Cooling Urban Heat Islands Through Sustainable Landscapes

As cities grow denser, they are becoming significantly hotter than surrounding areas—a
phenomenon known as the urban heat island effect. Rising urban temperatures increase energy
demand, worsen air pollution, strain water systems, and elevate risks to public health. Research
shows that some U.S. cities have warmed by up to 1-2°C over recent decades, with heat
islands now accounting for 3—8% of electricity used for cooling.

Sustainable landscape design offers one of the most effective, affordable, and immediate
solutions. Strategic use of trees, vegetation, light-colored surfaces, and water-wise design can
cool cities by several degrees, reduce peak energy demand, and improve air quality—while also
enhancing biodiversity and livability.

Key findings show that:

e Urban trees and vegetation cool neighborhoods through shade and evapotranspiration,
reducing air temperatures by 1-5°C
Well-designed landscapes can lower building cooling costs by 25-50%
Increasing tree cover and reflective surfaces can significantly cut carbon emissions,
smog formation, and heat-related illness

e Parks, green streets, and shaded parking lots act as cool-air reservoirs, benefiting
surrounding neighborhoods

By integrating sustainable landscapes into streets, parks, parking areas, and residential
neighborhoods, cities can reduce heat, conserve energy and water, and create healthier, more
resilient communities—now and in the face of climate change.

For more information and to read the full research please visit
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