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F rustrated by how few European 
urban experiences are being 
discussed in American planning 

schools and workplaces, Professor 
Timothy Beatley sets out to disseminate 
information on Europe's sustainable cities. 
He focuses on successful approaches to 
"green urbanism", by which he means 
our efforts to reduce the detrimental 
impacts of cities on our environment. 
The resulting book, "Green Urbanism: 
Learning from European Cities", 
explores an impressive breadth of 
themes, including land use, housing, 
transportation, urban ecology, energy 
reduction, building construction and 
governance. Beatley effectively shows 
how European cities act as an important 
laboratory for North American planners. 
He also aptly demonstrates how so 
many of the ecological approaches we 
have adopted were incubated in Europe 
before being transplanted to our own 
cities and towns. 

In order to create this massive tome, 
Beatley visited 32 cities within I I countries, 
mainly within Northern and Western 
Europe, and conducted over 200 
interviews with planners and city officials. 

"Green Urbanism" does not shock or 
surprise the reader.Advocates for 
sustainable cities have the same mantra 
on the other side of the Atlantic, yet 
Beatley is able to point to more frequent 
- and often more advanced - successes 
on each of his "green themes"; therein 
lies the greatest value of the book to the 
reader. "Green Urbanism" also brings to 
the fore a number of significant points 
for Canadian planners to consider. 

Beatley defines cities as the necessary 
locus for reducing humanity's pressure 
on the planet's resources and ecosystems. 
Thus our need for green urbanism. This 
need is often ignored by sustainability 
activists who are anti-urban, and who 
see cities as the greatest source of 
environmental destruction; and yet what 
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would happen to the world's ecosystems 
if the billions of city dwellers returned 
"back to the land" in droves? Beatley 
also carefully words a critique of the 
New Urbanist movement, which he 
regards as being inadequately mindful 
of ecological concerns. 

Beatley finishes each chapter of his book 
with a section on "Lessons for American 
Cities".What stands out in each of these 
sections, in equal measure, are these 
two facts: that Europe's approaches to 
green urbanism are physically doable in 
North America, and that we tend to 
lack only the political (and popular) will 
for implementation. Canadian planners 
also struggle with implementation of 
green urbanism, but Beatley's examples 
are so varied and rich that professionals 
will be able to approach application of 
these ideas in incremental steps or in 
bounding leaps, as the local political 
climate will allow. 

Another important, though often forgotten 
lesson that Beatley highlights is the fact 
that there is no "green-urban" ideal.As 
Canadian planners are all too aware, 

planning processes rely on finding the 
best balance between competing values. 
The ideal of compact growth can compete 
directly with the ideal of urban greenspace; 
Beatley gives examples of such instances. 

The inclusion of case studies would 
have been beneficial. Instead, Beatley's 
ample illustrations of green-urban best 
practices are embedded within his 
narrative. This approach is comfortable, 
if you intend to read the book from 
cover to cover, or at least one section 
at a time. It is more difficult, however, to 
use the book as an easy reference if one 
is looking for information on specific 
projects or cities. 

Inadequate editing also mars the book 
from time to time. The author starts off 
the book with a wide bevy of disclaimers, 
and sometimes fixates on the minutiae. 
"Green Urbanism" reads too often like 
an academic paper rather than as a book 
from an established authority in the field. 

And yet, no one could accuse Beatley of 
being any less than thorough in his handling 
of the subject matter. "Green Urbanism" 
is written with expertise, enthusiasm 
and a refreshing optimism. 

In summary, Beatley successfully exhibits 
the best of European green urbanism, 
making a significant contribution to the 
field of urban planning. The level of 
informed debate within North American 
planning schools and workplaces is surely 
to rise as a result of his efforts. Our own 
frustrations as to the dirge of information 
on green urbanism being practiced 
overseas are, for the time being, abated. • 
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