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ARE UGLY PARKING LOTS HEALTHIER?

Parking lot sealants, also called “sealcoat,” are applied
to many parking lots and driveways in an effort to protect
the underlying asphalt pavement and enhance appear-
ance. However, the sealants contain concentrations of
polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs)—a group of
widely recognized carcinogenic aquatic contaminants.
According to the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency,
PAHs adversely affect mammals (including humans),
birds, fish, amphibians, invertebrates, and plants. In
aquatic environments, the effects of PAHs on inverte-
brates include inhibited reproduction, delayed emer-
gence, sediment avoidance, and mortality, and the effects
on fish include fin erosion, liver abnormalities, cataracts,
and immune system impairments (U.S. Environmental
Protection Agency 2003).

Mahler et al. (2005) reveals parking lot sealant as a pre-
viously unidentified source of PAHs that may be the
dominant source of PAHs in watersheds with residential
and commercial development. Other sources of PAHs
include automobile exhaust, lubricating oils, gasoline, tire
particles, erosion of street material, and atmospheric dep-
osition. With the exception of the sealant itself, unsealed
parking lots receive PAHs from the same urban sources
as sealed parking lots, yet the average yield of PAHs from
sealed parking lots is 50 times greater than that from
unsealed lots (Mahler et al. 2005). Adding to these con-
centrations, manufacturers recommend that sealant be
reapplied every two or three years because it abrades rel-
atively rapidly from parking-lot surfaces.

The revelation of this study is that although previously
identified sources of PAHs, such as automobile exhaust
and atmospheric deposition, have been difficult to con-
trol or even quantify because of their non-point nature,
sealed parking lots are now a recognized point source.
This realization provides a means for reducing PAHs to
aquatic systems because the use of parking lot sealant is
voluntary and controllable.
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URBAN WILDLIFE, ECOSYSTEMS, AND
HUMAN HEALTH

The year 2003 was the first in which more people lived
in urban areas than rural ones. By 2050 perhaps as many
as three-fourths of the world’s human population will live
in cities and suburbs (Cohn 2005). As cities grow in areal
extent and human occupation, parks in urban areas
become increasingly important for the environmental val-
ues, such as wildlife, they preserve and for benefiting
human populations where they live.

Cohn points out that urban parks harbor a variety of
wildlife, including animals not normally thought of as
“city critters.” For example, flying squirrels, red-backed
voles, and a rare moth found nowhere else inhabit
Pelham Bay Park in the northeastern part of the Bronx in
New York City. Though Cohn focuses on New York City,
which includes parts of Gateway National Recreation
Area, the recognition that wild places and wildlife can be
found in urban settings throughout the National Park
System is important for our expanding human popula-
tion. The National Park System contains urban parklands
such as Fire Island National Seashore, New York,
Cuyahoga Valley National Park between Cleveland and
Akron, Ohio, and Rock Creek Park in Washington, D.C.
Cohn discusses how wildlife, ecosystems, and human
health are related in urban settings. A few examples are
highlighted here.

Seabirds, which are at the top of the food chain, are
good indicators of pollutants. According to Cohn, the
health of seabirds serves as an advance warning for peo-
ple who eat fish and shellfish from the same waters as the
birds. A significant human impact that affects seabird
populations is plastic. Because many seabird species feed
on fish and crustaceans at the ocean’s surface, they are
particularly prone to contact with floating plastic.
Ingested plastic seems to be killing more seabirds than oil
or other pollutants.

Carrion and dung beetles remove and recycle waste
materials, which if left on the ground could become
sources of disease. By eating dung, the beetles kill bacte-
ria and protozoa that can cause disease in people.
However, in order for beetles to remove and recycle
waste, they need soft “functioning” soil. The hard sur-
faces (e.g., streets, parking lots, and sidewalks) and com-
pacted soils of urban and suburban areas are not favor-
able for beetle habitats.

The diversity of bird and mammal populations is
important for human health because diversity decreases
disease. As a case in point, the number of white-footed
mice is growing as the number of other mammals and
birds decline in fragmented patches of urban forest. This
species is the best reservoir for Lyme disease. More than




