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What is a Climate-Smart Community & Why Should I Care?

A “Climate-Smart Community” is one that uses parks, trails, and green ways to create compact, cooler, more energy-efficient and less auto-dependent cities and towns.  Indianapolis is currently adding trails, working on greenways, and considering more efforts to meet mass transit needs.  However, we Midwesterners still have a strong feeling about being able to drive our cars everywhere.  More awareness is needed on our part as to why we should consider changes that would not lower our standard of living, but provide alternatives to only using our autos to get everywhere.  “William Poole, in a recent article “Conservation for a Cooler Planet”, in the Spring/Summer 2010 issue of Land & People magazine discusses some of the reasons we should consider making our communities more climate smart.  Land & People magazine is produced by the Trust for Public Land (TPL).  Poole reports a third of all the CO2 emitted in the United States comes from transportation, and most of that from cars and trucks. Improving vehicle mileage is one way to decrease those emissions, but another is to reduce vehicle miles traveled by getting people out of their cars.  Public transportation helps, and so does trails and greenways.  Natural parks-especially wooded ones-also cool the air in their immediate vicinity and absorb small amounts of CO2.  
A study by the International Institute for Environment and Development found that per-capita emission of greenhouse gases in New York City was less than a third of the national average, in part because people can walk or use public transportation between home and school, work, or shopping. One comprehensive study found that urban design can reduce per-capita vehicle miles traveled by up to 40 percent. Denser communities also require less energy for heating and air conditioning, because buildings are closer together.  One key to creating such communities is the generous distribution of parks, greenways, and trails-not only for alternative transportation but also to serve as communal backyards for residents, making cities places where people really want to live. If residents and visitors find cities appealing they can be more successful in attracting people to them.  To have appeal and attraction, a city must have a great park system.
Five features of a “Climate-Smart Community are: 1- Efficient public transportation to cut down on vehicle miles traveled; 2- Compact development to support public transportation and reduce heating and cooling costs; 3- Mixed residential, commercial, and business development so that people can live closer to where they work and shop; 4- Greenways, trails, and bike lanes to support walking, biking, and other alternative modes of transportation; and 5- Abundant close-to-home parks and open spaces to maintain livability and retain residents in more densely developed communities.  TPL is supporting its partnering cities in their efforts to become climate-smart.  To learn more about the Trust for Public Land (TPL) visit their conservation web site and  blog at www.tpl.org.  Consider supporting your local community’s efforts in becoming a “Climate Smart Community”.
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