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Abstract: The urban climatology consists not only of the urban canopy temperature but also of wind
regime and boundary layer evolution among other secondary variables. The energetic input and
response of urbanized areas is rather different to rural or forest areas. In this paper, we outline
the physical characteristics of the urban canopy that make its energy balance depart from that of
vegetated areas and change local climatology. Among the several canopy characteristics, we focus on
the aspect ratio h/d and its effects. The literature and methods of retrieving meteorological quantities
in urban areas are reviewed and a number of physical analyzes from conceptual or numerical models
are presented. In particular, the existence of a maximum value for the urban heat island intensity
is discussed comprehensively. Changes in the local flow and boundary layer evolution due to
urbanization are also discussed. The presence of vegetation and water bodies in urban areas are
reviewed. The main conclusions are as follows: for increasing h/d, the urban heat island intensity is
likely to attain a peak around h/d ≈ 4 and decrease for h/d > 4; the temperature at the pedestrian
level follows similar behavior; the urban boundary layer grows slowly, which in combination with
low wind, can worsen pollution dispersion.
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1. Introduction
Oke [1] describes the development of scientific inquiry into natural phenomena, in
particular the urban meteorology, in four stages: (i) recognition and description of the
phenomenon, (ii) linkage of the feature to other factors, (iii) study of processes causing the
phenomenon, and (iv) construction of process–response models to predict the behavior of
the phenomenon.
Much has been done about stages (i) and (ii) in past decades. Nowadays, a considerable amount of information has been gained on the urban climatology by scientific
community over the last 10–20 years. We are in a privileged moment in which many good
urban meteorological databases have become available from field experiments, such as
BUBBLE (in Basel, Switzerland [2]), DAPPLE (in London, England [3]), ESCOMPTE (in Marseille, France [4]), JU2003 (in Oklahoma City, USA [5], Goteburg (in Goteburg, Sweden [6]),
Kugahara Project (in Tokyo, Japan [7]), MILAGRO (in Mexico City, Mexico [8]), and
MID05/MSG05 (in New York, USA [9]); or from scaled experiments, such as OASUS [10],
COSMO [11], and MUST [12]. In addition, several wind tunnel experiments have been run
for the study of urban dispersion [2,13–15]. Along with the growth of available data, many
urban models, especially those aiming to simulate energy/momentum/mass balance, are
from that period. These databases have made possible the approach of stages (iii) and (iv).
In the following sections, we review how key features of urban canopies distinguishes
them from rural or forest areas and how they impact the local climate. Such features are
•
•

Surface impermeability (Section 3);
Construction materials (Section 3);
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•
•
•

Building-street aspect ratio (Section 4);
Presence of vegetation (Section 5.1);
Presence of water bodies (Section 5.2).

All of these factors can impact the energetics of an urban area. Thus, understanding
their mechanisms of action can aid city planners to design more sustainable and enjoyable
cities. At this point, it is important to note that the city energetic does not just involve
energy consumption, but is also related to human comfort and health. The so-called urban
heat island effect directly affects the thermal comfort, whereas changes in the urban–rural
or urban–suburban differential heating may cause an increasing of pollution and even
changing the rain regime over large urban areas.
2. Methods of Studying the Meteorology in Urban Areas
The methods of assessing the several (micro)meteorological quantities over an urban
area do not differ much from those used in the study of boundary layer over rural or
forest areas. One significant difference is that urban sites are usually more heterogeneous
than rural areas. This is an issue to be accounted for when designing field experiments.
These methods can be summarized as: field experiments, numerical modeling, laboratory
experiments and remote sensing.
The state of the art is the synergetic use of two or more techniques to approach a
problem. Ground-based observation based on automatic weather station provides local
measurements that can be complemented by wind tunnel simulations (surface wind),
remote sensing of the air (wind vertical profile). Each technique has its own range of
applicability, shortcomings and cost. The choice of a given method should be first related
to the problem to be investigated, although the available funds and facilities be often a
limiting factor. In the following subsections, each method is discussed.
2.1. Field Experiments
In the first decade of this century, a number of large field experiments were designed
and conducted with the aims of collecting and analyzing (micro)meteorological data,
mostly for assessing the surface energy fluxes and the flow around buildings for dispersion
studies [2,3,5,16].
To stay in one field experiment, for instance, we can mention the Join Urban 2003.
The campaign deployed state-of-the-art meteorological and tracer instruments, including
lidars, sodars, radars, sonic anemometers, airplane-based meteorological sensors, fastresponse tracer analyzers, and helicopter-based remote tracer detectors. Typical surface
meteorological variables were measured continuously at nearly 100 locations in and around
Oklahoma downtown. Ten intensive 8-hour observation periods were completed from
which meteorological, turbulence and tracer measurements were obtained. The amount
of instruments deployed and data collected are huge. Despite the main concern of these
campaigns be the contaminant dispersion, the surface flux data thus obtained are useful
for purposes other than dispersion; for example, a number of NWP models uses surface
flux data as lower boundary condition.
For the study of energetics, eddy–covariance systems capable of collecting wind,
temperature, and specific humidity at a high sample rate (10–20 Hz) are usually deployed.
By applying the eddy–covariance method [17,18], the sensible and latent heat fluxes are
obtained. Low-frequency data are also collect for supporting analysis. An important regard
when collecting (micro)meteorological data inside the urban canopy is the heterogeneity,
which is unavoidable in most real cases. Because of this issue, the World Meteorological
Organization (WMO) published a guide addressing siting and exposition of instruments
inside urban canopies to obtain representative meteorological observations [19].
Field experiments may also be conducted in scaled models. A scaled model by
Pearlmutter et al. [20] employed an urban canyon made of concrete to physically simulate
the surface energy budget. It distinguishes between others once the urban energetics
problem is focused at the pedestrian level. Such a conception is useful inasmuch as it
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provides insights into the formulation of the urban energetics problem from a viewpoint
of practical measurements. In the same fashion, [7] determined the components of the
surface energy balance for an array of cubic blocks. They compare the net radiation Rn , the
sensible heat flux H, and the conductive heat flux into the blocks G with the correspondent
model outputs: the so-called simple urban energy balance model for mesoscale simulations
(SUMM). The agreement is good, with major differences of about 40–50 W/m2 during the
morning for H and G.
2.2. Numeric Modeling
The urban canopy differs from the rural in several aspects: in the dynamic response
to the airflow, due to rigid obstacles, in the response to radiative forcing, related to the
geometry of the canopy and the constitutive materials, in the energy balance, which
depends on the permeability of the soil, thermal capacity and diffusivity of materials and
water availability. A faithful representation of the urban surface is very difficult to obtain
because it requires complex models and demands a large amount of empirical data, which
in general are difficult to collect. For this reason, simpler models have been widely explored
due to the few parameters needed to use them.
In general, urban canopy models (UCMs) have been very useful when used in conjunction with a mesoscale model, which traditionally used to be coupled with some scheme
of soil–vegetation–atmosphere interaction. That happened with WRF [21] and TVM [22],
for example. Before these urban parameterizations being developed, the urban landscape
used to be simulated my means of an to “adaptation” of the vegetation. However, this
procedure has limitations and does not reproduce the observations as well as when the
proper urban canopy model is used.
One of the main difficulties in UCMs is to establish the aerodynamic parameters of the
surface. A set of 12 types of urban land use was proposed based on a broad observational
study of the wind profile in different urban areas [23]. Their data show that the ratio
between the roughness length and the average height of the buildings, (z0 /h), ranges from
0.06 to 0.20. For the ratio between zero plane displacement and average height, (d0 /h), the
values are between 0.35 and 0.85. Other relationships have also been proposed based on
the use the frontal roughness density (λ f ) [24].
2.3. Lab Experiments
Another way to study the urban boundary layer is through laboratory experiments.
The great advantage of this methodology is the control of the experiment conditions. The
most widespread technique is the deployment of a wind tunnel to simulate the wind. The
use of scale models make possible the prediction of the flow patterns in canopy level and
also around the building, depending on the physical model resolution and measurement
devices available. Historically, the main interest in Meteorology has been in establishing
characteristic flow scales as a function of surface roughness [25–27]. An overview of the
methodology is summarized in [14] and technical details related to wind tunnel design can
be found in [28–30]. Pollutant dispersion studies for a thermally stratified flow can also
be carried out [15]. Statically unstable flows are simulated by heating a plate on the floor.
Statically stable flows can simulated by cooling the floor or fixing the physical model on
the wind tunnel ceiling and heating it up. The upward buoyant force performs in this case
a similar role as in statically stable flows.
The wind can also be simulated in a water channel [31]. The advantage of the water
tank is that the flow visualization is easier, and the Reynolds similarity criterion is more
easily reached because the kinematic viscosity of water is about 10 times lower than that of
air. For example, if the scale between the prototype and the model is 1:100, the Reynolds
criterion states that the velocity in the model should be U M = 100 × ννMP UP . In fact, to
simulate a flow of 1 m/s in the prototype (atmosphere), the velocity in the model must be
100 m/s if it is immersed in air and 10 m/s if it is immersed in water.
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To compensate for the fact that the atmospheric boundary layer is rarely neutral, wind
tunnel experiments with thermal stratification have been conducted. Uehara et al. [32]
conducted wind tunnel experiments to study the effect of static stability in flows over urban
canyons. They use the bulk Richardson number as parameter, ranging from an unstable
condition, Rib = 0.21, to a stable condition Rib = 0.79. They conclude that cavity eddies are
weakened under stable stratification. Pollutant dispersion studies for a thermally stratified
flow have also beencarried out [15]. The measurement of thermally unstable flow in wind
tunnel is discussed in [33]. More recently, there has been great interest in the effect of
buoyancy over the urban canyon flow from a wind tunnel research perspective [34–36].
A comprehensive review of isothermal (neutral) non-isothermal (thermally stratified) flow
simulation over urban canyon models can be found in Zhao et al. [35].
More recently, the concern about non-uniform aspect ratios has been addressed by
Park et al. [37] and Zhao et al. [36], who carried out laboratory and numerical experiments.
These studies deployed obstacles representing buildings with different heights along them
stream wise. Park et al. [37]’s simulations consider a flow with no thermal stratification,
different aspect ratios, and different building-height ratios, the ratio between upwind
and downwind building height, Hup /Hdown (called steepness ratio by Zhao et al. [36]).
Changes in the circulation pattern and vorticity were observed. In particular, an intensification of momentum transfer was observed for the higher a value of Hup /Hdown . A
more effective momentum transfer is likely to be accompanied by greater thermal energy
removal from inside the canyon to the external flow. Although Park et al. [37] do not approach heat transfer, it seems at a first glance that the heterogeneity might favor the cooling
process in urban areas. On the other hand, the effect of buoyancy over the re-circulation
patterns is apparent from wind tunnel simulation with thermal stratification. A broader
simulation with more obstacles should be necessary to better understand the influence of a
non-uniform canopy over the heat fluxes.
2.4. Remote Sensing
Remote sensing of the atmosphere can be passive or active. Remote sensing methods
have several advantages over in situ measurements. One of them is its ability to obtain
volume averages, which is more representative than point values. Another advantage is
the non-interference with the flow properties and therefore with the measured quantity. An
overview of the passive remote sensing technique applied to urban areas is found in [38].
Active remote sensing techniques are sodar, radar and lidar.
Among such remote sensing techniques, the light detection and ranging seems to be
very useful in the research of several characteristics of the atmospheric boundary layer. For
instance, lidar measurements can be used to estimate the entrainment rate into the urban
boundary layer [39]. Since the boundary layer height under some conditions is driven
by the surface sensible heat flux (see Section 4.2.1), it can be used the solve the inverse
problem of obtaining the sensible heat flux from lidar observation of the boundary layer
time-evolution [40,41]. An advantage of this method is that the surface heat fluxes obtained
in this way accounts for a larger area than the covariance method, which uses fast response
sensors measuring ‘local’ fluxes. In short, the lidar method is less impacted by the surface
heterogeneity. At some a particular height called blending height [42], the sensible heat
flux is increasingly horizontally averaged, inasmuch as its effects is determined at greater
heights, which makes this method more suitable for inputting H in mesoscale model.
3. the Urban Heat Island
A very important concept for the research of building energetics is the urban heat
island (UHI) intensity. The most used definition is the maximum temperature difference between
the an urban and a neighbor rural area. In many observations in the northern hemisphere, this
maximum occurs in late evening or early dawn.
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The UHI has been reported for a long time [43]. The key idea for its understanding is
the change in the land use. The urbanization of an area gives rise to a series of modifications
in the surface, namely:
•

•

•

•

•

In land cover materials—by changing the natural land cover (e.g., grass or bare
ground) and the thermal and radiometric properties of the surface surfer modifications.
The thermal properties of typical natural and construction materials can be found in
the literature, such as [44]. The high thermal conductivity of these materials causes
urban areas to have temperature variations more quickly than rural areas, while the
high thermal capacity provides large energy storage in the urban canopy. The albedo
also changes.
By creating impervious spots—most civil construction materials make the ground
surface impervious. This absolutely changes the surface hydraulic regime: rain water
cannot percolate into the soil and runs off to other areas. Moreover, the soil moisture
evaporation is halted. Since the water vapor heat capacity is high (2.5 MJ/kg), a
substantial change in the surface energy partition between sensible and latent heat
fluxes takes place, promoting a rise in the surface temperature during the daytime.
By reducing vegetation cover—surface vegetation transpiration promotes the fall
in ground surface temperature. The grass texture, for example, can also intercept a
greater portion of incoming solar radiation which reduces the surface heating.
by producing anthropogenic heat—human activity is marked by the energy consumption which eventually turns into useless heat that makes urban temperatures
higher than rural temperatures.
Changing the landscape geometry—the geometry of urban landscape is absolutely
connected to how the energy coming in and goes out the urban canopy. These
geometric features have mainly been parameterized by the aspect ratio, which we will
discuss in detail in the next section.

In this paper, we will focus mainly the aspect geometric. In a traditional view, the
urban heat island (UHI) intensity is supposed to be enhanced as the aspect ratio increases.
Classical studies have concentrated their efforts for relatively low aspect ratios up to 3.5
and suggested that the UHI could be enhanced more, inasmuch as buildings could become
increasingly tall. This has been shown for various aspect ratios obtained from a number of
cities in North America, Europe, and Australia [44]. Such a relationship was summed up
by the empirical formula
∆Tu−r(max) = 7.54 + 3.97 ln(h/d).

(1)

Although the logarithmic behavior does impose a slow growing for high aspect ratios,
this empirical formula implies a continuously non-asymptotic enhancement of the UHI as
the aspect ratio increases. These expectations seems to discredited currently. It has been
argued with base on physical processes that the UHI intensity cannot increase indefinitely
with the aspect ratio [45–47]. Such results show that h/d ≈ 4 may represent a maximum
value for the UHI intensity. Regardless, while the study in [45–47] does not compare
directly urban and rural areas, it does capture a maximum nocturnal temperature for
h/d ≈ 4. It is also suggested that the UHI intensity for h/d > 4 decreases at a rate as fast
as it increases for h/d < 4. Hence, not even asymptotic behavior should be expected for
higher aspect ratios. Many other studies, from observations or modeling, agree with the
premise that UHI intensity starts to reduce from a given aspect ratio [48–52].
The UHI is a local effect that can interact with heat waves of meso or synoptic scale.
The question of how UHI interacts to mesoescale heat waves and how to mitigate this has
been tackled recently by Kong et al. [53]; while a coupling of UHI and heat waves is not
clear yet in the sense that the combined effect of them can be greater than the separate
effects, there are indeed investigations that show the all three possibilities: heat waves can
enhance or reduce UHI, or still be unchanged to UHI. For example, during a heat wave
episode, people are likely to use more air conditioner, and refrigeration systems in general

650

J 2021, 4

have to consume more power to keep their inner temperature. An explanation for the
reduction in UHI during mesoscale heat wave can be attributed to a depletion of latent heat
fluxes over rural areas with a subsequent temperature rise. Since the latent heat flux plays
a minor role in urban areas the UHI would be reduced. Note, however, that indexes of
human comfort will continue to get worse. Further discussion on the interaction between
UHI and mesoscale heat waves can be found in Kong et al. [53].
4. Aspect Ratio
Among many urban features that impacts the energetic of the urban landscape, the
aspect ratio is one of the most important. Historically, much of the urban climate research
has been based on aspect ratio studies or equivalently on the sky view factor. Before
discussing the aspect ratio influence in urban areas, we will introduce some concepts.
Firstly, the aspect ratio is defined as the ratio of height of a building to the street
plus sidewalks width, that is, the distance d between buildings. This distance can also
be referred to as the street width, and street here may signify any ground spot at surface
level, such as a park garage. In this sense, street really means ground. For a symmetric
urban canyon, this is simply h/d. For more complicate geometries, this simple concept
is somewhat difficult to apply. Nevertheless, there is an equivalence between the aspect
ratio and a more robust parameter: the sky view factor (SVF). Based on SVFs, the amount
of radiant energy impinging a surface (roof, wall or street/ground) can be calculated or
measured for any geometry [47,54–57].
The formulas presented by these authors are not identical and may account for different working hypotheses. Hence, careful attention needs to be paid to choosing the
most appropriate among the available formulas. For instance, street and wall sky-view
factors provided by [47] are implicitly assumed to be taken at a unique point, namely, the
midway of the street for the street SVF and the bottom of the wall for the wall SVF. The
SFVs calculated in this fashion is suitable for comparing with observed SVFs obtained
from grand ocular lenses at a single point. To summarize qualitatively, a large aspect ratio
implies small SVF, and vice versa. We will rather refer to the aspect ratio because it is more
intuitive.
4.1. Influence on Energetics
The thermal influence of aspect ratio on the urban energetics can be tracked down by
its effect on the temperature of streets and walls. For a typical urban area, the contributions
of the aspect ratio to the increase in these temperatures are as follows:
•

•

•

Trapping of longwave radiation (+)—the loss of radiant energy in an urban canopy
occurs only after the light beam find the open skies. An infrared beam emitted from a
surface, such as a street or wall, suffers multiple reflections before eventually leaving
the canopy. Since each reflection is not perfectly elastic, a fraction of energy of the
beam is left behind and absorbed by the street surface or wall. The higher the aspect
ratio, the more reflection and energy are absorbed by the canopy. This process happens
throughout the day, but is more relevant at night.
Production of anthropogenic heat (+)—this is an indirect consequence of the aspect
ratio. In this case, it is more intuitive to think of this in terms of a constant distance
among buildings and a varying height (Figure 1). The volume of human activity is
clearly proportional to the number of floors in building. As the figure suggests, in
a multiple-floor building, the number of air conditioners, boilers, ovens, appliances,
light bulbs, etc., is multiplied by the number of floors. The use of central system does
not affect at all the reasoning, since the system capacity is likely to be equivalent,
with only some energy savings perhaps. Moreover, in regions with more high-rise
buildings, such as downtown, the traffic is much heavier. That means that there is
more fuel burning per square area.
Shading area (–)—in the opposite direction of the longwave trapping, in urban areas
with high aspect ratios, there are larger portions of canopy under shade. These

651

J 2021, 4

•

•

portions can be horizontal (streets, sidewalks, etc.) or vertical (walls). Regardless of
the orientation, they are closer to the ground surface or the pedestrian level. Often
there are areas that never receive direct solar radiation. In such cases, the surfaces
heat up at the cost of diffuse solar radiation. As a consequence, the temperatures in
these places are much lower.
Canopy mass (–)—the two main temperatures forcesover building walls and its interior are the direct solar radiation and the synoptic conditions. Both contribute to
an increase in conductive fluxes into the buildings walls, roofs and the interior. A
variation in any of these conditions is increasingly damped down and delayed inasmuch as the canopy’s effective heat capacity is larger. Regardless of the construction
materials employed, the canopy mass is a measure of its effective heat capacity. A
high-rise building can be subjected to the same synoptic forces as low-rise buildings,
but the direct solar radiation must be partitioned with a larger mass in the first case.
The radiation reaches the urban canopy only in certain portions and heats the air and
solid portions locally; this energy is diffused to all canopies.
Wind speed inside the urban canopy (+)—this is an indirect effect. Wind speed in
urban areas is influenced by urban obstacles and their orientation. This means that
the temperature advection is reduced when aspect ratios are higher. Furthermore, the
turbulence produced by the wind shear also reduces, making the vertical sensible
heat fluxes less. This is a dynamical effect of the aspect ratio on urban energetics. It
is worthwhile to mention that the overwhelming majority of urban paramerizations
uses bulk formulas such as H = ρc p CH U ( T − T0 ) easily found in textbooks (e.g., [58])
to compute the sensible heat flux of the urban canopy and, therefore, its cooling rate.
It is clear from that that the urban canopy in numeric models is rather sensitive to the
wind speed, and consequently to the aspect ratio.

A physically based estimate shows this more quantitatively: consider the urban
canyon composed of street, walls and roof as in Figure 1. If λ is the solar zenith angle
and S0 is the direct solar radiation, then the power and per unit length of the canyon that
reaches the wall and the roof is, respectively,
Ew = ∆h(1 − αw )S0 sin λ,
Er = b(1 − αr )S0 cos λ.

(2a)
(2b)

where ∆h is the wall fraction that receives the direct solar radiation and α is the wall or
roof albedo. The total power per unit of length is Ew + Er . On the other hand, the building
temperature variation due to the radiactive forcing is
∂T
1 radiactive flux × area
∼
,
∂t
ρc
volume

(3)

where ρc is the effective volumetric heat capacity of the building. Taking Equation (2) into
Equation (3) yields
∂T
S ∆h(1 − αw )S0 sin λ + b(1 − αr )S0 cos λ
∼ 0
,
∂t
bdρc
h/d

(4)

from which we conclude that
∂T
1
∝
.
∂t
h/d

(5)

Hence, a decrease in the heating rate during daylight time for higher aspect ratios is
indeed expected based on physical considerations. As a consequence, the air temperature
has similar behavior. From an observational point of view, a region with higher temperature
is found exposed to sun light and one with a lower temperature, under shade. Figure 1
shows schematically these effects.
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Figure 1. A typical urban canyon model. Buildings are all alike with width b and spacing across the
street d. In this simple model, there is no space between buildings on the same side of the street. The
figure also shows varied aspect ratios (h/d) by changing the building height. Anthropogenic heat is
likely to be proportional to building height, thereby proportional to h/d. Blue arrows represent the
incoming solar radiation flux over the building under an zenith angle λ.

These effects of shading and trapping are clearly shown from numerical simulations [45–47]. In Figure 2, it is shown how the diurnal cycle of the air temperature responds
to variation of the aspect ratio. The reason why air temperature reduces as a function
of h/d is clear now. A higher aspect ratio canopy takes longer to heat, which leads to a
lower “initial” temperature from which it occurs the loss of energy at night. Indeed, an
urban surface with high-rise buildings will have a lower average temperature. This result
is consistent with Equation (5). Between midnight and sunrise, we see that the cooling rate
also decreases with h/d, probably as a consequence of the radiation trapping long wave.
In the case of an urban area with a low aspect ratio, such as 0.1 or 0.2, it can be seen that
the cooling rate is significantly higher (lines black and red).

Figure 2. Diurnal temperature cycle variation as a function of aspect ratio. It is noticeable the behavior
of temperature in the second half of the night period. It is possible to notice that for lower h/d the
cooling rate is higher, indicating the effect the trapping of longwave radiation (After Marciotto, 2008).
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That relationship between aspect ratio and urban canopy temperature might seem
to be contrary to what has been evaluated in the literature. However, the above estimate
not only is physically consistent but also encounters support in the observations [20,48].
Tso et al. [48] studied the effect due to the amount of built mass, which is expressed by
G = mc cc ∆T/∆t, where mc is built-up mass per unit area and cc is the specific heat of the
concrete. What they found was a clear dependence on air temperature as a function of
the built-up mass. The maximum air temperature in the day cycle decreases from about
3 ◦ C and the minimum grows from about 2 ◦ C when the mc varies from 350 to 1750 kg/m2 .
This is equivalent to varying h/d by a factor of approximately 5. Temperature variation
predicted in the model by of these authors is linear within the range of simulated built-up
mass. The reduction in temperature is not as large as in [47], probably because in the model
of [48], no shading is included. Moreover, in the scaled-down experiment using a set of
canyons made of concrete, more compact canyon arrangements in hot and dry climate
regions showed a tendency to have lower temperatures when compared to with more
sparse arrangements [20]. Many other investigations have reported the influence of the
aspect ratio on local climate of cities [49–52,59].
Martins et al. [49] have analyzed the effect of urban cool island in the context of a
French national research project that discusses procedures mitigate urban heat island and
promote less human thermal based on the physiological equivalent temperature [60]. Their
analysis compares various suitable urban design strategies focused on mitigating urban
heat island effects in summer conditions. With respect to the aspect ratio, they reported that
pedestrians have experienced moderate heat stress around noon but under more favorable
conditions than in the base-case scenario where the aspect was half of the ‘aspect ratio’
scenario. The authors have attributed this favorable condition to the presence of shadows
in the scenario with doubled aspect ratio.
An investigation of the specific role of aspect ratio on the UHI has been conducted
by [50]. Their approach used a single-column simulation of the mesoscale model WRF
(Weather and Research Forecast model) and observation inside real scale canyons at 2 m
agl. The model outcomes temperature for urban (Rotterdam e rural area (Cabauw) fitted
quite well the observation of both sites. Their simulations for the aspect ratio sensitivity
were in the range 0.3 ≤ h/d ≤ 3.0. The UHI showed asymptotic behavior within that range.
The most enhanced UHI occurred in summer and spring. This authors’ investigation is
restricted to the geometric feature of the aspect ratio; this does not include any human
factor linked to the aspect ration as explained in the beginning of this section.
Herrmann and Matzarakis [51] discuss the aspect ratio effect on the radiant mean
temperature and wind in a typical urban canyon Freibug, German, considered by the
author as a medium-sized western European city. They made use of a model able to
transfer global radiation from an area with a free horizon to urban structures. They found
that mean radiant temperature and thermal bioclimate conditions in urban areas can be
affected strongly by the urban geometry such as width, height and orientation of an urban
canyon. In this direction, Ali-Toudert and Mayer [59] have also reported the influence
of the aspect ratio on the urban air temperature and on the thermal comfort in urban
areas. As they point out, a suitable combination of aspect ratios and canyon orientation
can improve thermal comfort at pedestrian level.
4.2. Influence on the Airflow and UBL Dynamics
The impact of the aspect ratio on the air flow inside urban canopies is due to its capability
of changing aerodynamics properties of the surface the circulation patterns [13,15,23,31,61].
To understand more easily the impact of the aspect ratio over the boundary layer and
airflow over an urban area, we depart from a boundary layer bulk-model proposed by
Tennekes (1973), which is a simple and yet captures the essence of the physics involved.
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4.2.1. Boundary Layer Growth
Bulk models are those in which the motion equations are written in integral (bulk)
form for a whole layer from certain assumptions. Tennekes’ model is a bulk model whose
assumptions are: (i) potential temperature is uniform inside the mixed layer and (ii) there
is no significant wind shear, so that the ML growing be exclusively due to the heat fluxes
divergence. First condition is usually ensured by the strength mixing encountered during
a convective period; the second condition can widely vary from city to city, but can usually
be found in some cities such as São Paulo–Brazil, where the surface mean wind is as low
as 1 m/s. In the Tennekes’ model the dynamics of the mixed layer under an inversion
temperature gradient can be approximately described as [41]:
dh
wθ |0
= −0.2
,
dt
∆

(6)

where wθ |0 is the surface sensible heat flux and ∆ is the temperature step in the entrainment
layer, which can also be prognostically calculated. The Tennekes’ model also assumes
horizontal homogeneity, no atmospheric sources or sinks, steady synoptic weather, and no
cloud cover. In short, given some idealized conditions, the atmospheric boundary layer
growth is ruled by the surface sensible heat flux, hence the importance of the city energetics.
4.2.2. Aspect Ratio Impact on Boundary Layer Growth
More sophisticated models than Tennekes’, such as a single-column turbulence model
coupled with an urban surface parameterization, can capture the impact of urban heat
fluxes over UBL [45]. Urban energy fluxes change the boundary height and also the
duration of the convective period.
In Figure 3, the temporal evolution of UBL shows strongly dependent on the aspect
ratio. In the case of low-rise buildings, the height of the boundary layer is greater. This
fact is directly related to the behavior of the sensible heat flux at the surface level, which
promotes the bottom-up growth of the UBL. The height of the UBL is lower over an urban
canopy with high-rise buildings. In observational studies, the effective aspect ratio is
difficult to establish and is estimated via the sky view factor in locations that may be
representative of an entire region [62]. The anthropogenic heat flux combined with the
warming of the atmosphere due to the aerosol and the presence of greenhouse gases may
lead to observational studies to find values of zi greater than those simulated here. The
maximum value of the height of the mixing layer decreases exponentially in function of
h/d. The local time at which the boundary layer abruptly decays, TD , also varies with
h/d in similar fashion. The increased shading of the canopy causes the positive sensible
heat flux to decrease (not shown). Therefore, the UBL grows less and ceases sooner. The
evolution of the height of the UBL obtained from this turbulence–urban surface model
is consistent with that observed in São Paulo City, Brazil, on hot summer days [41] and
in winter [63]. Despite all approximations, this kind of modeling reveals many features
consistent with the basic physics of processes.
4.3. Air Quality
The production of pollutants derived from the burning of fossil fuels such as gasoline,
diesel, and liquefied petroleum gas can occur at a higher rate than UCL can disperse them,
causing recurrent pollution episodes. The urbanization process also affects the radiometric
and thermal properties of the surface. A third effect of urban centers on CLU is due to
anthropogenic heat production. Thus, urban surface geometry and human activity together
directly affect the temperature and moisture near the surface.
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Figure 3. The evolution of the boundary layer height in function of the aspect ratio simulated for a
winter day (DOY 211) for a set of urban canyons. The canyons were set all parallel to each other in
the direction south–north (after Marciotto, 2008 [45]).

First attempts of describing the micrometeorological processes in an urban boundary
layer were strongly based on the Monin-Obukhov Similarity Theory (MOST). However,
MOST characteristics may be invalidated if the spatial distribution of buildings (obstacles from a dynamicviewpoint) is relatively heterogeneous as in the majority of the cases.
For example, Cheng and Castro [64] used a wind tunnel to study the effect of such heterogeneity. They obtained detailed data of turbulence in and above idealized urban canopies,
which consisted of cubic and rectangular blocks regularly scattered. Configurations with
elements of uniform and variable height were also studied. They found a much thinner
surface boundary layer (SBL) over the variable-height element configuration than over the
homogeneous-height configuration. Cheng Castro concluded that the SBL may not even
be present on a real urban surface. In addition, defining a suitable roughness length z0 and
friction velocity u∗ can also be a difficult task in heterogeneous surfaces, particularly in
urban areas.
The growing rate of the mixed layer in conditions of low wind is a main factor for
pollutant dispersion. To study this process, a single-wavelength elastic backscatter lidar
and a simple bulk model describing the dynamics of the inversion above the ML were
used. The results show that the ML is likely to be lower during the wintertime, causing
unfavorable conditions for pollutants dispersion in urban settings. For example, a close
relation between the mixed layer height and CO2 concentration near the ground has been
observed in the urban boundary layer study conducted in Basel, Switzerland [65].
In Figure 3, the temporal evolution of UBL as discussed previously. Such behavior
in relation to the canopy geometry brings an important diagnosis related to the pollution
of urban centers. High-rise buildings mean high population density, implying greater
consumption of fuel and production of pollutants. Thus, the verticalization of cities
contributes with two factors to the increase in urban pollution: an increase in the production
of pollutants (a known fact) and a reduction in the height of the boundary layer.
4.4. Sensible Heat Flux and Temperature an Tendency Towards Downtown: The JU2003 Case
According to the general framework of the UHI, surface air temperatures are expected
to continue rising towards downtown. Data from the JU2003 allow us to check the behavior
of temperature and sensible heat flux across the urban and suburban area of Oklahoma
City. Complete documentation of the JU2003 campaign can be found in [5] and references
there in, and details of the energy fluxes behavior are in [66,67].
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In general, the flux into solid material G, related to the canopy stored energy, tends to
be higher in downtown, while latent heat flux is systematically higher in uptown. This is
expected once uptown sites do lay in a area with much more green cover (lawns and trees),
as can be easily checked by satellite images [67]. Figure 4 shows sensible heat fluxes and
air temperature near the ground collected in the JU2003 field campaign. Data from sonic
anemometers are, in general, 10 min averaged; to obtain a more representative sample,60
min average (co)variance a correction was carried out. Most of sonic data are concentrated
in the city center and present great variability. A possible source of this variability is the lack
of completeness of some archives which in turn produces less robust statistics. However,
we are bound to regard that the microscale is the principal cause of such a variability. For
instance, both temperature and wind components, from which the sensible heat flux is
derived, are very sensitive to the relative building positioning; building surfaces can be
sheltered from direct solar radiation and sheltering instruments from wind as well.

Figure 4. Variation across Oklahoma downtown of maxima and minima sensible heat flux and
temperature from sonic anemometers of the JU2003 experiment. ‘2D’ represents the Cartesian
distance from Business District Center.

Only a negligible horizontal gradient is observed for Hmax , showing that during
daytime the sensible heat flux is likely to homogeneous. Here, is worthwhile to mention
that all the JU2003 campaign took place during summer days (mostly in July), a period
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when heating systems are not in use. This makes anthropogenic contributions to the
sensible heat flux less. During nighttime, on the other hand, a tendency to increase
Hmin is apparent. This brings the condition in which the urban boundary layer during
nighttime can be neutral or even slightly unstable [9,24,67]. This behavior is opposite to
what is typically observed in suburban or rural areas. The instability of the nocturnal
boundary layer over urban areas may be a responsible agent for the fumigation dispersion
of pollutants coming from more stable upwind areas [44].
The horizontal temperature gradient is decreasing of both period of the day. At night,
the slope is steeper. In the case of the JU003 observation, the urban heat island is present
for the whole diurnal cycle, not only at night.
Table 1 summarizes the slopes and intercepts of linear regression performed for data
presented in Figure 4. The units of H and T slopes are, respectively, W m−2 km−1 and
◦ C km−1 ; the intercept units are W m−2 and ◦ C.
Table 1. Slopes and intercepts of linear regression of sensible heat flux and temperature variation
across data are presented in Figure 4. The units of H and T slopes are, respectively, W m−2 km−1
and ◦ C km−1 ; the intercept units are W m−2 and C◦ .

Quantity
Hmax
Hmin
Tmax
Tmin

Slope

−0.54
−5.06
−0.19
−0.22

2D-Distance

Intercept
184
2.51
35.2
25.8

5. Other Effects: Presence of Vegetation and Water Bodies in Urban Canopies
5.1. Effect of Vegetation
Vegetation plays an important role as urban infrastructure in mitigating local atmospheric effects, such as the urban heat island [68–70] and the temperature difference
between local climate zones (LCZs) [71,72]. Urban green limits these effects through evapotranspiration from the surface of plants and shading [73]. Therefore, the use of a green roof
is often recommended [74–77].
From the point of view of building energetics, the use of a green roof works by
increasing the roofs’ thermal mass and the substrate acting as an additional heat transfer
resistor, reducing incoming heat fluxes [78]. In this way, it can work as a thermal insulator
during the winter period and a source of moisture during the summer period [79]. Figure 5
shows the roof temperature of affordable housing located in the city of San Javier, Chile,
for a simulation with and without a green roof using the EnergyPlus model [80] for a few
days in the summer month. The use of green roofs with low costs of maintenance can save
up to 30% in electricity [81].
Urban green areas go beyond the green roof, and urban parks are crucial to minimize
the effect of local heating, with benefits ranging from canopy, micrometeorological and
mesoscale levels [82]. In general, there is a decrease in temperature that can reach up to
500 m near the parks [83], with intensities that can reach up to 4 ◦ C [84] between the central
part of the park and the urban surroundings. The differences are related to the type of
park, with the height of vegetation having a significant influence [68], as the impact on
the surface energy balance is related to the shading and evapotranspiration generated by
green areas [85]. The soil–vegetation–atmosphere interaction in urban regions depends
fundamentally on the physical characteristics of vegetation since the urban energetics is
mainly driven by short-wave and long-wave radiation. Both retention and reflection of
radiation are dependent on the physical and geometric structure of the canopy, as discussed
in Section 4 and also in [86,87].
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Figure 5. Simulations output of hourly roof temperature evolution (in ◦ C) with greenroof (red line)
and without
greenroof
(blueof
line).
Figure
5. Simulations
output
hourly roof temperature evolution (in ◦ C) with greenroof (red line)
and without greenroof (blue line).

The role of vegetation to local circulations in the urban canopy also influences air
quality
in urban
areas.
In general,
works similar
to a dragair
force
Themanagement
role of vegetation
to local
circulations
invegetation
the urban canopy
also influences
quality
management
in urban
areas.
In general,
like a drag
force in[88–91].
urban In
in urban
areas, adding
pressure
and
viscous vegetation
drag to theworks
momentum
equation
areas,
adding
pressure and
drag to
the momentum
addition
addition
to deposition,
the viscous
aerodynamic
effect
due to urbanequation
greenery[88–91].
must beInapplied
in urto
deposition,
theminimize
aerodynamic
effect
urbanofgreenery
must be
applied in urban
ban
planning to
episodes
ofdue
hightolevels
environmental
contamination
[92–95].
planning
to minimize
of high
of atmosphere
environmental
contamination
[94,95]. Trees
Trees serve
as a sinkepisodes
for excess
CO2levels
in the
during
photosynthesis
and can
serve
as a sink
for excess CO
atmosphere
during
photosynthesis
cancan
sequester
sequester
approximately
112 in
kgthe
of carbon
per year
[96].
Furthermore,and
they
minimize
approximately
of carbon per
year [97–99],
[96]. Furthermore,
they can minimize
the formation
the formation 11
of kg
ground-level
ozone
even in heatwave
episodes [100].
The use of
of
ground-level
evenisinrecommended
heatwave episodes
[100].
The useof
offine
green
roofs,
green
roofs andozone
urban[97–99],
vegetation
for the
deposition
and
coarse
and
urban vegetation,
is recommended
for the deposition
of finedecontamination
and coarse particulate
particulate
material, which
can be encouraged
in atmospheric
plans.
material, which can be encouraged in atmospheric decontamination plans.
5.2. Effect of Water Bodies
5.2. Effect of Water Bodies
As well as vegetation, water bodies play an essential role in urban climatology, being
As well as vegetation, water bodies play an essential role in urban climatology, being
considered
one of the sustainable ways to mitigate the effects of UHI [101]. From a local
considered one of the sustainable ways to mitigate the effects of UHI [101]. From a local
point of view, water bodies develop Urban Cooling Islands (UCI) depending on their
point of view, water bodies develop Urban Cooling Islands (UCI)◦ depending on their
extent and can decrease the intensity of the UHI by up to 5.4 C/km [102]. Knowing
extent and can decrease the intensity of the UHI by up to 5.4 ◦ C/km [102]. Knowing the
the relationship between urban lakes extension and UCI intensity is a crucial piece of
relationship between urban lakes extension and UCI intensity is a crucial information for
information for city planners, since the urbanization process can reduce the extent of urban
city planners since the urbanization process can reduce the extent of urban lakes [103].
lakes [103].
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the intensity of the UHI [108]. However, the cost of maintaining green spaces to mitigate
urban effects on the micro-climate can be a much cheaper strategy than urban lakes, in
addition to having other benefits, such as pollutant removal [109].
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6. Final Remarks
In this paper, we brought key features of the urban climatology in particular the aspect
ratio and its effects on the energetics of an urban fabric. It was shown that the aspect ratio
by itself is responsible for a large change in the energy balance. Combined with changes in
the impervious area and a lack of green cover, most of the radiant energy is used to heat up
the surface increasing the amount of sensible heat flux in relation to the latent heat flux.
Nevertheless, a systematic increase in the aspect ratio for large areas can produce a counter
effect, that is, the reduction in surface temperature. Numerical simulations based on urban
surface parameterization and physics rationale lead us to believethat there is a limit for
the enhancement of the UHI intensity. In somewhat restrictive conditions, the boundary
layer over urban areas can also be impacted, reducing its growing for high aspect ratio.
We highlight that such an effect is predicted for homogeneous canopies. In more realist
urban configurations, those effects will probably be attenuated. Though compact cities
can be cooler according to our analysis, the authors do not imply that city planners should
work in this sense. On the contrary, compact cities are likely to present living problems
that surpass any advantage of the cooling effect due to the high aspect ratio. Instead, urban
planners should better consider in the urban design the use of green areas such as parks
or water bodies, since it impacts on the local circulation, directly influencing the outdoor
thermal comfort.
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