
In 1811 the Commissioners of the city of New York 
adopted a plan for the future development of the island 
north of Houston Street on the east side and north of 
Fourteenth Street on the west side of the island.   In 1854 
John Snow investigated the cholera outbreak in Soho, 
London to determine, through analysis and investigation, 
the mechanism through which the disease spread.  Today, 
the greatest challenge we face, arguably, is global climate 
change.  These three events, seemingly unrelated, may 
be the foundation for a strategy to address our current 
challenge, the third event, global warming.  

At the beginning of the 19th century, officials in the city of 
New York realized that they had to determine how the city 
would grow to the north.  In February of 1807 a memorial 
was sent to the state capital, Albany, to put a study in 
motion that would engage in, 

“laying out Streets... in such a manner as to unite regularity 
and order with the public convenience and benefit and in 
particular to promote the health of the City,” that was, 
“equally palpable and of very considerable magnitude. The 
diversity of Sentiments and opinions which has heretofore 
existed and probably will always exist among the members 
of the Common Council, the incessant remonstrances 
of...[land owners]...against plans however well devised or 
beneficial wherein their individual Interests do not concur 
and the Impossibility of completing those plans thus 
opposed but by a tedious and expensive course of Law are 
obstacles of a serious and very perplexing nature.”1

The plan had to do several things simultaneously in both 
the political and physical worlds.  The commission had to 
navigate between the individual rights of the landowners 
located in the proposed expansion areas, as well as protect 
the long-term health and welfare of the general citizenry, 
and ultimately the city itself.  To accomplish this, the 
commission created a plan that could accommodate a future 
unknown at the time, but one that functioned regardless of 
how buildings, or other projects, emerged over time.  The 
solution to these two challenges lay in the projection of a 
framework that simply described the parts of the city that 
would be public and private; streets and blocks.  The public 
parts (streets) had the dual purpose of accommodating 
the collective needs of the citizenry; accessibility, transit 
(from horse and buggy to the automobile), public utilities 
(sewer, power, drainage) while also locating these elements 
of the city in a place that, critically, would remain fixed.  
The private parts (blocks) were then left open to various 
endeavors as needed; or desired, at any particular time; 
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from small brownstones, to the Empire State Building.   
As we would see in later suburban development patterns 
(patterns of subdivision of land) without the constitution 
of this framework, changes to individual projects would 
require substantial infrastructure modification, at great 
monetary as well as energy cost.  Many times, when existing 
projects became marginal they were merely abandoned 
and relocated to sites further afield which required only 
the construction of the new, not the removal of the old, 
existing infrastructure prior to redevelopment.  While in 
Manhattan the infrastructure, and its dollars and energy, 
were located in such a way that they could be re-used; in 
the streets.  The city could sustain its utilities indefinitely, 
while allowing the individual needs of individuals and 
developers to change as markets and taste dictated.

In Soho, London, in 1854, there was a significant outbreak 
of cholera in the area near Broad Street.  This was a time 
before sanitation was generally addressed as a necessary 
public health issue.  It was also a time when diseases 
such as cholera were understood to be spread through an 
airborne condition known as ‘miasma’.   Over 600 people 
would die as a result of this outbreak.

John Snow, a physician and member of the Royal College of 
Surgeons of England, was an early skeptic of the airborne, 
miasma, theory of the spread of diseases such as cholera 
and published On the Mode of Communication of Cholera 
in 1849.  As a result of the Soho outbreak, he began an 
investigation into the cause of the spread of the disease.  
His methodology was based on a process of analyzing 
evidence, gathered primarily through communications with 
the local residents and the compilation of a list of actions 
common to each of the infected inhabitants.  His analysis 
revealed that the one practice shared by all of those 
infected was drinking water from the Broad Street pump.  
He found that everyone who contracted cholera, even those 
that lived closer to other public water pumps, drank from 
this particular pump.  Further investigation, resulting from 
this information, led to the discovery that the pump had 
been constructed very close to an existing cesspit that had 
begun to leak into the well, causing the cholera outbreak.  
In the face of conventional understanding, that cholera 
was spread through the miasma, Snow determined through 
evidence-based analysis that this ‘fact’ was unsupported by 
a scientific investigation.  He was able to utilize a process 
where a desired outcome, stopping the spread of cholera, 
was directly related to an objective analysis of the situation 
and a solution to the problem.  In this case, the solution 
was boiling water before making tea, which killed the 
cholera causing bacteria.  
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As we attempt to address global warming it is imperative to 
keep these two events in mind.  They describe two things 
that are critical to our decision making process.  First we 
must realize that the primary decision we make sets up 
the framework for addressing carbon reduction.  If this 
decision is not flexible, changes in the world that we can’t 
yet anticipate may make our decisions today irrelevant, or 
worse.  Second we must measure the decisions we make 
to insure that we are not just creating a scenario where we 
engage in activities that we think will help us reach our 
goals, while in fact pushing us further from our desired 
results.    

There is a great deal of discussion these days about the 
idea of retrofitting suburbs.  One of the biggest challenges 
discussed is what to do with the old strip shopping 
centers that have become dead spots in the landscape.  
The conversation generally revolves around the idea the 
there should be some new use for the buildings since the 
previous retail tenants are no longer viable.  There have 
been successful instances of repurposed ‘boxes’, including 
as churches, veterinary clinics and health clubs.  On the 
surface this seems like a victory for sustainable practices, 
but as we look more analytically at the situation, it may 
be that this apparently sustainable practice is moving us 
further from our goal of reducing carbon output.  The strip 
shopping center is organized with the buildings set back 
from the street and large asphalt parking areas surround 
the boxes.  It is an almost completely inflexible project 
type; with the exception of changing the use of one of the 
boxes there isn’t much opportunity to change the project to 
any great degree.  In these projects, since all of the boxes 
are tied together, they can’t be easily changed without 
removing all of the buildings, the parking and the entire 
infrastructure system that is servicing the boxes.  If these 
buildings had been built in a system that operated like the 
Commissioners Plan of 1811, it would have been easy to 
change the uses, while maintaining the existing circulation 
and infrastructure (streets).  A typical strip shopping 
center may be twenty acres, while that same twenty acres 
is about six city blocks in Manhattan, or ten city blocks 
in Savannah, in both cases 50% of the area on average 
is the public street, which remains when redevelopment 
occurs.  In the redevelopment of the strip shopping center, 
everything in those twenty acres is pulled out, taken to 
the landfill and all the new infrastructure is trucked in to 
replace the old.  By putting a church or clinic into the 
dead big box, a fundamentally unsustainable model is 
being reinforced.  The result is an increase in the amount 
of carbon being produced because the church, now located 
in a place that is only accessible by car, increases the drive 

time of the congregation from what would be required 
if the church (or clinic) were located in a neighborhood 
where its congregants (or pet owners) live.  There is also 
the unintended consequence of reinforcing the practice of 
developing these types of projects because if they can be 
repurposed then there is no downside to leaving them and 
moving further out, again increasing the amount of carbon 
produced by driving to these even more remote locations.  
But turning a dead mall into a church or veterinary clinic 
makes us feel good.  It is taking something that isn’t being 
used and giving it a purpose, prolonging its usefulness.  At 
least this is our perception, like the miasma, but the reality 
is something entirely different, and without understanding 
the foundation for our decisions and a method for measuring 
the outcomes of those decisions, we are walking blindly 
into the future.  Sometimes we might be better off letting 
the dead mall remain dead, at least until we are sure about 
the consequences of its resuscitation.

Many of the ‘sustainable initiatives’ being proposed or 
currently operating in jurisdictions across the country 
suffer from this disconnect between baseline goals and the 
operation of the initiative.  In an article in the New Yorker, 
Michael Specter describes an interesting analysis:



2 Specter, Michael. “Big Foot.” The New Yorker.
 February 25, 2008.

“Williams and his colleagues recently completed a study 
that examined the environmental costs of buying roses 
shipped to England from Holland and of those exported 
(and sent by air) from Kenya. In each case, the team made 
a complete life-cycle analysis of twelve thousand rose 
stems for sale in February—in which all the variables, from 
seeds to store, were taken into consideration. They even 
multiplied the CO2 emissions for the air-freighted Kenyan 
roses by a factor of nearly three, to account for the increased 
effect of burning fuel at a high altitude. Nonetheless, the 
carbon footprint of the roses from Holland—which are 
almost always grown in a heated greenhouse—was six 
times the footprint of those shipped from Kenya. Even 
Williams was surprised by the magnitude of the difference. 
“Everyone always wants to make ethical choices about the 
food they eat and the things they buy,” he told me. “And 
they should. It’s just that what seems obvious often is not. 
And we need to make sure people understand that before 
they make decisions on how they ought to live.”2

We are constantly making choices based on perceptions of 
what is right, without the benefit of rigorous analysis to tell 
us the reality of these choices.  We have the opportunity 
to provide cities, towns and the people who live in them 
today’s equivalent of the Commissioners Plan and the 
answer to the spread of cholera.  Neither of these was 
popular when originally proposed, but they were critical to 
creating a healthy sustainable world.  
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