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Factsheet 10: How to cut CO2 emissions – changing cities 
 

We can cut CO2 emissions by changing the kind of 
energy we use, by using it more efficiently, and by 
reducing how much energy we need. 
  
This factsheet is about reducing how much we need.  
This is not mainly a matter of giving up trips we 
would otherwise make. It is about changing how we 
live in cities. 
  
Here is the amount of CO2 emissions per year from 
passenger transport in: 
Houston 5,690 kg 
Chicago 2,910 kg 
Montreal 1,930 kg 
Munich 1,390 kg 
Brussels 1,290 kg 
Madrid  1,050 kg 
Paris  950 kg 
Berlin   774 kg 
Tokyo  818 kg 
Hong Kong 378 kg 
 
Houston, Texas has 15 times the transport emissions 
per person of Hong Kong. These are extremes. 95% of 
car journeys in Houston are by car. 84% in Hong Kong 
are by public transport. Houston is suburban sprawl 
and Hong Kong is urban dense.  
  
Is it because Houston is richer or Asia is different? No. 
Houston has 7 times the emissions of Tokyo, and 
Tokyo is richer.  
  
There is also a lot of variation within regions. Chicago 
has half the emissions per person on Houston. 
Montreal has a third. And in Germany, Munich has 
almost double the emissions of Berlin.  
  
The difference is public transport and how densely 
people live in cities. And density makes public 
transport better. So we can cut emissions by at least 
half by gradually changing the shape of cities. 
 
Dense cities 
 
Dense cities use less energy than cities that are 
spread out in suburbs. One reason is that it takes less 

heat to warm a building in a dense city, because all 
those people are living close to each other. This is 
why cities are warmer than villages. And you need 
less heating every time you share a wall or a floor 
with another house or apartment.  
  
Moreover, the more dense the city, the shorter the 
journey to work, to school or to see friends. Not only 
that, the easier it is to use buses and metro trains, 
and the better service they can offer. 
  
It is not just density. The other key is mixing homes, 
businesses and shops together. This already happens 
in many older cities. If jobs are close, and daily shops 
are close, people travel less and walk more.  
  
It helps a great deal, too, if there is not enough 
parking space. 
  
This is not a matter of shoving people into high rise 
buildings. Very tall buildings use more energy in 
heating, and a lot more in moving people and things 
up and down in lifts (elevators).  
  
It is a matter of buildings in rows, five to eight stories 
tall. Like Paris.  
  
Nor is it a matter of taking people out of the suburbs, 
where they have access to the grass and nature, and 
forcing them into concrete jungles. You have to go a 
long way from most suburbs to reach nature. If 
people live more densely, then each average person is 
closer to the countryside. 
 
City and country 
 
In richer countries, cities have smaller CO2 emissions 
per person than rural areas. This is because cities are 
warmer and need less heating. And rural people 
travel further and have less public transport.  
  
This is the opposite of what most people in 
developed countries think – that country living is 
better for the environment. 
  
However, in poorer countries city dwellers use more 
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energy than villagers. This is because villagers are on 
average poorer. So they are more likely to simply do 
without the things that cause CO2 emissions. Many 
walk to work, and go cold in the winter or hot in the 
summer. 
  
Although city dwellers are a good deal richer, they 
only have a bit more emissions. If you look at 
emissions per $100 of income, then city dwellers 
have less emissions. And the solution to climate 
change is not going to be keeping the poorest 
villagers very poor.  
 
But, there are exceptions to the energy benefits of 
urban density. One is that it works better for colder 
countries. In very hot places, people need air 
conditioning more than they need heating. There the 
savings on energy come if housing is spread out. Also, 
photovoltaic solar cells on the roof are a good way of 
matching energy supply to demand – when the sun is 
shining brightest is when people need air 
conditioning most. And that works better with a lot of 
roofs. 
  
The points about saving energy on transport still work 
well for hot cities. So what makes climate sense is a 
balance between density and air.  
  
Also, urban density is only part of the answer. The 
kinds of buildings are also important. There are 
reasons why Tibetans built tall narrow stone buildings 
with narrow windows – and why people in hot 
countries built short mud (adobe) houses with 
verandahs, shade and indoor ponds. 
  
Traditional building styles fit the climate better than 
'modern' cement buildings. They are more satisfying 
to build and to live in. And the manufacture of 
cement emits a lot of CO2, because limestone is 
heated, and then all the carbon is extracted and sent 
into the air as CO2. 
  
Finally, urban density helps, but you can still have 
efficient public transport even with low density 
suburbs. In many cities and suburbs in the US, the 
number of passengers on the average bus is very low. 
That makes buses few and far between. A small 
increase in bus use is not going to make much 

difference. But a bus service that moved more than 
half the population could reach most people 
conveniently even in Los Angeles and Houston.  
 
How to change  
 
None of this can happen quickly, because people 
already have homes and jobs. But planning can be 
biased to reinforce density and locality. At the 
moment planning is biased in the other direction, 
toward cars and out of town shopping malls.  
  
There is one further step that would make an 
enormous difference – removing cars from the cities. 
This has been done in the historic centre of many 
cities. Once done, people don't want to go back. 
  
But we are talking about something larger – no cars in 
most of the city. The benefits would be enormous. 
Some roads would be reserved to buses. Motor 
wheelchairs and small vehicles for the disabled would 
be allowed on all streets. But most streets could be 
closed to cars and parking. A street two cars wide, 
with parking each side, and then a pavement, would 
become open space six cars wide. Children could play 
football, or hide, and older people could sit in the sun 
or walk about and talk to the neighbours. The system 
of allotments and community gardens found in many 
European cities could extend into allotments right in 
front of houses. The air would be cleaner and quieter. 
Trees would grow. And on the streets that remained 
the traffic would flow more quickly and easily. 
  
This is an ambitious idea. It is not something to force 
on people. But if the people of just one city voted to 
do it, others would want to do likewise. 
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