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Praise for Green Metropolis

“Owen … makes a convincing case that Manhattan, Hong Kong, and large, old European cities are inherently greener than less densely populated places because a higher percentage of their inhabitants walk, bike, and use mass transit than drive; they share infrastructure and civic services more efficiently; they live in smaller spaces and use less energy to heat their homes (because those homes tend to share walls); and they’re less likely to accumulate a lot of large, energy-sucking appliances. Pugnacious and contrarian, this book has a lot of fun at the expense of sentimental pastoralists, high-minded environmentalists, and rich people trying to buy their way into higher green consciousness.”

—The New York Times Book Review

“The deservedly respected journalist David Owen spent a lot of time in recent years patrolling the environmental beat, doing research for the excellent book we now have before us. Owen’s style … is cool, understated, and witty; it does not appear to be in his nature to be alarmist. But this is a thoroughly alarming book, perhaps all the more so because Owen is so matter-of-fact: The facts alone are so discouraging that no rhetorical flourishes are necessary to underscore their urgency. No one can wave a wand and turn the environmental disasters of some cities across the country into instant Manhattans, with tall apartment buildings densely situated, efficient mass transit and zillions of pedestrians. The much more likely prospect is that we will just keep stumbling along, indulging ourselves and closing our eyes to reality until it crashes in on us—sooner rather than later—with highly unpleasant and probably calamitous consequences.”

—The Washington Post

“David Owen advances the provocative argument that the asphalt jungle is greener than the places where most Americans live. A hard-hitting book that punctures many eco-balloons.”

—Witold Rybczynski, author of City Life and

Meyerson Professor of Urbanism, University of Pennsylvania

“The future of our planet may be uncertain, but one thing is clear: David Owen is going to generate significant heat with Green Metropolis, his provocative manifesto that inverts many of our sacred assumptions about environmentalism.… His book mounts a passionate, fact-studded case for ‘the environmental advantages of Manhattan-style urban density.’ Fascinating and thought-provoking… Green Metropolis offers high-test fuel for discussion.”

—NPR

“Seminal… to be read by anyone concerned with the true meaning of sustainability. In chapter after chapter, Owen punctures our myths surrounding the green movement with laser-guided precision in the hopes of clearing the air. His method is provocative… with irreverent lucidity, he forces us to abandon unfounded beliefs, allowing the sustainability movement to evolve and mature, one realization and one city at a time.”

—Architectural Record

“David Owen always delights with his elegant insights and his challenges to conventional thinking. In this book, he does so again by puncturing the myth of ecological Arcadia and reminding us why living in cities is the best way to be green. It’s a triumph of clear thinking and writing.”

—Walter Isaacson, author of Steve Jobs

“A bracing, important work of contrarian truth-telling.”

—Kurt Andersen, author of The Real Thing and Heyday

“While the conventional wisdom condemns it as an environmental nightmare, Manhattan is by far the greenest place in America, argues this stimulating eco-urbanist manifesto. Owen’s lucid, biting prose crackles with striking facts that yield paradigm-shifting insights. The result is a compelling analysis of the world’s environmental predicament that upends orthodox opinion and points the way to practical solutions.”

—Publishers Weekly

“New Yorker writer Owen lays out a simple plan to address our environmental crisis—live smaller, live closer, and drive less. He presents a convincing argument…. He effectively connects the dots among oil, cars, public transportation, ethanol, rising food prices, and the role of plastic in modern life. VERDICT: Owen’s engaging, accessible book challenges the idea of green and urban living.”

—Library Journal

“Want to reduce your carbon footprint and save the planet? Move to Manhattan. Owen assembles useful facts, some of them sure to be surprises even for the most learned of NYC boosters…. [He] provides a dogged, contrarian argument that scores some good points.”

—Kirkus Reviews
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The Conundrum

During the summer of 2010, I gave a talk in Melbourne, Australia, as part of a weeklong state-sponsored series of lectures on climate change. A couple of days before I spoke, a resident asked me what my theme was going to be, and when I began to explain he stopped me. “Forget all that,” he said. “Just tell me what to buy.” He was willing to believe the world was in peril, but he wished that someone would cut to the solutions. My car’s a problem? Tell me what to drive instead. Wrong television set? I’ll switch. Kitchen counters not green? I’ll replace them with whatever you say.

This is the way most of us think, whether we think we do or not. We’re consumers at heart, and our response to difficulties of all kinds usually involves consumption in one form or another: just tell me what to buy. The challenge arises when consumption itself is the issue. How do we truly begin to think about less—less fossil fuel, less carbon, less water, less waste, less habitat destruction, less population stress—when our sense of economic, cultural, and personal well-being is based on more?

The world faces a long and growing list of environmental challenges. Yet most so called solutions—our strategies for “sustainability”—either are irrelevant or make the real problems worse. We deceive ourselves in myriad ways. The bestselling vehicle in the United States, both today and historically, is the Ford F Series pickup truck; it now comes with an optional “EcoBoost” engine, which gets sixteen miles to the gallon in non-highway driving. In 2009, Toyota released a television commercial in which a Prius—the popular gas-electric hybrid, which gets better mileage than comparable vehicles with ordinary gasoline engines—glides across a colorless landscape. As the car passes, the ground bursts into bloom, happy music plays, children with butterfly wings float above children swaddled in flower petals, clouds come alive, and buildings in the distance glow—as though the car were vacuuming bad things from the world, truly establishing what the announcer describes as “harmony between man, nature, and machine.” In 2010, a forward-thinking friend of mine took me for a ride in another hybrid, a Ford Fusion. As he employed such fuel-saving procedures as braking smoothly and avoiding jackrabbit starts, his dashboard fuel gauge filled with images of intertwining green foliage, a symbolic representation of the environmental benefits we were apparently dispensing from the tailpipe as we aimlessly drove around. I’ve got a college degree, but I felt a twinge of idiotic virtue, as I also do when I leave an especially large pile of cans, bottles, and newspapers at the end of my driveway, for the recycling truck.

One of our favorite green tricks is reframing luxury consumption preferences as gifts to humanity. A new car, a solar-powered swimming-pool heater, a two-hundred-mile an hour train that makes intercity travel more pleasant and less expensive, better-tasting tomatoes—these are the sacrifices we’re prepared to make for the future of civilization, along with various punitive economic policies aimed at the Chinese. Our capacity for self-deception can be breathtaking. What, for example, was the environmental value of my traveling halfway around the world to give a forty-five-minute speech to a few hundred Australians who, because they’d elected to be present in the first place, were probably predisposed to agree with just about anything I might say? Air travel currently accounts directly for something like 3.5 percent of global energy use and manmade-greenhouse-gas production, and my trip to Melbourne (on which I was accompanied by my golf clubs and my Hertz No. 1 Club Gold card) involved plenty of both. So did the United Nations Climate Change Conference held in Copenhagen in December 2009. It attracted thirty thousand delegates and other registered participants, as well as thousands of reporters, bloggers, observers, supporters, protesters, and others, and most of them had traveled to Denmark from places far away. Forestalling global calamity is a preemptively worthy goal, and, even in the era of Skype and the iPhone, there’s no fully satisfactory replacement for face to face discussion. Yet, if climatologists, environmentalists, government officials, and others who are earnestly trying to figure out what to do about greenhouse gases can’t confer without crossing oceans, what can be expected of those of us who may be less informed, less committed, and less motivated to sacrifice our own convenience?

The point isn’t that we’re all hypocrites, although of course we are. (If you’re a connoisseur of big carbon footprints, check out the book-tour itineraries and frequent-flier balances of just about any authority on the environment.) The point is that, even when we act with what we believe to be the best of intentions, our efforts are often at cross-purposes with our goals. That’s the conundrum.

Captain James Cook sailed from England in August 1768 on the first of the three voyages that would make him famous, and he and his crew reached Australia two years later. Their ship, the Endeavour, was powered by wind, but the trip nevertheless required a huge expenditure of natural resources, not least in the form of human fuel and human lives. (Just fifty-six of the ninety-four men who set out from England made it back.) My 2010 trip to Australia, by contrast, was a miracle of efficiency, because my conveyance was the product of many decades of technological innovation. The plane carried almost five times as many passengers and crew members as the Endeavour, required no repairs en route, recorded no casualties, made it from New York to Melbourne after less than twenty-four hours in motion, and was just one of hundreds of international voyages arriving in the country that day.

My flight consumed a lot of energy; in fact, my proportional share of the fuel burned during my round trip was greater than the total amount of energy that the average resident of the earth uses, for all purposes, in a year.* But the environmental problem with modern flying is not that our airplanes are wasteful; the problem is that, thanks to the steady application of engineering brilliance, we have eliminated so much waste from long-distance journeys that, nowadays, the main impediment to traveling ten thousand miles for a week’s visit is less likely to be the cost of the ticket (in early 2011, as little as six or seven hundred dollars each way between New York and Melbourne, if not “free” through the redemption of miles) than the perceived unpleasantness of spending a whole day watching movies and sleeping in a cushioned, reclining seat.

When people talk about reducing the energy and carbon footprints of air travel, they almost always focus on things like improving the design of engines, wings, and fuselages, and perhaps using computerized control systems to shorten flight paths and eliminate delays. By this point, though, the total potential gain in any of those areas is small. Today’s passenger jets are already something like 75 percent more fuel efficient than the jets of the early 1960s, and the physics of flying imposes a low ceiling on further advances. But even if the potential for additional reductions were huge the main effect of any such innovations would be the same as the main effect of all such innovations since the time of Captain Cook: they would make travel easier, cheaper, more convenient, and more attractive than it is already, and would therefore encourage us to do more of it.

Flying from New York to Melbourne in 1958—on a Lockheed Super Constellation, a propeller aircraft—consumed more energy per person than my flight did, but it was “greener” nevertheless. It required stops in San Francisco, Hawaii, Canton Island, Fiji, and Sydney, and it cost each coach passenger something like a quarter of that year’s U.S. median family income, each way. If comparably slow and costly flights were the only Australia travel option available today, I and just about everyone who traveled with me would have stayed home: a gain for the environment. The only clearly, unambiguously effective method of reducing the carbon and energy footprints of air travel is to fly less—a behavioral change, not a technological one.

We already understand how to fly less: no scientific breakthrough required. But where’s the fun in going nowhere? Travel is exciting and romantic and educational, and the livelihoods of many millions of people all over the world depend on our continuing to do lots of it. So instead of taking steps to cut back personal mobility we talk about aeronautical innovation and improved efficiency, or we assuage our consciences by making trivial contributions to organizations that promise to “offset” the environmental impact of our wandering. Meanwhile, we continue to build and expand airports. (The world’s largest building is in Dubai, but it isn’t the Burj Khalifa, the skyscraper that’s twice as tall as the Empire State Building; it’s Terminal 3 at Dubai International Airport.) We also subsidize airlines and aircraft manufacturers, and devise ways to “efficiently” squeeze even more planes into existing air routes, and spend billions on marketing campaigns whose purpose is to make us and others yearn to be in the air and on our way—perhaps on “eco-tours” to environmentally threatened corners of the earth. That’s the conundrum.

In 2004, Saul Griffith, a young Australian who was working on his PhD at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, won a thirty-thousand-dollar award that is given each year to a student who has shown unusual promise as an inventor. Griffith was an obvious candidate. Neil Gershenfeld, one of his professors, described him to me as “an invention engine” and said, “With Saul, you push ‘Go’ and he spews projects in every imaginable direction.” The judging committee was especially impressed by a device that Griffith had created to custom-manufacture low-cost eyeglass lenses, intended for people in impoverished countries. He had conceived of the process after discussing Third World health issues with the education minister of Kenya, and his system had been recognized already by the Harvard Business School and the National Inventors Hall of Fame.

Traditional lens making is a process that involves thousands of costly molds. Oversized lens blanks are cast in plastic, and then technicians grind and polish the blanks to match prescriptions. Griffith told me, “I wanted to make a machine that would negate the need for that entire factory—to let you print the lenses on demand.” So he built a desktop device with which a minimally trained operator could turn a fast-hardening liquid into a lens in a few minutes. The machine consisted of a single, universal mold, with an adjustable metal ring—like a tiny springform cake pan—between a pair of flexible membranes, whose degree of convexity or concavity could be controlled with a simple hydraulic system (in the prototype, a pair of horse syringes filled with baby oil). “Literally with only those two inputs—the shape of your boundary condition and the pressure—you can define an infinite number of lenses,” Griffith explained. In 2007, he won a $500,000 MacArthur Fellowship—a “genius grant”—and the MacArthur judges cited the eyeglass invention as having “the potential to change the economics of corrective lenses in rural and underserved communities around the world.”

But winning prizes ended up being easier than changing the world, and Griffith’s lens printer has never found a market. “It turned out that we were solving the wrong problem,” he told me. “A lens factory is expensive to build and equip, but once you’ve got one you can make lenses cheaply, and then you can deliver them anywhere in the world for a dollar or two in postage.” In effect, Griffith’s invention addressed a problem that had been solved years before, at lower cost, by Chinese labor and global shipping. The real issue with eyeglasses in the developing world isn’t making lenses, he said; it’s testing eyes and writing prescriptions for people who have little or no access to medical care—a matter of politics and economics rather than technology.

That experience has deeply influenced Griffith’s thinking on the environmental subjects that consume him now. He is still an invention engine; his many recent projects include an electricity-assisted cargo-carrying tricycle, an inexpensive form of insulation inspired by origami, and an unconventional method of generating power with wind. But unlike many engineers and scientists who share his concerns, he told me, he is “not really a techno-optimist”—someone who believes that the world’s energy and climate problems will ultimately yield to a redoubled application of human technological ingenuity: an ecological Manhattan Project, a green Apollo program. He has come to believe that the world’s most urgent environmental need is not for some miraculous-seeming scientific breakthrough but for a vast, unprecedented transformation of human behavior, a revolution in our relationship with energy and consumption. In a presentation he made in 2009, he said that he intended to give his son (who, at that point, was still a few months from being born) a Mont Blanc pen and a Rolex watch—his metaphors for what he referred to as “heirloom technology,” or high-quality, low-energy possessions that are meant to be used over an entire lifetime rather than quickly discarded and replaced.

Even if we believe that Griffith is right, how many of us would freely choose to transform our lives to the extent that he intends? And, whether we would or not, what political, economic, or moral force would be strong enough to bring enough of us into line to make a difference? That’s the conundrum.

Beginning in late 2008, something happened that not even the most optimistic environmentalists and climatologists had been expecting: the world’s energy and carbon footprints shrank, and by significant amounts. But those changes didn’t occur because the human race had suddenly attained environmental enlightenment. They occurred because the price of oil had risen to record levels and the global economy had tanked. The explanation is easy to understand: the world’s main emitter of manmade greenhouse gases has always been prosperity, and when times are bad consumers respond by consuming less. Closed factories don’t burn coal, and when people lose their jobs, or become worried about losing their jobs, they behave like model members of the Natural Resources Defense Council. They drive less, turn down their furnace, shut off lights in empty rooms, stop heating their swimming pool, make do without air-conditioning, decide not to travel to Chicago for Thanksgiving, and make fewer impulsive purchases. Even wealthy people hunker down, and the resulting interruption in economic growth slows the pace at which we worsen a long list of environmental troubles. The global recession that began in 2008 spread pain through much of the world, but it also put time back on the carbon clock.

No rational person would advocate economic collapse as a climate-and-energy strategy. From an environmental perspective, though, there are things to be said for recessions. The challenge is to find a noncatastrophic way to accomplish the equivalent—to harvest the benefits of falling consumption without inflicting the human suffering. That’s an especially tough problem because, as recent experience proves, when times are tough even the world’s wealthiest nations focus their efforts not on perpetuating serendipitous reductions in energy use and carbon output but on making them go away—by cutting energy taxes, bailing out bankrupt manufacturers, reducing the cost of borrowing, encouraging sprawl with incentives to builders and home buyers, weakening environmental controls, and opening fragile ecosystems to resource exploitation.

We may believe that we care about the world’s deepening environmental challenges and are merely waiting for scientists, environmentalists, politicians, and others to come to their senses and implement effective solutions on our behalf. In truth, though, we already know what we need to do, and we have for a long time. We just don’t like the answers. That’s the conundrum.


* This calculation is based on figures in Sustainable Energy—Without the Hot Air, by the British physicist David J. C. MacKay.




2

Setting Things on Fire

We’re richer than kings. We live better than William I, who conquered England a millennium ago but, for all his wealth and power, didn’t have a flush toilet. An army of ruthless Normans and the blessing of Pope Alexander II? Yes, he had those things. Antibiotics and a riding lawn mower? No. Although William was stupefyingly wealthy by the standards of his time and place, he seems starkly impoverished by the standards of ours. No blow-dryer, no iPad, no seedless grapes. How did he get by?

History books are filled with the names of supposedly loaded people who, upon closer inspection, turn out to have been destitute in comparison with us. Alexander the Great wasn’t an Amazon Prime member. Czar Nicholas II lacked a dishwasher with a dedicated flatware tray. Poor little John D. Rockefeller: all the oil in the world couldn’t buy him a Lincoln Navigator.

Our comforts seem so familiar to us that we seldom pause to be astonished by them. In fact, despite our riches, we’re more likely to dwell on what we don’t have than on what we do. You’d think that not having bubonic plague would be enough to put most of us in a cheerful mood—but, no, we want a hot tub, too. There’s a Web site called The Coveteur (www.thecoveteur.com), whose purpose is to inspire acquisitive longing by displaying photographs of other people’s possessions: to create a feeling of deprivation where none had existed, and then offer links to make it go away.

Our seemingly unquenchable sense of dissatisfaction has served us well in innumerable ways: it’s the engine of civilization. But it’s also a source of trouble—increasingly so.

When we do ponder our luxuries, we don’t think very hard about where they come from. Mostly, we attribute them to the inventiveness of our species—a reasonable conclusion, since you don’t see other primates, or even dolphins, planning trips to Mars. The British writer Matt Ridley, in The Rational Optimist, assigns the main credit to the apparently unique ability of humans to innovate collaboratively, enabling all of us to enjoy benefits that none of us could have executed or even conceived alone—an especially productive form of cooperation which Ridley describes as ideas having sex.

But the ultimate source of our prosperity is simpler, and more fundamental than intelligence in any configuration: it’s combustion. Our history is the chronicle of our ascent up what the naturalist Loren Eiseley called “the heat ladder,” and modern life is mainly the product of our steadily growing talent for usefully setting things on fire—wood, coal, oil, natural gas. The Bronze Age could more accurately be called the Fire Age, because without combustion virtually all metals would remain where they were when our world began, as would almost all the other extracted treasure on which modern life depends. If we had to get by on muscles, brains, and working
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