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The author of this ground breaking book is the Director of the Urban Climate Unit, 
School of City and Regional Planning at Georgia Institute of Technology. A non-scientist, his 
approach is to ask how the negative health, financial and environmental impacts of urban heat 
islands can be managed and decreased as global warming increases the probability of extreme 
heat events. He believes that much more can achieved at the regional or local level by planning 
rather than through international agreements such as the Kyoto and Copenhagen protocols.  

The focus is on how humans living in cities can collectively improve their quality of life by 
managing and reducing the heat islands these population concentrations inevitably create. The 
motivation is mutual self-interest, a viable political objective. Since confederation, Canada has 
changed from being primarily rural (80%) to now being over 80 % urban and is estimated to 
become about 90% by 2050. Urbanization is a global phenomenon that is spreading from the 
developed world and is predicted to reach nearly 80% by 2050.

The introductory prologue sets the stage for the succeeding chapters. It describes the 
shocking European weather event of the summer of 2003 that caused national disaster and 
eventually killed an estimated 70,000 persons, caused over 25,000 wildfires consuming 647,069 
hectares of forestland and severely damaged many crops. The statistics are staggering and 
demonstrate how unprepared governments and their populace were to cope with this 
unprecedented heat wave. It is now known as “La Canicule” in France where the impact was 
most devastating..

 Chapter 1, Keeling’s Curve, summarizes for the lay reader the basic information 
necessary to understand why global warming is occurring and its causes. 

Chapter 2, The Climate Barrier, uses Florida as an example of the role that landscape change 
plays in altering localized regional climate. The concept of landscape albedo is used to explain 
some of the observed trends. 

Chapter 3, Islands of Heat, describes the multistage electrical blackout that occurred on August 
14, 2003 in New York City and surroundings and relates this increased demand of electricity 
required for air conditioners to heat islands and waves and the inherent inflexibility of electrical 
grids. Global warming is the cause for the increasing frequency and intensity of these heat 
waves. The number of extreme heat days in US cities has doubled on average in the last ten years 
and has more than tripled in a few of them, including New York and San Francisco, causing the 
blackout frequency to increase. The centre of cities has been known to be hotter than their 
surrounding hinterland for several centuries. It is increasing due to industrialization, decreased 
vegetation causing less water retention, the use of mineral based building construction materials 
that shed water and taller buildings all contribute to this decrease in cooling due to decreasing 
evaporative water retention.



Chapter 4, The Green Factor, discusses how the increasing size of cities in the coming 
decades will decrease the extent of the surrounding forest canopy and what can be done to 
reverse this trend. The objective is to control, if not reverse the growing heat islands that this 
population growth will create.

Chapter 5, Leveraging Canopy For Carbon, contains a long analysis and discussion concerning 
the failure of the Kyoto and Copenhagen protocols to mobilize a significant fraction of the 
largest greenhouse gas emitters in the developed and developing world. It also discusses how the 
creation of new vegetative canopy in northern Africa and Australia as well as stopping and 
reversing deforestation in Brazil and Indonesia could play a major role in managing global 
warming. It concludes with four proposals for broadening the international framework policy 
that incorporate concepts discussed in this chapter.

Postscript concludes this book with a plea for cities to take control of their destinies. This is a 
refreshing and unique book. It shows that an alternative approach exists to trying to survive as 
global warming causes the world to warm at an unprecedented rate. It deserves to be widely read 
by urban planners, politicians and caring laymen. It carefully avoids mention of the most of the 
difficult associated factors including the role of an increasing global population, the limited 
carrying capacity of the earth, adequate food supplies for this population and energy 
conservation as well as their contribution to increasing urban heat islands. The author has 
accepted that global warming cannot be averted but fails to deal with the impact of not trying to 
minimize its negative impact on humans, other species and the environment they inhabit. 
Physicists should read this book and consider using it in general science courses given the non-
mathematical treatment of its subject matter. A knowledgeable electorate is essential to enable 
our society to deal with the technological problems it faces.
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