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Residential sprawl and 
greenhouse gas emissions 

Residential sprawl and 
traffic
Cities are usually built in a dense way, which is a precondition for an 
effective mass transportation system. In Helsinki public transport is 
responsible for the bulk of the passenger traffic. Most public transport in 
Helsinki takes place by rail (metro, tram, and train). 
    Residential sprawl causes increase of commuting distances: many people 
who have moved to the surroundings of the Helsinki metropolitan area 
have to travel as far as 45 kilometres to go to work. 
    Most of the long distance commuters use private car as mode of 
transport. Over 90% of those who use private car to go to work drive 
without copassengers. Residential sprawl leads thus into increase in traffic 
volumes.

Residential sprawl increases 
greenhouse gas emissions
If an employee moves to an electrically heated single-family house located 
at 40 km from the place of work his total emission rate increases by 75% 
assuming that the commuting mode is switched from the metro to a private 
car.
    Most of the increase is due to the change of commuting mode. A car 
with driver and no passengers on a motorway emits about 8 times more 
greenhouse gases per personkm than travel by metro. 

Ryömä, Maura 2007: Urbaani on ekoa. Päivittäisen liikkumisen vaikutus 
kuluttajan kasvihuonekaasupäästöihin. (Urban is green. The impact of 
commuting on the amount of consumer’s greenhouse gas emissions.) 
Master’s thesis. University of Helsinki, Faculty of Biosciences, Department of 
Biological and Environmental Sciences. In Finnish.

Source

With the term residential sprawl is hier referred to the trend that people who work in cities are moving to 
single-family houses that are situated far away from city centres. The consequence is often a fast expansion 
of the built-up area.
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 The impact of residential sprawl on a consumer's total emission of greenhouse gases. 

Finland 1999, kg CO 2 equivalent per year.
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