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a École Polytechnique Fédérale de Lausanne (EPFL), Station 18, CH-1015 Lausanne, Switzerland 
b University of Massachusetts Amherst, MA 01003-0724, Amherst, MA, USA   

A R T I C L E  I N F O   

Keywords: 
Drone dataset 
Emissions 
Traffic 
Congestion 

A B S T R A C T   

Vehicle emissions are a major contributor of air pollution in urban areas, with severe conse-
quences for public health and the environment. This paper focuses on analyzing vehicle emissions 
in a multimodal urban context to better understand its determinants and investigate relations 
between emissions and congestion patterns. Thousands of naturalistic trajectories collected with a 
swarm of drones during the pNEUMA experiment are analyzed and EPA’s microscopic emission 
model, project level MOVES, is implemented to estimate vehicular emissions. The method is 
developed and illustrated with a CO2 analysis. The results empirically show the aggregated re-
lationships between congestion and vehicular emissions, while accounting for the individual 
characteristics of each trajectory. These systematic relationships on a network scale with the use 
of empirical data, allow us to extend the macroscopic fundamental diagram (MFD) to the 
emissions-MFD (e-MFD). The spatiotemporal distribution of emissions is also studied, high-
lighting areas with high concentration over the urban area.   

1. Introduction 

Road transportation is a major source of air pollutant emissions. It is estimated that the on-road vehicles account for more than half 
of dangerous air pollutant emissions and over 30% of carbon dioxide emission in the United States (Alson et al., 2014). Globally, 1.3 
billion on-road vehicles consume 79 quadrillion British thermal units (BTU) of energy, mostly gasoline and diesel fuels, emit 5.7 
gigatonnes of CO2, and emit other pollutants contributing to approximately 200,000 annual premature deaths (Frey, 2018). Reducing 
these emissions is important for protecting and improving human health as well as for reducing the production of greenhouse gases, 
which are associated with global climate change. Emissions from vehicles in traffic play an increasingly important role in urban policy 
making and traffic management in large metropolitan road networks. 

Since accurate measurements in real networks are difficult to obtain, empirical estimation and models are needed to relate these 
quantities to the vehicle operations in the road network in order to adequately account for the impacts of traffic management policies 
on emissions of greenhouse gases and other pollutants. Existing models for vehicular emissions generally fall into two main categories: 
microscopic models that focus on specific movements of individual vehicles and macroscopic models that are based on aggregated data 
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and average values. 
A challenge for modeling network traffic emissions is that existing macroscopic emissions models are coarsely related to vehicle 

operations, typically assigning an emission rate per aggregate vehicle distance traveled based on an assumed driving cycle (Agency, 
2003; EMFAC2007, 2007; Ntziachristos et al., 2009). In contrast, the most sophisticated vehicle emission models are based on detailed 
second-by-second vehicle trajectories, which are not typically observed across a network (Barth et al., 2000; EPA US, 2012; Haus-
berger, 2003; Rakha et al., 2007). At the same time, understanding network-wide traffic through the macroscopic fundamental dia-
gram (MFD) can optimally allocate demand to existing networks (Geroliminis and Daganzo, 2008). With the recent advances in data 
acquisition and data management tools, new ways have been unlocked on how traffic and emissions can be monitored, studied, and 
modeled. In particular, the pNEUMA dataset (Barmpounakis and Geroliminis, 2020), utilizing a swarm of drones over the central 
district of Athens, Greece, offers a unique opportunity to study the emissions at urban scale with comprehensive observations of close 
to half a million of detailed vehicle trajectories. 

This paper presents a new generation of studies on vehicular emissions in networks by using massive multimodal empirical data 
with high-resolution at an urban scale. It offers a unique way to further scrutiny the relationships between traffic operations, 
congestion dynamics, and vehicular emissions, which until now were only explored through microsimulation (Saedi et al., 2020; 
Shabihkhani and Gonzales, 2014). In particular, it sheds light on the relationships between vehicle operations and corresponding 
emissions in a network, including how congestion increases emissions, the spatial distribution of emissions in an urban environment 
and their dynamics over time. The contributions are twofold: i) we provide a method to estimate network-wide emissions by linking 
naturalistic vehicle trajectory data with microscopic emissions models; and ii) we extend the macroscopic fundamental diagram (MFD) 
to the emissions-MFD (e-MFD) by providing a set of traffic and emissions empirical data that support analysis of systematic re-
lationships on a network scale. 

The paper is organized as follows: Section 2 provides a review of literature on emissions models for vehicles and traffic in networks. 
Section 3 includes a short description of the pNEUMA dataset, and the underlying microscopic model MOVES. Section 4 analyzes the 
results both at microscopic and macroscopic level. Finally, conclusions are discussed in Section 5. 

2. Literature review 

Models for vehicular emissions range from very detailed microscopic models to aggregated regional models. The appropriate model 
depends on the availability of data and application. For example, pollutants like particulate matter have a very localized impact and 
are most meaningfully tracked at the individual vehicle and facility level. Greenhouse gases have a global impact, so the aggregate 
emissions are of interest, although the accuracy of aggregate estimates depends on the sum of individual vehicle operations. It is useful 
to classify vehicular emissions models by level of detail with microscopic and macroscopic emissions models lying at the ends of a 
spectrum with various mesoscopic models in between. 

Microscopic models are the most detailed models that provide instantaneous emissions estimates based on a vehicle’s character-
istics and operating conditions. These include “Modal” models, which require second-by-second vehicle speed, acceleration, and/or 
calculated engine power demand (Frey et al., 2008). Examples include VT-Micro (Rakha et al., 2007), CMEM (Barth et al., 2000), MIT, 
PHEM (Hausberger, 2003), VERSIT+ (Smit et al., 2007), the project level of MOVES (EPA US, 2012), and CRUISE (“AVL cruise – 
vehicle system and driveline analysis,” 2017). The emission factors for these models are based on detailed look-up tables or regressions 
that relate direct tailpipe emission measurements with second-by-second inputs. Many of the most recent developments in vehicle 
emission modeling are developments of microscopic models using PHEM (Lejri et al., 2018), CMEM (Kumar Pathak et al., 2016; Sun 
et al., 2015), MOVES (Perugu, 2019), and other models (Int Panis et al., 2006; Nyhan et al., 2016; Osorio and Nanduri, 2015). There is 
general agreement that microscopic models are necessary to capture the underlying mechanism of vehicular emissions and provide 
accurate estimates. Nevertheless, these models have intense data needs that cannot be easily met for network level approaches, as these 
data are not available at large scales. Simulated data can be an alternative, but the realism is questionable given that they contain a 
large number of parameters and assumptions. 

Macroscopic emissions models provide a simplified alternative to detailed microscopic models for networks and larger regions. 
These models use aggregated traffic variables such as average speed, total number of vehicles, and vehicle kilometers traveled to make 
emissions estimates. Examples include COPERT (Ntziachristos et al., 2009), EMFAC (CARB, 2015), county level of MOVES (EPA US, 
2012), and HBEFA (Keller et al., 2017). Although these models utilize relatively few data inputs, making them much easier to 
implement for large urban networks, they are also insensitive to variations in the cycles of acceleration, cruising, deceleration, and 
idling that are directly associated with vehicular emissions. The problem is that two very different driving cycles (e.g., one with many 
short stops, another with few long stops) may have the same average speed. A macroscopic emission model would provide the same 
emissions estimate when in fact the emission would be very different (Shabihkhani and Gonzales, 2014). 

Intermediate mesoscopic emission models provide a compromise between the two extremes. The VT-Meso model, for example, uses 
link-by-link average speed, the number of vehicle stops, and stopped vehicle delay as aggregate traffic parameters to synthesize more 
detailed driving cycles that can be linked to the VT-micro emissions model (Rakha et al., 2011; Yue, 2008). Mesoscopic models have 
exploited the computational efficiency of aggregated traffic models and the accuracy of microscopic emissions models. There is no 
consensus on which model is the most accurate, in part because there have been relatively few studies comparing them (Hajmo-
hammadi et al., 2019; Shorshani et al., 2015; Smit et al., 2010). An ongoing challenge is to determine an appropriate benchmark for 
network-wide emissions models because direct measurements across all vehicles in a network have not been available. 

Efforts to identify systematic relationships between traffic models and emissions have started with analyses on traffic flow at 
signalized intersections (Shabihkhani and Gonzales, 2014; Skabardonis et al., 2013). At the network level, the MFD demonstrates 

E. Barmpounakis et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                



Transportation Research Part D 101 (2021) 103090

3

consistent relationships between aggregated vehicle density, flow, and speed for many networks (Geroliminis and Daganzo, 2008). 
Shabihkhani and Gonzales (2014) noted that the theoretical underpinnings of the MFD suggest that consistent network-level re-
lationships may also exist for driving cycle parameters that are most closely associated with emissions, namely the time that vehicles 
spend in the driving modes of cruising, idling, accelerating, and decelerating. The study showed that for idealized networks with 
uniform traffic conditions, the time spent cruising, time spent idling, and the number of vehicle stops are consistently related to vehicle 
density, like an MFD for emissions. Recently, Saedi et al. (2020) aimed at extending the scope to the urban network level with a 
simulation of Chicago. 

Coupling traffic simulators with traffic emission models has been reported in the relevant literature as a good practice to estimate 
emissions in network level (Fontes et al., 2015; Osorio and Nanduri, 2015), or in a very recent study tailored for the city of Barcelona, 
Spain (Rodriguez-Rey et al., 2021). One of the biggest weaknesses of such efforts to model network-wide traffic emissions to date is the 
inability to validate models with real-world data due to its lack of availability. The pNEUMA dataset provides valuable comprehensive 
observations of vehicle trajectories within an urban network (Barmpounakis and Geroliminis, 2020). Trajectories that in the past could 
only be sampled or simulated are now directly observed for all vehicles with very high spatial and temporal resolution that allows 
microscopic emission models to be applied to every vehicle in the network. 

It should be noted that due to the drawbacks of static and vehicle sensor networks for air quality monitoring (AQM), drones have 
also drawn the attention in this related research area (Hodgkinson et al., 2014). The idea of using UAS to collect more spatially sparse 
data is also reported in (Morawska et al., 2018), noting their main advantage against other methods to collect data in different alti-
tudes. The lack of 3-dimensional data and the opportunities that rise with the use of UAS are also reported in (Yi et al., 2015). However, 
results from studies that deployed sensors on UAVs suggest that further improvements should be imposed to these kinds of sensors for 
the efficient and accurate collection of data (Alvarado et al., 2015). Thus, in the current study an alternative to calculating vehicles’ 
emissions is proposed that takes advantage of the drones’ ability to cover large areas and provide highly detailed data without the 
related caveats of installing sensors on them. 

3. Methods 

3.1. Data collection 

In October 2018, the pNEUMA experiment was conducted in the city of Athens, Greece, aiming to record traffic streams over an 
urban setting using a swarm of ten drones (Barmpounakis and Geroliminis, 2020). The specific area was selected as an urban, 
multimodal, busy environment that can allow different kinds of transportation phenomena to be tested. The generalized scope of the 
pNEUMA experiment was to revolutionize how UAS as an emerging technology could reshape our understanding of traffic congestion 

Fig. 1. Study area of pNEUMA experiment, and sub-areas assigned to each drone (Barmpounakis and Geroliminis, 2020).  
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mechanisms. Specifically, by putting the emphasis on urban networks with disturbances generated by interactions among different 
types of vehicles, the target was to better explain the mechanism of congestion formation and propagation in congested multimodal 
urban environments through massive data from aerial footage. 

For the specific experiment, the morning peak (8:00–10:30) was recorded for each working day of a week. Specifically, the swarm 
would take-off from the two take-off/landing areas (H1 and H2 in Fig. 1) at the start of the experiment and each drone would go to its 
area of responsibility. Then, when all drones were at their hovering point, the recording of the traffic stream would start simulta-
neously and when the battery would run low, they would return to the landing point. 

Considering that drones could hover up to 25 min including take-off, routing and landing times, it was decided that each session 
would take place every 30 min for better coordination and standardization of the experiment. This set-up allows 15–20 min of 
continuous monitoring of traffic, while during the temporal blind spots, trajectories were not recorded and were not related between 
sessions. The study area that was analyzed includes different types of arterials (low, medium and high-volume arterials), around 100 
busy intersections (signalized or not), more than 60 bus stops and close to half a million observed vehicle trajectories. 

A unique observatory for traffic congestion with data that did not exist before at this resolution and scale has been created from the 
processing of the videos from the experiment. This massive dataset contains trajectories of every vehicle that was present in the study 
area, calibrated in the WGS-84 system, every 0.04 s, as this is the maximum frequency allowed by the video’s frame rate. Except for the 
features that can be produced using the position information, for example speed (first derivative of position), acceleration (second 
derivative of position), distance traveled etc., the type of each vehicle is available (car, taxi, motorcycle, bus, heavy vehicle, medium 
vehicle) is also available. More details on the design of the experiment can be found in (Barmpounakis and Geroliminis, 2020). Since 
the dataset is also part of an open science initiative shared to the research community, the data can be freely downloaded from https:// 
open-traffic.epfl.ch. 

3.2. Data accuracy 

Empirical trajectories of all the vehicles in a network are the most precious data to investigate traffic dynamics and related phe-
nomena. However, the accuracy of detailed trajectories has been a big concern, as measurements errors could corrupt vehicle dynamics 
and affect the reliability of related studies, especially for accelerations that are crucial for emission estimation. Punzo et al. (Punzo 
et al., 2011) unveiled significant measurement errors in NGSIM datasets, which was a major innovation in terms of trajectory data 
when it was created more than 10 years ago and has been widely used in the traffic research community. Many studies have made 
direct use of such data without considering the implications of measurement errors; others have applied off-the-shelf filtering/ 
smoothing techniques (e.g., Savityky-Golay filter, low-pass filter, Kalman filter, moving average, and spline smoothing, among others). 
The main challenge of the latter methods is to remove noise while preserving underlying patterns of real driving behavior. 

Our approach to assess the adequacy of pNEUMA data for microscopic emission modelling was to inspect and quantify their 
trajectory data accuracy following the methodology proposed in Montanino and Punzo (2015) and (Punzo et al., 2011). Physical, 
platoon, and internal consistency are all inspected. The former criterion analyzes the distribution of motion-related quantities to 
ensure that they fall within the normal physical limits. For acceleration, values should be between − 5m/s2 and 3 m/s2 (illustrated in 
Fig. 2). When 1 s data resolution is examined, the analysis of speed and acceleration distributions shows great accuracy for the 
pNEUMA dataset. The outliers are below 1% of total observations, and they are not all necessarily errors as some harsh accelerations 
may occur in urban traffic, where aggressive drivers are not rare. Additionally, the internal consistency is preserved by how trajectories 
are obtained, and the inter-vehicle spacing analysis does not suggest platoon inconsistencies. 

Fig. 2 illustrates the remarkable increase in accuracy that pNEUMA data signifies versus NGSIM data, the previous standard for 
empirical trajectory datasets. Both datasets were processed with light filtering techniques: spatial Kalman filter for pNEUMA, and 

Fig. 2. pNEUMA acceleration frequency plot (left). NGSIM acceleration frequency plot (right) from (Montanino and Punzo, 2015).  
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locally weighted regression for NGSIM. As a final remark, the NGSIM data frequency is lower (every 0.10 s), which reduces the number 
of extreme acceleration values. 

3.3. Microscopic emission model 

In this study, the project level of MOVES has been implemented to provide second-by-second emission estimates for each vehicle. 
MOVES is the official on-road emission model for the United States Environmental Protection Agency, and it was selected for this study 
because it is widely used in research and in practice. The MOVES microscopic model is based on the vehicle’s specific power (VSP), a 
measure of the power demand based on the operating conditions. To compute it, it requires speed-acceleration profiles at 1 Hz. 
Additional inputs are vehicle type, year, fuel specification, road grade, and environmental conditions. 

The vehicle type for MOVES, known as source type, is obtained by matching the vehicle type labels in the pNEUMA dataset with the 
corresponding MOVES vehicle categories. The age variable accounts for the fleet modernization effect; newer vehicles pollute less than 
older ones (all else being equal, MOVES estimates that emissions rates for a new car are around 30% lower than for a 10-year one). The 
average age of the fleet per vehicle type is derived from the European Automobile Manufacturers Association (2019), with all necessary 
adjustments based on the proportion of the vehicle fleet in pNEUMA dataset. Note that registration data is often used to infer the in-use 
vehicle fleet assuming it does not vary from the on-road fleet. However, Symeonidis et al. (2003) show that newer vehicles also tend to 
travel more kilometers, and thus, using registration data only leads to overestimating the fleet age. 

Road grade also affects the power demand, as the engine must either work to overcome gravity (when traveling uphill) or is assisted 
by it (when traveling downhill). In the central district of Athens, slopes can reach up to 15%, which has a significant impact on 
emissions. The road grade information was derived from the STRM digital elevation model (Rabus et al., 2003). Environmental 
conditions inputs were held constant over all days of study, for a better comparability of the effect of different traffic characteristics on 
vehicular emissions. The assumed values are representative of the meteorological conditions in Athens when the experiment took 

Table 1 
Filtered pNEUMA dataset. Trajectories summary by vehicle 
type.  

Vehicle Type # of Trajectories 

Bus 2663 
Car 52,765 
Heavy Vehicle 1396 
Medium Vehicle 5340 
Motorcycle 40,924 
Taxi 20,805 
Total 123,893  

Fig. 3. Space-Time diagram with emission rates of 6 consecutive cars (left). Location: left lane of Alexandras Ave towards the East (right).  
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place, with a temperature of 75◦F (24 ◦C), and 70% humidity. 

4. Results 

The emissions we focus on our study are greenhouse gases (measured in units of CO2 equivalent), because they are global pollutants 
that are most important to estimate in aggregate for a network. Note that these analyses can be extended to any other pollutant that can 
be estimated with a microscopic emissions model; e.g., MOVES provides estimates of many pollutants, including total hydrocarbons 
(THC), carbon monoxide (CO), nitrogen oxides (NOX), sulfur dioxide (SO2), particulate matter (PM2.5 and PM10), etc. (EPA US, 2012). 

The results shown in the following subsections have been obtained after filtering the pNEUMA dataset to remove instances that add 
noise to the analysis of aggregated emission relationships with network traffic parameters. The filtering step removes parked vehicles, 
building occlusions, intervals where not all drones were recording, and areas with predominantly minor roads (as there, traffic dy-
namics are not influenced by other vehicles due to low accumulation). The resulting data subset is described in Table 1. 

4.1. Emissions at the scale of individual vehicles 

In this section, we first show the emissions produced along vehicle trajectories. It highlights the importance in emission estimation 
of accurate second-by-second speed-acceleration information, as well as the impact of driver behavior. 

Fig. 3 provides an example to illustrate the emission rate per time along vehicle trajectories. The emission rate varies due to changes 
in speed and acceleration related to vehicle interactions with each other and traffic signal phasing. The highest emission rates per time 
traveled are associated with accelerations, either after idling at an intersection or to cross it just before the traffic signal turns red. A 
characteristic example of the latter can be seen in the 4th vehicle (counting from the left) where the CO2 emissions are increased right 
before the 5th and 6th vehicles stop at the traffic signal (x = 225 m). Then the same vehicle must stop at the following traffic signal (x 
= 350 m). After the red phase, it is seen that the 4th vehicle, which has not gained a significant advantage over the 5th and 6th vehicle, 
also produces increased emissions compared to other vehicles. The above provide a first indication on how aggressive driving with 
high accelerations can be related to an increased ecological footprint without a significant advantage in reducing travel time. Finally, 
the trajectories show that accelerating at lower speeds is associated with lower emission rates compared to accelerating at higher 
speeds. 

The data show that there is significant variability among trajectories, which results in the different levels of emissions generated by 
each vehicle. Averages of speed, emissions per time traveled and emissions per distance traveled are computed for each trajectory. 
Then, they are analyzed by vehicle type to reveal important differences within and between types in Table 2 (excluding trajectories 
shorter than 250 m). As expected, buses and heavy vehicles have the highest emission rates; with emissions per time traveled around 3 
times higher than light vehicles, and almost 4 times higher for emissions per distance traveled. Nevertheless, if we consider that the 
average occupancy of passengers in buses in the study area during the peak period studied is in the range of 20 passengers per bus, then 
the emissions per bus passenger are 5–10 times smaller than for car passengers. There are small differences among cars, taxis, and 
medium vehicles, which are mainly caused by different driving patterns among vehicle types and different fuel types (diesel for taxis, 
and gasoline for cars and medium vehicles). Within the same vehicle type, there is also heterogeneity as indicated by the standard 
deviation values. Different traffic conditions, driving behaviors, and route choices in a hierarchical road network, among others, can 
cause large variations in emissions produced by identical vehicles. Finally, motorcycles present a more aggressive style of driving, 
which leads to relatively high emissions per time traveled, but they also travel at relatively high speeds for an urban network, keeping 
the emissions per distance traveled low. 

Table 2 
Emissions summary by vehicle type, per trajectory.   

Average speed [km/h] Average distance [m] Average emissions per time traveled [g/s] Average emissions per distance traveled [g/m] 

Bus     
Mean  12.87  576.05  6.87  2.08 
Std. deviation  5.25  263.14  1.87  0.56 
Heavy Vehicle 
Mean  12.45  489.35  5.69  1.95 
Std. deviation  6.83  208.41  1.61  0.72 
Medium Vehicle 
Mean  14.61  528.15  1.84  0.55 
Std. deviation  7.65  239.58  0.39  0.24 
Car 
Mean  16.72  587.35  1.93  0.49 
Std. deviation  7.86  280.62  0.40  0.19 
Taxi 
Mean  16.05  585.88  2.05  0.53 
Std. deviation  7.47  279.04  0.46  0.19 
Motorcycle 
Mean  24.11  590.93  1.74  0.28 
Std. deviation  9.60  276.21  0.49  0.06  
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4.2. Spatio-temporal distribution of emissions 

We show the relationship between emissions and traffic signal timing in Fig. 4. It illustrates the emission density in zone 8 (ac-
cording to Fig. 1), aggregating the emissions of all vehicles in 15 s interval. The six images describe the spatiotemporal evolution of 
emissions over a signal cycle (90 s). In Fig. 4 (0–15 s), the high emission areas correspond to two queues of vehicles on the West side (in 
red rectangles); idling vehicles produce low emissions per vehicle-second but in total the emissions are high due to the high vehicle 
density. The temporal evolution follows with Fig. 4 (15–30 s), where the large queue discharges. It is worth mentioning that the high 
emission area observed in the East side (in a red oval) does not correspond to a high vehicle density area, but to a section of Alexandras 
Ave. with steep uphill grade for eastbound traffic. 

The high emission areas are consistently near the most congested intersections. However, the most congested intersections vary 
over time, as shown in Fig. 5. The vehicle density and emissions increase from 8:00 to 10:00 AM. To compute emissions and vehicle 
density, we divide the roads into segments. For each resulting bin (approximately 20 m2), we compute the total emissions produced 
over a time period (15 min) and average them. Hence, emissions are expressed per unit of time and per unit of area [gCO2/s/m2]. We 
proceed analogously for the vehicle density. 

Finally, we study how concentrated the emissions are in the central district of Athens. Fig. 6 explains how much of the total 
emissions are produced in the most congested areas, and how much of the total congestion they account for. The congestion rank for 
the road segments is based on the normalized accumulation, and it is obtained by dividing the accumulation by the number of bins of 
each cluster. It should be noted that while normalized accumulation is conceptually close to density, it is slightly different as the bin 
area does not correspond exactly to the area of roads, because it is calculated based on the WGS-84 coordinates. Every data point 

Fig. 4. Emissions density map (low in green; high in red) with 15 s aggregation for a 90 s signal cycle.  
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represents a time interval with the duration of a traffic signal cycle (90 s). The 20% most congested road segments (higher normalized 
accumulation) are responsible for 60% of the total congestion but only 50% of the total emissions. It can be interpreted as that a few 
emission hotspots are responsible for most of the vehicular pollution generated vehicles in an urban area. This highlights that advanced 
traffic management techniques, which could reduce the level of congestion in critical intersections through perimeter control (e.g., 
Kouvelas et al., 2017; Sirmatel and Geroliminis, 2021) or queue balancing (e.g., (Mercader et al., 2020; Varaiya, 2013), network 
emissions could be significantly reduced. 

4.3. Macroscopic relationships in emissions 

This section explores the existence of an emissions-MFD (e-MFD) from an experimental standpoint. Several analytical and micro- 
simulation works have already suggested that a reproducible relationship between aggregate emissions and vehicle accumulation in a 
network should exist, but the question remains if this is observed in the real world. To answer this question, we first perform spatial 
clustering, based on the total vehicular accumulation over the period of study, obtaining 10 static clusters of different size with equal 
accumulation. As previously introduced, the zones with lower density are filtered out, because they correspond to areas where traffic 
dynamics are not influenced by other vehicles, and the main effect is driver heterogeneity rather than congestion (e.g., in minor roads). 
This leaves 6 clusters for analysis. 

Fig. 7 suggests that there is a well-defined speed MFD for the central district of Athens, and thus, it is worth exploring if there are 
also well-defined emissions network-level relationships. In the figure, 6 clusters (number 1 having the highest vehicular density) are 
plotted with normalized accumulation to account for the different surface area of each cluster. Each data point, obtained with the same 
procedure as described in the previous section, represents a 60 s-time interval (such time aggregation is used in every graph from now 
on). 

Fig. 5. Emissions density [gCO2/s/m2] (left) and Vehicle density [veh/s/m2] (right) maps; with 15 min time intervals.  
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Next, we investigate the aggregated relationships between emissions and average speed. Fig. 8 suggests that there is a well-defined 
e-MFD. Specifically, Fig. 8a shows that emissions per time travelled (measured in gCO2 per vehicle-second) increases with average 
speed, which is due to the fact that vehicles spend more time moving (with higher emission rates) than idling (with low emission rate). 
Fig. 8b shows that the emissions per distance traveled (measured in grams of CO2 per vehicle-meter) increase when average speed 
decreases. This happens because more congested traffic states require vehicles to spend more time traversing the same distance, and 
the effect of increased travel time is greater than any emissions reductions per unit time. 

Combining the information from the figures above, a clearer illustration of a well-defined 3D e-MFD can be seen in Fig. 9. Compared 
to the 3D e-MFD reported in Saedi et al. (2020) for an aggregated measure of total emissions per time, the empirical e-MFD does not 
experience a hysteresis loop as the simulated one. A possible explanation might be that the size of hysteresis in the e-MFD might 

Fig. 6. Emissions distribution (bottom curve, red) and Congestion distribution (top curve, black).  

Fig. 7. Speed Macroscopic Fundamental Diagram (MFD).  
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depend (similarly to the MFD) on the spatial distribution of congestion, the driver adaptability and the unloading demand profile (see 
for example (Mahmassani et al., 2013; Ramezani et al., 2015)). In principle, most simulation models are calibrated for the onset of 
congestion and the demand decreases quite sharply in the offset creating a higher hysteresis loop. 

We would also like to highlight that while we present an aggregated macroscopic emission curve, this is based on emissions 
calculated on detailed trajectories of vehicles. Thus, these curves should not be considered universal, but clearly depend on the to-
pology of the network and the signal control. There is clearly some similarity between aspects that affect the shape of an MFD (link 
length, signal settings, signal offsets, spatial distribution of congestion-see for example (Geroliminis and Boyaci, 2012) and (Dakic 
et al., 2020)) and the shape of an e-MFD. Nevertheless, emissions are significantly influenced by local congestion phenomena (stop- 
and-go traffic) that are correlated with space-mean speed and density but require additional investigation. A further analysis will 
clearly shed more light in this direction. 

Vehicle emissions are determined by the driving cycles of the vehicles in the network, and this is reflected in the microscopic 

Fig. 8. Aggregated emissions per time traveled versus speed (a). Aggregated emissions per distance travelled versus speed (b).  

Fig. 9. 3D e-MFD illustrating accumulation versus speed versus aggregated emissions per distance travelled.  
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emission models that relate vehicle second-by-second speed and acceleration to emission rates. In addition to the time it takes to 
traverse distance while cruising, traffic congestion is associated with more wasted time spent idling, which is reflected in lower average 
speed and excess emissions associated with idling. Vehicle accelerations are associated with the highest emission rates, and the time 
spent in acceleration is related to the number of times that each vehicle most stop while traversing distance. Fig. 10 shows how the 
number of vehicle stops per distance increases with congestion (higher normalized accumulation). To simplify the analysis and avoid 
the noise that non-congestion related stops could add (e.g., a taxi that stops to pick up a passenger), only cars are included. The 
consistent increase in stops per vehicle distance contributes to increased time in acceleration, which further contributes to increased 
emissions per distance with lower average speeds. It is important to understand that congestion increases total emissions (higher 
emissions for the same trip length), even though the average emission rate per time for a vehicle can be lower. 

The data also shows that emissions can vary significantly between different days for the same network. In Fig. 11, the red markers 
show how emissions evolve during a normal working day in the study area, while with the blue markers show the evolution of 
emissions during another working day that a strike took place at 11:00 and thus led to increased vehicle accumulations earlier than 

Fig. 10. Aggregated number of stops per vehicle-distance traveled as a function of normalized accumulation (only cars included).  

Fig. 11. Emissions variations between two different days.  
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normal. Note that even if an aggregated relation between network speed and emissions is shown, these emissions have been calculated 
with a detailed emission model that utilizes individual vehicle trajectory data, detailed acceleration measures, and topological in-
formation. If instead, someone used a simple emission model that considers only the average vehicles’ speed or a model that considers 
the vehicles’ operation modes (idle, acceleration, deceleration, cruise), the total emissions would be underestimated up to 30% for 
specific types of vehicles with big errors in estimation for individual vehicles. Specifically, by using the adjusted curve y =

C
[
891 − 22.1360x+0.2346x2 − 0.0007x3], where y is the CO2 emission rate in g/km, x is the average speed in km/h and C = 0.55 

(correction factor), the underestimated emissions for heavy vehicles is 86% and for cars and taxis is 27% while motorcycles are 
overestimated by 46%. Thus, the e-MFD shows more consistent relationships at the aggregate level. 

Finally, we add a note on the importance of macroscopic modeling of emissions. Fig. 12 shows that there is a well-defined rela-
tionship between emissions and speed at macroscopic level, while at individual level (single vehicle) there is higher variance and one 
can observe heteroskedasticity. The same 6 clusters based on vehicular density are illustrated in color while the data for individual cars 
are shown in gray. Although the variability among individual cars makes the emissions from any single vehicle difficult to accurately 
estimate, the aggregated emissions across the network are much more consistent. Table 3 summarizes the same data, with standard 
deviation and coefficient of variation as measures of dispersion presented for both the aggregated macroscopic level and individual 
microscopic level. 

5. Conclusions 

This paper focuses on analyzing the vehicle emissions in a multimodal urban network by utilizing massive trajectory data from a 
swarm of drones. It has an unprecedented scope, due to the large area covered with detailed trajectories combined with microscopic 
emission modelling, which is deemed necessary to provide appropriate insight into the underlying mechanisms of vehicular emissions. 
This offers a unique opportunity to investigate disaggregated and aggregated relations between emissions and congestion patterns. 

The results show the impact of traffic related stops on emissions, with high emission levels near intersections. The dynamics of 
emissions are illustrated with emission density maps and their evolution over time. The spatial distribution of congestion and 

Fig. 12. Comparison of macroscopic level (clusters color code) and individual vehicle emissions (grey). Emissions measured in grams of CO2 per 
vehicle-meter traveled (only cars included). 

Table 3 
Comparison of macroscopic level and individual vehicle emissions (only cars)   

Macroscopic level Individual vehicle 
Speed [km/h] Emissions [g CO2/veh-m] Emissions [g CO2/veh-m] 

Mean Standard Deviation Coefficient of Variation Mean Standard Deviation Coefficient of Variation 

[5.0, 7.5)  0.797  0.059  0.074  0.848  0.124  0.146 
[7.5, 10.0)  0.644  0.042  0.064  0.658  0.095  0.145 
[10.0, 12.5)  0.534  0.027  0.050  0.551  0.078  0.142 
[12.5, 15.0)  0.467  0.018  0.039  0.486  0.068  0.141 
[15.0, 17.5)  0.421  0.015  0.036  0.438  0.063  0.144 
[17.5, 20.0)  0.389  0.012  0.031  0.401  0.061  0.152 
[20.0, 22.5)  0.363  0.010  0.028  0.370  0.058  0.157  
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emissions is analyzed, quantifying the contribution to the total emissions of the most congested areas in the network. 
A well-defined e-MFD is observed and the macroscopic relationships between aggregated traffic variables and emission metrics are 

further discussed. With more congestion, the total emissions increase, due to the scaling effect of having more vehicles in the network 
but also because the unit emissions per vehicle-distance traveled increase as well. The empirical results are consistent with theoretical 
and simulated relationships presented in (Shabihkhani and Gonzales, 2014). The number vehicle stops per distance travelled, which 
corresponds to the cycles of deceleration and acceleration that are important determinants of vehicle emissions, increases approxi-
mately linearly with vehicle accumulation as expected from traffic flow theory. The theory and simulations predict that emissions per 
vehicle distance traveled increase as an increasing exponential function of speed, which is consistent with the empirical results that 
show emissions per distance traveled decreasing exponentially with speed, and speed decreasing exponentially with vehicle accu-
mulation. The difference is that the empirical data in this paper are specific to the real Athens network rather than an idealized, 
uniform, grid network. More research in a broad range of congestion levels and network topologies would be beneficial to better 
understand these relationships. 

Additionally, the results show empirical evidence of the differences among vehicle types regarding emissions produced, which is 
not only caused by their technical specifications but also by driving behaviors. This vast information about emissions in real driving 
conditions can be used by cities to derive policies targeting those types of vehicles or aggressive drivers that contribute more to the 
emissions footprint. In this spirit, simple strategies are already being used in low emission zones to reduce the city’s emission footprint 
by limiting the use of high pollutant vehicles (e.g., diesel heavy vehicles). By relating aggregate traffic dynamics to emissions, the e- 
MFD provides a mechanism to link network-wide traffic control and demand management policies to emissions reduction objectives. 

The specific study can be extended by comparing different microscopic models for calculating emissions, exploring their differences 
and seeing how and if the form of the e-MFD varies. The study can also become a benchmark to perform original research related to 
network traffic and emissions. 
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