Life in a city built of concrete


I spent last weekend in San Francisco, which happens to be my favorite city in the world. To begin, I give bonus points to any city with a great view, and double bonus points for seaside locales. The incredible hills throughout the city ensure a workout in every grocery store trip and the multiple forms of public transportation including bus, subway and trolley make it easy to bounce along from Chinatown to Fisherman’s Wharf, Union Square and Haight-Ashbury. There are restaurants galore serving cuisine to suit any palette and the place has some of the best people watching opportunities in the world. 


Of course, no city comes without its drawbacks. For someone like myself, accustomed to making my daily commute to work through scenic Lake Elmo and Stillwater, I’ve come to take certain things for granted. Trees, for example, are one thing I see everyday. Grass, lakes, and farm fields are other scenes I pass by everyday, almost without a thought. Now that my job revolves around water resources, however, I tend to notice natural features (or the lack thereof) more often when I travel to new places. 


As I rode the train from the San Francisco airport to my hotel in downtown, I couldn’t help but notice that there were many, many houses, hotels, restaurants, and businesses squeezed into a pretty darn small area of land. Most of the buildings butt right up to the edge of the sidewalks, leaving no room for lawn or boulevard plantings, and with buildings side by side, there are sparingly few side yards or backyards in the city. Given the proximity of San Francisco to the ocean, I couldn’t help but wonder where all the water goes when it rains. 


Unfortunately, the same problems plague developed areas in the east metro to a lesser degree. Take a moment to look around the next time you swing by the grocery store. Chances are you will see a large, entirely paved parking lot, a series of large buildings housing the various stores and restaurants in the area and of course roads and sidewalks. If you are lucky, you might spot a scraggly tree or two growing in the parking lot islands, but even these aren’t guaranteed. The problem with creating a city out of concrete (besides for the obvious impact to available wildlife habitat, decreased number of trees for carbon dioxide absorption, and general ugliness), is that it completely destroys the natural hydrologic function of the land. 


In a natural setting, nearly 90% of the rain and snow that falls on the land is absorbed by trees and other plants or soaks into the ground and replenishes groundwater aquifers. When we create impervious surfaces where water cannot soak in, rain and melting snow instead run off into local lakes and rivers, carrying with them dirt, chemicals and other pollutants. Even in relatively “green” cities, like those that dot the east metro, all of this runoff stormwater can amount to a big problem for local water quality. 


In the next few weeks I’ll be writing about a few of the ways that we can limit the harmful impacts of development on local water resources. Some solutions include designing neighborhoods and businesses with less impervious surfaces, creating opportunities for water to soak in with better site design, and working with creative solutions such as porous pavement and green roofs. Life in a city built of concrete might be fun for the weekend, but not for a lifetime. 
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