City suburbs could hold the key to dwindling fuel supplies

A city’s suburbs could hold the solution to
dwindling fuel supplies by producing enough
energy to power residents’ cars and even top
up power resources, pioneering new research
has found.

It is commonly assumed that compact
cities, with built-up central business districts
and densely-populated residential areas, are
more energy efficient than the low-density
suburban sprawl that surrounds them, which
are dependent on oil for high levels of private
transport use.

In a future with photovoltaic solar panels on
suburban roofs and increasing use of electric
vehicles however, experts have predicted
that suburbia will adopt a valuable new role -
transforming from a high energy consumer into
a vital power provider for the city.

Newly published research, conducted by
Professor Hugh Byrd from the University
of Lincoln, UK, and collaborators including
Professor Basil Sharp from the New Zealand
Energy Centre and expetrts from the University
of Auckland, New Zealand, challenges the
conventional theory that compact urban form

offers the best solution for a sustainable city.

Instead, the team of researchers highlight
the potential of suburbs for harnessing solar
energy, with detached suburban houses capable
of producing ten times the amount of energy
created by skyscrapers and other commercial
buildings.

The findings also reveal that lower density
housing in suburbia not only has the greatest
capacity for collecting solar energy, but also the
greatest surplus after its own energy uses have

been taken into account to help out city centre
peak electricity loads.

Professor Byrd, from Lincoln’s School of
Architecture, said: “This study challenges
conventional thinking that suburbia is energy-
inefficient, a belief that has become enshrined
in architectural policy. In fact, our results
reverse the argument for a compact city based
on transport energy use, and completely
change the current perception of urban sprawl.

“While a compact city may be more
efficient for internal combustion engine
vehicles, a dispersed city is more efficient
when distributed generation of electricity by
photovoltaic installations is the main energy
source and electric vehicles are the principal
mode of transport.

“However, if this energy contribution is
to be effective, controls of new suburban
development may be needed that require the
installation of photovoltaic roofing, along
with smart meters and appropriate charging
facilities for vehicles. City planners will need
to make the changes necessary to control
suburban development.”



