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Spring comes sooner to urban heat islands, with
potential consequences for wildlife

With spring now fully sprung, a new study by
University of Wisconsin-Madison researchers shows
that buds burst earlier in dense urban areas than in
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to their rural counterparts because of the urban
heat island effect, the phenomencon in which cities
tend to be warmer than nonurban areas due to
their plethora of built surfaces — made of concrete,
asphalt and more — and scarcity of vegetation.
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But according to the study, published this week in
Environmental Research Letters, the urban heat
island doesnt lengthen the growing season
uniformly across a city. Within the study site
(Madison, Wisconsin) the researchers found that
while the growing seascn lasted up to a week
lenger in the city's densest areas, its parks subdued
the warming effect and thus helped to normalize
the growing season length.

"With a better understanding of the impacts of
urbanization on vegetation, we can create more
sustainable cities that behave more similarly to the natural areas they have replaced,” says lead
author Samuel Zipper, who recently completed his Ph.D. in freshwater and marine sciences and is
part of the UW-Madison Water Sustainability and Climate Project, a program funded by the National
Science Foundation. "Every little bit of greenness counts within a city.”

The spring green-up underpins many important natural processes, like the budding of flowers and
release of pollen. Throwing off the timing of this cycle can have cascading effects on urban
ecosystems that may be harmful to birds, butterflies and other wildlife in search of food and habitat.
The study shows that urban parks can provide them “cool island” refuges, with natural conditions to
which they are better accustomed.

The study is the first of its kind to examine how variations in urban develepment impact the length of
plant growing seasons at fine scales within a city. The research team relied on a uniguely dense
network of temperature sensors scattered in and arcund Madison to get such a detailed look.

Continue reading at University of Wisconsin-Madison.
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