OUR LOCAL CORRESPONDENTS

GREEN MANHATTAN

Everywhere should be more like New York.

BY DAVID OWEN

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 environmental-
ist 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 dis-
posal, 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 signifi-
cant size. Our electric bills
worked out to about a dol-
lar a day.

The utopian community
was Manhattan. (Our apart-
ment was on Sixty-ninth
Street, between Second and
Third.) Most Americans, in-
cluding 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 com-
parison with the rest of Amer-
ica it’s a model of environ-
mental 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 en-
vironment has arisen from the heed-
less burning of fossil fuels, a category
2 in which New Yorkers are practically
* prehistoric. The average Manhattanite
Z 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 bicy-
cle, or on foot. That’s ten times the rate
for Americans in general, and eight
times the rate for residents of Los An-

Cities offer a remedy for some of our worst environmental ills.

geles 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 build-
ings 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 theyd
have huge lawns and be using pesti-
cides and fertilizers on them, and then
they'd be overwatering their lawns, so
that runoff would go into streams.” The
key to New YorK’ relative environmen-
tal benignity is its extreme compact-
ness. 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 re-
duces their opportunities to be waste-
ful, 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. Shortly after she
learned to walk, we moved
to a small town in northwest-
ern Connecticut, about ninety
miles north of midtown Man-
hattan. 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 rush-
ing 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 drive-
way, I can walk several miles
through woods to an aban-
doned nineteenth-century railway tun-
nel, while crossing only one paved road.

Yet our move was an ecological ca-
tastrophe. Our consumption of elec-
tricity went from roughly four thou-
sand kilowatt-hours a year, toward
the end of our time in New York, to al-
most thirty thousand kilowatt-hours in
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2003—and our house doesn't even have
central air-conditioning. We bought a
car shortly before we moved, and an-
other one soon after we arrived, and
a third one ten years later. (If you live
in the country and don't have a sec-
ond car, you can't retrieve your first car
from the mechanic after it’s been re-
paired; 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, con-
sumes almost two gallons of gasoline,
since the nearest Blockbuster is ten
miles away and each transaction in-
volves two round trips. When we lived
in New York, heat escaping from our
apartment helped to heat the apart-
ment 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.

hen 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 artifi-
cial environment, in which the terrain’s
primeval contours have long since been
obliterated and most of the parts that re-
semble nature (the trees on side streets,
the rocks in Central Park) are essentially
decorations. Ecology-minded discus-
sions 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 vegeta-
tion into buildings themselves, by reduc-
ing traffic congestion, by easing the in-
tensity 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
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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 im-
pacts in relation to surface area, there-
fore, Manhattan would look like an in-
tense 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 lim-
its 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 posses-
sions and current rates of energy use,
into a space the size of New York City,
our profligacy would be impossible to
miss, because youd have to stack our
houses and cars and garages and lawn
tractors and swimming pools and sep-
tic tanks higher than skyscrapers. (Con-
versely, if you made all eight million
New Yorkers live at the density of my
town, they would require a space equiv-
alent 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 popu-
lated urban centers has many draw-
backs. 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 vis-
ited 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. Presum-
ably for environmental reasons, New York
City has one of the highest childhood-
asthma rates in the country, with an es-
pecially alarming concentration in East
Harlem.

Nevertheless, barring an almost in-
conceivable reduction in the earth’s pop-
ulation, dense urban centers offer one of
the few plausible remedies for some of
the world’s most discouraging environ-
mental ills. To borrow a term from the
jargon of computer systems, dense cit-
ies 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 set-
tled places more like Manhattan. This
notion has yet to be widely embraced,
partly because it is counterintuitive, and
partly because most Americans, includ-
ing 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?

ew YorK’s example, admittedly, is
difficult for others to imitate, be-
cause the city’s remarkable population
density is the result not of conscientious
planning but of a succession of seren-
dipitous historical accidents. The most
important of those accidents was geo-
graphic: 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. Insu-
larity 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
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merchants who were more interested
in economic efficiency than in boule-
vards, parks, or empty spaces between
buildings. The resulting crush of archi-
tecture 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 accommo-
date 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 de-
sire to live a more natural, biological life
under pleasanter and more natural con-
ditions.” This is the idea behind sub-
urbs, and it’s still seductive. Butit’s also a
prescription for sprawl and expressways
and tremendous waste.

New York City’s obvious urban an-
tithesis, in terms of density and auto-
mobile use, is metropolitan Los Ange-
les, 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 Co-
lumbia’s original plan was created by an
eccentric French-born engineer and ar-
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“Does this dress make me look Republican?”

chitect named Pierre-Charles UEnfant,
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 av-
enues; the hublike traffic circles; the
sweeping public lawns and ceremonial
spaces.

Wiashington is commonly viewed
as the most intelligently beautiful—the
most European—of large American
cities. Ecologically, though, it’s a mess.
LEnfant’s expansive avenues were eas-
ily 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 grandilo-
quent empty spaces thwart pedestrians,
by acting as what Jane Jacobs calls “bor-
der vacuums.” (One of Jacobs’s many
arresting observations is that parks and
other open spaces can reduce urban vi-
tality, by creating dead ends that pre-
vent people from moving freely between
neighborhoods and by decreasing ac-
tivity along their edges.) Many parts of
Washington, furthermore, are relent-
lessly homogeneous. There are plenty
of dignified public buildings on Consti-
tution 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 coun-
tryside. The fastest-growing county in
the United States is Loudoun County,
Virginia, at the rapidly receding west-
ern edge of the Washington metropol-
itan area.

The Sierra Club, an environmental
organization that advocates the preser-
vation of wilderness and wildlife, has a
national campaign called Challenge to
Sprawl. The aim of the program is to
arrest the mindless conversion of unde-
veloped countryside into subdivisions,
strip malls, and S.U.V.-clogged express-
ways. The Sierra Club's Web site features
a slide-show-like demonstration thatil-
lustrates how various sprawling subur-
ban intersections could be transformed
into far more appealing and energy-
efficient developments by implementing
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a few modifications, among them wid-
ening the sidewalks and narrowing the
streets, mixing residential and commer-
cial uses, moving buildings closer together
and closer to the edges of sidewalks (to
make them more accessible to pedestri-
ans and to increase local density), and
adding public transportation—all fun-
damental elements of the widely touted
anti-sprawl strategy known as Smart
Growth. In a recent telephone conver-
sation with a Sierra Club representa-
tive involved in Challenge to Sprawl, 1
said that the organization’s anti-sprawl
suggestions and the modified street-
scapes in the slide show shared many
significant features with Manhattan—
whose most salient characteristics in-
clude 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, al-
though 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 try-

ing to persuade.

An obvious way to reduce con-
sumption of fossil fuels is to shift
more people out of cars and into pub-
lic transit. In many parts of the coun-
try, though, public transit has been stag-
nant or in decline for years. New York
City’s Metropolitan Transportation Au-
thority and Department of Transpor-
tation 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 plan-
ners and environmentalists tend to treat
it as an exception rather than an ex-
ample, and to act as though Manhat-
tan occupied an idiosyncratic universe
of its own. But the underlying prin-
ciples apply everywhere. “The basic
point,” Jeffrey Zupan, an economist
with the Regional Planning Associa-
tion, 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 hap-
pen. First, you get less travel by me-
chanical 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, be-
cause they know they’re
going to have enough pas-
sengers to support a reason-
able 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 pas-
senger 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 popula-
tion is a little more than twice that of
Manbhattan, covers more than two hun-
dred times as much land—that no tran-
sit system could conceivably serve it.
And no amount of browbeating, public-
service advertising, or federal spending
can change that.

Cities, states, and the federal gov-
ernment often negate their own efforts
to nurture public transit by simultane-
ously spending huge sums to make it
easier for people to get around in cars.
When a city’s automobile traffic be-
comes congested, the standard response
has long been to provide additional ca-
pacity by building new roads or wid-
ening existing ones. This approach
eventually makes the original prob-
lem worse, by generating what trans-
portation planners call “induced traf-
fic”: 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 add-
ing public transit in the hope of reduc-
ing automobile congestion is as self-
defeating as building new highways,
because unclogging roads, if success-
ful, just makes driving seem more at-
tractive, 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 tran-
sit.” One reason New Yorkers are the
most dedicated transit users in America
is that congestion on the city’s streets
makes driving extraordinarily disagree-
able. The average speed of crosstown
traffic in Manhattan is little more than
that of a brisk walker, and in mid-
town at certain times of the day the
cars on the side streets move
so slowly that they appear
almost to be parked. Con-
gestion like that urges driv-
ers into the subways, and
it makes life easier for pe-
destrians and bicycle riders

P by slowing cars to a point

where they constitute less
of a physical threat.

Even in New York City, the rela-
tionship 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 wid-
ening of the West Side Highway, the
implementation of EZ-Pass on the city’s
toll bridges, the decision not to im-
pose tolls on the East River bridges, and
the current renovation of the ED.R.
Drive (along with the federally funded
hundred-and-thirty-nine-million-dollar
Outboard Detour Roadway, which is in-
tended to prevent users of the FD.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 Washing-
ton Metropolitan Area Transit Author-
ity is considering extensions to some of
the most distant branches of its sys-
tem, 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 trave] 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 environ-
mentally sound, because it would in-
crease New Yorkers’ ability to live with-
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[Explore} Embassy Suites Hotels

More of What Matters

hen a simple idea
makes perfect sense, it
seems to have been
around forever. But in
: fact it was only twenty
years ago, in 1984, that Embassy Suites
challenged the norm in startling ways with
the opening of its first all-suite hotel.

The company began with the unconven-
tional premise that the best way to attract
business travelers was to find out, through
research, what was most important to them
before any blueprints were drawn. What it
found, according to senior vice president
David Greydanus, was that “business cus-
tomers wanted control over their hotel expe-
rience. What they didn’t like was being the
captive of it.”

SIGNATURE SUITE SPOTS

Control meant, first and foremost, more
space—a release not only from small hotel
rooms with no place to put things, but also
from the generally crammed feeling related to
the typical travel experience of flights, shuttle
buses, and the like. Space meant a sense of
freedom. So at Embassy Suites every room,
from the beginning, was a suite, and every
suite was two distinctly separate rooms joined
by a door that could be closed at will. “Our
intent was to provide a sleeping space truly
away from your work and a comfortable liv-
ing room that could function well as a work-
place. So you don’t have to hold a meeting in
your bedroom or use your laptop on your
bed,” says Greydanus. Every suite became a

haven of convenience, with a coffeemaker, a
microwave, a minifridge, a complimentary
newspaper, prompt room service, and high-
speed Internet access.

For travelers whose schedules were even
tighter than their plane seats, control of
time was no less important. The company’s
research showed that everyone wanted
breakfast schedules and menus to coincide
with their individual needs and preferences.
They also wanted a break in the evening—
whether a cocktail with a client or one just
to unwind. To put customers in charge of
these daily patterns, Embassy Suites did
something that was unheard of twenty
years ago and remains unique today: it
offered, from day one, a complimentary
breakfast, cooked to order, and a “manager’s
reception,” which is what the company
called its evening welcome with cold bever-
ages and snacks. “That made us the most
radical brand in the industry,” Greydanus
recalls. “Nobody had ever heard of giving
away drinks.”

The sense of freedom found its signature
design element in the atrium, around which
all suites were built. Enter an Embassy Suites
Hotel and you look skyward, up past the
trees and the cascading philodendron, the
waterfall or pond, and the inviting seating.
The design is practical, Greydanus explains,
because “it gives every suite two views—
you’re not boxed in by a corridor. Your living
room opens to the light and greenery of the
atrium and you walk through to the exterior
view in the bedroom.”

LIVING LARGE

The soaring space also has a psychological
impact. It prepares guests for “living large,” in
terms of scale—for the full-size sofa and din-
ing table, the comfy armchair, the king-size
bed (or two doubles), and the two twenty-
seven-inch TVs in each suite. And it suggests
an openness and a generosity of spirit that
still take first-timers by surprise.

“We try to exceed every guest’s expecta-
tions,” says Kris Beck, who as director of food
and beverage sets the standards for the
cooked-to-order breakfasts and the bar offer-
ings. This means it’s perfectly all right to be
picky about your eggs and finicky about how
your bagel is toasted. You can count on pure
Colombian coffee, premium Scotch, and a
merlot worth getting to know. “We don’t cut
any corners because it’s all free,” says Beck.
“We offer the quality customers want.” ®

 Strategically Located

Twenty years after its first “test” hotel opened |
in Overland Park, Kansas City, Embassy Suites
has 174 hotels in downtown locations, at air-
ports and office parks, and even at beach
resorts. The principle of asking customers what
they want, and then providing it, has prompted
facility enhancements like fitness centers and
incentives like a Hilton HHonors points and
miles program. And the research itself has
: proved gratifying, since it continues to show, :
says Greydanus, “that almost all of our guests :
 intend to return.” .

i For more information or for reservations, call
i 800-Embassy or visit www.embassysuites.com.
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Our indoor atrium. An idea first
envisioned while looking out

from the Northfork Office Park.

We've traveled on business, too. So we offer you a
spacious two-room suite with high-speed Internet accss,
complimentary cooked-to-order breakfast, beverages

at our nightly Manager’s Reception® and Hilton HHonors
Points & Miles. For Our Best Rates. Guaranteed. Visit
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magine a flight experience as

direct and friendly as a hand-

shake. You arrive at the most con-

venient airport, no matter how

-4 small, park near the tarmac, meet

your pilot, and board the plane. Your meal of

choice is onboard, as is your luggage, so

there’s no chance of loss. You fly to your des-

tination—no layover or change of planes.

And when you arrive your rental car or limo
is waiting.

This is what Sentient Jet offers. It is
the calm comfort of private jet travel, but
with unique flexibility and service. Your trip
begins with a phone call to specify destina-
tion, date, and time, and Sentient Jet makes
all the arrangements. Travelers avoid airport
obstacles, time-guzzling lines, delays, and
circuitous routes. And with Sentient Jet
they also avoid the cost of owning and
maintaining a plane, whether wholly or
fractionally, and the logistics of arranging
individual charters.

A PHONE CALL AND A HANDSHAKE

Sentient Jet has a unique approach to pri-
vate jet travel. It allows its members to buy
the way they fly. It is a system of relation-
ships: Sentient has a select group of individ-
ually certified private planes, pilots, and
operators poised to accommodate Sentient
customers’ wide variety of flight needs-
from a one-day hop to a rural manufactur-
ing plant to a carefree takeoff for a family
vacation in Jackson Hole. Sentient Jet is,
metaphorically, the handshake, joining its
members with the most appropriate jet each
and every time they travel.

Special Advertising Section

“We leverage two types of technology,”
explains Sentient Jet CEO Steven Hankin.
“One allows us to schedule planes efficiently
by simultaneously keeping track of a wide
choice of planes and all of our customer
requests. The other is a database of our
members’ preferences that allows us to tailor
each flight to their personal needs.” Experts
in travel services and safety have placed their
faith in the five-year-old company’s business
model: Former American Express CEO
Harvey Golub is the chairman, and former
Federal Aviation Administration head Jane
Garvey serves on the board and monitors
operator, aircraft, and pilot standards.

For members Sentient Jet becomes like
the friend who actually finds it charming
that you never leave for the airport before
the last minute; that you're a connoisseur of
fine dining even when airborne; and that
you're always driven to make the most of

[Exp!ore} Sentient Jet
Plane Sense

your time. This friend indulges you by offer-
ing service from five thousand airports, a
choice of six categories of jets, a fixed hourly
price, and no dead-leg fees. And this friend
takes your calls 24/7.

WEATHER OR NOT

Perhaps most productive for fliers is
Sentient Jet’s approach to the weather: planes
are continuously tracked and rerouted as
needed, and ground transport is coordinated
seamlessly. “For us, even the hurricanes in
Florida were no excuse. We called everyone,
picked them up, and flew;” Hankin says. “We
have to be ready for every contingency. Our
customers understand weather, but they
have no tolerance for us not handling it well.
They expect perfect service, they expect to
be pleased, because that’s what our business
is all about.” m

At Your Service

A light jet, such as the Hawker 400XP, holds six
and costs $2,850 an hour round trip; the charge is
for flight time only. Calculate the per-passenger
cost for the length of travel you plan and it may
be less than an airline ticket. For a flight of, say,
one or 1 1/2 hours, Sentient Jet offers other effi-
ciencies because “you can do round trip in a day,
saving hotel and meal costs,” says CEO Hankin. “If
you go the reqular commercial route you can eas-
ily double your travel time with security and other
delays.” The use of small airports, such as White
Plains or Teterboro in the New York area as well as
in out-of-the-way destinations, often tips the bal-
ance timewise between day trip and overnighter.

For more information, call Sentient Jet at
800-860-2965 or visit www.sentient.com.

PHOTOS COURTESY OF SENTIENT JET







out cars; building a bullet train be-
tween Penn Station and the Catskills
(for example) would not be sound, be-
cause it would enable the vast, fuel-
squandering apparatus of suburbia to
establish itself in a region that couldn’t
support it otherwise.

n 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 air-
conditioner sputtered, and my com-
puter’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 south-
eastern Canada. The immediate cause
was eventually traced to Ohio, but pub-
lic attention often focussed on New
York City, which had the largest con-
centration of affected power custom-
ers. Richard B. Miller, who resigned as
the senior energy adviser for the city of
New York six weeks before the black-
out, reportedly over deep disagree-
ments with the city’s energy policy, told
me, “When I was with the city, T at-
tended 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 talk-
ing about something that’s really bad
for the environment. If you make en-
ergy prices so expensive in the city
that a business relocates from Manhat-
tan to New Jersey, what you're really
talking about, in the simplest terms, is
a business that’s moving from a sub-
way 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 en-
ergy policy would reward city dwellers
and encourage others to follow their
good example. Yet New York City resi-
dents pay more per kilowatt-hour than
almost any other American electricity
customers; taxes and other government
charges, most of which are not enumer-
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SMILE

When I see a black man smiling
like that, nodding and smiling
with both hands visible, mouthing

“Yes, officer,” across the street,
I think of my father, who taught us

the words “codperate,” “officer,”

to memorize badge numbers,
who has seen black men shot at
from behind in the warm months north.

And ] think of the fine line—
hairline, eyelash, fingernail paring—
the whisper that separates

obsequious from safe. Armstrong,
Johnson, Robinson, Mays.
A woman with a yellow head

of cotton-candy hair stumbles out
of abar at after-lunchtime
clutching a black man’s arm as if

for her life. And the brother
smiles, and his eyes are flint
as he watches all sides of the street.

—FEhzabeth Alexander

ated 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 Consoli-
dated Edison’s regulatory affairs depart-
ment, 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 hun-
dred 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, for example.)
“In addition,” Miller said, “the burden of
improving the city’s air has fallen far
more heavily on power plants, which
contribute only a small percentage of

New York City’s air pollution, than it
has on cars—even though motor vehi-
cles are a much bigger source.”

ast year, the National Building Mu-

seum, in Washington, D.C., held
a show called “Big & Green: Toward
Sustainable Architecture in the 21st
Century.”A book of the same name was
published in conjunction with the show,
and on the book’s dust jacket was a pho-
tograph of 4 Times Square, also known
as the Condé Nast Building, a forty-
eight-story glass-and-steel tower be-
tween Forty-second and Forty-third
Streets, a few blocks west of Grand
Central Terminal. (7he New Yorker’s of-
fices occupy two floors in the build-
ing.) When 4 Times Square was built,
in 1999, it was considered a major break-
through in urban development. As Dan-
iel Kaplan, a principal of Fox & Fowle
Architects, the firm that designed it,
wrote in an article in Environmental De-
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sign & Construction in 1997, “When
thinking of green architecture, one usu-
ally associates smaller scale,” and he cited
as an example the headquarters of the
Rocky Mountain Institute, a nonprofit
environmental research and consulting
firm based in Snowmass, Colorado. The
R.M.I building is a four-thousand-
square-foot, superinsulated, passive-solar
structure with curving sixteen-inch-thick
walls, set into a hillside about fifteen
miles north of Aspen. It was erected in
the early eighties and serves partly as a
showcase for green construction tech-
nology. (It is also the home of Amory
Lovins, who is R.M.Ls co-founder and
chief executive officer.) R.M.I. con-
tributed to the design of 4 Times Square,
which has many innovative features,
among them collection chutes for re-
cyclable materials, photovoltaic panels
incorporated into parts of its skin, and
curtain-wall construction with excep-
tional shading and insulating properties.
These are all important innovations.
In terms of the building’s true ecological
impact, though, they are distinctly sec-
ondary. (The power generated by the
photovoltaic panels supplies less than
one per cent of the building’s require-
ments.) The two greenest features of
4'Times Square are ones that most peo-
ple never even mention: it is big, and it
is situated in Manhattan.
Environmentalists have tended to
treat big buildings as intrinsically waste-
ful, because large amounts
of energy are expended in
their construction, and be-
cause the buildings place
intensely localized stresses
on sewers, power lines, and
water systems. But density
can create the same kinds
of ecological benefits in in-
dividual structures that it
does in entire communities.
Tall buildings have much
less exposed exterior surface
per square foot of interior space than
smaller buildings do, and that means
they present relatively less of themselves
to the elements, and their small roofs
absorb less heat from the sun during
cooling season and radiate less heat from
inside during heating season. (The ben-
eficial effects are greater still in Manhat-
tan, where one building often directly
abuts another.) A study by Michael
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Phillips and Robert Gnaizda, pubished
in CoEvolution Quarterly in 1980, found
that an ordinary apartment in a typi-
cal building near downtown San Fran-
cisco used just a fifth as much heating
fuel as a new tract house in Davis, a lit-
tle more than seventy miles away. Oc-
cupants of tall buildings also do a sig-
nificant part of their daily coming and
going in elevators, which, because they
are counterweighted and thus require
less motor horsepower, are among the
most energy-efficient passenger vehi-
cles in the world.

Bruce Fowle, a founder of Fox &
Fowle, told me, “T'he Condé Nast Build-
ing contains 1.6 million square feet of
floor space, and it sits on one acre of land.
If you divided it into forty-eight one-
story suburban office buildings, each av-
eraging thirty-three thousand square
feet, and spread those one-story build-
ings around the countryside, and then
added parking and some green space
around each one, youd end up consum-
ing at least a hundred and fifty acres
of land. And then youd have to provide
infrastructure, the highways and every-
thing else.” Like many other buildings in
Manhattan, 4 Times Square doesn't even
have a parking lot, because the vast ma-
jority of the six thousand people who
work inside it dont need one. In most
other parts of the country, big parking
lots are not only necessary but are re-
quired by law. If my town’s zoning regu-
lations applied in Manhat-
tan, 4 Times Square would
have needed sixteen thou-
sand parking spaces, one for
every hundred square feet of
office floor space.

The Rocky Mountain
Institute’s showcase head-
quarters has double-paned
krypton-filled windows,
which admit seventy-five
per cent as much light as
ordinary windows while al-
lowing just ten per cent as much heat
to escape in cold weather. That’s awon-
derful feature, and one of many in the
building which people ought to copy. In
other ways, though, the R.M.I. build-
ing sets a very poor environmental ex-
ample. It was built in a fragile location,
on virgin land more than seven thou-
sand feet above sea level. With just four
thousand square feet of interior space, it

can hold only six of R.M.Ls eighteen
full-time employees; the rest of them
work in a larger building a mile away.
Because the two buildings are in a
thinly populated area, they force most
employees to drive many miles—in-
cluding trips between the two build-
ings—and they necessitate extra fuel
consumption by delivery trucks, snow-
plows, and other vehicles. If R.M.I.s
employees worked on a single floor of a
big building in Manhattan (or in down-
town Denver) and lived in apartments
nearby, many of them would be able
to give up their cars, and the thousands
of visitors who drive to Snowmass each
year to learn about environmentally re-
sponsible construction could travel by
public transit instead.

Picking on R.M.I.—which is one of
the world’s most farsighted environ-
mental organizations—may seem un-
fair, but R.MLI., along with many other
farsighted environmental organizations,
shares responsibility for perpetuating
the powerful anti-city bias of American
environmentalism. That bias is evident
in the technical term that is widely used
for sprawl: “urbanization.” Thinking of
freeways and strip malls as “urban” phe-
nomena obscures the ecologically mon-
umental difference between Phoenix
and Manhattan, and fortifies the per-
ception that population density is an en-
vironmental ill. It also prevents most
people from recognizing that R.IM.1s
famous headquarters—which sits on an
isolated parcel more than a hundred and
eighty miles from the nearest signifi-
cant public transit system—is sprawl.

hen I told a friend recently

that I thought New York City
should be considered the greenest
community in America, she looked
puzzled, then asked, “Is it because
they've started recycling again?” Her
question reflected a central failure of
the American environmental move-
ment: that too many of us have been
made to believe that the most impor-
tant thing we can do to save the earth
and ourselves is to remember each
week to set our cans and bottles and
newspapers on the curb. Recycling is
popular because it enables people to re-
lieve their gathering anxieties about the
future without altering the way they
live. But most current recycling has, at
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best, a neutral effect on the environ-
ment, and much of it is demonstrably
harmful. As William McDonough and
Michael Braungart point out in “Cra-
dle to Cradle: Remaking the Way
We Make Things,” most of the mate-
rials we place on our curbs are merely
“downcycled”—converted to a lower
use, providing a pause in their in-
evitable journey to a landfill or an in-
cinerator—often with a release of tox-
ins and a net loss of fuel, among other
undesirable effects.

By far the worst damage we Ameri-
cans do to the planet arises not from the
newspapers we throw away but from the
eight hundred and fifty million or so gal-
lons of oil we consume every day. We all
know this at some level, yet we live like
alcoholics in denial. How else can we
explain that our cars have grown bigger,
heavier, and less fuel-efficient at the same
time that scientists have become more
certain and more specific about the con-
sequences of our addiction to gasoline?

On ashelf in my office is a small pile
of recent books about the environment
which I plan to reread obsessively if I'm
found to have a terminal illness, because
they’re so unsettling that they may make
me less upset about being snatched from
life in my prime. At the top of the pile is
“Out of Gas: The End of the Age of
Oil,” by David Goodstein, a professor at
the California Institute of Technology,
which was published earlier this year.
“The world will soon start to run out
of conventionally produced, cheap oil,”
Goodstein begins. In succeeding pages,
he lucidly explains that humans have
consumed almost a trillion barrels of
oil (that’s forty-two trillion gallons), or
about half of the earth’s total supply;
that a devastating global petroleum cri-
sis will begin not when we have pumped
the last barrel out of the ground but
when we have reached the halfway
point, because at that moment, for the
first time in history, the line represent-
ing supply will fall through the line
representing demand; that we will prob-
ably pass that point within the cur-
rent decade, if we haven’t passed it al-
ready; that various well-established laws
of economics are about to assert them-
selves, with disastrous repercussions for
almost everything; and that “civiliza-
tion as we know it will come to an end
sometime in this century unless we can

find a way to live without fossil fuels.”

Standing between us and any con-
ceivable solution to our energy night-
mare are our cars and the asphalt-
latticed country we have built to oblige
them. Those cars have defined our cul-
ture and our lives. A car is speed and sex
and power and emancipation. It makes
its driver a self-sufficient nation of one.
Itis everything a city is not.

Most of the car’s most tantalizing
charms are illusory, though. By help-
ing us to live at greater distances from
one another, driving has undermined
the very benefits that it was meant to
bestow. Ignacio San Martin, an archi-
tecture professor and the head of the

graduate urban-design program at the |

University of Arizona, told me, “If you
go out to the streets of Phoenix and are
able to see anybody walking—which
you likely won't—they are going to tell
you that they love living in Phoenix
because they have a beautiful house and
three cars. In reality, though, once the
conversation goes a little bit further,
they are going to say that they spend
most of their time at home watching
TV, because there is absolutely noth-
ing to do.” One of the main attractions
of moving to the suburbs is acquiring
ground of your own, yet you can travel
for miles through suburbia and see
no one doing anything in a yard other
than working on the yard itself (often
with the help of a riding lawnmower,
one of the few four-wheeled passenger
vehicles that get worse gas mileage than
a Hummer). The modern suburban yard
is perfectly, perversely self-justifying: its
purpose is to be taken care of.

In 1801, in his first Inaugural address,
Thomas Jefferson said that the Ameri-
can wilderness would provide grow-
ing room for democracy-sustaining agrar-
ian patriots “to the thousandth and thou-
sandth generation.” Jefferson didn't fore-
see the interstate highway system, and
his arithmetic was off, in any case, but he

nevertheless anticipated (and, in many |

ways, embodied) the ethos of suburbia,
of anti-urbanism, of sprawl. The stan-
dard object of the modern American
dream, the single-family home sur-
rounded by grass, is a mini-Monticello.
It was the car that put it within our
reach. But what a terrible price we have
paid—and have yet to pay—for our lib-
eration from the city. ¢

THE EXPLOSIVE
INTERNATIONAL BESTSELLER—

NOW IN PAPERBACK.

Features all-new excerpts from Clarke’s
dramatic public testimony and revealing
corroboration from The 9/11 Commission Report.

“Richard A. Clarke
was right, clearly
and spectacularly so,
about the one big
thing, the biggest of
all: al Qaeda and the
threat its terrorism
has posed to the

United States.”
—Los Angeles Times

e .,

B3 0 be ignored... I isa rariey

“Apoim e All Encavies is ey
ngpon-lesider memoirs —it} 3 thus,
ing good read ™

Review

anong Wash
e New York Times Book

Against|

Inside

America’s War

“Fascinating and highly
detailed...gripping.... The
book is far more a road
map of an ongoing war
than a political potboiler.”

—BusinessWeek

Also available on CD and cassette.

/i

www.simonsays.com

FREE PRESS

Amnm&um
ACOM COMPANY

THE NEW YORKER, OCTOBER 18, 2004 123




