Global Climate Change:

A Possible Solution: New Urbanism

Today there is undisputable evidence that environmental problems are increasing and a major contributor is the carbon emission from automobiles, which increases the threat of global climate change.
  There are positive correlations with increased dependence on automobile use, urban sprawl, and related carbon emissions.
  Population continues to grow and the dependence on the automobile is increasing in the United States.  As communities spread and occupy lower density communities, funds for public transportation and access to these services decline.  Moreover, as sprawl continues, people living in these communities typically have longer commutes in single passenger vehicles.  There are many environmental and social problems associated with sprawl (i.e. decrease in productive agricultural land, increase in impervious surfaces, segregation of land ecology, and isolation of society) but the main focus here will be primarily the problems associated with carbon emission from automobiles and possible solutions in the practice of New Urbanism.  
New Urbanism is the densification of existing cities and communities into walkable, mixed-used communities with easy ability and access to mass transportation.  Principles of New Urbanism include: walkability, connectivity, mixed use and diversity, mixed housing types, quality architecture and urban design, traditional neighborhood structure, increased density, smart transportation, sustainability, and a higher quality of life.    New urbanism gives more people more choices about how and where they want to live, while providing solutions to global climate change.
  New Urbanism ideas originate with the City Beautiful and Garden City movements of the early twentieth century.  New Urbanism reform is a reaction to conventional suburban planning as it has been practiced in the United States since post World War II.  New Urbanism is one alternative to sprawl and will function most successfully in regional planning that includes investment in transit, incentives to reinvest in the inner city, and disincentives to build in rural and natural areas.
   

To lower carbon emissions it is necessary to reduce the amount of people driving, the amount in which they drive and create motives for people to change their driving habits.  Most people will not stop or reduce the amount in which they drive without incentives or restrictions.  Some people may try to reduce their mileage by using public transportation, bikes, pedestrian sidewalks, or carpools; but unfortunately the majority of people do not have these choices amidst the current infrastructure in the United States.  Many suburban areas are not pedestrian friendly and do not offer adequate public transportation.  Much of the United States is designed to promote the use of vehicles.   Post World War II neighborhood design structure might have been suitable for the time, but with global climate change and automobile carbon emission, urban planning must be designed toward motivating change in driving patterns.  We need to stop investing in the systems that are the root of global climate change (sprawl and automobile use), and start looking for real solutions.

Density brings benefits.  Density can support more public facilities and services, such as mass transit simply because there are more people in which to share these expenses.  In addition, density is able to support businesses and civic institutions while protecting rural areas, natural areas, resource lands, and critical areas by providing opportunities for development away from these areas.  With density we are able to help decrease global warming by reducing single occupancy vehicle trips and shortening commutes.
  The point of creating higher density is to concentrate people within comfortable walking distances to attractive mass transit centers.  High density with mass transit becomes an attractive incentive for people because it becomes a convenience and an alternative to traffic congestion, parking hassle, and car expenses.  

A major study was done to trace back what share of responsibility belongs to what country in respects to carbon emissions.  Though the data is outdated the numbers still reflect the same trend that would be seen today.  Researchers measured world carbon emissions from 1950 to 1986 and found that the United States, with about 5 per cent of world’s population at that time, was responsible for 30 per cent of the cumulative emissions, whereas for instance India, with 17 per cent of the world’s population, was responsible for less than 2 per cent of the emissions.
 This reflects a major problem: our culture has been developed and is continually developing in such a way as to promote the continual use of automobiles.  We need a replacement for cars.  Communities need to be reconfigured to accommodate walkable communities and promote the increase use in mass transit.

This idea is not foreign; it has been used in many parts of the world such as in Europe.  Americans use eight times as much energy per person, per day than Europeans, yet Europeans have a higher standard of living.
  European cities are dense and walkable; in addition they have extensive mass transportation systems (i.e. trains) which go everywhere.  Americans use eight times more energy than European countries because 90 per cent of American communities are not walkable or connected to mass transportation, and we have invested much of our wealth in roads, cars, and sprawling neighborhoods.


 In order for density to be attractive major planning needs to occur.  A new urbanist community (which could be the reformation of an existing sprawling community) would look something like this: The community is dense and has a discernible center.  This is often similar to a town square or green and is a busy place.  A major transit stop would be located at this center and would be interconnected to other transit stops and communities.   Most of the housing is within a ten-minute walk of the center.  There are a variety of housing types (i.e. houses, rowhouses, condominiums, and apartments) so that younger and older people, single and multi-family, the poor and the wealthy can find places to live.  At the edge of the community, there are shops and offices of varied types to supply the weekly needs of a household.  A small additional building or garage apartment is permitted within the backyard of each house. It may be used as a rental unit or place to work.  An elementary school is close enough so that children can walk from their home.  There are greenspaces accessible to every home.  The streets are relatively narrow and shaded by rows of trees, which slows traffic, creating a safe environment for pedestrians and bicycles.


Instead of continuing to sprawl out into rural and natural areas and further promoting the use of automobiles, we should invest in new urbanist principles and start restructuring our suburban and urban areas.  With increases in density we can start promoting the use of mass transit systems and start getting people out of their cars.  The ideal would be to make mass transit a commodity in walkable communities and more attractive than using automobiles.  Automobiles only aid to the progression of global climate change.  With new urbanist principles we can help alleviate the need for automobiles while making alternatives more attractive.
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