America’s Hottest City Is Nearly Unlivable in Summer.  Can Cooling Tech Save It?
by Nina Lakhani
Jan. 27, 2022 (abridged) – A surge in heat-related deaths amid record-breaking summer temperatures offers a “glimpse into the future” and a stark warning that one of America’s largest cities is already unlivable for some, according to its new heat tsar.
Almost 200 people died from extreme heat in Phoenix in 2020 – the hottest, driest and deadliest summer on record, with 53 days topping 110°F (43°C) compared with a previous high of 33 days.  Last year there were fewer scorching days, but the death toll remained staggeringly high.  People experiencing homelessness and addictions died disproportionately.
Phoenix, the capital of Arizona, is accustomed to a hot desert climate.  But day and night temperatures have been rising, due to global heating and the city’s unchecked development, which has created a sprawling urban heat island.
Scorching temperatures have made summers increasingly perilous for the city’s 1.4 million people.  Mortality and morbidity rates have crept up over the past 2 decades.  But 2020 was a game-changer, when heat related deaths jumped by about 60%.
Last year, after another deadly summer, the mayor announced the region’s 1st dedicated unit to tackle the growing hazard of urban heat, which also threatens the city’s economic viability.
“Phoenix is already unlivable in summer for far too many of our residents, who literally didn’t live - because it was too hot.  Every death is preventable and shows that there’s much much more for us to do to make the city livable and comfortable for everyone,” said David Hondula, the recently appointed director of Phoenix’s heat response and mitigation office.
“2020 was a glimpse into the future.  It’s the type of summer that could be normal by 2050 or 2080, so that’s what we need to be prepared for, so that Phoenix is livable and thriving.”
Phoenix is the country’s hottest and 5th most populous city.  Businesses and people began flocking there when affordable air conditioning became available in the 1950s.  The population growth has led to a huge expansion in concrete infrastructure (buildings, roads and carparks) and a reduction in green areas.  This has created heat islands – dangerously hot urban areas that absorb and re-emit the sun’s heat more than natural landscapes.
Between 95% and 99% of homes in Phoenix have air conditioning.  Yet in some surveys, as many as 1/3 of residents in the larger metro area, more than a million people, have reported experiencing adverse effects from the heat.  That suggests that many cannot afford to power or repair their cooling units.
Hondula will lead a 4-person team with 2 broad goals: protecting residents when it’s very hot (the heat response part), and coming up with long-term strategies to cool the city and make it more comfortable (the mitigation part).  Both require better data, better coordination across government, and money.
For instance, the local health department has a highly-rated surveillance system.  But even then, the final tally and details of summer heat related fatalities are published the following February or March.  “That leaves a very short window to plan for the next hot season, and deaths represent only the tip of a big iceberg.…  We have almost no knowledge about what conditions people experience in their homes,” said Hondula, a climate and health scientist who has spent more than a decade investigating the risks and vulnerabilities associated with heat.
The team’s success will be measured in deaths and illness numbers.  But the problems and solutions are interconnected: saving lives will require redesigning the city’s heat-trapping concrete landscape, as well as improving access to cooling centers, hydration stations and paramedics....
Mitigation will be focused on trees and infrastructure, which will be led by an urban forester and a built environment expert who are yet to be hired.  Planting trees is broadly popular and has been touted as a relatively painless fix to combating climate change by world leaders including Donald Trump, Britain’s Boris Johnson, and Turkish President Recep Erdoğan.
In Phoenix, the city published a tree master plan in 2010, pledging to increase canopy cover to 25% by 2030 (from an estimated 11% to 13% at the time).  The city is not on track to meet that goal.  The target may eventually be revised to reflect the city’s broader sustainability and equity goals, such as targeting under-shaded neighborhoods and public transit routes where people walk and wait.
“Trees are an important part of the plan which residents have been asking for for years, but they aren’t a cure-all for the city,” Hondula said.  “But if we could have 30% of a 20-min walking path shaded, it would provide health protection for most summer days,” said Hondula.
Money is an issue.  So far, the unit doesn’t have a budget for programs but there are options....
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