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My wife and I got married right out of college, in 1978. We were young
and naive and unashamedly idealistic, and we decided to make our first
home in a utopian environmentalist community in New York State. For
seven years, we lived, quite contentedly, in circumstances that would
strike most Americans as austere in the extreme: our living space
measured just seven hundred square feet, and we didn't have a
dishwasher, a garbage disposal, a lawn, or a car. We did our grocery
shopping on foot, and when we needed to travel longer distances we used
public transportation. Because space at home was scarce, we seldom
acquired new possessions of significant size. Our electric bills worked
out to about a dollar a day.

The utopian community was Manhattan. (Our apartment was on Sixty-ninth
Street, between Second and Third.) Most Americans, including most New
Yorkers, think of New York City as an ecological nightmare, a wasteland
of concrete and garbage and diesel fumes and traffic jams, but in
comparison with the rest of America it's a model of environmental
responsibility. By the most significant measures, New York is the
greenest community in the United States, and one of the greenest cities
in the world. The most devastating damage humans have done to the
environment has arisen from the heedless burning of fossil fuels, a
category in which New Yorkers are practically prehistoric. The average
Manhattanite consumes gasoline at a rate that the country as a whole
hasn't matched since the mid-nineteen-twenties, when the most widely
owned car in the United States was the Ford Model T. Eighty-two per
cent of Manhattan residents travel to work by public transit, by
bicycle, or on foot. That's ten times the rate for Americans in .
general, and eight times the rate for residents of Los Angeles County.
New York City is more populous than all but eleven states; if it were
granted statehood, it would rank fifty-first in per-capita energy use.

"Anyplace that has such tall buildings and heavy traffic is obviously
an environmental disaster-except that it isn't," John Holtzclaw, a
transportation consultant for the Sierra Club and the Natural Resources
Defense Council, told me. "If New Yorkers lived at the typical American
sprawl density of three households per residential acre, they would
require many times as much land. They'd be driving cars, and they'd



have huge lawns and be using pesticides and fertilizers on them, and
then they'd be overwatering their lawns, so that runoff would go into
streams." The key to New York's relative environmental benignity is its
extreme compactness. Manhattan's population density is more than eight
hundred times that of the nation as a whole. Placing one and a half
million people on a twenty-three-square-mile island sharply reduces
their opportunities to be wasteful, and forces the majority to live in
some of the most inherently energy-efficient residential structures in
the world: apartment buildings. It also frees huge tracts of land for
the rest of America to sprawl into.

My wife and I had our first child in 1984. We had both grown up in
suburbs, and we decided that we didn't want to raise our tiny daughter
in a huge city. sShortly after she learned to walk, we moved to a small
town in northwestern Connecticut, about ninety miles north of midtown
Manhattan. Our house, which was built in the late seventeen-hundreds,
is across a dirt road from a nature preserve and is shaded by tall
white-pine trees. After big rains, we can hear a swollen creek rushing
by at the bottom of the hill. Deer, wild turkeys, and the occasional
black bear feed themselves in our yard. From the end of our driveway, I
can walk several miles through woods to an abandoned nineteenth-century
railway tunnel, while crossing only one paved road.

Yet our move was an ecological catastrophe. Our consumption of
electricity went from roughly four thousand kilowatt-hours a year,
toward the end of our time in New York, to almost thirty thousand
kilowatt-hours in 2003-and our house doesn't even have central air-
conditioning. We bought a car shortly before we moved, and another one
soon after we arrived, and a third one ten years later. (If you live in
the country and don't have a second car, you can't retrieve your first
car from the mechanic after it's been repaired; the third car was the
product of a mild midlife crisis, but soon evolved into a necessity.)
My wife and I both work at home, but we manage to drive thirty thousand
miles a year between us, mostly doing ordinary errands. Nearly
everything we do away from our house requires a car trip. Renting a
movie and later returning it, for example, consumes almost two gallons
of gasoline, since the nearest Blockbuster is ten miles away and each
transaction involves two round trips. When we lived in New York, heat
escaping from our apartment helped to heat the apartment above ours;
nowadays, many of the Btus produced by our brand-new, extremely
efficient oil-burning furnace leak through our two-hundred-year-old
roof and into the dazzling star-filled winter sky above.

When most Americans think about environmentalism, they picture wild,
unspoiled landscapes-the earth before it was transmogrified by human
habitation. New York City is one of the most thoroughly altered
landscapes imaginable, an almost wholly artificial environment, in
which the terrain's primeval contours have long since been obliterated
and most of the parts that resemble nature (the trees ‘on side streets,
the rocks in Central Park) are essentially decorations. Ecology-minded
discussions of New York City often have a hopeless tone, and focus on
ways in which the city might be made to seem somewhat less oppressively
man-made: by increasing the area devoted to parks and greenery, by
incorporating vegetation into buildings themselves, by reducing traffic
congestion, by easing the intensity of development, by creating open
space around structures. But most such changes would actually undermine



the city's extraordinary energy efficiency, which arises from the
characteristics that make it surreally synthetic.

Because densely populated urban centers concentrate human activity, we
think of them as pollution crisis zones. Calculated by the square foot,
New York City generates more greenhouse gases, uses more energy, and
produces more solid waste than most other American regions of
comparable size. On a map depicting negative environmental impacts in
relation to surface area, therefore, Manhattan would look like an
intense hot spot, surrounded, at varying distances, by belts of
deepening green. ‘

If you plotted the same negative impacts by resident or by household,
however, the color scheme would be reversed. My little town has about
four thousand residents, spread over 38.7 thickly wooded square miles,
and there are many places within our town limits from which no sign of
settlement is visible in any direction. But if you moved eight million
people like us, along with our dwellings and possessions and current
rates of energy use, into a space the size of New York City, our
profligacy would be impossible to miss, because you'd have to stack our
houses and cars and garages and lawn tractors and swimming pools and
septic tanks higher than skyscrapers. (Conversely, if you made all
eight million New Yorkers live at the density of my town, they would
require a space equivalent to the land area of the six New England
states plus Delaware and New Jersey.) Spreading people out increases
the damage they do to the environment, while making the problems harder
to see and to address.

Of course, living in densely populated urban centers has many
drawbacks. Even wealthy New Yorkers live in spaces that would seem
cramped to Americans living almost anywhere else. A well-to-do friend
of mine who grew up in a town house in Greenwich Village thought of his
upbringing as privileged until, in prep school, he visited a classmate
from the suburbs and was staggered by the house, the lawn, the cars,
and the swimming pool, and thought, with despair, You mean I could live
like this? Manhattan is loud and dirty, and the subway is depressing,
and the fumes from the cars and cabs and buses can make people sick.
Presumably for environmental reasons, New York City has one of the
highest childhood-asthma rates in the country, with an especially
alarming concentration in East Harlem.

Nevertheless, barring an almost inconceivable reduction in the earth's
population, dense urban centers offer one of the few plausible remedies
for some of the world's most discouraging environmental ills. To borrow
a term from the jargon of computer systems, dense cities are scalable,
while sprawling suburbs are not. The environmental challenge we face,
at the current stage of our assault on the world's non-renewable
resources, is not how to make our teeming cities more like the pristine
countryside. The true challenge is how to make other settled places
more like Manhattan. This notion has yet to be widely embraced, partly
because it is counterintuitive, and partly because most Americans,
including most environmentalists, tend to view cities the way Thomas
Jefferson did, as "pestilential to the morals, the health, and the
liberties of man." New York is the place that's fun to visit but you
wouldn't want to live there. What could it possibly teach anyone about
being green?



New York's example, admittedly, is difficult for others to imitate,
because the city's remarkable population density is the result not of
conscientious planning but of a succession of serendipitous historical
accidents. The most important of those accidents was geographic: New
York arose on a smallish island rather than on the mainland edge of a
river or a bay, and the surrounding water served as a physical
constraint to outward expansion. Manhattan is like a typical seaport
turned inside out-a city with a harbor around it, rather than a harbor
with a city along its edge. Insularity gave Manhattan more shoreline
per square mile than other ports, a major advantage in the days when
one of the world's main commercial activities was moving cargoes
between ships. It also drove early development inward and upward.

A second lucky accident was that Manhattan's street plan was created by
merchants who were more interested in economic efficiency than in
boulevards, parks, or empty spaces between buildings. The resulting
crush of architecture is actually humanizing, because it brings the
city's commercial, cultural, and other offerings closer together,
thereby increasing their accessibility-a point made forty-three years
ago by the brilliantly iconoclastic urban thinker Jane Jacobs, in her
landmark book "The Death and Life of Great American Cities."

A third accident was the fact that by the early nineteen-hundreds most
of Manhattan's lines had been filled in to the point where not even
Robert Moses could easily redraw them to accommodate the great
destroyer of American urban life, the automobile. Henry Ford thought of
cars as tools for liberating humanity from the wretchedness of cities,
which he viewed with as much distaste as Jefferson did. In 1932, John
Nolen, a prominent Harvard-educated urban planner and landscape
architect, said, "The future city will be spread out, it will be
regional, it will be the natural product of the automobile, the good
road, electricity, the telephone, and the radio, combined with the
growing desire to live a more natural, biological life under pleasanter
and more natural conditions." This is the idea behind suburbs, and it's
still seductive. But it's also a prescription for sprawl and
expressways and tremendous waste.

New York City's obvious urban antithesis, in terms of density and
automobile use, is metropolitan Los Angeles, whose metastatic outward
growth has been virtually unimpeded by the lay of the land, whose early
settlers came to the area partly out of a desire to create space
between themselves and others, and whose main development began late
enough to be shaped by the needs of cars. But a more telling
counterexample is Washington, D.C., whose basic layout was conceived at
roughly the same time as Manhattan's, around the turn of the nineteenth
century. The District of Columbia's original plan was created by an
eccentric French-born engineer and architect named Pierre-Charles
L'Enfant, who befriended General Washington during the Revolutionary
War and asked to be allowed to design the capital. Many of modern
Washington's most striking features are his: the broad, radial avenues;
the hublike traffic circles; the sweeping public lawns and ceremonial
spaces.

Washington is commonly viewed as the most intelligently beautiful-the
most European-of large American cities. Ecologically, though, it's a
mess. L'Enfant's expansive avenues were easily adapted to automobiles,
and the low, widely separated buildings (whose height is limited by



law) stretched the distance between destinations. There are many
pleasant places in Washington to go for a walk, but the city is
difficult to get around on foot: the wide avenues are hard to cross,
the traffic circles are like obstacle courses, and the grandiloquent
empty spaces thwart pedestrians, by acting as what Jane Jacobs calls
"border vacuums." (One of Jacobs's many arresting observations is that
parks and other open spaces can reduce urban vitality, by creating dead
ends that prevent people from moving freely between neighborhoods and
by decreasing activity along their edges.) Many parts of Washington,
furthermore, are relentlessly homogeneous. There are plenty of
dignified public buildings on Constitution Avenue, for example, but
good luck finding a dry cleaner, a Chinese restaurant, or a grocery
store. The city's horizontal, airy design has also pushed development
into the surrounding countryside. The fastest-growing county in the
United States is Loudoun County, Virginia, at the rapidly receding
western edge of the Washington metropolitan area.

The Sierra Club, an environmental organization that advocates the
preservation of wilderness and wildlife, has a national campaign called
Challenge to Sprawl. The aim of the program is to arrest the mindless
conversion of undeveloped countryside into subdivisions, strip malls,
and S.U.V.-clogged expressways. The Sierra Club's Web site features a
slide-show-like demonstration that illustrates how various sprawling
suburban intersections could be transformed into far more appealing and
energy-efficient developments by implementing a few modifications,
among them widening the sidewalks and narrowing the streets, mixing
residential and commercial uses, moving buildings closer together and
closer to the edges of sidewalks (to make them more accessible to
pedestrians and to increase local density), and adding public
transportation-all fundamental elements of the widely touted anti-
sprawl strategy known as Smart Growth. In a recent telephone
conversation with a Sierra Club representative involved in Challenge to
Sprawl, I said that the organization's anti-sprawl suggestions and the
modified streetscapes in the slide show shared many significant
features with Manhattan-whose most salient characteristics include wide
sidewalks, narrow streets, mixed uses, densely packed buildings, and an
extensive network of subways and buses. The representative hesitated,
then said that I was essentially correct, although he would prefer that
the program not be described in such terms, since emulating New York
City would not be considered an appealing goal by most of the people
whom the Sierra Club is trying to persuade.

An obvious way to reduce consumption of fossil fuels is to shift more
people out of cars and into public transit. In many parts of the
country, though, public transit has been stagnant or in decline for
years. New York City's Metropolitan Transportation Authority and
Department of Transportation account for nearly a third of all the
transit passenger miles travelled in the United States and for nearly
four times as many passenger miles as the Washington Metropolitan Area
Transit Authority and the Los Angeles County Metropolitan
Transportation Authority combined.

New York City looks so little like other parts of America that urban
planners and environmentalists tend to treat it as an exception rather
than an example, and to act as though Manhattan occupied an
idiosyncratic universe of its own. But the underlying principles apply
everywhere. "The basic point," Jeffrey Zupan, an economist with the



Regional Planning Association, told me, "is that you need density to
support public transit. In all cities, not just in New York, once you
get above a certain density two things happen. First, you get less
travel by mechanical means, which is another way of saying you get more
people walking or biking; and, second, you get a decrease in the trips
by auto and an increase in the trips by transit. That threshold tends
to be around seven dwellings per acre. Once you cross that line, a bus
company can put buses out there, because they know they're going to
have enough passengers to support a reasonable frequency of service."

Phoenix is the sixth-largest city in the United States and one of the
fastest-growing among the top ten, yet its public transit system
accounts for just one per cent of the passenger miles that New York
City's does. The reason is that Phoenix's burgeoning population has
spread so far across the desert-greater Phoenix, whose population is a
little more than twice that of Manhattan, covers more than two hundred
times as much land-that no transit system could conceivably serve it.
And no amount of browbeating, public-service advertising, or federal
spending can change that.

Cities, states, and the federal government often negate their own
efforts to nurture public transit by simultaneously spending huge sums
to make it easier for people to get around in cars. When a city's
automobile traffic becomes congested, the standard response has long
been to provide additional capacity by building new roads or widening
existing ones. This approach eventually makes the original problem
worse, by generating what transportation planners call "induced
traffic": every mile of new highway lures passengers from public
transit and other more efficient modes of travel, and makes it possible
for residential and commercial development to spread even farther from
urban centers. And adding public transit in the hope of reducing
automobile congestion is as self-defeating as building new highways,
because unclogging roads, if successful, just makes driving seem more
attractive, and the roads fill up again. A better strategy would be to
eliminate existing traffic lanes and parking spaces gradually, thereby
forcing more drivers to use less environmentally damaging alternatives-
in effect, "induced transit." One reason New Yorkers are the most
dedicated transit users in America is that congestion on the city's
streets makes driving extraordinarily disagreeable. The average speed
of crosstown traffic in Manhattan is little more than that of a brisk
walker, and in midtown at certain times of the day the cars on the side
streets move so slowly that they appear almost to be parked. Congestion
like that urges drivers into the subways, and it makes life easier for
pedestrians and bicycle riders by slowing cars to a point where they
constitute less of a physical threat.

Even in New York City, the relationship between traffic and transit is
not well understood. A number of the city's most popular recent
transportation-related projects and policy decisions may in the long
run make the city a worse place to live in by luring passengers back
into their cars and away from public transportation: the rebuilding and
widening of the West Side Highway, the implementation of EZ-Pass on the
city's toll bridges, the decision not to impose tolls on the East River
bridges, and the current renovation of the F.D.R. Drive (along with the
federally funded hundred-and-thirty-nine-million-dollar Outboard Detour
Roadway, which is intended to prevent users of the F.D.R. from being
inconvenienced while the work is under way).



Public transit- itself can be bad for the environment if it facilitates
rather than discourages sprawl. The Washington Metropolitan Area
Transit Authority is considering extensions to some of the most distant
branches of its system, and those extensions, if built, will allow
people to live even farther from the city's center, creating new, non-
dense suburbs where all other travel will be by automobile, much of it
to malls and schools and gas stations that will be built to accommodate
them. Transit is best for the environment when it helps to concentrate
people in dense urban cores. Building the proposed Second Avenue subway
line would be environmentally sound, because it would increase New
Yorkers' ability to live without cars; building a bullet train between
Penn Station and the Catskills (for example) would not be sound,
because it would enable the vast, fuel-squandering apparatus of
suburbia to establish itself in a region that couldn't support it
otherwise.

On the afternoon of August 14, 2003, I was working in my office, on the
third floor of my house, when the lights blinked, my window
airconditioner sputtered, and my computer's backup battery kicked in
briefly. This was the beginning of the great blackout of 2003, which
halted electric service in parts of eight Northeastern and Midwestern
states and in southeastern Canada. The immediate cause was eventually
traced to Ohio, but public attention often focussed on New York City,
which had the largest concentration of affected power customers.
Richard B. Miller, who resigned as the senior energy adviser for the
city of New York six weeks before the blackout, reportedly over deep
disagreements with the city's energy policy, told me, "When I was with
the city, I attended a conference on global warming where somebody
said, 'We really need to raise energy and electricity prices in New
York City, so that people will consume less.' And my response at that
conference was 'You know, if you're talking about raising energy prices
in New York City only, then you're talking about something that's
really bad for the environment. If you make energy prices so expensive
in the city that a business relocates from Manhattan to New Jersey,
what you're really talking about, in the simplest terms, is a business
that's moving from a subway stop to a parking lot. And which of those
do you think is worse for the environment?' "

People who live in cities use only about half as much electricity as
people who don't, and people who live in New York City generally use
less than the urban average. A truly enlightened energy policy would
reward city dwellers and encourage others to follow their good example.
Yet New York City residents pay more per kilowatt-hour than almost any
other American electricity customers; taxes and other government
charges, most of which are not enumerated on electricity bills, can
constitute close to twenty per cent of the cost of power for
residential and commercial users in New York. Richard Miller, after
leaving his job with New York City, went to work as a lawyer in
Consolidated Edison's regulatory affairs department, spurred by his
thinking about the environment. He believes that state and local
officials have historically taken unfair advantage of the fact that
there is no political cost to attacking a big utility. Con Ed pays more
than six hundred million dollars a year in property taxes, making it by
far the city's largest property-tax payer, and those charges inflate
electric bills. Meanwhile, the cost of driving is kept artificially
low. (Fifth Avenue and the West Side Highway don't pay property taxes,






