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Parking, Pavement, Problems
Imagine Mac field covered with pavement.  That is what we would have if we transferred all of Grinnell’s parking lots to one place.  In the Oct. 8th, 2004 S&B, reporters Brad Bishop and Katy Alexander wrote about parking on Grinnell’s campus.  Focused on other issues, they paid scant attention to the environmental impacts of parking lots.  We hope that this column fills in that gap.  

First of all – a bit about our bias.  Many of us have cars.  We park on campus.  Like many others in the campus community, we personally understand the demand for parking.  However, when the College considers expanding the available parking on campus, it’s important to think about the environmental impact of additional parking spaces.  
At the broadest level additional parking encourages more cars on campus.  Certainly, we appreciate that there are students, faculty, and staff who, for one reason of another, would not be able to get to Grinnell without a car.  And, we also understand that the mobility provided by car is very valuable.  Having said that, we also know that cars harm the environment.  The more we drive, the more we pollute the atmosphere with greenhouse gasses which contribute to global warming.   Having additional parking on campus reduces the incentive to consider environmentally friendly alternatives to cars such as carpooling, shuttle busses, walking, and biking in warm weather.  We are not suggesting that we would like to see a drastic reduction in parking on campus.  Rather, we feel that, past a certain point, additional parking lots may encourage driving rather than solely meet the basic needs of the campus community.
On a more direct level, parking lots reduce the open space on campus.  Mr. Bishop and Ms. Alexander raised this point in their article.  It is a problem which deserves a more detailed discussion.   

First of all, more parking means less green space.  This is more than a problem of an aesthetic eye-sore.  Green space provides habitat for plants and animals as well as space for the campus community to enjoy the Grinnell environment.  The value of green space is hard to quantify, but it is something that should not be forgotten.

Secondly, pavement brings problems.  The largest of these problems is storm water run-off.  During a rain storm, water that hits the soil, is absorbed into the ground, fed into the water cycle, and causes little problem.  Water that hits asphalt or concrete - both impervious surfaces - usually causes environmental damage.  Channeled by gutters, curbs, and sewers, Grinnell’s stormwater scoops up sediment, trash, and chemical pollutants as it rushes along pavement.  In the end, these urban rivers deposit their gunk and poison into Arbor Lake, ponds by the golf course, and a creek east of town.  These influxes of undesirable nutrients, sediment, and chemicals destroy aquatic life, clog waterways, and make it unhealthy to swim or eat fish from these areas.  
There are ways of mitigating the stormwater run-off problem.  We would like to see the College explore some of these options on a pilot-project basis.  One way to alleviate the problem of storm water is to use pervious pavements that allow rainwater to reach soil.  While these surfaces may require a little more maintenance, some of the paving technologies have been tested in cold climates and they are worth exploring on campus.   Another way to reduce the impact of stormwater run-off is to catch the water before it gets too far from the parking lot – a method known as bio-retention.  This involves landscaping parking lots so that storm water is directed to a specific vegetated area that receives water and filters out sediment and some pollutants by acting like a natural sieve.  Both these methods of addressing storm water could be tested on current or new parking lots to see how well they work for the College.
Greenhouse gases and storm water run-off are two prominent environmental problems exacerbated by additional parking lots.  Their impacts are mostly hidden from our daily lives, but they accumulate and have an effect.  Environmental impacts certainly aren’t the only issues when considering parking lots on campus.  But, they shouldn’t be a side-note either.  
