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Carbon footprint: Seattle is 6th-best in U.S.

Hydropower gives us an edge in disputed study

By TOM PAULSON
P-I REPORTER

The greater Seattle area has been ranked as one of the best of the 100 largest metropolitan areas
in the U.S. for the size of its "carbon footprint," or how much carbon dioxide the average resident
puts into the atmosphere every year.

But before anyone launches a green pride parade, consider that half of our carbon emissions
weren't measured, and much of this region's high score apparently is the result not so much of
bicycle commuters, hybrid cars or dense living but of the simple fact that most of our residential
power comes from hydroelectric dams.

"The big issue here, really, is not to focus on where you rank as to look at where you can do
better," said Marilyn Brown, a co-author of the report and an energy policy expert at the Georgia
Institute of Technology.

Brown and other researchers sponsored by the Brookings Institution, a leading public-policy think
tank based in Washington, D.C., analyzed available transportation and residential housing energy
data for the nation's 100 largest metro areas between 2000 and 2005 as a first step toward
quantifying large cities' carbon emissions.

An urbanized portion of the Puget Sound region encompassing Seattle, Tacoma and Bellevue was
ranked as having the sixth-smallest carbon footprint among the 100 regions surveyed.

"Because two-thirds of us live in the nation's largest metro areas, and nearly three-quarters of
economic activity takes place there, large metro areas account for most of the greenhouse-gas
emissions in the country," said Bruce Katz, a Brookings vice president, in a statement
accompanying the report.

The report, "Shrinking the Carbon Footprint of Metropolitan America," was based only on the
uniform data available for fuel use by personal and freight vehicles as well as for residential energy
use. It did not include carbon emissions from industry, commercial buildings, airplane travel or
other nonhighway transportation.

Mark Muro, policy director for the metro areas program at Brookings, said industrial and
commercial building carbon emissions will be incorporated in a second phase of this study next
year.

Honolulu was ranked first, with the smallest average carbon footprint of any of the areas surveyed,
followed by Los Angeles-Long Beach-Santa Ana, Calif. Portland, (combined with Vancouver, Wash.,
and Beaverton, Ore.,) came in third place, followed by New York-Northern New Jersey-Long Island
and then Boise-Nampa, Idaho.

The average Puget Sound area resident emitted 1.556 tons of carbon in 2005, compared with the
national average of 2.24 tons. Most of this was owing to the residential energy score (second
overall in the nation), thanks to hydroelectric power. Local carbon emissions from highway
transportation decreased while the national average increased, but this region ranked just 27th in
this category.

Three cities with the biggest carbon footprints were Lexington, Ky., Indianapolis and Cincinnati.
Generally, Western cities did best and Southern cities did the worst.

"It was not comprehensive in that we were able to only account for about 50 percent of the total
carbon dioxide emissions," said Brown, who in 2007 was among the scientists on the United
Nations' Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change to share the Nobel Peace Prize.
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Air travel is estimated to contribute about 11 percent of the carbon emissions caused by
transportation, she said, "so that's a pretty big part of this."

Another problem with these assessments, according to a local energy policy expert not involved in
the project, is that nobody really agrees on how to measure a carbon footprint.

"There is no one perfect method for these calculations," said Anne Steinemann, a University of
Washington professor of civil and environmental engineering. Steinemann and colleagues at
Vanderbilt University recently analyzed carbon footprint methods and found them highly
inconsistent.

"There isn't a standard, and it's maddening," agreed King County Executive Ron Sims, who is
leading an effort to create such a standard. Last week, Sims was at a meeting in Albuquerque,
N.M., sponsored by a U.N. initiative called the International Council for Local Environmental
Initiatives, where officials discussed the lack of a routine measure.

"We've been working on that for King County and expect to come out with something very detailed
and comprehensive sometime this summer," Sims said. Numerous municipalities have contacted
King County eager to adopt this much-needed urban planning yardstick, Sims said.

Steinemann said she had not read the Brookings Institution report but respects Brown's expertise
in this area and assumes that the data had to be limited in order to maintain the consistency of
their analysis.

"It can be useful when taken in context," she said.

Brown said one of the reasons for doing the comparison of carbon footprints by metro area,
despite the limitations, is to identify those communities most vulnerable to climate policy. She
predicted that as carbon-trading practices mature and are factored into regulations, this will all
seem a lot less academic.

"Those communities with big footprints are going to face an economic penalty once carbon has a
price on it," Brown said. "Seattle is clearly ahead of a lot of other communities on this."
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CARBON EMISSIONS PER RESIDENT In tons for 2005
Lowest emitters* Highest emitters*
1. Henolulu 1.356 91. Knoxville 3.134
2. Los Angeles 1.413 92. Harrisburg 3.190
3. Portland 1.446 93. Okla. City 3.204
4. New York 1.495 94, St. Louis 3.217
5. Boise 1.507 95. Nashville 3.222
6. Seattle 1.556 96. Louisville 3.233
7. San Jose 1573 97. Toledo 3.240
8. San Francisco 1.585 98. Cincinnati 3.281
9. El Paso 1.613 99, Indianapolis 3.364
10. San Diego 1.630 100 Lexington 3.455
*Figures represent metropolitan area
Source: Brookings Institution SEATTLE P-1

P-I reporter Tom Paulson can be reached at 206-448-8318 or tompaulson@seattlepi.com.
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