/en/article/locals-hate-nashville-famous-wings-mural-instagram-tiktok-taylor-swift/
https://fox17.com/news/growing-nashville/no-stranger-to-strangers-the-gripes-and-growth-of-tourism-in-music-city
https://www.axios.com/local/nashville/2025/06/12/nashville-convention-and-visitors-corp-campaign-preaches-tourism-respect
https://www.nashvillescene.com/news/metropolitik/party-vehicles-are-still-an-issue/article_2771a614-e577-11ee-9c7d-6f28f589ea1e.html
https://www.nashvillescene.com/news/citylimits/street-view-short-term-rental-properties/article_6a03f506-eaf7-11ee-a348-439132849ae8.html
https://thetriibe.com/2025/08/trump-says-chicago-is-an-undesirable-hellhole-but-tourists-and-transplants-keep-coming/
https://blockclubchicago.org/2025/09/15/yes-chicago-crime-really-is-down-but-experts-say-city-still-needs-to-invest-more-to-stop-violence/
https://blockclubchicago.org/2025/09/15/yes-chicago-crime-really-is-down-but-experts-say-city-still-needs-to-invest-more-to-stop-violence/
https://www.cbsnews.com/chicago/news/chicago-tourism-crime-culture/
https://www.cbsnews.com/chicago/news/chicago-tourism-crime-culture/
https://uscpublicdiplomacy.org/blog/tourism-policy-public-diplomacy-saudi-case
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trade, finance, and tourism. As part 

of its tourism strategy, Dubai has 

cultivated an image of influencer 

hotspot, with the city’s tourism 

board recently launching what they 

call the world’s first “influencer 

training program.” But in some 

cases, social media representation 

can be misleading and even danger-

ous: critics point to tourists’ positive 

posts about carefully curated travel 

in Afghanistan serving as propa-

ganda that obscures the country’s 

oppression and violation of women’s 

rights.

Unpredictable shifts in social 

media trends are difficult to plan for. 

But when the outcomes are more 

destructive than constructive, 

planners may be called upon to deal 

with the downstream consequences 

of these disruptions on the form and 

function of communities. A social 

media–driven tourism boom in a 

sleepy seaside town may require 

planners to develop short-term 

rental policies or weigh in on long-

term transportation infrastructure 

needs. Viral visitors can impact life 

in large urban centers and rural 

areas alike, and planners should be 

prepared for the potential influence 

of influencers on their communities.

AS THE CLIMATE GOES, SO GOES 
TOURISM. In some places, the 

impact of climate change on tour-

ism—and by extension on local 

economies—is emerging as an exis-

tential threat. In the U.S., national 

parks are already coping with 

extreme heat and weather disasters 

that are reducing visitor numbers. 

Mountain resort towns around the 

globe are contemplating a future 

without sustained snowfall or tem-

peratures cold enough for skiing 

and other winter activities. In the 

south of Europe, summer hotspots 

in Spain, Italy, France, and Greece 

are now seeing tourism threatened 

by oppressive heat. Climate change 

is also boosting “last-chance tour-

ism” to attractions threatened by 

global warming, such as glaciers 

and coral reefs. Though some 

researchers suggest these visitors 

might become more climate con-

scious, this practice puts additional 

pressure on these vulnerable places. 

Climate change is threatening long-
popular tourism destinations, including 
the Mer de Glace in France, where 
thousands of people go each year to ski. 
Photo by Nick Yates/Stockshot/Alamy.

Some researchers are even forecast-

ing the end of tourism altogether, as 

global warming changes local econ-

omies and drives up travel costs.

Even as climate change 

impacts roil some traditional tour-

ist hotspots, others are starting to 

emerge. The rise of “coolcations” 

points to a changing geography of 

summer travel, as northern Europe, 

Canada, and other cooler places 

see increased tourism. But even the 

far north isn’t immune from grow-

ing climate threats. In response to 

local climate impacts on the tourism 

industry, planners in affected com-

munities may be asked to revise 

economic development plans and 

strengthen climate adaptation plans 

to better prepare for and respond to 

these emerging threats.

CONCLUSION. The global nature 

of these issues may at first seem 

difficult for planners to engage 

with. Nevertheless, these trends are 

driving deep disruptions within the 

tourism industry, affecting travel-

ers and destinations alike. Though 

the ultimate outcome of different 

futures scenarios is hard to predict, 

awareness of how this industry is 

rapidly evolving and impacting 

local landscapes, economies, and 

cultures is the essential first step in 

preparing communities to adapt and 

continue to thrive.

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/apr/17/in-this-world-social-media-is-everything-how-dubai-became-the-planets-influencer-capital
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/apr/17/in-this-world-social-media-is-everything-how-dubai-became-the-planets-influencer-capital
https://www.independent.co.uk/travel/news-and-advice/dubai-travel-influencer-academy-b2737104.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/travel/news-and-advice/dubai-travel-influencer-academy-b2737104.html
https://www.firstpost.com/explainers/influencers-afghanistan-tourism-taliban-propaganda-dangerous-13926479.html
https://thediplomat.com/2025/08/when-wanderlust-becomes-propaganda-why-visiting-afghanistan-under-the-taliban-is-wrong/
https://thediplomat.com/2025/08/when-wanderlust-becomes-propaganda-why-visiting-afghanistan-under-the-taliban-is-wrong/
https://weather.com/news/climate/news/2025-04-10-national-park-extreme-heat-climate-change-study
https://www.washingtonpost.com/climate-environment/interactive/2022/climate-change-national-parks-yelllowstone/
https://earth.org/the-impact-of-climate-change-on-the-us-ski-industry/
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/07/14/world/europe/spain-italy-greece-heat.html
https://theweek.com/environment/last-chance-tourism-controversial-travel-trend
https://theweek.com/environment/last-chance-tourism-controversial-travel-trend
https://www.bbc.com/travel/article/20250812-an-ethical-guide-to-last-chance-tourism
https://www.bbc.com/travel/article/20250812-an-ethical-guide-to-last-chance-tourism
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2025/aug/23/do-heatwaves-wildfires-and-travel-costs-signal-the-end-of-the-holiday-abroad
https://time.com/7310687/summer-vacation-travel-cooler-destinations/
https://www.cnbc.com/2024/09/27/coolcations-had-another-big-summer-here-are-the-places-travelers-went.html?msockid=277742c4671c69133d1f576266646849
https://www.woodwellclimate.org/northern-community-impacts-arctic-boreal-wildfire/
https://www.weforum.org/stories/2025/08/4-scenarios-transform-travel-tourism-report-kearney/


The signals 
we need to 
learn about 
and watch
The future isn’t a singular, predetermined entity, but 
rather a representation of any given number of 
scenarios that may eventually unfold. Planners have a 
role in creating these scenarios and can draw from 
today’s signals to do so. Technology is playing an ever-
growing role in people’s lives, which is leading to 
concerns over personal privacy. Worldwide resource 
consumption is prompting innovations in sustainability, 
as well as a renewed focus on developing a space 
economy. Meanwhile, current developments in global 
public health will only be compounded as time goes on.

Check out APA’s Trend Universe for more trends that 
planners need to watch and learn about.

https://planning.org/foresight/trends/
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Global Issues, Local Impacts

Climate change impacts are being felt most acutely in places such as the island nation of Tuvalu, one of the countries 
most vulnerable to sea level rise. Photo by Ashley Cooper pics/Alamy.

It can be difficult to link global phenomena to the day-to-

day work of planners, who typically operate at a local 

scale. Yet it is often the cumulative impacts of local and 

regional actions that elevate these issues to national or 

international attention. This has implications for how plan-

ners execute their work in rural and urban areas alike. The 

trends and signals here are similar: global issues that may 

have big impacts at small scales.

Climate migration is just 
beginning
The effects of climate change are 
being felt globally, though in some 
places more acutely than others. 
While there is no international 
legal recognition for climate refu-
gees, climate change alone is pre-
dicted to be responsible for over 
one billion refugees by 2050. At the 
same time, by 2080, an estimated 
90 percent of the world’s population 
will live in cities. This necessitates 
planning now for likely widespread 
future movements.

One emerging method to man-
age and integrate climate migrants 
is visa allocation. In 2025, Australia 
announced a visa program for resi-
dents of the small island nation of 
Tuvalu, one of the most vulnerable 
countries in the world to sea level 
rise. Within a month, over one-
third of Tuvalu’s population had 
applied for the program. Argentina 
also has a visa program in place for 
residents of Mexico, Central Amer-
ica, and Caribbean islands who have 
been displaced by natural disasters. 
Climate migration preparation 

https://www.unhcr.org/us/contact-us/privacy-policy/unhcr-verify-plus-privacy-notice
https://www.unhcr.org/us/contact-us/privacy-policy/unhcr-verify-plus-privacy-notice
https://worldcrunch.com/green/climate-refugees/
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2025-09-16/the-world-is-urbanizing-faster-than-we-are-building
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2025-09-16/the-world-is-urbanizing-faster-than-we-are-building
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/1369183X.2024.2438449
https://edition.cnn.com/2025/06/27/australia/tuvalu-relocation-visa-australia-climate-intl-hnk
https://disasterdisplacement.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/Policy_Brief_Argentina_compressed.pdf
https://www.planning.org/foresight/trend/9309641/
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within countries is needed as well, 
as discussed in the 2025 Trend 
Report.

New approaches to climate 
migration may help to mitigate 
immediate, large-scale movements 
in the event of a natural disaster. 
Given the unique nature of climate 
migration, planners in both at-risk 
and potential receiving communi-
ties should start to strategize sooner 
rather than later for a variety of 
likely scenarios.

As the Arctic thaws, 
tensions heat up
The melting of Arctic sea ice has 
many environmental and social 
implications, but it is the economic 
impacts that are attracting increas-
ing international attention. Less ice 
in the Arctic opens up possibilities 
for new shipping routes, which are 
of interest to global superpowers 
including the U.S., China, Europe, 
and Russia. To prepare, countries 
are commissioning icebreaker ships, 
large vessels that can navigate 
inconsistent Arctic waters. Russia 

currently has the largest fleet of 
these ships in the world, but the 
U.S., Canada, and China are 
expanding their fleets.

The Arctic offers more than just 
trade routes, however; it holds an 
abundance of natural resources, 
including an estimated 30 percent 
of the world’s untapped natural gas. 
Furthermore, widespread perma-
frost thaw could make critical min-
eral extraction more accessible in 
those areas, which is why these 
regions have gained more political 
interest globally.

The Arctic is also being eyed as 
a site for new military operations, 
raising international concerns. 
Additionally, tensions surrounding 
Greenland intensified in early 2026. 

The unfolding of these potential 
conflicts could upend geopolitical 
dynamics as well as the global world 
order, with downstream effects for 
local communities.

Critical minerals get 
sharper focus
In addition to pursuing potential 
sources of critical minerals in the 
Arctic, the U.S. is trying to shore up 
domestic supplies of these materials. 
In March 2025, President Trump 
signed an executive order invoking 
the Defense Production Act to 
increase critical mineral production 
on federal lands, and in April of that 
year he signed another order to fast-
track offshore mining permits for 

EXPERT INSIGHT

“�Many regions are retreating from global 
integration in favor of embracing a regional 
identity that focuses strictly on internal 
economic goals and prioritizes community 
well-being.”

—Rolf Schuett, International Urban Professionals Forum

the same purpose. The U.S. is also 
negotiating critical mineral trade 
deals with China, which currently 
commands an average global mar-
ket share of 70 percent across 19 of 
20 strategic minerals. Beyond 
domestic and international sources, 
however, lies the potential for min-
ing critical minerals from asteroids 
in space, which could further 
change global dynamics on Earth 
(see also A Constellation of Devel-
opments in Outer Space).

The geopolitical elements of 
critical mineral extraction and the 
need to balance national security 
and sustainability (see the 2025 
Trend Report) are out of planners’ 
control. But mining has a land use 
component, and planners can advo-
cate for sustainable development 
practices for these sites. Reducing 
barriers to communication between 
local agencies and developers and 
supporting the concept of free, 
prior, and informed consent for 
Indigenous populations affected by 
mining may help to improve out-
comes for all.

https://www.planning.org/publications/document/9304884/
https://www.planning.org/publications/document/9304884/
https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/equitable-climate-migration-planning-requires-new-evidence-and-investments
https://www.planning.org/blog/9287781/planners-can-integrate-climate-migrants/
https://www.worldwildlife.org/resources/explainers/six-ways-loss-of-arctic-ice-impacts-everyone/
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/cjwqn7z02plo
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2025-09-16/arctic-icebreaker-ships-are-in-high-demand-as-nations-vie-for-power
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/cjwqn7z02plo
https://grist.org/energy/greenland-rare-earths-mining-geopolitics-china-us/
https://grist.org/energy/greenland-rare-earths-mining-geopolitics-china-us/
https://www.wsj.com/world/inside-the-wests-race-to-defend-the-arctic-0f04ca7a
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/dispatches/the-us-and-nato-can-avoid-catastrophe-over-greenland-and-emerge-stronger-heres-how/
https://oilprice.com/Energy/Energy-General/The-Next-Frontier-for-Critical-Minerals.html
https://www.cnn.com/2025/03/21/business/trump-increase-production-critical-minerals-hnk-intl
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2025-04-24/trump-moves-to-expedite-deep-sea-mining-for-critical-minerals
https://www.whitehouse.gov/fact-sheets/2025/11/fact-sheet-president-donald-j-trump-strikes-deal-on-economic-and-trade-relations-with-china/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/fact-sheets/2025/11/fact-sheet-president-donald-j-trump-strikes-deal-on-economic-and-trade-relations-with-china/
https://www.iea.org/commentaries/with-new-export-controls-on-critical-minerals-supply-concentration-risks-become-reality
https://www.iea.org/commentaries/with-new-export-controls-on-critical-minerals-supply-concentration-risks-become-reality
https://planning.org/foresight/trend/9310338/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jA2IkmUcoNo&t=242s
https://www.planning.org/publications/document/9304884/
https://www.planning.org/publications/document/9304884/
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41599-025-05003-7
https://www.isocarp.net/Data/case_studies/2357.pdf
https://www.isocarp.net/Data/case_studies/2357.pdf
https://www.un-redd.org/sites/default/files/2021-09/FPIC_Handbook_Final%20%2880337%29.pdf
https://www.un-redd.org/sites/default/files/2021-09/FPIC_Handbook_Final%20%2880337%29.pdf
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A Constellation of Developments in Outer Space

The space economy may soon include manufacturing, as several companies are testing low-Earth-orbit capsules that 
return home after assembling products or materials in microgravity. Photo courtesy of Varda Space Industries.

The field of planning doesn’t often contend with that which is 

beyond the atmosphere, but many innovations in outer space 

will impact what is happening on Earth. Past Trend Reports 

have outlined how innovations in space can affect life on the 

ground, but new updates in the field warrant another look. As 

discussions about the development of a space economy con-

tinue, planners may want to be aware of the impacts this may 

eventually have on their own local economies, and beyond.

Manufacturing goes 
into orbit
The manufacturing sector is a 
major contributor of GHG emis-
sions, pollution, and ecosystem 
decline globally. One potential solu-
tion to mitigate its effects on Earth 
is to move manufacturing to space, 
an idea that has been circulating for 
decades but only recently has 
moved closer to reality. Space man-
ufacturing entails the creation of 
products or materials in low-Earth 
orbit and beyond, which are then 
either used in space infrastructure 

or sent back down to Earth. Micro-
gravity has beneficial effects on a 
number of materials and could 
improve products ranging from 
semiconductors to biotechnology. 
Space manufacturing can also help 
reduce energy demand on Earth.

Because of these benefits and 
the increasingly lower costs of space 
launches, some companies have 
renewed their focus on space manu-
facturing. None are yet profitable, 
but certain industries, such as phar-
maceuticals, appear closer to reve-
nue generation than others. In time, 

https://www.cbo.gov/publication/60030
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/60030
https://unctad.org/news/blog-how-tackle-pollution-fuelled-manufacturing-developing-countries
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S092134492500045X
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S092134492500045X
https://www.nationaldefensemagazine.org/articles/2024/7/26/experts-extol-potential-benefits-of-in-space-manufacturing
https://www.mdpi.com/2504-4494/9/3/84
https://www.mdpi.com/2504-4494/9/3/84
https://www.nasa.gov/science-research/for-researchers/a-researchers-guide-to-microgravity-materials-research/
https://www.nasa.gov/science-research/for-researchers/a-researchers-guide-to-microgravity-materials-research/
https://www.electronicsforu.com/technology-trends/semiconductor-fabrication-in-space-high-costs-now-greater-affordability-ahead
https://www.pharmasalmanac.com/articles/the-final-frontier-biomanufacturing-in-space
https://www.wired.com/story/why-the-future-of-manufacturing-might-be-in-space/
https://aerospaceamerica.aiaa.org/analysis-the-space-manufacturing-market-doesnt-yet-exist-but-some-companies-say-it-will-soon/
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analysts expect that space manufac-
turing’s initial focus on creating 
highly technical materials will 
expand to encompass more com-
mon-use products and applications. 
Some companies are even looking 
at how to move data centers to 
space. And NASA offers In Space 
Production Applications awards for 
products that can help further its 
deep-space missions.

Numerous challenges still 
plague space manufacturing, how-
ever. While microgravity can 
improve material structures, it 
requires reworking manufacturing 
processes. Radiation is an addi-
tional factor that could affect manu-
facturing in space. Logistical 
concerns, including supply chain 
and resource management, also 
come into play. Should these barri-
ers be overcome, though, a variety 
of industries, including wellness, 
agriculture, and semiconductor 
production, stand to see impacts. 
Additionally, planners may have 
new flexibility for land uses that 
were traditionally allocated for 
manufacturing, which itself may 

face economic impacts should 
industries move off Earth.

Mining for materials in space
Resource acquisition and allocation 
have always been points of political 
and social contention, most recently 
with the growing need for critical 
minerals in electrification and tech-
nology (see also Global Issues, 
Local Impacts). Some are proposing 
an alternative source of these mate-
rials: space.

Space mining could harvest 
metals and minerals as well as 
water and oxygen. As with space 
manufacturing, materials gathered 
in space could be used both on 
Earth and in situ to fuel ongoing 

EXPERT INSIGHT

“�NASA is exploring the possibility of building 
manufacturing facilities in low-Earth orbit 
to overcome the limitations of gravity on 
semiconductor and other nanometer-scale 
production.”

—Yousaf Shah, Urban Systems Ltd

space activity. In 2025, several 
companies with asteroid-mining 
ambitions launched unmanned 
missions to space, with varying 
degrees of success. Space mining is 
also attracting attention from the 
public sector, with the U.S., Japan, 
Luxembourg, and the United Arab 
Emirates already adopting legisla-
tion allowing for space resource 
development.

The pace and extent of space 
mining will depend on the tech-
nologies used for mining and the 
final destinations of materials 
mined. Differing challenges face 
all of these factors, and though 
the past decade has seen much 
progress, the feasibility of current 
plans is still uncertain. Should 

expectations come to fruition, 
space mining may mitigate some 
of the environmental impacts of 
mining on Earth, though it’s 
important that harmful practices 
not just be moved off planet.

The race for space cleanup
As satellites and rocket launches 
become more common, the amount 
of debris in space has exploded. 
There are more than 1.2 million 
objects in Earth’s orbit greater than 
one centimeter in size, which 
though small are capable of causing 
significant damage under the right 
conditions. This space debris crisis 
was discussed in the 2024 Trend 
Report.

Now, however, more companies 
are seeking solutions to this crisis 
via the burgeoning sector of active 
debris removal (ADR). In July 2025, 
one company was granted a patent 
for a new affordable and sustainable 
method of ADR, and in September 
another sent its debris removal sys-
tem to the International Space Sta-
tion for testing. ADR research and 

development has also been under-
way at NASA and the European 
Space Agency for some time. And 
researchers have laid out a frame-
work for a circular space economy 
based on space debris. While pollu-
tion in space is outside the purview 
of planners on Earth, sustainable 
innovation and international coop-
eration is a necessity everywhere 
and can have cascading effects on 
other governmental and nongov-
ernmental functions.

https://www.msn.com/en-us/news/technology/behind-the-curtain-elon-musk-is-betting-on-space-as-future-of-ai/ar-AA1UvGIl
https://www.technologyreview.com/2025/03/03/1112758/should-we-be-moving-data-centers-to-space/
https://www.nasa.gov/missions/station/what-is-in-space-production-applications/
https://www.nasa.gov/missions/station/what-is-in-space-production-applications/
https://www.mdpi.com/2504-4494/9/3/84
https://aerospace.org/kickstage/tech-talks-measuring-effect-radiation-space-bound-electronics
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/aerospace-and-defense/our-insights/the-potential-of-microgravity-how-companies-across-sectors-can-venture-into-space
https://www.usatoday.com/story/studiog/life/2025/10/07/asteroid-mining-brings-private-companies-into-the-space-race/85710633007/
https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20250320-how-close-are-we-really-to-mining-asteroids
https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20250320-how-close-are-we-really-to-mining-asteroids
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41526-023-00274-3
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0265964624000663
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0265964624000663
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41526-023-00274-3
https://cset.georgetown.edu/publication/mapping-space-debris/
https://www.sdo.esoc.esa.int/environment_report/Space_Environment_Report_latest.pdf
https://www.sdo.esoc.esa.int/environment_report/Space_Environment_Report_latest.pdf
https://www.space.com/the-universe/earth/esas-new-documentary-paints-worrying-picture-of-earths-orbital-junk-problem
https://www.planning.org/foresight/trend/9309588/
https://www.planning.org/publications/document/9284143/
https://www.planning.org/publications/document/9284143/
https://www.astroscale.com/en/news/astroscales-new-patent-transforms-space-debris-removal
https://issnationallab.org/press-releases/bagging-space-junk-transastras-inflatable-tech-takes-aim-at-orbital-debris/
https://issnationallab.org/press-releases/bagging-space-junk-transastras-inflatable-tech-takes-aim-at-orbital-debris/
https://www.esa.int/Space_Safety/Space_Debris/Active_debris_removal
https://www.esa.int/Space_Safety/Space_Debris/Active_debris_removal
https://scitechdaily.com/new-idea-could-turn-space-debris-into-future-spacecraft/
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 You, Me, and Privacy

Understanding how disinformation and public policy impact personal privacy​.

SCENARIO A​
EVERYONE’S AN OPEN 
BOOK

Everyone knows 
everything about 
everyone.

There are no secrets, 
but also no privacy.

Everyone’s life is like 
a reality show for 
others.

The Truman Show; Pictorial Press Ltd/Alamy

SCENARIO B​
I’LL REVEAL WHEN I’M 
READY TO SHARE

Everyone has control 
over their data.

People can choose 
what is published 
about them or not; 
they don’t have to 
reveal everything.

Everyone can use 
their personal data to 
their own advantage, 
or even sell it.

You’ve Got Mail; ©Warner Bros./AJ Pics/Alamy

SCENARIO C​
I’M NOT WHO YOU 
THINK I AM

People have control 
over their personal 
data and can create 
made-up identities 
online.

Everyone can 
pretend to be 
someone who they 
are not.

No one knows 
anymore what’s true 
or isn’t.

Sister Act; Collection Christophel/Alamy

SCENARIO D
WHO DO I TRUST?

It’s not clear anymore 
what is real and what 
is fake.

Everybody can create 
deepfakes about 
anybody else.

Bad actors create a 
never-ending stream 
of targeted phishing, 
spoofing, and 
cybercrime attempts.

The Matrix; Pictorial Press Ltd/Alamy
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Without regulations to keep personal information private, no one’s data is protected.​

Data privacy is regulated and people largely control their own information.​
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Privacy Will Never Be the Same

In today’s digital environment, every interaction with online platforms sends information to large-scale data collection 
systems, both public and private. Photo by LeoPatrizi/E+/Getty Images.

Privacy is evolving from a personal preference to a systemic 

issue that defines how societies govern themselves. The 

difference between data collection for public good and 

surveillance is becoming harder to discern. Additionally, the 

rapid growth of generative artificial intelligence (GenAI) has 

intensified cybersecurity threats, enabling more sophisticated 

and automated attacks, and the emergence of quantum

computing is expected to further 
transform the cybersecurity land-
scape, potentially introducing 
entirely new vulnerabilities. As 
privacy becomes both a personal 
and a collective concern in the AI 
era, balancing technological innova-
tion, data stewardship, and individ-
uals’ rights will present new gover-
nance challenges.

AI accelerates privacy 
concerns
In today’s digital environment, 
avoiding constant data collection 

is nearly impossible. Every interac-
tion with online platforms feeds 
into vast systems of surveillance 
practices maintained by public and 
private actors. The rise of AI height-
ens these concerns. We all now 
wonder: Is my personal information 
embedded in training datasets? 
(Yes, it is.) Could my prompts be 
shared with third parties or law 
enforcement? (Yes, they will). Might 
AI systems connect fragments of my 
online activity and reveal them to 
others? (Yes, they do.)

Models trained on broadly 
scraped data may retain personal 

https://policyreview.info/articles/analysis/transformation-of-surveillance-in-digitalisation-discourse
https://policyreview.info/articles/analysis/transformation-of-surveillance-in-digitalisation-discourse
https://hai.stanford.edu/news/privacy-ai-era-how-do-we-protect-our-personal-information
https://openai.com/policies/row-privacy-policy/
https://cybermaniacs.com/cm-blog/your-digital-footprint-how-ai-tracks-and-uses-your-online-activity
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details or connections between 
individuals, which can be exploited 
for highly targeted attacks. Spear 
phishing, identity theft, and fraud 
become easier when AI can generate 
convincing messages or mimic 
someone’s voice with remarkable 
accuracy. Recent cases of 
voice-cloning scams show how 
quickly these capabilities can esca-
late into national security issues.

GenAI systems not only gather 
and analyze information, but they 
can also process behavioral patterns 
generated through everyday use of 
social media and digital platforms. 
These models can infer likely atti-
tudes, preferences, and decisions by 
identifying patterns shared with 
other people who exhibit similar 
characteristics. Such profiling capa-
bilities are increasingly being inte-
grated into hiring, potentially 
reinforcing biases even with human 
oversight. AI is already being used 
for credit scoring and risk assess-
ment. This is why individual privacy 
protections are no longer enough. 
As AI becomes embedded in every-
day life, society should assert 

collective control over data to 
ensure it is used for public benefit 
rather than harm. Planners who rely 
heavily on data need to maintain 
strong data management and cyber-
security practices, especially in light 
of evolving smart city applications.

Government’s growing reach 
into personal data
The digitalization of services by 
public bodies has exponentially 
increased the amount of personal 
data they collect. Worldwide, 155 of 
195 countries have adopted legisla-
tion to protect privacy, but recent 
actions seem to be trending in the 
other direction. For example, the 
U.S. is increasing its use of social 
media surveillance and AI-driven 
profiling to aid immigration 
enforcement. This includes the 
expansion of biometric surveillance; 
the deployment of ImmigrationOS, 
an AI-driven data-mining tool 
designed to identify, track, and 
deport individuals suspected of 
lacking legal status; and other 
AI-enhanced monitoring, including 

advanced facial recognition and 
license-plate tracking systems.

Looking ahead, the central 
concern is the potential for 
AI-powered federal overreach. 
Without strict safeguards, aggre-
gated datasets could be repurposed 
for surveillance, profiling, or auto-
mated decision-making that affects 
public benefits access or law 
enforcement actions. The opacity 
of many AI systems further com-
plicates transparency and account-
ability, making it difficult for 
residents to understand how their 
data influences outcomes. Ensur-
ing robust data-protection stan-
dards, clear limitations on 
interagency data flows, indepen-
dent oversight, and mechanisms 
for public redress will be essential.

Quantum computing and AI-
driven cybersecurity threats
The emergence of quantum com-
puting and AI-driven hacking 
tools introduces new vulnerabili-
ties to cybersecurity and potential 
data loss. The security of online 

The immense speed and power of quantum computers being developed 
by Google and other tech firms could soon render standard cryptographic 
digital security measures obsolete. Photo by Adam Amengual/The New 
York Times.

https://www.ibm.com/think/insights/ai-privacy
https://www.npr.org/2025/07/09/nx-s1-5462195/impostor-ai-impersonate-rubio-foreign-officials
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/11/02/opinion/ai-privacy.html
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/digital-footprints-and-job-matching-the-new-frontier-of-ai-driven-hiring/
https://ojs.aaai.org/index.php/AIES/article/view/36749/38887
https://www.ie.edu/insights/articles/rethinking-ai-in-credit-decision-making/
https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/risk-and-resilience/our-insights/embracing-generative-ai-in-credit-risk
https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/risk-and-resilience/our-insights/embracing-generative-ai-in-credit-risk
https://hai.stanford.edu/policy/white-paper-rethinking-privacy-ai-era-policy-provocations-data-centric-world
https://www.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/industry/government-public-sector-services/government-data-sharing-in-exchange-for-convenience.html
https://www.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/industry/government-public-sector-services/government-data-sharing-in-exchange-for-convenience.html
https://unctad.org/page/data-protection-and-privacy-legislation-worldwide
https://unctad.org/page/data-protection-and-privacy-legislation-worldwide
https://www.wired.com/story/cbp-dna-migrant-children-fbi-codis/
https://www.wired.com/story/ice-palantir-immigrationos/
https://www.americanimmigrationcouncil.org/blog/ice-immigrationos-palantir-ai-track-immigrants/
https://www.404media.co/ice-is-using-a-new-facial-recognition-app-to-identify-people-leaked-emails-show/
https://www.404media.co/ice-taps-into-nationwide-ai-enabled-camera-network-data-shows/
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/privacy-under-siege-doges-one-big-beautiful-database/
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/privacy-under-siege-doges-one-big-beautiful-database/
https://datafoundation.org/news/blogs/567/567-Privacy-Frameworks-The-Foundation-of-Responsible-Government-Data-Sharing
https://planning.org/foresight/trend/9309607/
https://planning.org/foresight/trend/9309607/
https://reports.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Global_Cybersecurity_Outlook_2025.pdf
https://reports.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Global_Cybersecurity_Outlook_2025.pdf
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communication depends on pub-
lic-key encryption and digital sig-
nature systems that protect data 
privacy and verify identities. Yet 
many of these standard cryp-
tographic methods could be ren-
dered obsolete by powerful algo-
rithms operating on advanced 
quantum computers. While such 
machines have not yet been built, 
experts believe they may become 
feasible in the near future.

Additionally, the World Eco-
nomic Forum’s 2025 Global Risks 
Report highlights cyber espionage 
and warfare as an emerging risk. 
In 2025, AI company Anthropic 
reported the first known case of a 
foreign actor using its general-pur-
pose large language model, Claude, 
to coordinate a cyber-espionage 
campaign. In response to the rise in 
cyberattacks, many U.S. states are 
strengthening data protections. 
However, recent decreases in fund-
ing for the U.S. Cybersecurity and 
Infrastructure Security Agency 
(CISA) raises concerns about 
America’s overall cybersecurity 
defenses. Beyond cyberattacks, the 

potential for quantum computing 
to overcome current data access 
protections signals a digital future 
in which entirely new security pro-
tocols may become necessary.

Online anonymity might 
disappear
The notion of online anonymity is 
rapidly disappearing—sometimes 
for the better, but also with certain 
risks. To protect minors, the UK’s 
Online Safety Act and similar state-
level initiatives in the U.S. now 
require strict age verification for 
accessing certain online content. 
Private companies such as YouTube 
are also developing AI-based 
systems to determine whether a 
user is an adult or a teen. Such iden-
tity verification requirements 
increasingly diminish the ability of 
individuals to remain anonymous 
online. At the same time, Germany, 
which criminalizes hate speech, 
heavily regulates online behavior, 
illustrating how democratic societ-
ies can impose limits on anonymity 
and freedom of expression in the 

Many online apps now require age 
verification to protect minors from 
exposure to certain content, but 
these protections may reduce 
online anonymity. Image by 
bobbahuey/Reddit.

interest of public safety and social 
cohesion. This underscores the 
increasing challenge of balancing 
the protection of populations from 
harmful content while ensuring that 
law-abiding residents retain the 
right to access information and 

engage online without being unnec-
essarily exposed.

Personal rights versus 
deepfakes
As GenAI becomes capable of clon-
ing voices, faces, and entire perso-
nas, some governments are redefin-
ing personal rights. Denmark, for 
example, plans to amend its copy-
right law to guarantee that every 
individual owns the rights to their 
body, voice, and likeness. The move 
aims to combat the rise of AI-gener-
ated deepfakes that have been used 
to create nonconsensual sexual con-
tent, political disinformation, and 
fraudulent endorsements. In 2025, 
the U.S. Congress passed the TAKE 
IT DOWN Act, which aims to give 
individuals the power to remove 
reputation-damaging or sensitive 
content from the internet.

Legal frameworks that affirm an 
individual’s ownership of their digi-
tal likeness show how privacy rights 
are evolving in the age of AI. For 
planners, the increasing threat of 
deepfake content has direct 

implications for community engage-
ment and public communication. 
As AI-generated images and videos 
become more convincing, planners 
will need both critical thinking 
skills and appropriate verification 
tools to identify synthetic content 
and avoid unintentionally spreading 
misinformation.

https://www.paloaltonetworks.com/cyberpedia/what-is-quantum-computings-threat-to-cybersecurity
https://kpmg.com/xx/en/our-insights/ai-and-technology/quantum-and-cybersecurity.html
https://reports.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Global_Risks_Report_2025.pdf
https://reports.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Global_Risks_Report_2025.pdf
https://assets.anthropic.com/m/ec212e6566a0d47/original/Disrupting-the-first-reported-AI-orchestrated-cyber-espionage-campaign.pdf
https://today.umd.edu/umd-researchers-calculate-cyberattack-risk-for-all-50-states
https://www.govtech.com/workforce/nascio-charts-rise-of-chief-privacy-officer-offers-guidance
https://www.theverge.com/policy/816882/cisa-cybersecurity-elections-infrastructure-shutdown
https://www.washingtonpost.com/technology/2025/05/18/instagram-teen-accounts-test/
https://www.wired.com/story/the-age-checked-internet-has-arrived/
https://apnews.com/article/internet-age-verification-supreme-court-def346d7bf299566a3687d8c4f224fec
https://apnews.com/article/internet-age-verification-supreme-court-def346d7bf299566a3687d8c4f224fec
https://www.tomsguide.com/ai/youtubes-new-ai-age-verification-is-coming-soon-heres-whats-going-to-change
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/policing-speech-online-germany-60-minutes-transcript/
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2025/jun/27/deepfakes-denmark-copyright-law-artificial-intelligence
https://www.dhs.gov/sites/default/files/publications/increasing_threats_of_deepfake_identities_0.pdf
https://www.nola.com/news/education/lafourche-parish-deepfake-nude-photos-8-girls-victims/article_1f065eb4-dc06-47db-989c-ec71b5d05901.html
https://www.nola.com/news/education/lafourche-parish-deepfake-nude-photos-8-girls-victims/article_1f065eb4-dc06-47db-989c-ec71b5d05901.html
https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/LSB11314
https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/LSB11314
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Mixed Prognosis for Worldwide Public Health

The withdrawal of U.S. funding from the World Health Organization and health-related research is raising questions 
about the future of global public health. Photo ©Khaled Mostafa/WHO.

Public health is a field constantly in flux, but recent years 

have seen a particular whiplash of trend trajectories in the 

U.S. and globally. While public health often requires localized 

approaches, it also depends on national and international 

entities for funding and resources. Thus, planners should be 

tuned in to changes on several scales to get the most current 

information and signals that may affect their work.

Uncertain future of global 
health governance
International public health stands to 
look much different in the coming 
years. The 2025 closure of the U.S. 
Agency for International Develop-
ment (USAID)—which in 2024 
managed over $35 billion in 
humanitarian aid—may result in up 
to 14 million preventable deaths by 
2030. USAID provided assistance to 
130 countries, with health being one 
of the highest-priority sectors for 
funding. The end of USAID 
resulted in immediate cuts to the 
research and treatment of diseases 

such as malaria, HIV/AIDS, and 
polio, as well as nutrition and sani-
tation programs that provided food 
and clean water globally.

The U.S. withdrawal of funding 
and support from the World Health 
Organization (WHO) further 
threatens the prognosis for contin-
ued gains in disease prevention and 
treatment, preparedness for future 
pandemics, and international col-
laboration on public health issues. 
A 2025 study found that health 
inequalities, COVID-19 disruption, 
and rising levels of misinformation 
and hesitancy are reducing 

https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/IF10261
https://www.npr.org/sections/goats-and-soda/2025/07/01/nx-s1-5452513/trump-usaid-foreign-aid-deaths
https://www.usnews.com/news/health-news/articles/2025-03-04/the-life-saving-programs-disappearing-as-a-result-of-the-usaid-funding-cuts
https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/2025/01/withdrawing-the-united-states-from-the-worldhealth-organization/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC12089832/
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2025/jun/24/children-global-vaccine-rates-fall-study-finds
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vaccination rates around the world, 
potentially enabling the reemer-
gence of diseases once thought 
largely eradicated. This could fur-
ther threaten global collaboration 
and governance on public health.

Research cuts pose additional 
challenges to global public health. 
Altogether, the U.S. has paused or 
ended more than $1 billion in fund-
ing from the National Institutes of 
Health (NIH), affecting more than 
2,000 grants for chronic diseases, 
global health, cancer research, and 
other health-related projects. In 
August 2025, the Department of 
Health and Human Services can-
celled nearly $500 million in fund-
ing for mRNA vaccine development. 
In a December 2025 report, the 
Gates Foundation warned that 
global public health funding from 
the U.S. and some EU countries was 
down almost 27 percent from last 
year, but suggested that focusing 
efforts on certain solutions could 
still improve future health out-
comes. Restructuring the global 
health research infrastructure to 
adapt to new funding sources will 

happen, but it might take some 
time.

Feats in disease treatment
As a counterpoint to the reversals in 
global public health funding, 2025 
saw significant progress in treating 
diseases, particularly in low-income 
countries. In October 2025, the 
Maldives became the first country 
in the world to end mother-to-child 
transmission of HIV, syphilis, and 
hepatitis B. That same month, Fiji 
joined 25 other countries in elimi-
nating trachoma, the world’s leading 
infectious cause of blindness, as a 
public health problem. In July 2025, 
several African countries rolled out 
a hexavalent vaccine, designed to 
protect against six diseases with one 
dose, for the first time. Elsewhere in 
the world, Huntington’s disease was 
successfully treated for the first time 
using gene therapy that slowed its 
progression by 75 percent in 
afflicted patients. Advancements are 
also occurring in synthetic biology; 
engineered living therapeutics are 
poised to combat antibacterial 

resistance, and for the first time 
CRISPR was used to create a per-
sonalized treatment for an infant 
with a genetic disorder.

Though these breakthroughs 
have immediate impacts on individ-
uals today, their larger implications 
extend long into the future. Con-
centrated investments in low-re-
source regions can help decrease 
global health disparities and may 
translate into better health futures 
for all, with associated benefits to 
local quality of life, community sta-
bility, and economic prosperity.

Next steps towards AI in 
health care
Less certain in public health is the 
role that artificial intelligence (AI) 
will play in its advancement. In 
2025, spending for health-care AI 
reached $1.4 billion, nearly tripling 
the amount spent in 2024, and 81 
percent of surveyed CEOs of global 
health-care organizations believed 
that generative AI (GenAI)would 
have at least a moderate impact on 
their strategies. Technology 

companies such as Anthropic have 
released AI tools specifically for 
medicine and pharmaceuticals, and 
patients are increasingly using 
ChatGPT and other generative AI 
(GenAI) models for medical 
self-diagnosis and mental health 
support (see also Intensifying 
Bonds Between Humans and 
Chatbots).

One emerging use of AI in 
medicine is in cancer screening, 
diagnosis, and treatment. AI has 
also been shown to be adept at 
interpreting brain scans and X-rays, 
specialties that are currently 
plagued by staff shortages. And 
AI-enabled ultrasound machines 
can help expand access to this tech-
nology, especially in rural commu-
nities. Using AI in medicine poses 
risks, however, including biases 
embedded in the training of these 
models and inaccurate results that 
are difficult to detect due to a lack of 
system transparency.

Furthermore, a new generation 
of biological large language models 
(BioLLMs)—AI models trained on 
vast datasets of natural DNA, RNA, 

and protein sequences—can now 
generate new proteins, facilitating 
drug discovery and enabling the 
development of custom therapeu-
tics and individualized medical 
treatments. Yet this also raises 
ethical, social, and security con-
cerns. Even more worrisome is that 
while scientists have successfully 
used AI to create new bacterial 
viruses for research, experts fear 
that insufficient biosecurity mea-
sures could result in future develop-
ment of AI-designed bioweapons. 
While widespread medical use of AI 
is still nascent, time will only tell 
whether humans will overcome the 
challenges this technology poses 
and achieve its full potential for 
improving public health outcomes 
across the globe.

https://www.theguardian.com/society/2025/jun/24/children-global-vaccine-rates-fall-study-finds
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S259017022400061X
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S259017022400061X
https://grant-witness.us/
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2025/06/04/health/trump-cuts-nih-grants-research.html
https://www.clinicaladvisor.com/features/cancer-research-funding-cuts/
https://www.npr.org/2025/08/05/nx-s1-5493550/rfk-jr-funding-mrna-vaccine-development
https://www.geekwire.com/2025/innovation-vs-aid-cuts-gates-foundations-goalkeepers-report-sounds-alarm-on-global-health-retreat/
https://www.who.int/news/item/13-10-2025-maldives-becomes-the-first-country-to-achieve-triple-elimination-of-mother-to-child-transmission-of-hiv-syphilis-and-hepatitis-b
https://www.who.int/westernpacific/news/item/20-10-2025-fiji-becomes-the-26th-country-to-eliminate-trachoma-as-a-public-health-problem
https://www.who.int/westernpacific/news/item/20-10-2025-fiji-becomes-the-26th-country-to-eliminate-trachoma-as-a-public-health-problem
https://www.gavi.org/vaccineswork/lifesaving-six-one-vaccine-has-started-roll-out-low-income-countries-heres-why-its
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/cevz13xkxpro
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC12380062/
https://innovativegenomics.org/news/first-patient-treated-with-on-demand-crispr-therapy/
https://innovativegenomics.org/news/first-patient-treated-with-on-demand-crispr-therapy/
https://equityhealthj.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12939-025-02526-y
https://menlovc.com/perspective/2025-the-state-of-ai-in-healthcare/
https://www.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/industry/health-care/life-sciences-and-health-care-industry-outlooks/2025-global-health-care-executive-outlook.html
https://www.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/industry/health-care/life-sciences-and-health-care-industry-outlooks/2025-global-health-care-executive-outlook.html
https://www.rdworldonline.com/anthropic-unveils-claude-for-life-sciences-which-reportedly-outperforms-humans-at-lab-protocol-tasks-and-slashes-pharma-documentation-time/
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/09/11/health/chatbots-health-diagnosis-treatments.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/09/11/health/chatbots-health-diagnosis-treatments.html
https://www.cancerresearch.org/blog/ai-cancer
https://www.weforum.org/stories/2025/08/ai-transforming-global-health/
https://www.gatesfoundation.org/ideas/science-innovation-technology/future-womens-health-technology/ai-ultrasounds
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC11612599/
https://setr.stanford.edu/technology/biotechnology-synthetic-biology/2025
https://www.genengnews.com/topics/artificial-intelligence/bio-2025-huge-virtual-cell-dataset-ai-designed-de-novo-proteins/
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/the-next-normal/biotech
https://www.forbes.com/sites/jaimecatmull/2025/10/14/the-roi-of-ai-medicine-where-custom-cures-meet-smart-money/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/jaimecatmull/2025/10/14/the-roi-of-ai-medicine-where-custom-cures-meet-smart-money/
https://cdo.mit.edu/blog/2025/02/05/integrating-ai-ml-in-biotech-manufacturing-how-modern-technology-is-revolutionizing-the-production-of-advanced-therapies-an-mit-sloan-career-development-office-conversation-with-ran-z/
https://cdo.mit.edu/blog/2025/02/05/integrating-ai-ml-in-biotech-manufacturing-how-modern-technology-is-revolutionizing-the-production-of-advanced-therapies-an-mit-sloan-career-development-office-conversation-with-ran-z/
https://www.technologyreview.com/2025/10/31/1127461/heres-the-latest-company-planning-for-gene-edited-babies/?mod=djemfoe
https://centerforhealthsecurity.org/our-work/aixbio
https://centerforhealthsecurity.org/our-work/aixbio
https://www.npr.org/2025/10/02/nx-s1-5558145/ai-artificial-intelligence-dangerous-proteins-biosecurity
https://www.npr.org/2025/10/02/nx-s1-5558145/ai-artificial-intelligence-dangerous-proteins-biosecurity
https://www.livescience.com/health/viruses-infections-disease/ai-can-now-be-used-to-design-brand-new-viruses-can-we-stop-it-from-making-the-next-devastating-bioweapon
https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/10.2105/AJPH.2024.307888
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanpub/article/PIIS2468-2667(25)00036-2/fulltext
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10637620/
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Circularity in the Global and U.S. Economies

Helen Santiago Fink

Helen Santiago Fink is a climate 

urbanist and program manager at 

the U.S.-ASEAN Smart Cities Part-

nership. Her 25-plus years of pro-

fessional experience bring multidis-

ciplinary expertise in sustainability, 

climate change, urban systems plan-

ning, and community and economic 

development, among others. Helen 

has worked at the global, national, 

and local scales as a technical 

advisor and program manager for 

organizations and agencies across 

the world.

We asked Helen Santiago Fink 
for her take on where the circu-
lar economy is going globally 
and in the U.S. To listen to the 
entire Trend Talk conversation 
hosted by Joe DeAngelis, AICP, 
scan the QR code above or visit 
planning.org/podcast.

“�Cities can bring circularity 
into the built environment 
... through new materials, 
new technologies, green 
building practices, and 
the use of buildings as 
carbon sinks.”

The circular economy (also known 

as circularity) is an economic model 

centered on the minimization of 

waste and the reuse, repair, recy-

cling, renewal, and refurbishment 

of materials, products, goods, and 

structures for as long as possible. 

Nations, cities, and communities 

across the world are increasingly 

embracing circularity to meet 

sustainability goals, reduce pollu-

tion, recapture critical minerals and 

materials from waste streams, and 

integrate natural systems into the 

built environment.

TAKEAWAY 1: Recapturing rare 
minerals through recycling and 
treatment processes may become 
more economically viable in the 
coming decades. Circular econ-

omy approaches offer promising 

developments in secondary sourc-

ing, including e-waste recycling to 

recover critical minerals from dis-

carded electronics and wastewater 

treatment processes that capture 

recoverable metals.

TAKEAWAY 2: The built environ-
ment is an increasingly important 
link within the circular economy. 
Given the role of cities in influenc-

ing the built environment through 

permitting and land use regulation 

and guidance, planners may be able 

to play a critical role in the adoption 

of natural, regenerative, and recy-

cled materials in construction. Some 

emerging innovations that planners 

can encourage through permits and 

regulations include the use of new 

materials such as hempcrete, the 

integration of biophilic design prin-

ciples, and the installation of green 

walls and green facades. These 

approaches can turn buildings into 

carbon sinks and greatly enhance 

resource optimization.

The views expressed in this discussion are 
solely those of the presenter and are not rep-
resentative of the U.S. Department of State.
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Emerging Sustainability Solutions

Robotics and automation continue to enhance operations in sectors such as agriculture, where AI-augmented robotic 
beehives are supporting bee health and crop pollination. Photo courtesy of Beewise.

The world is currently contending with a host of climate 

and environmental problems, as described in past Trend 

Reports. Given these challenges, it can feel daunting to 

even begin to think of devising solutions. Nevertheless, an 

array of innovative organizations—many of them startups—

are exploring solutions to these challenges. Though the 

scalability of these solutions remains to be seen, successes 

here could have positive impacts.

Familiar materials, new uses
Materials science has been a quickly 
evolving field in recent decades. 
Last year’s Trend Report analyzed 
the myriad novel ways in which 
fungi are being used. These 
advancements continued in 2025, 
when Swiss researchers built a bio-
degradable battery using fungal 
cells. Other organic materials are 
being harnessed for new purposes, 
such as algae for packaging and 
pharmaceuticals, and seaweed for 
construction and biofuel.

Similar efforts are underway 

with inorganic materials. Innovators 
have developed zero-emission 
cement and concrete that repairs 
itself. Researchers are testing side-
walks made of photovoltaic pave-
ment, and new ways to synthesize 
molecules used in solar equipment 
may advance the field of organic 
electronics. Artficial intelligence 
(AI) is helping to pioneer some of 
these advancements, though the 
pace is slower than expected. Plan-
ners should keep an eye on future 
progress in this area, as many large-
scale materials innovations have the 

https://www.planning.org/foresight/trend/9310372/
https://online-engineering.case.edu/blog/advancements-in-materials-science
https://www.planning.org/publications/document/9304884/
https://www.euronews.com/green/2025/01/11/swiss-scientists-have-taught-fungi-to-generate-electricity-how-do-mushroom-batteries-work
https://www.euronews.com/green/2025/01/11/swiss-scientists-have-taught-fungi-to-generate-electricity-how-do-mushroom-batteries-work
https://medium.com/the-new-climate/the-algae-awakening-the-green-slime-that-might-power-the-planet-8e0d55455d96
https://www.wired.com/story/there-is-more-sargassum-than-ever-in-the-caribbean-and-they-want-to-turn-it-into-energy/
https://www.weforum.org/videos/this-company-is-pioneering-zero-emission-cement/
https://www.weforum.org/videos/this-company-is-pioneering-zero-emission-cement/
https://www.tomorrow.city/self-healing-concrete-building-urban-infrastructure/
https://www.tomorrow.city/self-healing-concrete-building-urban-infrastructure/
https://reasonstobecheerful.world/striding-into-the-future-on-solar-powered-sidewalks/
https://reasonstobecheerful.world/striding-into-the-future-on-solar-powered-sidewalks/
https://www.technologynetworks.com/applied-sciences/news/breakthrough-in-molecular-ring-synthesis-paves-way-for-better-organic-electronics-397366
https://www.nature.com/articles/d42473-025-00107-9
https://www.technologyreview.com/2025/12/15/1129210/ai-materials-science-discovery-startups-investment
https://lifestyle.sustainability-directory.com/question/how-does-material-innovation-impact-the-future-of-urban-planning/
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potential to transform urban envi-
ronments and systems.

Robots big and small
The 2025 Trend Report looked at 
some of the ways in which robots 
are being enhanced with AI and 
used across a range of sectors, and 
climate research is one application 
that is seeing particular growth. 
Robotic worms are being used to 
harness geothermal energy in small 
plots of land more quickly through 
autonomous drilling of soil, and 
robotic beehives that identify pat-
terns and needs are helping to 
support bee populations in the face 
of climate change. In the emerging 
field of wildlife-inspired robotics, 
Chinese researchers sent a robotic 
antelope into natural herds for data 
collection to aid in conservation 
efforts. Robots are also being used 
to gather data in water bodies from 
Australian oceans to the Great 
Lakes to ascertain the effects of 
climate change and support ecosys-
tem restoration. So far, planners’ 
direct connection with robotics has 

mostly been related to delivery 
robots in public spaces, but innova-
tions in these technologies have the 
potential to create myriad environ-
mental benefits in the future.

Moving past plastic pollution
The world is producing an unfath-
omable 57 million tons of plastic 
pollution each year. Researchers 
have been successful in using moth 
larvae to break down microplastics 
(and bacteria to digest PFAS) at 
small scales. Biomedical engineers 
have developed a viable plastic 
substitute using minerals found in 
seashells that could help mitigate 
plastic demand. Chemists have dis-
covered processes that use moisture 
in the air and enzymes to recycle 
plastic, and scientists have even 
found a way to use plastics to 
remove nanoplastics from water. 
AI and other technologies are being 
used to prevent plastics from ending 
up in waterways and advance recy-
cling methods. As recent attempts 
to curb plastic pollution have failed, 
projects such as these may pave the 

way for more localized solutions 
that could help municipalities keep 
their waters free from microplastic 
pollution.

Innovations to solve the 
water crisis
Much of the world is becoming an 
increasingly drier place, straining 
groundwater availability and trig-
gering water conservation adviso-
ries. Iran is considering moving its 
capital as Tehran runs out of water, 
and drought is poised to induce 
more risk to the U.S. municipal 

Researchers have found a way to turn bread into carbon electrodes, which 
offer a low-cost method for desalinating seawater. Photo by David Bujdos, 
Zachary Kuzel, and Adam Wood/Royal Society (CC BY 4.0).

bond market than hurricanes, 
floods, and wildfires combined. 
Consequently, researchers are focus-
ing on ways to increase water avail-
ability in areas with constrained 
resources. Researchers at MIT have 
developed a hydrogel panel that 
gathers and stores water molecules 
from the air. Other researchers have 
used bread to power water desalina-
tion. Though these projects cannot 
replace entire water systems or rep-
licate natural systems in decline, 
future scaling up of these innova-
tions may help mitigate some 
drought impacts in high-risk areas. 

In the meantime, planners can look 
to existing resources on drought 
resilience, even those in areas not 
currently affected by it.

Harnessing heat for homes
Data center siting is becoming 
increasingly controversial as 
electricity costs surrounding them 
soar and researchers document 
their pollution impacts on public 
health. To mitigate some of these 
harms, a number of localities—
including Seattle in the U.S.; 
Stockholm, Sweden; Mantsala, 
Finland; and South Dublin, Ire-
land—have begun to harness the 
excess heat that data centers emit to 
warm nearby neighborhoods. Simi-
lar methods are being employed 
with Bitcoin mining. Given the 
growing concerns associated with 
these facilities, planners should be 
on the lookout for these and other 
opportunities to benefit the com-
munities that host these facilities.

https://www.planning.org/publications/document/9304884/
https://www.planning.org/foresight/trend/9309606/
https://planning.org/foresight/trend/9310367/
https://thenextweb.com/news/borobotics-autonomous-robot-worm-geothermal-energy-startup
https://www.cnbc.com/2025/09/18/robotic-beehives-ai-bees-climate-change.html
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1574954124004928
https://www.technology.org/2025/08/12/ai-driven-robotic-imposter-antelope-observes-wildlife-migration-in-tibets-remote-highlands/
https://www.technology.org/2025/08/12/ai-driven-robotic-imposter-antelope-observes-wildlife-migration-in-tibets-remote-highlands/
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-025-00936-0
https://www.greatlakesnow.org/2024/12/noaa-study-great-lakes-climate-change-with-underwater-robots/
https://www.greatlakesnow.org/2024/12/noaa-study-great-lakes-climate-change-with-underwater-robots/
https://techcrunch.com/2024/11/07/ulysses-is-using-robots-to-restore-seagrass-populations/
https://techcrunch.com/2024/11/07/ulysses-is-using-robots-to-restore-seagrass-populations/
https://www.weforum.org/stories/2025/09/how-robots-humans-can-share-public-spaces/
https://www.weforum.org/stories/2025/09/how-robots-humans-can-share-public-spaces/
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/science/the-world-is-producing-57-million-tons-of-plastic-pollution-per-year-new-study-finds
https://www.wired.com/story/could-plastic-eating-moth-larvae-be-a-solution-to-environmental-pollution/
https://www.wired.com/story/could-plastic-eating-moth-larvae-be-a-solution-to-environmental-pollution/
https://phys.org/news/2025-06-pfas-bacteria-veneto-soil.html
https://viterbischool.usc.edu/news/2025/04/usc-researchers-develop-plastic-substitute-from-mineral-found-in-seashells/
https://viterbischool.usc.edu/news/2025/04/usc-researchers-develop-plastic-substitute-from-mineral-found-in-seashells/
https://www.govtech.com/question-of-the-day/can-plastic-be-recycled-using-the-air
https://www.govtech.com/question-of-the-day/can-plastic-be-recycled-using-the-air
https://www.carbios.com/en/enzymatic-recycling/
https://uwaterloo.ca/news/media/scientists-can-now-remove-microplastics-our-water-94-cent
https://sustainablebrands.com/read/holistic-solution-plastic-pollution-source
https://www.wsj.com/tech/ai/trash-collection-new-technology-2d3dcf6a
https://www.wsj.com/tech/ai/trash-collection-new-technology-2d3dcf6a
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/08/14/climate/global-plastic-pollution-treaty.html
https://orbmedia.org/invisibles-final-report
https://orbmedia.org/invisibles-final-report
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/global-drought-outlook_d492583a-en/full-report/towards-a-drier-world_6f10e2e5.html
https://theweek.com/environment/groundwater-crisis-united-states
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2025/oct/02/iran-must-move-its-capital-from-tehran-says-president-as-water-crisis-worsens
https://droughtmonitor.unl.edu/
https://grist.org/cities/drought-is-quietly-pushing-american-cities-toward-a-fiscal-cliff/
https://www.newscientist.com/article/2483709-the-arid-air-of-death-valley-may-actually-be-a-valuable-water-source/
https://www.stvincent.edu/news/2025/03/clean-water-from-stale-bread-svc-professors-research-is-published-in-royal-society-open-science.html
https://www.fema.gov/sites/default/files/documents/fema_drought-planning-fact-sheet_092021.pdf
https://www.planning.org/publications/report/9026898/
https://www.planning.org/publications/report/9026898/
https://www.planning.org/publications/document/9318086/
https://www.npr.org/2025/07/17/nx-s1-5469933/virginia-data-centers-residents-saying-no
https://apnews.com/article/electricity-prices-data-centers-artificial-intelligence-fbf213a915fb574a4f3e5baaa7041c3a
https://www.caltech.edu/about/news/air-pollution-and-the-public-health-costs-of-ai
https://www.caltech.edu/about/news/air-pollution-and-the-public-health-costs-of-ai
https://www.facilitiesdive.com/news/data-center-heat-could-make-us-campuses-more-efficient-experts-say/751318/
https://stockholmdataparks.com/
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2025-05-14/finland-s-data-centers-are-heating-cities-too
https://www.codema.ie/our-work/tallaght-district-heating-scheme/
https://medium.com/lumerin-blog/from-waste-to-warmth-how-bitcoin-mining-heat-is-becoming-a-valuable-resource-36936c29737c
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Our Tech-Shaped Future

“The Dawn of the Intelligence Age,” a concept popularized by OpenAI CEO Sam Altman, describes humanity’s 
transition into a new era driven by powerful AI. Photo by Jason Henry/The New York Times.

The unprecedented pace of technological change carries 

profound promises for reshaping how we live and work 

globally. From the potential of artificial superintelligence 

(ASI) to accelerate solutions to climate change and other 

complex challenges, to biotechnology that can create highly 

individualized treatments and cure diseases, emerging 

technologies suggest a future defined by radical innovation. 

Achieving this, however, will require vast clean energy

supplies, making energy generation 
a fundamental design principle 
rather than an afterthought. Though 
the ultimate outcomes may be 
uncertain, the broader trajectory is 
clear: technology and its applica-
tions will continue to play a major 
role in shaping our future.

A race for superintelligence
The global race to develop ASI is 
accelerating rapidly and reshaping 
geopolitical, economic, and scien-
tific horizons. Governments and 

private companies are investing 
unprecedented resources in the 
belief that reaching superintelli-
gence first could secure long-term 
strategic global dominance. Some 
AI researchers even suggest that the 
impact of superhuman AI might 
exceed that of the Industrial Revolu-
tion—though others question 
whether it might displace humans 
altogether.

Proponents argue that ASI sys-
tems could unlock breakthroughs in 
medicine, energy, climate modeling, 
and scientific discovery, offering 

https://www.ibm.com/think/topics/artificial-superintelligence
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/10/31/technology/ai-spending-accelerating.html
https://www.cfr.org/article/china-united-states-and-ai-race
https://www.cfr.org/article/china-united-states-and-ai-race
https://ai-2027.com/
https://www.cnbc.com/2025/06/17/ai-godfather-geoffrey-hinton-theres-a-chance-that-ai-could-displace-humans.html
https://bidenwhitehouse.archives.gov/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/AI-Report_Upload_29APRIL2024_SEND-2.pdf
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solutions to some of humanity’s 
most persistent challenges. Yet real-
izing these benefits in practice 
requires strong institutions, robust 
guardrails, and clear commitments 
to the public good. At the same 
time, AI developers in the U.S. 
struggle to clearly articulate what 
exactly they are trying to build or 
how these systems might behave 
once they surpass human capabili-
ties. This ambiguity adds to legiti-
mate concerns about alignment of 
ASI’s goals with human values, and 
some commentators argue that the 
concept of artificial general intelli-
gence (AGI) is comparable to a con-
spiracy theory: an idea that has no 
clear definition, no agreed-upon 
timeline, and no concrete evidence 
of what the technology would actu-
ally look like, but that continues to 
fuel substantial investment.

Nevertheless, existing AI sys-
tems are already resisting oversight, 
and they could potentially act 
unpredictably or pursue objectives 
detrimental to human society. 
The pursuit of ASI could, however, 
catalyze entirely new industries, 

redefine regional economic devel-
opment strategies, and reshape 
national and international labor 
markets.

AI-powered biotech boom 
creates a lot of questions
The convergence of AI and biology 
is transforming the pace and scale 
of biological discovery, with major 
implications for national economic 
growth. Since Google DeepMind’s 
2020 release of an AI system capa-
ble of rapidly predicting 3D protein 
structures, the biotech sector has 
accelerated toward a future in 
which engineered biological sys-
tems could improve human health, 
agriculture, environmental resil-
ience, and industrial processes. The 
World Economic Forum has identi-
fied dual-use risks, including 
potential misuse for bioweapons, as 
a major caveat of widespread 
AI-enabled bioengineering. Still, 
China is increasingly positioning 
biotechnology as a strategic asset; 
meanwhile, the U.S. might lose 
technical experts due to recent cuts 

in research and development.
For planners and their commu-

nities, this transformation will influ-
ence regional economic 
development strategies, workforce 
and educational needs, public health 
preparedness, environmental man-
agement, and land use decisions for 
emerging research hubs and manu-
facturing facilities. Understanding 

this trajectory is critical for commu-
nities preparing to navigate both the 
opportunities and risks of the grow-
ing bioeconomy.

AI-enhanced materials 
engineering
A new frontier is emerging at the 
intersection of AI and materials 
engineering. Invented at the end 
of the last century, metamaterials 
don’t have fixed optical, acoustic, 
or mechanical traits and can be 
designed to bend light in unconven-
tional ways, channel sound with 
extraordinary precision, or absorb 
energy selectively. As researchers 
experiment with increasingly com-
plex structures, AI has become a 
powerful accelerator.

Machine-learning models can 
explore vast design possibilities, 
anticipate how a given pattern will 
behave, and iterate rapidly through 
virtual experiments. Academic and 
industry teams are already using AI 
to generate novel blueprints for 
electromagnetic surfaces, acoustic 
filters, and 3D-printed components 

Advances in AI-enhanced materials 
engineering have produced new 
metamaterials, such as this stress-
detecting polymer that shines 
when stretched. Photo by Okinawa 
Institute of Science and Technology 
Graduate University (CC BY 4.0).

with tailored thermal or optical 
responses, dramatically reducing 
the time between concept and func-
tional prototype.

Although many of these break-
throughs are currently concentrated 
in defense and national security 
applications, they hold substantial 
promise for transforming the future 
built environment. Urban areas 
grappling with noise pollution, 
energy inefficiency, and aging infra-
structure could benefit from materi-
als engineered to solve problems at 
the source. AI-designed acoustic 
metamaterials may enable quieter 
transit corridors and more peaceful 
residential areas. Structures built 
with lightweight, vibration-resistant 
components could better withstand 
environmental stresses and enhance 
building efficiency or improve the 
performance of urban sensors and 
communication networks. As these 
materials advance, their integration 
within the built environment could 
inspire new design possibilities and 
outcomes for cities.

https://bidenwhitehouse.archives.gov/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/AI-Report_Upload_29APRIL2024_SEND-2.pdf
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https://www.cnn.com/2025/08/13/tech/ai-geoffrey-hinton
https://www.technologyreview.com/2025/10/30/1127057/agi-conspiracy-theory-artifcial-general-intelligence/
https://www.thetimes.com/uk/technology-uk/article/chatgpt-o1-openai-prevents-own-deletion-tmvgbb7ls
https://www.nature.com/articles/s44385-025-00021-1
https://www.weforum.org/stories/2025/10/life-sciences-generative-ai-future-human-health/
https://fas.org/publication/strategic-bioeconomy-investments-right-now/
https://fas.org/publication/strategic-bioeconomy-investments-right-now/
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-021-03819-2
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https://www.freethink.com/biotech/ai-biotech
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https://www.weforum.org/publications/global-risks-report-2025/digest/
https://www.morganstanley.com/insights/articles/china-biotech-boom-generics-to-innovators
https://www.morganstanley.com/insights/articles/china-biotech-boom-generics-to-innovators
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https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/engineered-metamaterials-can-trick-light-and-sound-into-mind-bending-behavior/
https://academic.oup.com/ooms/article/4/1/itae001/7604561
https://www.tudelft.nl/en/2024/me/news/new-ai-tool-discovers-realistic-metamaterials-with-unusual-properties
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Energy generation as 
a design principle
Previous Trend Reports have high-
lighted a range of emerging innova-
tions in energy generation, includ-
ing technologies that harvest 
electricity from air and experimen-
tal systems for space-based solar 
power. As the global demand for 
electricity grows, driven by energy- 
intensive technologies such as AI 
and the electrification of everything 
in pursuit of carbon emissions 
reduction, clean energy production 
is shifting from a specialized land-
use category to a core design princi-
ple of the built environment.

Several recent technological 
innovations point toward an urban 
environment in which mobility 
infrastructure not only supports 
movement but also continuously 
produces clean energy. For example, 
as solar technologies continue to 
improve efficiency, in-ground and 
pathway-integrated panels are 
becoming a viable solution for 
cities. At the same time, new hybrid 
approaches that combine solar and 
kinetic energy offer opportunities to 

Recent technological innovations, such as paving tiles that convert kinetic energy from foot traffic into electricity, 
point to a future urban environment that can both support and power mobility. Photo courtesy of Pavegen.

further support local grids. A range 
of emerging technologies harness 
energy from transportation net-
works, including traffic-powered 

wind turbines, piezoelectric road-
ways, and other systems that con-
vert the kinetic energy of moving 
vehicles into electricity. Pilot 

projects around the world are test-
ing kinetic sidewalks, suggesting 
that high-foot-traffic corridors 
could function as decentralized 

microgenerators if adopted at scale. 
Wireless electric vehicle charging 
infrastructure embedded beneath 
roadways is also advancing and can 
be considered for mainstream 
deployment.

And beyond infrastructure, new 
advances are occurring within 
transportation itself. Several start-
ups are developing vehicles with 
embedded solar surfaces that can 
generate a meaningful share of their 
energy needs directly from sunlight, 
and new structural battery compos-
ites (SBCs), materials that combine 
load-bearing functions with built-in 
energy storage, could allow body 
panels to serve as both structural 
components and power sources, 
possibly reshaping vehicle design. 
These developments signal a future 
in which urban environments func-
tion as continuous, distributed 
energy systems. Planners may 
increasingly need to design cities 
in which clean electricity produc-
tion is woven into mobility net-
works, streetscapes, and everyday 
infrastructure.

https://planning.org/foresight/trend/9309656/
https://planning.org/foresight/trend/9309661/
https://planning.org/foresight/trend/9309661/
https://www.technologyreview.com/2025/11/20/1128167/future-of-electricity/
https://www.technologyreview.com/2025/11/20/1128167/future-of-electricity/
https://makingcity.eu/2023/04/06/solar-footpath-opens-in-groningen/
https://reasonstobecheerful.world/striding-into-the-future-on-solar-powered-sidewalks/
https://www.pavegen.com/blog/introducing-pavegen-solar
https://www.pavegen.com/blog/introducing-pavegen-solar
https://www.euronews.com/green/2021/11/04/turning-traffic-into-clean-energy-how-this-startup-plans-to-power-the-streets-of-istanbul
https://www.euronews.com/green/2021/11/04/turning-traffic-into-clean-energy-how-this-startup-plans-to-power-the-streets-of-istanbul
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S209575642500008X
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S209575642500008X
https://www.highwaysindustry.com/future-harnessing-energy-vehicle-traffic-movement/
https://www.pavegen.com/en/case-studies/sports-boulevard
https://www.wired.com/story/how-energy-generating-sidewalks-work/
https://www.wired.com/story/how-energy-generating-sidewalks-work/
https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20240130-wireless-charging-the-roads-where-electric-vehicles-never-need-to-plug-in
https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20240130-wireless-charging-the-roads-where-electric-vehicles-never-need-to-plug-in
https://www.michigan.gov/mdot/travel/mobility/initiatives/wireless-charging-roadway
https://www.michigan.gov/mdot/travel/mobility/initiatives/wireless-charging-roadway
https://www.wsj.com/business/energy-oil/aptera-motors-solar-powered-electric-vehicles-6ec1095f?mod=djemTECH
https://www.wsj.com/business/energy-oil/aptera-motors-solar-powered-electric-vehicles-6ec1095f?mod=djemTECH
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41524-025-01646-x
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41524-025-01646-x
https://www.weforum.org/publications/top-10-emerging-technologies-of-2025/in-full/structural-battery-composites/
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The Future of Jobs

From the power looms of the Industrial Revolution to smartphones in the digital age, 
every major technological innovation has disrupted traditional economies but created 
new industries and employment growth. Image by T. Allom and J. Tingle/Wikipedia.

Lately, conversations about the future of work have been dominated 

by the fear that human employees will be replaced by artificial intelli-

gence (AI). Yet, history suggests that such fears may be overblown. 

This Deep Dive explores how technological, demographic, and cul-

tural shifts are transforming the workforce, and what past transitions 

can teach us about the future of jobs.

DRIVERS OF WORKFORCE 
TRANSFORMATION. From the 

Industrial Revolution to the digital 

age, every major technological inno-

vation has led to predictions of mass 

unemployment that never fully mate-

rialized. Instead, new industries and 

roles emerged. More than 60 percent 

of today’s jobs didn’t exist in 1940. 

Technologies didn’t just replace jobs; 

they also created demand for new 

jobs (think of GIS technicians, or 

chief information officers).

However, professions have come 

and gone throughout history—in 

some cases with more severe dis-

ruptions in communities than others 

(think of the invention of the power 

loom and its impact on communi-

ties with high employment in the 

textile industry, or the disappear-

ance of the milkman due to refrig-

eration). While at the individual 

level new tasks and jobs will require 

upskilling and reskilling, replacing 

the majority of an entire commu-

nity’s workforce requires far more 

extensive change. This includes 

major shifts in social systems and 

new economic development strate-

gies. As history has shown in former 

mining towns and other single-in-

dustry places, the more diverse an 

economy is, the more resilient and 

adaptable to large-scale technology 

shifts it will be.

https://www.technologyreview.com/2024/01/27/1087041/technological-unemployment-elon-musk-jobs-ai/
https://www.technologyreview.com/2024/01/27/1087041/technological-unemployment-elon-musk-jobs-ai/
https://www.fastcompany.com/91073170/jobs-that-didnt-exist-1940-wont-exist-2040-automation-study
https://news.mit.edu/2024/does-technology-help-or-hurt-employment-0401
https://news.mit.edu/2024/does-technology-help-or-hurt-employment-0401
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/21582440231218583
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/21582440231218583
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Additionally, technology is not 

the only driver of change. New jobs 

have emerged due to demographic 

change (e.g., RV lifestyle consultant, 

dementia-care interior designer), 

environmental shifts and related 

policies (e.g., environmental policy 

advisor, chief sustainability officer), 

and consumer demands (e.g., tattoo 

artists, conference planners), among 

others. An MIT study found that 

these shifts occur across all income 

levels and sectors, though unevenly. 

Since 1940, about 85 percent of 

new job types have been created in 

health care, 74 percent in white-col-

lar sectors, and 46 percent in 

manufacturing.

Recently, though, white-collar 

workers have faced steeper unem-

ployment increases than others. 

Meanwhile, some companies may be 

blaming AI to justify layoffs rather 

than admit to financial underperfor-

mance or market uncertainties.

According to the World Eco-

nomic Forum’s 2025 Future of Jobs 

Report, 170 million new jobs (14 per-

cent of today’s global employment) 

could be created within the next 

EXPERT INSIGHT

“�We’re seeing a 
disconnect between 
some of the talent 
pools and some of the 
new emerging tasks of 
trying to figure out 
what AI can do.”

—Mateo Alexander, City of Dallas

five years. And while approximately 

92 million existing roles will be dis-

placed, WEF estimates a net growth 

of seven percent (78 million jobs). 

The main drivers of this predicted 

workforce transformation are broad-

ening digital access, increasing cost 

of living, climate change mitigation 

and adaptation, aging and declin-

ing working-age populations, and 

geoeconomic fragmentation and 

geopolitical tensions. However, new 

approaches to work by younger 

generations might create some 

shifts as well.

The question, then, isn’t whether 

we will work, but how the nature of 

work itself will continue to evolve.

FROM JOBS TO SKILLS. Beyond 

new job types, the very nature of 

work is changing. Skills are becom-

ing more relevant than rigid job 

descriptions with fancy titles, as the 

latter no longer reflect how work 

actually happens. In an increas-

ingly complex world where many 

routine or repetitive tasks can be 

automated, work has become more 

dynamic and context specific, while 

legacy job descriptions and struc-

tures remain static and outdated. 

This can result in underused talent 

and confusion among employees 

whose roles no longer align with 

their daily work. Research shows 

that 55 percent of companies 

worldwide are shifting to skills-

based models, and 81 percent are 

convinced that a skills-based model 

will increase a business’s potential 

to grow.

The WEF report anticipates 

that around 40 percent of key 

skills required in the labor market 

will change by 2030. Unsurpris-

ingly, technological skills are the 

fastest-growing area, including 

those related to digital literacy, AI, 

data, and cybersecurity. However, 

as machines take on more tasks, 

human skills such as creative think-

ing, resilience, agility, curiosity, lead-

ership, and social influence will also 

increase in importance.

This development underscores 

the need for continuous learning. 

Upskilling, reskilling, and lifelong 

learning are becoming essential for 

every career. AI might not replace 

us, but the people who know 

how to use it while continuously 

improving their human skills will. 

While we might not know today 

what the job titles of the future 

will be, we can certainly expect an 

uptick in roles that blend technol-

ogy skills, creativity, and a sense of 

purpose.

HAVE WE REACHED PEAK PRO-
DUCTIVITY? In last year’s Trend 

Report, we discussed the idea of 

a post-work era, with fewer work 

hours due to technological inno-

vations and a growing emphasis 

on life-work balance. Interestingly, 

since 1940, the 40-hour work-

week has remained the standard. 

https://dadisfire.com/new-jobs-retirement-boom/
https://news.mit.edu/2024/most-work-is-new-work-us-census-data-shows-0401
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/03/25/business/economy/white-collar-layoffs.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/03/25/business/economy/white-collar-layoffs.html
https://www.nbcnews.com/business/business-news/tens-thousands-layoffs-are-blamed-ai-are-companies-actually-getting-rcna240221?mc_cid=ba02547e9b
https://www.weforum.org/publications/the-future-of-jobs-report-2025/
https://www.weforum.org/publications/the-future-of-jobs-report-2025/
https://thestillwandering.substack.com/p/the-death-of-the-corporate-job
https://thestillwandering.substack.com/p/the-death-of-the-corporate-job
https://www.flexos.work/work-in-progress/ditch-the-job-focus-on-the-work
https://www.workwithoutjobs.com/
https://forms.workday.com/content/dam/web/uk/documents/reports/emea-state-of-skills-research-report-en-GB.pdf
https://www.weforum.org/publications/the-future-of-jobs-report-2025/
https://www.fastcompany.com/91305629/ai-wont-replace-you-someone-using-it-might
https://www.fastcompany.com/91305629/ai-wont-replace-you-someone-using-it-might
https://www.planning.org/publications/document/9304884/
https://www.planning.org/publications/document/9304884/
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Despite the invention of com-

puters, the internet, and now AI, 

we still work the same number 

of hours. The only thing that has 

changed is the increase in produc-

tivity. At this point, it’s a legitimate 

question to ask when we will reach 

peak productivity and whether we 

should continue prioritizing pro-

ductivity over quality of life, or—

given the fear around job displace-

ment and AI—whether it’s time to 

find new ways of balancing life and 

work.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, 

many people redefined their rela-

tionship with work. Employees 

began to value flexible work hours, 

and multiple companies piloted 

(with many making permanent) 

four-day workweeks. Meanwhile, 

younger generations are adding new 

approaches to work as well. Many 

young people increasingly choose 

part-time jobs, in some cases to 

accommodate polyworking, and 

some even take mini-retirements as 

a break from work life. Younger peo-

ple also increasingly tend to identify 

less with their day jobs. In a world 

where someone can be an urban 

planner, a dog walker, and a yoga 

teacher at the same time, there is 

little need to define oneself by a 

single job title.

And something else has hap-

pened: remote and hybrid work 

arrangements, along with flexible 

hours, have enabled people to 

pursue side projects that provide 

a sense of fulfillment outside their 

bill-paying jobs. Younger genera-

tions increasingly prioritize purpose 

over profit. Since entry-level jobs 

often don’t offer meaningful tasks, 

many young people use their day 

jobs to fund projects that create 

personal value, purpose, and, poten-

tially, social impact.

RETHINKING ENTRY-LEVEL JOBS. 
Entry-level jobs are losing their 

appeal, and not just because they 

don’t allow young people to change 

the world for the better. Many of 

the typical entry-level job tasks 

(e.g., data entry, customer service, 

basic research) are the ones that are 

being replaced by AI. The tasks that 

once served to train new profession-

als can now be automated.

This shift calls for a redefinition 

of entry-level roles. Young profes-

sionals bring fresh ideas, digital flu-

ency, and oftentimes passion, which 

are crucial for innovation and long-

term success. Organizations must 

rethink what value these positions 

are meant to create. Rather than 

assigning repetitive work, entry-

level roles could emphasize creativ-

ity, collaboration, and the use of AI 

to enhance problem-solving. The 

combination of human curiosity and 

AI skills could elevate these roles to 

entirely new levels of contribution.

The replacement of routine tasks with AI could allow the redefinition of entry-level 
jobs to emphasize creativity, collaboration, and the use of AI to enhance problem-
solving. Photo by Pekic/E+/Getty Images.

https://www.rbcwealthmanagement.com/en-us/insights/us-productivity-renaissance
https://www.rbcwealthmanagement.com/en-us/insights/us-productivity-renaissance
https://www.planning.org/foresight/trend/9309674/
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/05/30/business/polyworking-jobs-economy.html
https://planning.org/foresight/trend/9309668/
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/04/10/us/young-people-work-mini-retirement.html
https://www.intuit.com/blog/innovative-thinking/the-side-hustle-generation/
https://www.intuit.com/blog/innovative-thinking/the-side-hustle-generation/
https://www.themuse.com/advice/no-more-excuses-why-you-should-start-your-side-project-already
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/05/19/opinion/linkedin-ai-entry-level-jobs.html
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THE NEXT GENERATION OF LEAD-
ERSHIP. Leadership is also under-

going a transformation. In Lead-

ers Make the Future, the authors 

describe the shift from a VUCA 

world (volatile, uncertain, complex, 

ambiguous) toward an increasingly 

chaotic BANI world (brittle, anx-

ious, nonlinear, incomprehensible). 

And leadership styles and skills will 

have to change accordingly. Brit-

tle calls for leaders who bend but 

don’t break. Anxious needs leaders 

who reassure while acknowledging 

reality. Nonlinear demands flexibil-

ity and creative problem-solving. 

Incomprehensible requires imagi-

nation and improvisation beyond 

current understanding.

At the same time, the makeup 

of teams is evolving. As Salesforce 

CEO Marc Benioff anticipates, 

today’s CEOs may be the last to 

lead an all-human workforce. The 

leaders of tomorrow will man-

age hybrid teams of humans and 

AI agents, requiring a blend of 

empathy, digital fluency, and clar-

ity in communication. Success 

will depend on balancing human 

judgment with automated execu-

tion, while reimagining how people 

and technology collaborate to cre-

ate value.

These required new leadership 

styles may emerge naturally as gen-

erational turnover continues. The 

retirement of baby boomers and the 

rise of younger leaders with differ-

ent priorities, such as purpose and 

quality of life, will shape organiza-

tional culture in profound ways.

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR PLAN-
NERS. Will planners lose their jobs? 

Probably not. But planning jobs will 

have to change to adjust to these 

technological, social, and val-

ue-based drivers.

AI is more likely to transform 

planning than replace it. The plan-

ners of the future will use AI to ana-

lyze data, visualize scenarios, and 

test policy impacts, freeing more 

time for human judgment, creativity, 

and engagement with community 

members.

However, staying relevant 

means staying skilled: upskilling in 

emerging technologies such as AI, 

data, and digital engagement tools; 

enhancing human skills such as 

empathy, active listening, resilience, 

and systems thinking; and most 

importantly, understanding how the 

two merge and can be applied in 

their most impactful ways.

Entry-level planning roles must 

evolve, too. Instead of focusing on 

routine tasks, they should leverage 

young professionals’ technology flu-

ency, creativity, and curiosity. Young 

people enter the planning profes-

sion because they want to make 

the world a better place. We should 

trust their abilities and leverage their 

passion and drive.

Finally, leadership within the 

field must adapt to new expecta-

tions. Leaders of hybrid planning 

teams must enable technology use 

while putting guardrails in place to 

ensure responsible and ethical use. 

They must become talent manag-

ers who understand what skills and 

technologies are needed. And they 

will have to balance strategic fore-

sight with empathy and adaptability.

The future of work should not be 

one of humans versus machines. It 

should be one in which we meaning-

fully apply technology and human 

skills to solve tomorrow’s challenges 

and create great communities for all.

https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/776037/leaders-make-the-future-third-edition-by-bob-johansen-jeremy-kirshbaum-and-gabe-cervantes/
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/776037/leaders-make-the-future-third-edition-by-bob-johansen-jeremy-kirshbaum-and-gabe-cervantes/
https://www.axios.com/2025/01/27/hybrid-human-and-ai-workforce-is-coming-ceo-says
https://www.axios.com/2025/01/27/hybrid-human-and-ai-workforce-is-coming-ceo-says
https://www.planning.org/publications/document/9323127/
https://fortune.com/article/gen-z-and-boomers-are-driving-a-leadership-vacuum-thats-threatening-productivity-and-morale-at-work/
https://www.planetizen.com/blogs/136043-will-urban-planners-lose-their-jobs-ai
https://www.planetizen.com/blogs/136043-will-urban-planners-lose-their-jobs-ai
https://www.planning.org/publications/report/9270237/
https://www.planning.org/upskilling/
https://www.planning.org/publications/document/9302317/
https://www.planning.org/passport/course/9317609/
https://www.planning.org/foresight/
https://www.planning.org/foresight/
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Embracing Uncertainty
If we were to define a theme that 

reflects our current moment—

and the work of planners as 

they plan for the future of their 

communities—one word cap-

tures it all: uncertainty.

Whether we look globally, nationally, or locally, the future 
feels more uncertain than ever. Accelerating policy shifts, emerg-
ing technological innovations, related impacts on the economy 
and the environment, and society’s attempts to adapt to all of this 
are shaping the landscape that planners must navigate.

This reality makes it increasingly important for us as plan-
ners to strengthen our imagination muscles and prepare for 
multiple plausible futures. Imagination is the skill that combines 
creativity and facts. It enables us to think beyond the expected, 
explore a range of possible outcomes, and examine them in neu-
tral ways, without judgment that might limit our ability to see 
what could be emerging on the horizon. As German psycholo-
gist Erich Fromm put it: “Creativity requires the courage to let 
go of certainties.”

Creativity allows us to embrace uncertainty. It requires us to 
let go of current beliefs and expectations, accept the unknown, 
and acknowledge that nothing is fully predictable. It challenges 
us to become comfortable with the uncomfortable and break out 

of expected habits, narratives, and ways of thinking.
For a long time, one of the greatest challenges for planners 

was to align long-term infrastructure cycles with short-term 
election cycles, planning for decades when decision-makers 
often think in terms of years. Today, a third timeline has been 
added: technological innovation cycles, which are becoming 
shorter and shorter.

“�Creativity requires the courage to let 
go of certainties.”

— Erich Fromm, German psychologist, sociologist, 
and philosopher

A related concern among planners—and everybody else—is 
the fear of getting displaced by technology, specifically artificial 
intelligence (AI). These technological innovations won’t elimi-
nate the planning profession, but they will change the tools we 
use, the tasks we prioritize, and how we do our work. Technol-
ogy is, after all, something humans create to extend our capabili-
ties. Keeping pace with these changes requires continuous 
upskilling, learning, and unlearning.

Throughout history we have adjusted to technology the way 
we are, not the way technology is. In that context, it will be even 
more important in the future to understand that we have a 
choice: will we drive technological innovations to improve our 

quality of life, to facilitate certain tasks, and to make our lives 
more efficient in general? Or will we let technology drive us and 
change the ways we want to live, work, and play?

Along the way, we will also need to redefine what human 
connection means. We will increasingly collaborate not only 
with other people, but also with AI agents, and finding the right 
balance will matter.

A related challenge ahead concerns the value of knowledge 
in a world where everyone can be an expert (with the help of 
AI). Planning is a knowledge-based profession; data serves as 
the foundation for much of our work. How do we turn informa-
tion overload into better decision-making?

One thing is certain: the future won’t get shaped by cer-
tainty. It will require curiosity, and it’s our job to practice that 
curiosity. We can only act based on what we know in the 
moment—but the more we know, the better we can prepare. 
That’s why this Trend Report exists: it serves as your tool to 
inspire your curiosity, to encourage thinking beyond our usual 
planning narratives, and to help you imagine what’s possible 
based on the evidence and insight shared in the report.

What stands between the future we want and the future we 
don’t want is us. Instead of viewing the future as a destination, 
we must start seeing it as a process. As planners, we shape the 
futures of our communities. Embracing uncertainty can help us 
move from “what if ” to “let’s do it.”

https://www.planning.org/publications/document/9323127/
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PlanTech: Updating the Planner’s Toolkit
Artificial intelligence (AI) technol-

ogies are rapidly becoming 

embedded in the systems that 

shape the future of our com-

munities and the everyday work 

of planners. Across the globe, 

governments are deploying AI-based tools to 

meet planning needs. New pilot projects and 

experiments are popping up constantly, offering 

promising examples of how AI can expand plan-

ning capacity, while also raising important ethical 

questions, potential risks, and implementation 

challenges.

These use cases highlight emerging applica-

tions of AI in relation to planning in the U.S. and 

internationally, either in development or currently 

deployed.

APA continues to monitor emerging use cases 

of how AI is being used to maintain planning func-

tion and plans to provide a comprehensive data-

base in 2026. Stay tuned!

Enforcing Bus Lane Priority
THE PROBLEM: Bus lanes are often con-

tested spaces between cars, bicycles, 
delivery vehicles, and buses them-
selves. Police and traffic officers must 
constantly be on alert for the many 

standing and parking violations 
occurring in bus lanes in cities every 

day. AI-enhanced cameras can help by scanning bus lanes for 
violations and enhancing traffic control.

USE CASE: Los Angeles offers a nearly yearlong example of how 
AI cameras can work. The LA Department of Transportation 
and Metro, LA’s public transit system, identified two bus lines 
that had been “hampered due to parking violators” to pilot their 
program. The cameras, which use machine learning to identify 
when cars are parked illegally, were mounted on bus wind-
shields in November 2024. Cameras produce an “evidence pack-
age” that includes photos and documentation of vehicle license 
plates and the date and time of the incident. In February 2025, 
Metro began issuing tickets. A human is always in the loop; traf-
fic officers review each evidence package before a ticket is 
issued. By April 2025, Metro had issued nearly 10,000 tickets 
and expanded the program to two more bus lines. This program 
further discourages drivers from using bus lanes, improving 
travel time and experience for transit riders.

Strengthening Wildfire Monitoring
THE PROBLEM: Wildfires are one of the 

many natural disasters exacerbated by 
climate change. Many times, wild-
fires start in remote places where 
people can’t spot them until they 

spread to disastrous levels. California 
residents have experienced severe 

property damage, mental health challenges, and physical 
health concerns because of devastating fires.

USE CASE: The Orange County Fire Authority and SensoRy 
AI partnered in 2022 to implement a preventative monitoring 
system that uses AI to spot new wildfires and alert authorities 
before they have a chance to spread. In January 2025, the 
detection system spotted its first fire at 2 a.m. in a remote area 
of Orange County, where a 911 call about the fire would have 
been unlikely, and sent an alert to the Orange County Fire 
Authority. After this successful detection, the system was 
deployed in multiple locations across Orange County to con-
tinue development and monitoring. This detection system has 
the potential for widespread application across many natural 
disasters in many locales.

https://thesource.metro.net/our-bus-lane-enforcement-ble-program-started-november-1-heres-what-you-need-to-know/
https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2025-04-30/los-angeles-ramps-up-use-of-ai-bus-cameras-to-issue-traffic-tickets
https://healthjournalism.org/blog/2025/01/health-impact-of-california-wildfires-to-be-felt-for-years-to-come/
https://healthjournalism.org/blog/2025/01/health-impact-of-california-wildfires-to-be-felt-for-years-to-come/
https://sensoryai.com/sensory-ai-founded-by-teen-inventor-receives-funding-and-partners-with-irvine-ranch-conservancy-and-orange-county-fire-authority-to-test-climate-solution/
https://sensoryai.com/sensory-ai-founded-by-teen-inventor-receives-funding-and-partners-with-irvine-ranch-conservancy-and-orange-county-fire-authority-to-test-climate-solution/
https://www.govtech.com/artificial-intelligence/in-a-local-first-ai-spots-orange-county-calif-wildfire
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Enhancing Public Participation
THE PROBLEM: Public engagement is 

one of the biggest, most time-consum-
ing endeavors for planners. Planners 
must balance getting as much public 
input on projects and decisions as 

possible against associated time and 
monetary costs.

USE CASE: Bowling Green, Kentucky, tackled this challenge as 
part of their BG2050 plan process. The planning team wanted 
to ensure they received the most public input possible before 
making big decisions about the future of the city, which is 
set to double in size in the next 25 years. The city launched 
What Could BG Be?, a month-long online public polling and 
commenting forum supported by the Computational Democ-
racy Project and Google Jigsaw. The forum used machine learn-
ing to pose questions to participants and to understand and 
synthesize massive amounts of community feedback into data 
that plan makers could use effectively in the long-range strate-
gic plan. All the data collected from the discussion can be 
viewed through the BG2050 website, as can the team’s content 
moderation strategies. Through this process, nearly 8,000 resi-
dents gave their input on the future of Bowling Green and War-
ren County. Using AI to assist in the public participation pro-
cess can ensure that more residents’ voices are heard.

Streamlining Zoning & Permitting
THE PROBLEM: The permitting process is 

often lengthy and difficult for both 
applicants and planners alike. The 
zoning standards that developers 
must meet are sometimes difficult to 

find or are not written in plain lan-
guage, which raises accessibility con-

cerns for those not familiar with the zoning process. Further-
more, as the housing crisis continues and developers rush to 
build more housing, permit approval times are getting longer.

USE CASE: Hernando County, Florida, partnered with Swift-
build.ai for a solution called SwiftGov. This decision came after 
Hurricane Milton damaged homes and infrastructure in 2024, 
causing an influx in new building applications. The county 
employed an AI model that can read permit applications and 
compare them to zoning requirements to determine if every-
thing complies with code. This process, which used to take 
the county 45 to 60 days, can now be completed in two to 
three minutes. SwiftGov is also integrated into the county’s 
GIS system. County officials stress that AI does not make any 
final decisions about whether to approve or deny a permit. As 
natural disasters in climate-vulnerable places worsen, streamlin-
ing the permitting process will be a necessity for planners, and 
this could be a solution to that problem.

Optimizing Smart City Outcomes
THE PROBLEM: The implementation of 

smart city technologies offers central-
ization, optimization, and efficiency 
that can reduce the time planners and 
city officials spend on mundane tasks. 

As the Internet of Things (IoT) 
evolves with artificial intelligence, so 

does the smart city approach.

USE CASE: As a skiing town that sees up to three million tour-
ists each year, Vail, Colorado, must be adaptable and efficient to 
meet the needs of residents and visitors. The town has partnered 
with HPE to integrate an agentic AI smart city model into its 
existing systems. The model’s features include detection sys-
tems, computer visioning tools, back-of-house automation, and 
others. Vail plans to use this system for enhancing public safety, 
accelerating emergency response time, detecting wildfires ear-
lier, optimizing traffic flow, and streamlining repetitive adminis-
trative tasks, such as housing permits and business licensing 
applications. The integration of these tools into a single central-
ized system supports efficiency and coordination of town opera-
tions. Furthermore, all of Vail’s AI tools are run from its own 
clean energy data center. Vail offers an example of a smart city 
future that is tailored to a specific place and is implemented 
sustainably.

https://www.whatcouldbgbe.com/about-the-project
https://www.whatcouldbgbe.com/
https://www.whatcouldbgbe.com/moderation-policy#export
https://www.whatcouldbgbe.com/moderation-policy#export
https://www.smartcitiesdive.com/news/ai-florida-county-zoning-review-process/803112/
https://www.globest.com/2025/10/22/ai-cuts-florida-building-plan-reviews-from-months-to-minutes/
https://www.hernandosun.com/2025/08/10/county-testing-ai-software-for-building-department/
https://www.planning.org/publications/report/9226594/
https://www.ibm.com/think/topics/internet-of-things
https://www.hpe.com/us/en/newsroom/press-release/2025/10/town-of-vail-to-deploy-hpe-ai-solution-to-make-city-smarter-safer-and-more-sustainable.html
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Assessing Walkability and 
Complete Streets

THE PROBLEM: Active transportation has 
a variety of benefits for physical and 

mental health. Planners often work 
on streetscaping, accessibility, and 
safety on streets. However, collecting 

data on streets is time consuming and 
resource intensive.

USE CASE: Researchers in Hong Kong used visual AI to deter-
mine the walkability of city streets for older residents. The study 
used object detection and image segmentation to identify ele-
ments of a street, then paired the frequency of those elements 
with survey data about where elderly people choose to walk. 
A higher frequency of benches and trees were found to have 
the closest positive relationship to a high percentage of walkers. 
This study can be used as a model for other cities to help plan-
ners determine what street elements are most desirable to walk-
ers and where those elements are lacking.

Internal Processes Optimization 
With Customized AI Systems

THE PROBLEM: Most municipally led 
AI projects are partnerships with a 

company that delivers the AI prod-
uct. Staff often use wholesale large 
language models (LLMs) such as 

ChatGPT and Claude. These mod-
els can be trained to cater to a 

municipality’s needs but may not offer the specificity the 
organization needs.

USE CASE: The City of Berlin partnered with CityLAB Berlin 
to develop its own LLM, BärGPT, for internal city use. The lab 
worked closely with city officials to tailor the LLM to the 
administration’s needs, conducting anonymous surveys with 
employees and integrating the city’s responsible AI policies 
into the model. To achieve maximum performance during ini-
tial model development, the city chose to use a Mistral AI LLM 
instead of creating an in-house model, but staff are actively 
investigating the possibility of moving BärGPT to in-house 
infrastructure when the city is technologically equipped to 
do so.

Increasing Ridership With Better 
Transit Service

THE PROBLEM: High ridership numbers 
are key to transit system success, but 

concerns about service frequency and 
reliability can reduce rider usage. 
Delays, which can seriously hinder 

travel times, pose a key challenge to 
system operations and rider satisfaction. 

Many internal and external factors contribute to delay times, 
and gathering and analyzing this data can be a daunting 
undertaking.

USE CASE: In Denmark, where only eight percent of residents 
regularly ride trains, delays were something Danske Statsbaner 
(DSB) officials knew they needed to solve to increase overall 
ridership. They partnered with multiple AI companies to create 
a delay model in which a “swarm” of smaller AI models sepa-
rately analyzed different stations, delay factors, and other data 
to create the most accurate picture of what causes delays. The 
swarm model can now predict a delay within three minutes at 
95 percent accuracy. As a result, DSB has been able to address 
delays with more precision and improve on-time service 
for riders.

Images courtesy of Hayden AI, SensoRy AI, BG 2050/©2025 
Innovation Engine, City of Hernando County, Florida, HPE, 
Haozhuo Yang (TangiblEmpact/Harvard GSD), Constanze 
Flamme/CityLAB Berlin, DSB/Netcompany.

https://www.perkinseastman.com/research/are-these-streets-made-for-walking/
https://citylab-berlin.org/en/blog/baergpt-the-new-ai-assistant-for-the-berlin-administration/
https://www.microsoft.com/en/customers/story/18839-dsb-microsoft-365-copilot
https://netcompany.com/how-an-ai-swarm-conquered-train-delay-predictions/
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Conclusion
This is the fifth edition of the 

annual Trend Report for 

Planners by the American 

Planning Association in 

partnership with the Lin-

coln Institute of Land Policy. 

And while we have gone through the process 

of scanning for trends, sensing signals, and 

developing this report five times now, this 

work has become more and more difficult. 

Developments around misinformation, disin-

formation, and the loss of data make it harder 

to decipher opinions from facts. Political 

polarization and the continuing shifts from 

one extreme to the other make it challenging 

to hold back judgment and approach observa-

tions in neutral ways. And prioritizing the 

most important items for our audiences seems 

especially difficult with everything that’s 

going on around us.

Regardless of these challenges, this report is still intended to 
serve as a tool to navigate an increasingly dynamic and inter-
connected world. While not every trend will directly affect every 
community, their ripple effects often cross geographic, sectoral, 
and institutional boundaries. This reality underscores the 
importance of considering multiple plausible futures and 
advancing planning approaches that are both resilient and 
equitable.

As in previous years, this report reflects the unprecedented 
complexity and accelerating pace of change that define our time. 
Increasing uncertainty makes it harder to make sense of the 
future and draw long-term conclusions about ever faster-chang-
ing realities. For planners, understanding and preparing for the 
future has never been more essential. The trends and signals 
identified in this report, their potential implications for commu-
nities, and their connections to the planning profession high-
light the importance of planners and the work we do in the face 
of growing uncertainty.

Although the future may feel uncertain, it also holds signifi-
cant promise. Addressing complex global and local challenges 
will require innovation, creativity, and collaboration. Social and 
technological advances offer powerful opportunities to prepare 
and be ready—if they are applied thoughtfully, equitably, and 
sustainably.

APA and the Lincoln Institute remain committed to equip-
ping planners with the knowledge, tools, and strategies needed 
to meet today’s challenges while preparing for what lies ahead. 
By integrating foresight and emerging trends into planning 
practice, planners can help communities navigate change, 
strengthen resilience, and foster more inclusive futures.

https://www.planning.org/foresight/
https://www.planning.org/foresight/trends/
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