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 Bigger Cities Aren't Always Greener, Data Show
Density does not reliably predict per capita carbon dioxide emissions

By Amber Williams |  Aug 18, 2015 |  

Cities will save us, experts argue. Higher densities of people mean less energy consumption and lower carbon emissions per capita—a
boon for the environment. People supposedly switch from driving cars to using public transportation, for instance. But “density in and
of itself isn't changing behavior,” says Conor Gately, a graduate student in Boston University's department of Earth and environment.
Gately and his colleagues analyzed 33 years' worth of annual carbon dioxide emissions by on-road vehicles across the U.S. Since 2000
the 50 fastest-growing counties by population decreased their per capita emissions by only 12 percent—a reduction that was not enough
to offset the total emissions growth in those same areas. The discrepancy probably comes down to the sprawl of suburbs, the
researchers say. If public transportation between city and surrounding neighborhoods, for example, fails to keep pace with growth,
more and more people will drive into center cities for work and play and add pollution to areas where they don't live. (That's what's been
happening in Salt Lake City.)

Urban areas that are already dense and have the necessary green infrastructure, such as New York City, will see their per capita
emissions decline as they grow larger. In 2012 carbon emissions from vehicles on the road accounted for 28 percent of the total fossil-
fuel CO2 emissions for the entire country—a sizable chunk to target for reductions. The data suggest that solutions and regulations

should be customized for individual cities, not mandated as national catchalls.

SEE ALSO:

Evolution: New Clues about the Evolution of Dogs | Health: Researchers Seek Cancer Clues from Pet Dogs | Mind & Brain: Animals Have
More Social Smarts Than You May Think | Space: Self-Healing Spaceship Shielding Could Keep Astronauts
Safer | Technology: Introducing the First Vehicle Powered by Evaporation | More Science: The Mystery of the Cat's Inner Eyelid

http://www.googleadservices.com/pagead/aclk?sa=L&ai=CT0eHSczpVaOPC46Z3AHSsY3QCtHNmpcIkbai6tABk4j0_QgQASDl1ZQjYMnOtozUpKgQoAHfrpPPA8gBAuACAKgDAcgDmQSqBOwBT9B4Zot8VJ26sPBB0io4a7AOmoU4kMayPt2ZUlYHCpovIoTGCa-KqUc_7wxWXhAgssdyMFCi_pG8Nl-tYfKdTZ2CH-t-hJeIfkdXk2ZHQLEceFwcgldqt70N7lZkTy2PkfoZp1J82GG4tZ2zGLjDxzuEqkcEilqjc5jYkoZhgreo-b5XaTx-u-RHaXCbvbepe17StSzfi0yqxj-IA3er6i-hNPYBZjjZrVBnO3YKEG8d05p2cJocQr4xTisBtguovIpY0gGlDZne8HShiB4t3BUK-dfV1Z454AsD2x8wr4w0u62tPqBP-d9UzdrgBAGIBgGgBgKAB4nR7DCoB6a-G9gHAQ&num=1&cid=5GiukEYxbiJAIRQ6m2XpmzVO&sig=AOD64_3dWMPDEIes_FRfF3SYWzB_d9LRQg&client=ca-pub-5984071061942139&adurl=http://tracker.marinsm.com/rd%3Fcid%3D4145cp8184%26mkwid%3Dc%26pdv%3Dc%26pcrid%3D55964525985%26lpkw%3D%26mt%3D%26lp%3Dhttp://www.sungevity.com/save%253F%2526utm_campaign%253DGC%2B-%2BSungevity%2BGDN%2B-%2BAll%2BGeos%2526utm_source%253Dgoogle%2526utm_medium%253Dcpc%2526utm_term%253D%2526referral-code%253DBLANK
http://www.scientificamerican.com/
http://www.scientificamerican.com/energy-and-sustainability
http://www.scientificamerican.com/magazine/sa/2015/09-01/
http://www.scientificamerican.com/department/graphic-science
http://www.scientificamerican.com/article/bigger-cities-aren-t-always-greener-data-show/
http://www.scientificamerican.com/index.cfm/_api/render/file/?method=inline&fileID=715AFA34-906D-4F8C-920991C26484AD0F
http://www.scientificamerican.com/author/amber-williams
http://www.scientificamerican.com/article/new-clues-about-the-evolution-of-dogs/
http://www.scientificamerican.com/article/researchers-seek-cancer-clues-from-pet-dogs/
http://www.scientificamerican.com/article/animals-have-more-social-smarts-than-you-may-think/
http://www.scientificamerican.com/podcast/episode/self-healing-spaceship-shielding-could-keep-astronauts-safer/
http://www.scientificamerican.com/article/introducing-the-first-vehicle-powered-by-evaporation/
http://www.scientificamerican.com/article/the-mystery-of-the-cat-s-inner-eyelid/


9/4/15, 12:52 PMBigger Cities Aren't Always Greener, Data Show - Scientific American

Page 2 of 3http://www.scientificamerican.com/article/bigger-cities-aren-t-always-greener-data-show/?print=true

CREDIT: SOURCE: “CITIES, TRAFFIC, AND CO2: A MULTIDECADAL ASSESSMENT OF TRENDS, DRIVERS,
AND SCALING RELATIONSHIPS,” BY CONOR K. GATELY, LUCY R. HUTYRA AND IAN SUE WING, IN
PROCEEDINGS OF THE NATIONAL ACADEMY OF SCIENCES USA, VOL. 112, NO. 16; APRIL 21, 2015


