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Abstract / Energy consumption has been increasing for years. Looking
at the way we live, work, and move; we tend to choose the unsustainable
and energy-intensive way despite knowing that it is not necessarily the
cheapest, fastest, or more convenient way. What makes us waste energy
versus conserve energy while knowing that with this lifestyle we destroy
our environment, we threaten our health, and we risk running out of vital
resources? There are five main factors that influence our decisions on how
we live, move, and work. It is all about availability, affordability, accessibility,
attractiveness, and awareness of options and technologies. These five
root causes are the basis for a new planning approach that aims towards
not only energy-efficient settlement patterns but also energy-efficient living
environments that result in the change of people’s behavior towards energy
efficient lifestyles — the Five A's Approach.

Key words / Energy Efficiency; Environmental Behavior; Sustainability;
Public Transit; Sustainable Urban Planning

Two weeks ago, | attended a conference in Germany
where urban planners discussed ways to make cities more
sustainable. We learned about innovative green building
technologies, public transit initiatives, bike share programs
and how cities all over the world try to become more
sustainable and more energy-efficient.

After a full day of presentations, discussions, and
knowledge sharing, everyone who was part of the
conference headed out to the next taxi stop to catch a cab
and go back to their hotels. On our way to the taxi stop,
we passed a train station, a bus stop, and a bike rack full of
bikes belonging to the local bike share program. We had
just learned that Germany has one of the best public transit

systems in the world but it did not matter. Even if we were
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all super excited and passionate about sustainable solutions
in this field, we did not practice what we preached. We took
the unsustainable cab.

The cab that was more than double the price of the bus.
The cab that took 15 minutes longer than the train because
it got stuck in traffic (because everyone drove or took a cab
back to the city). The cab that used five times more energy
than the train and three times more energy than the bus.

We all know it, no matter if we are urban planning
experts that specialize in sustainability or if we are everyday
people, we choose the energy-intensive over the energy-
efficient means of transportation. This is not just the case
with our choices of means of transportation. Looking at
the way we live, work, and move; we tend to choose the
unsustainable way despite knowing that it is not necessarily
the cheapest, fastest, or more convenient way.

So why is that? What makes us drive automobiles versus
taking public transit or riding a bike? What makes us live in
huge, energy-intensive single-family houses in the sprawled
suburbs versus energy-efficient apartment buildings in the
dense city? What makes us waste energy versus conserve
energy while knowing that with this lifestyle we destroy our
environment, we threaten our health, and we risk running
out of vital resources?

Obviously, “people do not consume energy just because
they want to consume energy. Furthermore, nobody would
waste energy just to waste it”. It is ordinary people living
their everyday lives and doing ordinary things. And some of
these ordinary, everyday life activities require more energy
than others.

Planners have been focusing on this topic for years
and decades and even if we have cities with great transit
systems, cities with so-called growth boundaries in order to
avoid urban sprawl, and cities that require energy efficiency
building codes, we still decide for the energy consuming
activities wherever we can.

As city planners, we focus too much on the cities as
settlements versus the cities as living environments of
individuals. In other words, we focus too much on how we

can make cities more energy-efficient versus making the
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1. We tend to choose the unsustainable way despite knowing that it is not
necessarily the cheapest, fastest, or more convenient way (Chicago,
September 2011). © Petra Stieninger

2. We have to give people the option to live more energy-efficient lifestyles
by making the needed technologies and services available (Phoenix,
November 2011). © Petra Stieninger

people that live in the cities more energy-efficient. We focus
too much on real-estate markets that favor the inexpensive
single-family house in the countryside versus the expensive
apartment in the city. We focus too much on how to get from
A to B versus finding out what is missing in A and available
in B.

Extensive research in European and North American
cities resulted in five main factors that influence our
decisions on how we live, move, and work. No matter if
it is in an energy-efficient city or an energy-intensive city,
it is all about availability, affordability, accessibility,
attractiveness and awareness of options and technologies.

We, as planners, have to give people the option to live
more energy-efficient lifestyles by making the needed
technologies and services available, affordable, accessible,
and more attractive than the energy-intensive alternative.
At the same time, we have to make sure that people are

aware of their availability, affordability, accessibility, and
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attractiveness.

The best transit system in the world does not help much
if | do not know about it or if | cannot afford a ticket to use
it. The most energy-efficient or even energy-plus house
does not help much if it is not accessible by energy-efficient
transportation systems such as public transit. Being aware of
the fact that riding my bike is much more energy-conserving
and additionally healthier than driving my car does not help
much, if there are no bike lanes available and riding a bike
on the streets is not safe.

I call the five above mentioned factors the “5 A’s”.
The five A’s are the connector between urban planning and
human behavior. If planners consider all five A’s in their
work, we can make it happen. We can go from energy-
efficient cities to energy-efficient people.

Why does less than 30% of the population of Vienna,
Austria take their cars for their daily commute to work?
Because there is an extensive public transit network as well
as an extensive bike lane network available that enables
people to access their work without driving. Furthermore,
the clean and safe public transit vehicles and stations, the
frequency of buses and trains, the separation of bike lanes
from streets, and the lack of parking spots make using public
transit or riding a bike much more attractive than driving.
A great variety of inexpensive public transit tickets makes
the train much more affordable than the car. And obviously,
at least 70% of Vienna’s population is aware of the fact that
public transit, biking, and walking are available, affordable
as well as attractive and allow them to access their work
places from their homes.

“Americans have a love affair with their cars ...”, which
is not a big surprise, taking the five A’s into account. “The
main problem is most of them do not have an option”. As
Henry Ford once put it, in the 1920s, Americans tried to
“solve the city problem by leaving the city”. Single-family
houses were (and still are) much cheaper than apartments in
the city. The real-estate market forces us to buy the energy-
intensive house in the suburbs versus the energy-efficient
city apartment. The lack of accessibility by public transit

makes us drive to work and back to the suburbs every day.

And even if there is affordable public transit available, in
most cases, it is neither attractive (long waiting times, not
safe) nor are people aware of its existence.

Even the so-called sustainable developments of entire
cities such as the green-field city development projects in
China and the Middle East, with all their energy-efficient
buildings, renewable energy sources, and other fancy
applications lack accessibility through energy-efficient
transportation systems. These places may be affordable for
a lot of different people, they may have a lot of energy-
efficient applications available, they may be attractive and
active promotion increases the awareness of their existence
but their lack of accessibility makes people drive there and
waste the conserved energy in their cars.

These examples show that in order to allow completely
energy-efficient lifestyles, all five A’s have to be met when
planning energy-efficient cities or neighborhoods. At the
2011 Eco-City World Summit in Montreal, Janice Pearlman,
Founder and President of The Mega-Cities Project, said
“To plan is human, to implement divine.” However, we
know that the technologies and the know-how are out
there. Energy efficiency technologies for all everyday life
situations are available and affordable, they can easily be
made accessible, and making them attractive can boost the
awareness of their benefits. It is not a lack of knowledge; it

is a lack of will.
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