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Preface

The term Planning is a very general one. There are city and town planners 
and also corporate planners. The Pentagon employs numerous military 
planners. The launching of a space shuttle is the culmination of a tremen-
dously complex and sophisticated planning process. And so on.

Planning in its generic meaning, then, is a ubiquitous activity. All types 
of planning have a conscious effort in common to systematically improve 
the quality of decision making. The planning discussed in this book is a 
very small part of the total planning activity in the United States. Specifi-
cally, this book focuses on public planning at the substate level, that done 
by and for cities, counties, towns, and other units of local governments. We 
will also examine, much more briefly, planning for metropolitan regions, 
the states, and the question of national planning. One chapter contains a 
brief survey of planning in other nations.

The reader who has sampled other books on planning will notice that 
this book has some particular emphases, specifically on politics, economics, 
ideology, law, and the question of winners and losers in particular deci-
sions. These emphases stem from my experience as a working planner.  
I entered planning in 1969 with a background in economics and journal-
ism but with no specific training in planning. I assumed that if architects 
planned buildings, then city and town planners planned cities and towns in 
a similar way; in effect, I thought it was architecture writ large.

It did not take me long to learn that I was wrong. Planning is a highly 
political activity. It is immersed in politics, and inseparable from the law. 
The ultimate arbiter of many a planning dispute is the court. And for every 
case that comes to court, many planning decisions are conditioned by what 
the participants in the process think would be the decision if the matter did 
come to court.

Planning decisions often involve large sums of money, both public 
and private. Even when little public expenditure is involved, planning deci-
sions can deliver large benefits to some and large losses to others. Thus one 
must understand something of the economic and financial issues at stake.

The study of planning quickly takes one into ideology. Planning issues 
and controversies inevitably raise questions about the proper role of gov-
ernment and the line between public needs and private rights. What prop-
erly is to be a matter of political decision, and what properly should be left 
to the market? Planners are a fairly idealistic lot and often enter the field to 
serve the public interest. After immersion in a few public controversies, the 
beginning planner may wonder whether there is such a thing as the public 
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interest, for if there is, there ought to be some general agreement among the 
public on what it is. But one can spend a long time in some areas of plan-
ning without seeing a single instance of this agreement.

I have tried to convey something of the reality of planning practice 
and of what goes on under the surface of events. I hope that the reader will 
not find this reality disillusioning, for planning in an open and a demo-
cratic society cannot be smooth and simple. Planning as it is—involved in 
political controversy, tied to legal and economic questions, and connected 
to issues of ideology—is far more interesting than it would be if it were 
simply architecture writ large.

The book contains a certain amount of material on history and tech-
nology because the issues which planning focuses on are largely ones that 
political, social, demographic, and economic changes bring to the forefront.

The best and most effective planners are those with good peripheral 
vision—those who not only have mastered the technical side of planning 
but also understand the relationships between planning issues and the 
major forces in the society around them. I have endeavored to write a text 
consistent with that view.

Acknowledgments

It is not possible to thank everyone who assisted in the writing of this book. 
However, I would like to express gratitude to my former colleagues in the 
Department of Urban Affairs and Planning at Virginia Tech in Blacksburg, 
Virginia. Various editions of this book have been reviewed by Ellen Bas-
sett, Mirle Rabinowitz Bussell, Carissa Schively, Sheri Smith, Sujata Shetty, 
among others, and I am grateful to all of them.
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capacities by the Westchester County, New York, Department of Planning, 
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c h a p t e r  1

An overview

The neeD FoR PLAnnInG

Perhaps the first question that has to be answered in a book about planning 
is simply “why do we need planning?” The need for planning comes down 
to two words, interconnectedness and complexity. If there were few of us and 
the technologies by which we lived were relatively simple, there would be 
little need for the planning described in this book. We could each go our 
own way and would gain little from common planning efforts. However, 
the fact is that we are numerous enough and our technologies complicated 
enough that this is not the case.

Consider a simple illustration of interconnectedness, the use of a few 
acres of urban land. The amount and character of development on that land 
will determine the amount of traffic it generates. Developing it with single-
family houses will produce a different traffic flow than developing it with 
apartments, which will generate a different traffic flow than developing it 
with a neighborhood shopping center. Thus a land development decision  
is a traffic decision as well. That, potentially, affects everyone in the area. 
How much of the site is paved, and even what material is used for paving, 
affects how fast rainwater runs off from the property. Runoff may affect 
flooding and stream flow conditions miles downstream from the property. 
The types and quantities of commercial or residential activity on the prop-
erty may affect air quality, noise levels, water quality, and the visual and 
social qualities of the area.

Decisions about the residential uses of land will affect hous-
ing prices, rents, and vacancies—in short, who lives in the community.  
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Those decisions, in turn, will have effects on the economy of the community 
and the demands that are placed on the community for educational, social, 
and other services.

The land-use decisions made by a community shape its very 
character—what it is like to walk through, what it is like to drive through, 
what kinds of jobs and businesses exist in it, how well the natural 
environment survives, and whether the community is an attractive one or 
an ugly one. In some cases such decisions may directly affect human life 
and health; for example, whether traffic patterns are safe or hazardous.

Land-use decisions affect the fiscal health of the community. Every 
property that is developed burdens the community with obligations such 
as education, police and fire protection, recreational services, and social 
services. Conversely, every development contributes, directly or indirectly, 
to municipal revenues through property taxes, sales taxes, or charges 
and fees. Thus the pattern of land development will affect how heavily 
the community must tax its residents and the level of public services the 
community can provide.

The land in question may be privately owned, in which case public 
control is exercised through a regulatory process. It may be owned publicly, 
in which case direct public investment will determine its use. But in either 
case there is a distinct public interest in what happens on the land. It is the 
fact of interconnectedness that helps justify public planning efforts.

Complexity is the condition that justifies planning as a separate pro-
fession and as a separate activity of government. If all of the sorts of rela-
tionships suggested were simple, they could be dealt with simply and 
informally. If the community were tiny, perhaps direct negotiations between 
private parties would suffice. If the community were somewhat larger, per-
haps the relationships could easily be dealt with along with the general 
flow of municipal business. But the complexity of a modern community 
renders such simple and direct approaches inadequate.

The complexity of the community also means that many things that 
in a simpler place could be done privately must be done publicly. In a 
sparsely populated area water supply and waste disposal could be handled 
on-site by the individual household. No common decision making would 
be necessary. In a large metropolitan area, these functions may involve sys-
tems that span many communities and involve billions of dollars of capital 
investment. Comparable comments could be made about transportation, 
education, public safety, recreation, and the like.

Thus in the thousands of communities in the United States, planning 
is a formalized and distinct process of government. In relatively small com-
munities, the planning function may be lodged in an unpaid, part-time 
planning board with the technical work done by a planning consultant. 
In larger communities, the planning function is generally located within 
a planning department. Depending on community size, that department 
may have a staff ranging from one person to several hundred individuals. 
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In a very small department, the planner (or planners) may be a jack-of-all-
trades handling land-use questions one day, capital budgeting another day, 
and economic development a third day. In a larger agency, there may be 
considerable specialization of labor. One section of the agency may specialize 
in zoning issues, another in master planning, a third in planning-related 
research, another in environmental issues, and so on.

The SPeCIFIC ConCeRnS oF PLAnnInG

What might a community seek to achieve through planning? In a grow-
ing community, planners might be concerned with shaping the pattern of 
growth to achieve a sensible and attractive land-use pattern. That concern 
means avoiding both oppressively dense development and overly scattered, 
fragmentary development. It means encouraging a pattern of development 
that gives residents ready access to recreational, cultural, school, shopping, 
and other facilities. It means having a street pattern that is convenient to use 
and through which traffic flows without excessive congestion. It means sep-
arating incompatible land uses and activities, for example, high- intensity 
commercial activity from residential areas. In a modern planned commu-
nity, it might mean providing a system of pathways so that pedestrian and 
bicycle traffic is separated from automobile traffic.

The community’s planners will also be concerned with the location of 
public facilities like schools and social service centers, both for the conveni-
ence of the people served and for reinforcing the development of a desir-
able land-use pattern. If the community anticipates or desires significant 
industrial or commercial development, its planners will be concerned with 
seeing that sufficient, conveniently located blocks of land are available and 
that they are served with adequate roads, water, and sewer facilities.

In an older community that is not growing and that does not anticipate 
growth, planners may be concerned primarily with preserving or improving 
that which now exists. Thus planners may focus on measures to preserve 
the quality of the housing stock. In many communities planners will also 
be concerned with housing cost questions, specifically, how to provide 
housing for the community’s lower-income residents. In many older 
communities, planners devote much effort to preserving historic buildings 
and other landmarks. If the community is concerned (as many are) about the 
health of its downtown, planners may be involved in implementing street 
improvements and other changes designed to help downtown businesses 
compete successfully with establishments in outlying areas.

In a community that faces a serious unemployment problem or that 
sees its property tax base as being inadequate, economic development may 
be a major task of the planners. Much of their effort may be devoted to 
creating conditions that encourage existing industry to remain and expand, 
and new firms to locate within the community.



4 An Overview

In recent years much planning effort has focused on environmental 
issues: how to guide and manage development to minimize environmen-
tal damage. For example, a planner may be concerned with evaluating the 
relative environmental merits and financial costs of landfill disposal versus 
incineration for a municipality’s solid wastes and then with helping select 
the best site. As concern with climate change has grown, planners in many 
communities have become concerned with minimizing the total use of non-
renewable energy in transportation and buildings.

Planners employed by regional planning organizations may be con-
cerned with improving the regionwide road network, with acquiring or 
developing land for a regionwide park and open-space system, or with 
improving regionwide sewage disposal and water systems. They will also 
be concerned with encouraging coordination between the planning efforts 
of the various municipalities in the region to avoid duplication of capital 
facilities and interference effects (for example, community A siting its landfill 
operation at a point where it borders a residential area in community B).

This is far from a complete listing. It is simply meant to give some feel-
ing for the range of planning issues.

Who ARe The PLAnneRS?

Planners come from a variety of backgrounds. The single most common 
educational background is formal training in planning, most often a Master’s 
degree, either a Master of City Planning (MCP) or a Master of Urban and 
Regional Planning (MURP). But the field, and particularly larger agencies and 
consultants, absorbs people with many other backgrounds. Agencies that are 
large enough to have a separate research operation are likely to hire people 
with training in economics or statistics. Agencies that handle transportation 
planning are likely to hire people with training in civil engineering and, 
particularly, transportation engineering. Large agencies often do a substantial 
amount of data handling and are likely to have on staff a few people with 
backgrounds in programming and data processing. Agencies that handle 
significant amounts of environmental planning are likely to hire people 
with backgrounds in biology, chemistry, environmental science, and remote 
sensing. Planning inevitably involves mapping and spatially organized data, 
so that geographers and cartographers find their way into the profession. 
Planning involves many issues of law, particularly in regard to land use and 
environmental considerations. Thus many attorneys and people with joint 
training in law and planning have entered the field. In fact, several universities 
have joint four-year law and planning degree programs.

The majority of planners are employed by government. Of these, the 
largest share are employed by local governments; that is, by cities, towns, 
counties, and other substate jurisdictions. Smaller numbers are employed 
by state governments, by intergovernment organizations like councils of 
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governments (COGs), and by a variety of authorities and special-purpose 
agencies. Some planners are employed by the federal government, particu-
larly in departments like Housing and Urban Development (HUD), which 
fund and regulate planning-related activities of local governments. Most 
planners employed by government are civil servants, but a certain number 
are political appointees chosen outside the civil service process. Over the 
years many planners have found their way into municipal administration, 
where the sort of “big picture” view that planning tends to develop seems 
to be useful.

A substantial minority of all planners are employed within the private 
sector. Many work for planning consultants and serve both government 
and a variety of private clients. A certain number of planners are employed 
directly by private organizations like land developers and corporations 
with substantial real property holdings. Some planners work for particular 
groups that need the planners’ skills to make their own case in the public 
forum. These may be neighborhood or community groups, environmental 
organizations, and citizens’ groups of various types.

PRoFeSSIonAL oRGAnIZATIonS

The most important national organization of planners in the United States 
is the American Planning Association (APA). In addition to the national 
organization there are state chapters and many hundreds of local chap-
ters. The national organization publishes two magazines. The Journal of 
the American Planning Association (JAPA), which comes out quarterly, is the 
more scholarly of the two. It provides articles on current research and theo-
retical issues in planning. The APA also publishes Planning, which comes 
out 11 times a year. It is the trade magazine of the profession in the United 
States. If you want to keep up with what is happening in planning—names, 
places, programs, controversies, court cases, and the like—it is the best 
available source. In addition to these two periodicals, the APA, through its 
Planning Advisory Service (PAS), publishes numerous technical, how-to-
do-it reports for the practicing planner.

The work of the planner takes place within a complex legal frame-
work and it is strongly affected by public funding, since one of the biggest, 
if not the biggest, shapers of the pattern of development is public capital 
investment. The APA thus lobbies Congress and, at times, state legislatures 
on a wide variety of matters, some instances of which are discussed later 
in this book. It is, more than any other organization, the voice of planners 
in Congress and the state legislatures. Because the law is not only what is 
passed by legislative bodies but also the precedents established in litigation, 
the APA takes positions on court cases and from time to time files amicus 
curea (friend of the court) briefs in cases involving land-use controls, environ-
mental regulations, eminent domain, and related matters.
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A second national organization is the American Institute of Certified 
Planners (AICP). This organization certifies planners. The planner who sat-
isfies the organization’s professional experience requirements and passes a 
written exam is certified and can put the letters AICP after his or her name. 
Some planning jobs require AICP certification, and the certification may 
carry a certain weight with the user of planning services. For example, a 
municipality that purchases the services of a planning consultant may be 
reassured that the consultant is AICP certified.

SATISFACTIonS AnD DISConTenTS

Planning is both anticipatory and reactive. At times planning will be 
devoted to anticipating and developing responses to problems that have 
not yet presented themselves. At other times planning will be devoted to 
responding to problems that are here and demand solutions. In either case, 
planning is about trying to serve that elusive and controversial—but very 
important—item known as “the public interest.” It can be a profoundly  
satisfying field when one feels that one has succeeded in making a contri-
bution to the public good. Because much of planning is concerned with the 
physical environment, the planner can often have the satisfaction of seeing 
the results of his or her efforts on the ground.

However, the field can also be frustrating, as planners are basically 
advisors. Sometimes they are heeded and sometimes they are not. And 
sometimes the planner’s brainchild gets more than a little battered during 
that long trip from drawing-board to reality. In general, it is not a good field 
for someone with a short time horizon or very low frustration tolerance. It 
is also not a good field for someone who cannot tolerate ambiguity, since 
many issues that appear black or white at a distance have the dismaying 
quality of becoming gray as one gets close to them. The field can also pre-
sent the thoughtful practitioner with ethical ambiguities. For example, both 
the APA and AICP have professional codes of ethics that enjoin the planner 
both to serve the public interest and also to render loyal and diligent service 
to his or her client. Many a planner has wrestled with the question of what 
to do when, in his or her view, the public interest and client loyalty are at 
odds with each other.

For someone considering a career in planning, salary is a considera-
tion. Each year the APA does an e-mail survey of its members.1 For 2014, 
the median annual salary was $76,000 and the median respondent was 44 
years old and had 15 years of planning experience. About 21 percent earned 
over $100,000. Salaries were highest for planners employed by law firms, 
development firms, and the federal government. The lowest salaries were 
for planners employed by smaller nonmetropolitan-area municipalities. 
For planners with five or fewer years of experience the median salary was 
about $45,000, suggesting that entry-level salaries were in the $40,000 range.  
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About 70 percent of all respondents were employed by public agencies and 
about 23 percent were self-employed or employed by consultants.

USeFUL ABILITIeS

Of course, the planner needs to have the appropriate knowledge and skill 
for the particular task at hand, and that may vary considerably from one 
job to another. One needs different knowledge and skills for doing urban 
design than, say, for modeling traffic flow. However, some basic abilities are 
highly important across the whole spectrum of planning.

One basic skill, which is probably not very teachable, is just being 
able to understand the political environment around oneself. Planning and 
politics are intimately related, and people who rise in planning generally 
have political smarts.

Planning is ultimately about persuasion. Good plans that are poorly 
expressed and poorly presented tend to end up on the shelf under a layer 
of dust.2 Therefore the ability to speak well in public—to express an idea 
cogently and also to respond well to questions and criticism—is extremely 
important. The planner who cannot do this, if he or she stays in planning, 
will end up working for the planner who can.

The ability to write well is also extremely important. The planner 
doesn’t need great literary gifts, but it is important to be able to explain 
things clearly and in a user-friendly way. In both writing and speaking it 
is important to be able to come in at the right altitude. One doesn’t want 
to write or talk over the audience’s heads or befuddle them with technical 
jargon. But one doesn’t want to come in too low and insult their intelligence 
either. In short, political smarts and good communication skills are important 
across the entire profession.

The PLAn oF ThIS BooK

The main body of the book begins with a chapter (Chapter 2) on the history of 
urbanization of the United States. To a large extent, the history of planning 
in the United States is a series of responses to problems that have flowed 
from the process of urbanization. Thus that chapter serves as background 
for the rest of the book. Chapters 3 and 4 trace the history of planning in the 
United States in the historical context established by Chapter 2.

Planning is conditioned and limited by the law and takes place within 
a political process. Ultimately, planning is a political act. In Part 2, Chapters 
5 and 6 establish the legal and political framework in which planning takes 
place. Chapter 7 lays out some of the main social issues in planning. The 
concept of the community master plan or comprehensive plan occupies a 
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central place in the development of planning, and the development and 
implementation of such a plan is often a major task of the planning agency. 
Chapter 8 presents the comprehensive planning process. Chapter 9 follows 
with a presentation on the tools of land-use planning to give the reader an 
understanding of how the community can implement the comprehensive 
plan.

Part 3 of the book, from Chapter 10, “Urban Design,” to Chapter 16,  
“Planning for Metropolitan Regions,” covers a variety of fields in contem-
porary planning practice. Once the material in Parts 1 and 2 has been assim-
ilated, each chapter in Part 3 will stand on its own.

Part 4 provides a larger view. Chapter 17, “National Planning in the 
United States,” addresses the extent to which we have had de facto national 
planning.

Chapter 18, “Planning in Other Nations,” provides sketches of plan-
ning elsewhere with a view to expanding the reader’s perspective on U.S. 
practice—to suggest that the way planning is practiced in the United States 
is only one of many possible ways, and to highlight the way a society’s 
basic institutions and ideology shape planning practice.

Chapter 19, “Planning Theory,” serves as a wrap-up and expansion 
of many ideas suggested earlier in the book. It is left to the end so that the 
reader can approach it with some background, and thus put some meat on 
the bare theoretical and ideological bones.

noTeS

  1 . See the website of the American Planning 
Association, www.planning.org.

  2 . For a good presentation on these and related 
matters, see Michael P. Brooks, Planning 

Theory for Practitioners, Planners Press, 
American Planning Association, Chicago, 
IL, 2002, chs 12 and 13.

http://www.planning.org
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c h a p t e r  2

The Urbanization 
of America

The history of planning in the United States is largely one of response to 
urbanization and the problems it has brought. To understand that history, 
it is necessary to have some sense of the main currents of U.S. urban history. 
This chapter will emphasize economic, technological, and demographic 
trends, since these, over the long term, have far more effect than discrete 
events like elections.

There is something of a break in the trend of U.S. urbanization around 
the end of the nineteenth century. For convenience, then, we will divide 
the discussion into two parts: an account of urbanization in the nineteenth 
century and another from the beginning of the twentieth century to the 
present.

URBAnIZATIon In The nIneTeenTh CenTURy

In the year 1800 the urbanized population of the United States was 
roughly 300,000, and the total population was 5 million. Thus perhaps 
6 percent of the U.S. population lived in urbanized areas. By 1900 the 
U.S. urbanized population was 30 million, and the total population was 
76 million. Approximately 40 percent of the population lived in urban-
ized areas.1 From 1800 to 1900 the U.S. population increased by a factor 
of 15, an annual compounded rate of about 2.4 percent. However, urban 
populations increased by a factor of 100, an annual compounded rate of 
about 5 percent. In 1800 the largest city in the United States, New York, 



10 The Urbanization of America

had a population of well under 100,000. By 1900 its population was over 
3 million.

The Forces Behind Urban Growth

One force behind urban growth was simply national population growth. 
The U.S. rate of natural increase (births minus deaths) was extremely rapid 
and was augmented by immigration, particularly after the inauguration of 
transatlantic steam service in the 1840s. But these facts do not answer the 
question of why urban growth proceeded so much more rapidly than did 
total population growth.

Part of the explanation was a side effect of the industrial revolution. 
As agricultural machinery made farmers more productive, workers were 
freed to take on other employment, much of it in the cities. In 1800 perhaps 
85 to 90 percent of the U.S. labor force was engaged in farming. By 1880 that 
figure was down to about 50 percent.

Another consequence of the industrial revolution was the shift from 
cottage industries to factory production, creating the need for mass labor 
forces at specific points. That, in turn, created the need for massed housing 
nearby. The growth of large-scale manufacturing also brought into being 
the modern corporation, with a large administrative force concentrated at a 
single point. Finally, factory production and the enormous increase in con-
sumer goods it created brought into being the department store, which also 
concentrated a large labor force at a single point.

The growth of large cities was also promoted by the development of 
low-cost transportation. The coming of railroad and steamboat technology 
around 1830 gave cities a long reach into their hinterlands to obtain raw 
materials and agricultural products and also to market the products they 
produced. In the absence of such transportation, cities would necessarily be 
small, since the market areas that sustained their commercial and manufac-
turing sectors would have been small.

The rapid settling of the country and the opening of new lands 
demanded the creation in short order of a system of cities to perform the 
commercial and manufacturing processes that the new industrial technol-
ogy was making possible. Writing in 1899, Adna Weber noted,

In a new country the rapid growth of cities is both natural and necessary, for 
no efficient industrial organization of a new settlement is possible without 
industrial centers to carry on the necessary work of assembling and distribut-
ing goods. A Mississippi Valley empire rising suddenly into being without its 
Chicago and its smaller centers of distribution is almost inconceivable to the 
nineteenth-century economist. That America is the “land of mushroom cities” 
is therefore not at all surprising.2

Although the four forces noted—population growth, increased agri-
cultural productivity, factory production, and low-cost transportation—are 
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sufficient to explain the rapid growth of urban populations, they do not 
entirely explain the form of nineteenth-century cities.

Urban Concentration and Density

The distinguishing features of many nineteenth-century cities were con-
centration and density. As the century progressed, the more gracious and 
open pattern of the colonial city disappeared. The spaces between build-
ings vanished, and buildings were built higher. Streets became increasingly 
congested, and the natural world was replaced by a none-too-attractive 
human-made world.

Population densities that have never again been seen in the United 
States were built up in the late nineteenth and very early twentieth centu-
ries. For example, Manhattan Island in 1900 had about 2.2 million residents 
on 22 square miles for an average density of 100,000 people per square mile. 
In the most densely populated part of the island, the Lower East Side, den-
sities in some wards were several times that figure.3 By 2000, Manhattan’s 
population had fallen to slightly over 1.5 million, a drop of approximately 
700,000.

What made nineteenth-century cities so concentrated? Much of the 
answer lies in the transportation technology of the age. At the opening of 
the nineteenth century, water transportation was cheap, and land trans-
portation was expensive. The ton-mile cost of transporting freight by canal 
boat was about one-tenth that of transporting it by horse and wagon. The 
cost of transporting freight by sailing vessel was still lower than that for 
canal boat. One effect of these cost differences was to favor the growth of 
port cities.4 But another effect was to concentrate economic activity in those 
areas of the city with direct water access. Since most people got to work 
by walking, concentration of workplaces inevitably meant concentration of 
residences as well.

The coming of railroad technology beginning in the 1820s continued 
the concentrating effect. Over long distances railroad ton-mile rates were 
a very small fraction of the ton-mile rates for horse and wagon. Thus rail-
served sites permitted manufacturers and wholesalers very large cost sav-
ings. But achieving these savings meant tremendous concentrations around 
rail terminals and sidings.

In port cities an ideal industrial location was one between rail lines 
and docks. The remains of such a configuration may be seen on the Lower 
West Side of Manhattan today. Old loft buildings once occupied by manu-
facturers lie immediately to the east of the Hudson shore and up against 
the former rail lines that connected Manhattan to the rest of the nation. 
Today the rail lines are gone, and cargo handling has ceased along the 
Manhattan waterfront. But in the nineteenth century, the port was busy, 
and lower Manhattan was a major manufacturing and goods-handling 
center. Goods could move between Europe and the Midwest through 
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Manhattan and make all but a few hundred yards of the trip entirely by 
low-cost modes.

The desirability of rail- and water-served sites made centrally located 
land very valuable. That feature, in turn, caused the builders of industrial, 
commercial, and residential structures to use the minimum amount of land 
for a given amount of structure. Manufacturing and commercial uses were 
located in multistory loft buildings constructed side to side. For residences 
the same desire to crowd a maximum amount of structure on a given 
amount of land led to the tenement, with conditions of crowding that seem 
appalling by modern standards.

The residence of the worker in New York City and other large industrial cit-
ies in 1850 was frequently the “railroad flat,” a walk-up structure that was 
generally 5 to 7 stories high, 25 feet wide and 75 feet long on a 25 by 100 
foot lot. Constructed solidly in rows across entire block faces, these units had 
four apartments on each floor surrounding a common staircase. The rooms 
in these apartments were constructed in tandem, with just one room in each 
apartment provided with a window or two for light and air. No sanitary facili-
ties or water supply were provided for in these structures. The small rear 
yard contained a multi-seat outhouse and often a well, resulting in deplorable 
conditions of sanitation and public health.5

Thus a population of well over 100 people might be housed on a plot 
not much more than one-twentieth of an acre in size.

Several other features of emerging nineteenth-century technology also 
contributed to very dense patterns of development. In contrast to a mod-
ern factory, where power to run individual pieces of machinery is supplied 
electrically, power was generally supplied by a steam engine and transmit-
ted through a system of belts, pulleys, and shafts. The distance that power 
could be sent in this manner was limited, thus further contributing to the 
use of compact loft buildings with transmission belts taking power from 
one floor to another. Shortly after the end of the Civil War, there emerged 
two other technologies that contributed to higher urban densities: the ele-
vator and steel-frame construction. Together they made the skyscraper eco-
nomically and structurally possible.

Congestion had more than just aesthetic or psychological conse-
quences. In an age before treatment of water supplies, before modern sew-
age disposal, and before antibiotics—an age when communicable diseases 
were the major threat to health—the congestion of the city exacted a huge 
cost in death and illness. In fact, for much of the nineteenth century most 
large cities experienced natural decrease (more deaths than births). They 
grew only because of inmigration. The situation was well understood at 
the time, and decongestion of the city was a major goal of reform-minded 
citizens and planners.

Few municipalities have planned intelligently for this rapid urban growth. 
Buildings have been crowded upon land and people have been crowded 
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Tenements on New York’s 
Lower East Side (left) at 
the end of the nineteenth 
century. Note the narrow 
building width and side-
by-side construction. The 
four windows across the 
building front represent 
two narrow apartments 
side by side. Behind them 
are two more apartments, 
whose windows open onto 
the rear yard. Photos like 
that of the men’s sleep-
ing quarters (below) in a 
New York tenement about 
1905 helped put housing 
conditions at the top of the 
reformers’ agenda.
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within buildings. Urban living has become in many ways inconvenient, 
unsafe and unhealthful. … Transit facilities fail to develop much in advance 
of demonstrable need, so the population becomes crowded within a limited 
area. … It becomes used to living a life quite divorced from nature. The respon-
sibilities of homeownership are felt only by a few. The sense of citizenship and 
the sense of moral responsibility for evils suffered by neighbors become weak.

In the interests of both hygiene and public morality, the cottage home is 
much to be preferred to the tenement dwelling. … Tuberculosis is responsi-
ble for nearly one-tenth of all deaths in the United States. … The tubercule 
bacillus can live for weeks outside the human body in a sunless, damp room, 
hall or cellar. The tenement house may thus at once reduce vitality, through 
absence of sunlight and fresh air, and may provide abundant opportunity for 
transmission of prevalent and dangerous diseases.6

This widely held view helped shape the agenda and direction of the 
planning profession in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

The Beginnings of Decentralization

Late in the nineteenth century, the first forces for decentralization appeared 
on the urban scene. These forces have grown in strength to the present time. 
By the 1880s electric motor and power transmission technology had advanced 
far enough to make possible the electric streetcar. Faster and cheaper than 
the horse-drawn trolleys it supplanted, the electric streetcar was a powerful 
decentralizing force. In a few years the effective radius of the city was doubled. 
Three miles, a distance the average person can comfortably walk in an hour, 
had been something of a limit for the population that worked in the urban 
core. With the streetcar, tendrils of urban growth extended from the city, and 
the process of suburbanization was begun. In an aptly titled book, Streetcar 
Suburbs, Warner describes how in a few years the streetcar effectively dou-
bled the radius of Boston and converted the old “walking city” into a modern 
metropolis.7 The decentralizing power of rail-based transportation was not 
lost on the more prophetic writers of the times. In 1902 H.G. Wells wrote,

Many of our railway-begotten giants are destined to such a process of dissec-
tion and diffusion as to amount almost to obliteration. … The social history of 
the middle and later thirds of the nineteenth century … has been the history of 
a gigantic rush of population into the magic radius—for most people—of four 
miles, to suffer there physical and moral disaster … far more appalling than any 
pestilence that ever swept the world. … But new forces … may finally be equal 
to the complete reduction of all our present congestions. … What will be the 
forces acting upon the prosperous household? The passion for nature. … and 
that craving for a little private imperium are the chief centrifugal inducements. 
The city will diffuse itself until it has taken many of the characteristics of what is 
now country. … We may call … these coming town provinces “urban regions.”8

Wells was writing about England, but the same forces of national 
population growth, the growth of manufacturing, and urbanization were 
operative in the United States.
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In common with most nineteenth- and early twentieth-century reform-
ers, Wells viewed the congestion of the city as a profound evil and the 
coming decentralization as an obviously desirable event. To the nineteenth-
century reformer, what we now contemptuously refer to as “urban sprawl” 
or, sometimes, “suburban sprawl” would have looked like an improvement 
almost too good to be imagined.

URBAn TRenDS In The TWenTIeTh CenTURy

Just as nineteenth-century technology proved to be centralizing and to pro-
mote very great population densities, twentieth-century technology proved 
to be exactly the reverse. One decentralizing technology after another 
appeared on the scene, a process that continues to the present time. For per-
haps about the first half of the twentieth century, technology favored decen-
tralization within metropolitan areas but did not favor smaller over larger 
areas. Thus many large metropolitan areas grew rapidly, usually with the 
major share of growth occurring in their suburban areas.

Figure 2–1 shows the redistribution of population from 1900 to 2010. 
The figure is based on standard U.S. Bureau of the Census categories. Any 
point in the nation is located either in a metropolitan or in a nonmetro-
politan area. Within metropolitan areas any point is located either in a cen-
tral city, usually a place with a population of 50,000 or more, or in what 
the U.S. Bureau of the Census refers to as the “part outside” and what is 
referred to more casually as the suburbs. (This terminology has changed 
slightly for the 2010 census, as explained in the note for Figure 2–1.) The 
distinction between suburb and city is based on jurisdictional lines and 
thus may not correspond to what you would see on the ground. There may 
be many areas in the “part outside” that are urban in character; and, con-
versely, many parts of the central city may have a lower-density, suburban 
character. Across the century, the U.S. Bureau of the Census has designated 
new central cities and new metropolitan areas, and existing metropolitan 
areas have grown as new counties have been added on their peripheries. 
Thus the picture presented by Figure 2–1 is only a rough abstraction of a 
very complex situation. Nonetheless, it correctly depicts a massive change.

The distinction between suburb and city is based on jurisdictional 
lines and thus may not correspond to what you would see on the ground. 
There may be many areas in the “part outside” that are urban in character; 
and, conversely, many parts of the central city may have a lower-density, 
suburban character. Across the century, the U.S. Bureau of the Census has 
designated new central cities and new metropolitan areas, and existing 
metropolitan areas have grown as new counties have been added on their 
peripheries. Thus the picture presented by Figure 2–1 is only a rough 
abstraction of a very complex situation. Nonetheless, it correctly depicts a 
massive change.
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FIGURe 2–1  U.S. population 1900 to 2000 by place of residence, in millions.

Note: The figures for 1900 through 1940 are estimated for 1950 Standard Metropolitan Statistical Area 
(SMSA) boundaries. From 1950 on, with each decennial census some SMSAs got larger as additional 
counties were added to them and some new SMSAs came into being as a function of population 
growth. Thus the trend lines up through 1940 and those after 1940 were not done on the same basis 
and are not entirely comparable. For 2010 the Bureau of the Census dropped the term central city and 
substituted principal city, distinguishing between principal cities in metropolitan and micropolitan areas, 
the latter term referring to smaller urbanized places within metropolitan areas. Data from the 2010 
census have been adjusted to make them approximately comparable to earlier censuses. The apparent 
decline in nonmetropolitan population from 2000 to 2010 may be in part an artifact resulting from 
some areas that were classified as nonmetropolitan in 2000 being reclassified as metropolitan in 2010.

Sources: For 1950 and earlier, Donald J. Bogue, Population Growth in Standard Metropolitan Areas 
1900–1950, Housing and Home Finance Agency, Washington, DC, pp. 11 and 13. For 1960 and 
subsequent years, the Statistical Abstract of the United States, 112th and earlier editions, and direct 
communication with the Population Division, U.S. Bureau of the Census.
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Note how the suburban portion of the total population began to grow 
very rapidly from the first postwar census (1950) and continued to grow 
rapidly through the 2010 census. In fact, the suburban population of the 
United States is now larger than the nonmetropolitan and central-city pop-
ulations combined.

For population, the big decentralizing force was the automobile. Its 
speed and flexibility of route and schedule were preconditions for large-
scale suburbanization. The first vehicles appeared in the 1890s, but their 
numbers grew slowly, reaching about 5 million by 1915. About this time, 
mass production of Henry Ford’s Model T began, and the number of autos 
in the United States increased rapidly, reaching about 25 million by 1930. It 
is no coincidence that the first great period of suburbanization in the United 
States began in the 1920s.

The truck bore very much the same relationship to retailing, whole-
saling, and light manufacturing as did the automobile to population. It 
permitted wide-scale decentralization by freeing firms from the necessity 
of being near rail lines. Retailers could follow their customers, and manu-
facturers could follow the labor force, with far more freedom than would 
have been possible a few years earlier. The decentralization of wholesaling 
followed naturally from the decentralization of retailing, which in turn fol-
lowed naturally from the decentralization of population.

Other forces also accelerated the process of suburbanization. 
Improved telephone communications made possible some decentraliza-
tion of economic activity by reducing the need for face-to-face contact. The 
development of motion pictures and commercial radio broke the monopoly 
of central places of entertainment and thus increased the relative attrac-
tiveness of outlying residential areas. The invention of the limited-access 
highway in the 1920s proved also to be decentralizing. The first limited-
access divided highway in the United States, and possibly the world, was 
the Bronx River Parkway in Westchester County, New York, completed 
in 1926. Parkways were originally envisioned as giving the urban middle 
class, with its newly acquired automobiles, access to the countryside. Their 
unanticipated but more profound effect was to make it easier to live in sub-
urbia while working in the central city.

Suburbanization proceeded at a moderate pace during the 1920s and 
then slowed somewhat during the Great Depression of the 1930s. America’s 
participation in World War II between 1941 and 1945 represented a brief 
break in the suburbanizing process. Residential construction, other than for 
war workers, was halted; civilian automobile production was suspended; 
and gasoline was rationed. When the war ended, the country entered a sus-
tained suburban housing boom. In the first decade or so after the war, part 
of the force behind suburbanization came from accumulated demand from 
the low construction years between 1930 and 1945. But the process contin-
ued unabated for many years beyond the period, which could be explained 
by pent-up demand from the 1930s and 1940s.
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The Rush to the Suburbs

The forces behind this sustained growth of the suburbs were numerous. 
Mortgage finance was readily available on attractive terms (see Chapter 
17). Employment was high, and incomes were rising rapidly. The nation 
thus had more wealth to spend on land development, on housing, and on 
the additional personal transportation that suburbanization required. Auto-
mobile ownership rose from 25 million in 1945 to about 40 million in 1950, 
to 62 million in 1960, 89 million in 1970, 122 million in 1980, and 134 million 
in 1990. At the end of World War II, there was one automobile for every 
five Americans. By 1990 there was one automobile for every 1.9 Americans. 
After 1990, the statistics for the number of automobiles registered in the 
United States stabilized, but only because so many people switched to vans 
and sport-utility vehicles (SUVs), which are classified as light trucks rather 
than automobiles.

Paralleling the increase in automobile ownership was a great expan-
sion of the nation’s highway system. Shortly after World War II there began 
a major surge of highway building by the states, powerfully encouraged by 
federal subsidies. Practical commuting distances increased, and suburban 
residence for city workers became much more feasible. Then the National 
Defense Highway Act of 1956 funded the beginning of the Interstate High-
way System. The suburbanizing effect of the Interstate Highway System 
on both population and economic activity was enormous. This matter is 
discussed in detail in Chapter 17.

Decentralization has also been promoted by improvements in elec-
tronic communications. Long-distance direct dialing, common carrier links 
between computers, closed-circuit television, e-mail, fax, and social net-
working all reduce the need for face-to-face communication. Having the 
capacity for interaction at a distance does not cause decentralization, but 
it permits it if economic or social forces favor it. In many industries like 
brokerage and insurance, which still maintain a large central-city presence 
for the highest interaction activities, much “back office” work—like data 
processing—has moved to the suburbs, to nonmetropolitan America, and 
overseas. In the first years of this century, much concern has been expressed 
about the outsourcing to lower-wage nations of all sorts of white-collar 
work including computer programming, income tax preparation, legal 
work, call center operations, analysis of X-rays and other medical diagnos-
tic images, and the like. What has made all these outward moves possible is 
low-cost, instantaneous transmission of words, data, and images. In its way, 
the microchip may be proving to be as powerful an agent of deconcentra-
tion as was the automobile.

The baby boom, a phenomenon that began in the late 1940s, peaked 
in 1957, and lasted into the mid-1960s, further fueled the suburban hous-
ing boom. The increase in births a generation later, the so-called echo of the 
baby boom, added force to the suburbanizing trend toward the end of the 
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twentieth century. The attraction of the suburbs for couples in the family-
formation stage of life is an enormous decentralizing force.

The Boomburgs. Perhaps the ultimate (at least thus far) expression of 
decentralizing forces has been the development of the “boomburgs,” a term 
popularized by Robert Lang and Jennifer Lefurgy for large cities or places 
large enough to be cities that grew at double-digit rates for each of the past 
three decades of the twentieth century and which are generally located 
within metropolitan areas. The largest of the group that they identify is 
Mesa, Arizona, which had a population of over 400,000 by 2002.9 The most 
striking characteristic of these cities is their non-urbanness.

Some boomburgs contain substantial amounts of office space: Scottsdale, Ari-
zona and Plano, Texas have dozens of office buildings and millions of square 
feet of floor space—mostly upper end space at that. Yet together these two 
communities have only four high rise office buildings. Welcome to the boom-
burgs, where low-slung office cubes line the freeways.10

Until very recently the boomburg was a major—perhaps the major—
emerging form in the United States. That is no longer so. In fact, many 
boomburgs and boomburg-like places are in serious economic trouble. In 
fast-growing places much employment—construction, real estate, finance—
comes from the fact of growth itself. When growth stops, the blow to the job 
market is more severe than in a slower-growing area. Then, too, in places 
that have experienced rapid growth and perhaps also a bubble in real estate 
prices many property owners owe more on their properties than the prop-
erties are worth. These “underwater” properties increase the rate of fore-
closure and abandonment, a matter discussed in more detail in Chapter 11. 
In early 2011 it was reported that the biggest percentage increase in people 
whose incomes were under the federal poverty line was in the Sarasota-
Brandenton Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA) on the Gulf Coast of Flor-
ida, a place that has many boomburg characteristics.

Will boomburg growth resume as the U.S. puts the Great Recession 
behind it? This remains to be seen. Some reasons for doubt are presented in 
the final section of this chapter.

Regional Trends

The period from the end of World War II to the present has also seen major 
changes in the regional distribution of population as shown in Table 2–1. 
The movement from “frostbelt” to “sunbelt” has been driven by many 
forces, some of which are the same as those that powered the movement 
from city to suburb.

One overriding force has simply been the growth in real per cap-
ita income. As people become more affluent, they are able to give more 
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weight to their preferences and less weight to pure economic necessity. 
That trend has clearly favored warmer climates and places with supe-
rior natural amenities. The increase in average life span coupled with a 
younger retirement age has increased the number of people who receive 
“mailbox income” (Social Security, pensions, and so on) and are thus free 
to live where they like. Many of these people have migrated southward. 

TABLe 2–1 Regional Population, 1950–2010 (in thousands)

Regiona 1950 1970 1990 2000 2010

Percentage 
Change 

2000–2010

Percentage 
Change 

1950–2010

Northeast 39,478 49,061 50,976 53,610 55,411 3.3 40.4

New 
England

9,314 11,848 13,197 13,983 14,448 3.3 55.1

Mid-
Atlantic

30,164 37,213 37,779 39,672 40,963 3.3 35.8

North-central 44,461 56,589 60,225 64,429 67,115 4.5 50.1

East 
North-
central

30,399 40,262 42,414 45,155 46,544 3.0 53.1

West 
North-
central

14,061 16,327 17,811 19,274 20,571 6.7 46.3

South 47,197 62,812 86,916 100,237 115,051 14.8 143.8

South 
Atlantic

21,182 30,678 44,421 51,769 60,030 16.0 183.4

East 
South-
central

11,477 12,808 15,347 17,023 18,508 8.7 61.3

West 
South-
central

14,538 19,326 27,148 31,445 36,513 16.1 151.2

West 20,190 34,838 54,060 63,198 72,173 14.2 257.5

Mountain 5,075 8,289 14,035 18,172 22,141 21.8 336.2

Pacific 15,115 26,549 40,025 45,026 50,032 11.1 230.2

Note: a These regions are standard U.S. Bureau of the Census groupings, as follows: New 
England: Maine, New Hampshire, Vermont, Massachusetts, Rhode Island, Connecticut; Mid-
Atlantic: New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania; East North-central: Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, 
Michigan, Wisconsin; West North-central: Minnesota, Iowa, Missouri, North Dakota, South 
Dakota, Nebraska, Kansas; South Atlantic: Delaware, Maryland, District of Columbia, Virginia, 
West Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia, Florida; East South-central: Kentucky, 
Tennessee, Alabama, Mississippi; West South-central: Arkansas, Louisiana, Oklahoma, Texas; 
Mountain: Montana, Idaho, Wyoming, Colorado, New Mexico, Arizona, Utah, Nevada; Pacific: 
Washington, Oregon, California, Alaska, Hawaii.

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Census of the Population, 1950, 1970, 1990, 2000, and 2010.
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The Interstate Highway System and electronic communications have made 
many southern and southwestern locations much more accessible than 
they previously were. The development of air-conditioning made many 
parts of the South, especially the Deep South, far more attractive than they 
once were.

One trend which the state figures in Table 2–1 do not capture has been 
the coastward movement of population. By the end of the twentieth cen-
tury, one-half of the U.S. population lived within 50 miles of a coast. One 
reason for this is the attractiveness of coastal areas both for scenic and rec-
reational reasons, and also, in some cases, a more moderate climate. Again, 
it is affluence and mailbox income that facilitate this trend.

The Age of Central-City Shrinkage

As Figure 2–1 indicates, the decades after World War II saw metropolitan 
areas grow rapidly in absolute terms and also as a percentage of total popu-
lation. Within metropolitan areas most growth occurred outside the central 
cities. However, the picture is a mixed one. Much growth occurred in a 
number of western central cities. Some of this was genuine urban growth. 
But in many western cities, the city limits extend well beyond the urbanized 
area. Therefore, much growth that is suburban in character occurs within 
the city boundaries and appears as part of the central-city total. Then, too, if 
the city is not surrounded by incorporated municipalities that resist annex-
ation, the city may grow substantially in land area. This was and is the case 
for many western cities.

In the older and larger cities in the east- and north-central parts of the 
nation, the general rule was shrinkage. Cities were usually surrounded by 
other municipalities, so that growth by annexation was difficult or impossi-
ble. Then, too, high population densities and a pre-automobile street pattern 
made it difficult to compete with the surrounding suburbs for residents and 
jobs. From 1950 to 2000, the population of Buffalo shrank from 580,000 to 
293,000, St. Louis from 857,000 to 348,000, Cleveland from 915,000 to 478,000, 
Chicago from 3,621,000 to 2,896,000, Boston from 810,000 to 589,000, Pitts-
burgh from 677,000 to 335,000, and Philadelphia from 2,072,000 to 1,518,000. 
New York City, an exception, grew slightly, from 7,891,000 to 8,008,000, for 
reasons discussed subsequently.

The population losses in many older cities were also related to the 
regional trends noted before. The city in a lagging region is, all other things 
being equal, more likely to lose population because the market for the goods 
and services it produces is not growing; nor is there increasing population 
pressure on it from surrounding areas. Thus, for cities like Cleveland or Buf-
falo, internal forces predisposing to population and job loss were augmented 
by regional trends. Conversely, sunbelt cities like Fort Myers, Dallas, Hou-
ston, or Phoenix grew rapidly, in part because they are situated in growing 
regions. Central-city population losses were, as one would expect, paralleled 
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by employment losses. Manufacturing jobs continued to move to suburban 
and exurban locations, drawn by lower land costs, often lower wages, and 
the availability of large blocks of land that facilitated the building of single-
story plants. As suburban populations grew, their buying power necessar-
ily drew both retailers and the wholesalers who serve them out of the city. 
The growth of the suburban labor force also pulled many business services 
and headquarters operations out of downtown and into the suburbs, since 
there is no greater determinant of business location than the availability of 
labor. Because of the decentralization of employment, there is now much 
more cross-commuting (commuting from suburb to suburb) than there is 
commuting from suburb to central city. The day when many suburbs served 
largely as bedroom communities for the central city is now several decades 
behind us.

Trends Since 2000

In the first decade of this century the population decline of the nation’s larg-
est cities appeared to come to a halt. Of the 50 largest cities in the United 
States in 2010 only three—Detroit, Chicago, and Cleveland—lost popula-
tion between 2000 and 2010. All three are in the north-central region of the 
nation. In the case of the biggest loser, Detroit, the loss of jobs in automobile 
manufacturing was clearly a major factor.

The nation’s biggest city, New York, actually gained almost 400,000 
people across the decade. A big factor in New York’s demographic turn-
around was the nation’s high rate of immigration. The outmigration of the 
native-born population was more than compensated by immigration, both 
legal and illegal. Perhaps, also, the growth of world trade or, more gener-
ally, what we refer to as globalization contributed to the city’s growth by 
increasing employment in trade and finance-related activities.11

Exactly why the decline in many other large cities stopped is not 
entirely certain. One factor may have been the changing shape of the U.S. 
population. With a smaller share of the population in the family-formation 
age the relative push to suburbanization may have been reduced. Immigra-
tion, as noted, has been a factor in some cases.

Cities and the Poor

As many central cities lost population and employment in the second half 
of the twentieth century, their populations also became poorer relative to 
that of the nation as a whole. In the 1950s, central cities had somewhat less 
than their proportionate share of the nation’s poor. By the 1980s, they had 
more than twice their proportionate share.

One reason for the urbanization of poverty was simply selective 
migration. It was, by and large, the city’s more prosperous residents who 
had the income to make the move to the suburbs, often at the same time 
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making the switch from being renters to being homeowners. Another rea-
son was the suburbanization of jobs and thus of income. These factors are 
closely related. Many firms followed their workers and customers out to 
the suburbs or beyond. Conversely, many residents of the central city fol-
lowed their employers out of the central city.

Another factor, and a very important one, was the extremely rapid 
mechanization of agriculture and the huge increase in agricultural pro-
ductivity (output per worker) that occurred after World War II. In 1945, 
the year World War II ended, U.S. farm employment was 10 million, and 
the U.S. farm population was 25 million. By 1970, farm employment was 
under 4 million, and total farm population was under 10 million. This 
decrease occurred despite the fact that the U.S. population had grown 
from 140 million to 203 million. The agricultural labor force had shrunk 
by more than half but was able to feed an additional 63 million people and 
produce a considerable surplus for export. Since 1970, the decline in farm 
employment and population has continued, but necessarily at a much 
slower pace.

The effect of this increase in agricultural productivity was to force 
enormous numbers of farmers off the land and set in motion a great inter-
nal migration toward the cities. For the most part, the more prosperous 
farmers were the ones who could mechanize, acquire more land, and stay 
in farming. It was the poorer farmers who were rendered surplus and had 
little choice but to head for the cities.12 A displaced rural and small-town 
population, much of it without nonagricultural job skills and often with lit-
tle formal education, poured into many of the nation’s central cities during 
the 1950s, 1960s, and early 1970s. Unfortunately, this was the very time that 
the central cities were losing large amounts of manufacturing and goods-
handling work, the kind of employment that might have sustained many 
of these rural-to-urban migrants. Thus in some ways the situation for these 
internal migrants was more difficult than that which had faced the wave 
of European immigrants who had arrived in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries. Although social services were not nearly as good at 
the turn of the century as they were five decades later, the European immi-
grants of that earlier time were arriving when urban labor markets were 
expanding and before automation and other modern technologies were 
decimating the demand for relatively low-skilled manual labor.13

Today we take it for granted that in the older and more run-down 
sections of most central cities, the population will be largely black or other 
minority. This situation, too, results largely from the mechanization of agri-
culture. In, say, 1940, most U.S. blacks lived in the states of the old Confeder-
acy and were a largely rural and small-town population. The mechanization 
of agriculture and the concurrent increases in agricultural productivity hit 
black farmers especially hard because they were often the poorest of the 
poor. Many were tenant farmers or sharecroppers rather than owners of the 
land that they farmed. If the farmer who owned the land could cut costs by 
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replacing manual labor with machinery, the tenant farmers had no choice 
but to move. And that move, more often than not, was to the central cities. 
Thus to the problems that any large, rapid rural-to-urban migration would 
create were added a host of other problems relating to racial discrimination, 
the legacy of three centuries of slavery, and some decades of Jim Crow.

Few, if any, nations have been able to deal well with mass rural-to-
urban migration, but the great migration just described is now several 
decades behind us and progress has been made. Many of the children and 
grandchildren of those who migrated to the cities now have the skills to 
function in a modern economy, and many are now firmly ensconced in the 
middle class. In a general sort of way it may be that the stabilizing of urban 
populations and the revival of many urban areas is partly due to the resolu-
tion of much of the trauma of the great migration.

A TURn ToWARD ReURBAnIZATIon?

Has a decades-long trend to surburbanization run its course, and are we 
now on the cusp of a return to a more urban pattern of development?

Here are some reasons why we might expect that to happen and a 
few straws in the wind which suggest that it really is happening. The major 
reason is simply demography. Figure 2–2 shows births since 1940. Births 
climbed slowly from Depression-era lows during World War II and then 
accelerated thereafter. The baby boom, generally dated from the late 1940s 
to the mid-1960s, peaked in 1957 at 4.31 million. Beginning in the mid-1960s 
births dropped off rapidly. By the mid-1970s there were about a million 
fewer births per year than there had been at the height of the baby boom. 
The average woman was not having nearly as many children as during 
the baby boom but there were many more women of childbearing age. 
From about 1990 to 2010 total births were comparable to baby boom levels. 
As Figure 2–3 shows, the U.S. population was by then very much larger 
than it had been during the baby boom. In 1960 people under the age of 20 
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constituted 38.4 percent of the population. By 2010 they constituted only 
19.7 percent of the population.

The percentage of childless adults and childless couples is much 
higher than it was and the average number of children in those families 
that do have children is smaller. The presence of large numbers of children 
was a major force behind suburbanization and clearly demographic change 
has weakened that force.

A few decades ago crime was a major force in driving the middle class 
out of many cities, the so-called “white flight.” People who could afford to 
move to the suburbs did so in part for fears for their own safety and, often, 
more so for fears for their children’s safety, both in school and on the street. 
And when they moved they took their buying power and their taxpaying 
capacity with them. But crime rates in many cities have been declining  
for some time. Table 2–2 shows the number of murders in five randomly 
chosen cities.

The figures shown in Table 2–2 are the actual totals, not rates. Mur-
der rates are used because murder is the most accurately reported crime. 
The rates for other reported crimes, both violent ones such as assault and 
property crimes such as burglary and theft, followed similar paths. Since 
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TABLe 2–2 Murders in Five Cities for Selected years

Year New York Chicago Washington DC Boston Los Angeles

1965 838 395 81 N/A N/A

1990 2065 851 472 116 987

2012 684 516 88 58 298

Source: FBI Uniform Crime Reports and municipal police departments.
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2012, the last year shown in Table 2–2, crime rates in cities have generally 
declined, albeit slowly. In 2015, in a few cities, notably Baltimore, Washing-
ton, DC, and Chicago, homicide rates turned upward, for reasons about 
which there is no general agreement. However, overall, U.S. cities are much 
safer places now than they were some years ago.

The causes of the decline are not firmly established. Perhaps better 
policing is part of the explanation; incarceration may also be a cause. On any 
day in America, more than two million people, nine-tenths of them male, are 
locked up in local jails, state penitentiaries, and federal prisons. That figure 
is several times what it was a few decades ago. While many, including the 
writer, believe we err in the direction of excessive incarceration, it may be that 
it has been responsible for part of the decrease in crime. Some believe that the 
decline in the use of crack cocaine is part of the explanation. The economist 
Steven Levitt, author of Freakonomics, suggests that Roe v. Wade may be part 
of the explanation.14 That 1973 decision legalized abortion, and very shortly 
after the abortion rate started to rise. About two decades later crime rates 
started to head downward. Crime of the type that fills the prisons is largely a 
young man’s game (rates for most offenses peak in the mid- or late teens). If 
one believes that unwanted children are more likely to be abused, neglected, 
or generally raised badly, there is some logic to his hypothesis.

Perhaps beyond any of the above explanations there are other basic 
changes in our society which are part of the explanation and that we do not 
yet understand. Whatever the causes, the huge decline in crime is beyond 
argument. Thus one major deurbanizing force has greatly weakened.

For a long time many people considered that buying a house was per-
haps the best investment they could make. It was a leveraged investment, 
perhaps the only one to which most people ever had access. You scraped 
together the down payment any way you could, made your mortgage pay-
ments, and in due time owned the house free and clear instead of having 
a box full of rent receipts. The financial crisis and the ensuing Great Reces-
sion changed many people’s minds on that score (see Chapter 11). That, of 
course, took some of the steam out of the drive for suburbanization because 
for many people the suburbs were where you went to become a homeowner.

Certain other forces may play out in more complicated or arguable 
ways. The distribution of personal income in the U.S. has been becoming 
more unequal for several decades. That may shrink the number of house-
holds who can afford the traditional suburban lifestyle while at the same 
time it increased the number of people who can afford to pay a couple of 
million for a high-rise condo downtown. Why income is becoming less 
equally distributed is a matter of some uncertainty. The shrinkage of manu-
facturing employment and the weakening of private sector labor unions 
have been cited as a cause. So too has been the offshoring of many types of 
white-collar work. (For several recent editions of this book much of the edi-
torial production such as typesetting was done in India. For earlier editions 
all of it was done in the U.S.)
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The computerization of so much economic activity has greatly 
increased the productivity and hence the incomes of those people with the 
right set of skills to take advantage of it. Changes in the financial world 
have provided huge increases in income for some brokers, traders, invest-
ment bankers, and others. But, again, regardless of the causes, the facts are 
beyond dispute, and it is hard to believe that such an important society-
wide change will not have some effect on the city–suburb question, even 
though we cannot nail that effect down precisely at this time.

The geographer Richard Florida writes of the “creative class” (academ-
ics, writers, scientists, researchers of various types—people who make their 
living with higher-level verbal, quantitative, or related skills). He argues 
that the ability to attract this class determines, more than any other factor, 
the economic fate of cities. Perhaps, though I can offer no hard evidence for 
it, this class has a preference for the particular stimuli of the urban life.15

If the above are some of the forces that may be pushing us toward 
reurbanization, what are the straws in the wind? One is that the 2010 census 
revealed that poverty rates between 2000 and 2010 rose faster in the sub-
urbs than in the cities. That is a reversal of the trend of the previous several 
decades and suggests that some major changes may be underway.

Some surveys of younger adults have indicated considerable prefer-
ence for an urban life. The writer Alan Ehrenhalt cites a poll taken in 2009 
of people between the ages of 20 and 35 in which a startling 45 percent said 
they would like to live in New York City at some time if it were possible.16 
Even if you take New York as a metaphor for the urban life in general rather 
than treating that figure literally, it is still a powerful statement.

In the last several years the percentage of teenagers and people in 
their early twenties who have driver’s licenses has been declining. This 
reverses a trend that has been in place since Henry Ford began filling the 
streets with mass-produced Model Ts almost a century ago.

Another straw in the wind is simply the pattern of recent real estate 
investment. Increasingly, developers report that it is mixed-use development, 
walkability, and development with an urban feel that sells. This sort of devel-
opment may be seen at all scales, from perhaps two acres upward. For a very 
large-scale example see the discussion about Tyson’s Corner, VA in Chapter 10.

In a number of cities small hotspots characterized by fine-grained 
mixed use, very active street life, a young population, and cultural richness 
are springing up against a much drabber background. The DuPont Circle 
area of Washington, DC is a delightful place to stroll about, has numerous 
trendy (and pricey) places to eat, and is filled with young, highly educated, 
upwardly mobile people. Rents for even the smallest apartments are very 
high. If you want to know what people want, there is probably no better 
indicator than what they are willing to pay. Hotspots of reurbanization, 
whether they be in Washington, New York, Philadelphia, Chicago, Austin, 
Phoenix, or San Francisco, won’t show up in the statistics of an entire city 
or metropolitan area, but they are unmistakable to the interested observer.
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If demand is shifting toward a more urban pattern of development, 
the response to that shift could take many forms. One response could be 
central city focused, characterized by gentrification, large-scale redevel-
opment, and a gradual process in which an affluent, incoming population 
gradually pushes lower-income people outward. There would be nothing 
surprising about that. It is, in fact, a pattern in many European cities.

An alternative scenario is that much of the demand for urban environ-
ments would be satisfied in the suburbs by spots, small or large, of urban-
style development in the larger matrix of the suburbs.

Are those who foresee an age of reurbanization correct? It is too early 
to say with certainty since, among other things, we will have to wait for 
a while to be able to separate the transitory effects of the Great Recession 
from long-term trends.

SUMMARy

The forces that produced a hundredfold increase in urban population in  
the United States between 1800 and 1900 included national population 
growth, increased agricultural productivity, the growth of factory produc-
tion, and the development of low-cost modes of transportation. The nature 
of nineteenth-century transportation contributed to an extremely dense 
pattern of urban development.

In the late nineteenth century, the first signs of suburbanization became 
visible as the electric streetcar began expanding the old “walking city.” In the 
twentieth century, automotive transportation, electronic communications, 
and increased income promoted massive suburbanization of population 
and economic activity, which continue to the present time.

We noted the slowdown of central-city population growth in the 
decades after World War II and the declines in the population of many of 
the largest cities, particularly inland industrial cities such as Cleveland and 
St. Louis. But at the same time that central-city growth slowed, the total 
population of metropolitan areas continued to grow rapidly.

In the post-World War II period, central cities have grown poorer 
relative both to the suburbs and to nonmetropolitan areas. The selective 
outmigration of more prosperous households and the loss of employment 
to suburbs, nonmetropolitan areas, and overseas competitors have contrib-
uted to this trend. Another factor was the migration to the cities of a large, 
generally poor population pushed off the land by the rapid mechanization 
of agriculture in the decades after World War II.

We noted that from 2000 to 2010 the population shrinkage in larger central 
cities slowed considerably and that one factor behind this may be the changing 
age structure of the U.S. population. The chapter closes with the possibilities 
of a reversal of the decentralizing trends which have predominated since the 
end of World War II and a turn toward a more urban pattern of development.
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c h a p t e r  3

The history of 
Planning: Part I

The history of city and town planning, in its full sense, goes back many 
centuries. The logical and orderly arrangement of streets and public spaces 
in Roman towns, for instance, indicates the existence of a high level of 
city planning before the birth of Christ. However, since the focus of this 
book is present-day planning, we do not present a full history of the sub-
ject. This chapter begins with a note on the prerevolutionary period in the 
United States and proceeds through the first great age of suburbanization, 
the 1920s. The next chapter picks up the story from the start of the Great 
Depression and carries it through to the present.

The focus of this chapter, as of the book as a whole, is on events in the 
United States. However, the chapter does contain some discussion of plan-
ning in Europe as well, since the development of planning in the United 
States was and is closely tied to events across the ocean. In fact, today the 
American planner who observes the practice of planning in Europe—
whether by visiting new towns in Scandinavia, France, or the Netherlands; 
by observing the preservation of historic districts in any one of a number of 
countries; or simply by observing the sensitivity and wisdom with which 
the Swiss have treated a beautiful but potentially fragile natural heritage—
will realize that there is still much we can learn from the Europeans.

Up until now, planning in the United States and in Europe has had 
much more influence on other parts of the world than the rest of the world 
has had on Europe and the United States. For example, some thousands 
of Third World students have studied planning in the United States and 
Europe, whereas there has been little if any flow of students in the opposite 
direction. But that unbalanced flow of influence will change in the decades 
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to come. At present there is a tremendous amount of modern urban plan-
ning activity in the Third World, particularly in those nations that have 
experienced the most rapid economic growth. This includes much work in 
existing cities, the planning of numerous new towns, the planning of mod-
ern public transportation systems, and the planning of highways to accom-
modate the very rapid increase in automobile ownership now taking place. 
Inevitably, we in the West will begin learning from non-Western experience, 
both from successes and from failures.

CoLonIAL AMeRICA

Prior to the American Revolution, municipalities had strong powers to con-
trol the use of land and thus shape their own form. These powers came 
out of a European tradition that treated the town or village as an indepen-
dent corporation, which might own, control, or dispose of most of the land 
within its boundaries. Many U.S. communities started as grants to individ-
uals or groups, which then, by virtue of the grant, had the power to dispose 
of land within their borders. Communities had broad powers to control 
economic activities within their borders. For example, municipal govern-
ments frequently had the power to decide whether an individual was to be 
allowed to practice a particular trade or business. Thus colonial towns had 
formidable powers to shape their patterns of development. They also faced 
weaker growth pressures than was later to be the case.

Today one can see the results of prerevolutionary town planning in 
many communities where subsequent growth pressures were not so over-
whelming as to sweep away all traces of earlier times.1 Prerevolutionary 
plann ing survives well in parts of New England away from major metro-
politan areas, including much of New Hampshire and Vermont as well as 
parts of Maine, western Massachusetts, and parts of Connecticut and Rhode 
Island. The urban patterns that characterize such towns—the town square, 
the reasonable amounts of space between buildings, the simple rectangular 
street pattern—are all legacies of the town planning of the period. The regular 
pattern of development and the open areas in Savannah are also an example 
of prerevolutionary town planning. The land for the city was a grant to a 
single individual, James Oglethorpe, who as grantee had the power to plan 
and impose an orderly and gracious pattern upon subsequent development.

The Revolution changed much of this. A certain amount of dis order 
was one price to be paid for political and personal freedom—a small price 
for what was gained, but still a price. Quite obviously, the Revolution 
ended the practice of creating municipalities through the mechanism of 
royal grants to individuals. More importantly, it placed the bulk of polit-
ical power in the hands of the states. Substate units of government pos-
sessed only those powers granted them by the states. Municipal powers 
to control the use and disposition of land were thus greatly diminished. 
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James Oglethorpe’s 1733 plan for Savannah (top left) and the gracious and open results 
from an 1855 drawing (top right). William Penn’s 1682 plan for Philadelphia is shown 
at bottom. In both plans, note the symmetry, the differentiation between primary and 
secondary streets, and the provision of public open space.
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The Constitution contains numerous safeguards for the rights of private 
property. (See, for example, the quotation from the Fifth Amendment in 
Chapter 5.) The protection of private property rights limits the capacity of a 
municipality to control development on privately owned land. Finally, the 
Revolution ushered in a very different set of attitudes, which weakened the 
influence of hierarchy, social status, and authority; strengthened the claims 
of individualism, and enhanced the prestige of entrepreneurial activity. 
That general change in consciousness favored a more freewheeling and less 
orderly process of development.2

LIMITeD MeAnS AnD GRoWInG PRoBLeMS

The reductions in the powers of municipalities occasioned by the Revolution 
preceded by only a very few decades the emergence of the enormous growth 
pressures discussed in Chapter 2. Many municipalities grew rapidly, with 
little public control over the pattern of growth. In most cases municipal 
planning was in the hands of the commercial elite of the city.3 Planning thus 
often focused on the commercial heart of the city and ignored residential 
areas, particularly the poorer ones. Often, planning was concentrated on 
steps to facilitate the commercial and industrial growth of the city, such 
as inducing a railroad to extend a branch line to the city or improving the 
docks and the waterfront. Street patterns were often laid out to facilitate 
land subdivision and speculation.

The rectangular “gridiron” pattern became commonplace for exactly 
these reasons. It was easy to lay out, and it facilitated subdivision and spec-
ulation. More imaginative plans and plans adapted to particular terrain 
and topographic features were relatively rare. As land values rose with the 
growth of urban populations, pressures on remaining open space increased. 
Few municipalities were willing to accept the costs of acquiring land to pro-
tect it from development. Rapid growth, a strong regard for the sanctity of 
private property, the lure of quick profits from land development and spec-
ulation, and a feeling that promoting commercial growth was the number 
one function of municipal government were dominant motifs of the early 
nineteenth-century urban scene.

There were a few exceptions to the picture just presented. For 
example, L’Enfant’s plan for Washington, DC was a unified vision of how 
street pattern, public spaces, and structures should form a grand design. 
And the motivation behind it was essentially civic, not commercial. In 
Savannah, Georgia, Oglethorpe’s original plan continued to guide the 
development of the city into the mid-nineteenth century. A number of 
the public squares shown in the photo on page 32 still remain. But more 
often than not, the forces of growth ran rampant over the prerevolutionary 
plans. For example, William Penn’s plan for Philadelphia, formulated in 
the 1680s, called for a system of broad streets, public open spaces, and 
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setbacks around individual structures. But the growth pressures that began 
in the late eighteenth century simply overwhelmed the plan. The side-
yard setbacks disappeared as houses were built wall to wall in block-long 
rows. Alleys were cut through blocks and then filled with row housing. 
Many public open spaces disappeared into commercial or residential use. 
There was no shortage of gracious and attractive city plans in eighteenth-
century America, but most of them, like Philadelphia’s, did not survive 
the growth pressures of the nineteenth century. By and large, Calvin 
Coolidge’s famous aphorism, “the business of America is business,” 
though uttered a century later, described early nineteenth-century urban 
America quite well.

The PReSSURe FoR ReFoRM

As urban populations and the density of urban development increased, 
pressures for reform mounted. U.S. planning history and tradition to a large 
extent mirror concern with the problems arising from urban growth. Over 
the years these problems have included sanitation and public health, the 
disappearance of urban open space, housing quality and overcrowding, the 
ugliness and grimness of the nineteenth-century industrial city, traffic con-
gestion, and the problem of providing urban populations with adequate 
mobility. In recent years planning effort has also been directed to problems 
of urban unemployment, to urban fiscal problems, to a variety of issues 
that might be lumped under the heading of social justice, and to issues of 
environmental preservation and quality, among others.

Sanitary Reform

In the mid-nineteenth century, sanitary conditions in most cities were 
appalling by modern standards. Human wastes were generally disposed 
of on-site in a backyard septic tank or cesspool—a situation that is a major 
menace to public health at high population densities. The menace was 
compounded because most water for household use came from wells and 
streams. Thus contamination of drinking water sources was common. In an 
age before antibiotics and vaccinations, water-borne diseases like cholera 
and typhoid fever were major killers. So, too, were insect-borne diseases 
like malaria, yellow fever, and typhus. The mechanics of disease transmis-
sion were not known in the mid-1800s, as the relationship between bacte-
ria and disease was still undiscovered. However, it was understood that 
large amounts of decaying material or stagnant water bred disease, perhaps 
because of “vapors” given off by putrefying materials.

Sewers, where they existed, served not to carry away organic wastes 
but to carry off storm water and prevent flooding. Very often they were 
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constructed large enough for a worker to go inside to make repairs. Water 
flow was too slow and too intermittent to carry off wastes, and so sewers 
themselves often became “elongated cesspools.”4

About 1840 a simple but very important invention that promised to 
be the agent of reform was made in England. This was the “water carriage” 
sewer. The insight behind the invention was remarkably simple. If a sewer 
pipe was made with a relatively small diameter, a cross-section like an 
egg sliced through the long way, and provided with a sufficient source of 
water, it would essentially be self-cleansing. The water velocity would be 
sufficient to carry off animal carcasses, fecal matter, and so on. Household 
wastes, instead of being dumped in on-site cesspools, could be piped into a 
common sewer and transported for miles before being released. The pros-
pect for improvement in public health was enormous.

But building a water carriage sewer system for a city required 
planning on a major scale. Since the system was operated by gravity, the 
topography of the city had to be taken into account in the layout of streets. 
Because the system depended on a necessary volume of flow, streets had 
to be built with crowns to divert rainwater into sewers. Deciding where to 
install sewer lines meant that data on population distribution and health 
conditions were needed. The “sanitary survey” of the late nineteenth 
century—a mapping of houses, cases of contagious disease, and the 
presence of outhouses and cesspools and the like—was perhaps the first 
systematic data collection and mapping effort to be seen in many cities. The 
amount of planning required to provide sewers to a city did not constitute 
comprehensive planning. But it did require that at least one aspect of the 
city be considered as a whole.

Planning for adequate waste disposal was only a part of the larger 
goal of a generally healthful environment. It was understood that dark, 
damp, crowded places were associated with higher rates of disease and 
death. Thus a more complete planning effort would include provision of 
open space, consideration of sunlight and ventilation, and some contractual 
arrangements (see Chapter 9) to prevent excessive density of development. 
In densely developed urban areas, little could be done about these latter 
considerations. Providing sewers was largely a matter of fitting a system to 
an existing pattern of development. However, in developing new areas, a 
more comprehensive approach could be taken.

Sanitation and Integrated Design. Frederick Law Olmsted, probably 
the outstanding U.S. planner/urban designer of the second half of the 
nineteenth century, designed a number of new communities in which all 
of these elements were part of an integrated design. The design was care-
fully keyed to the contour of the land for adequate drainage of both sewage 
and storm water. The location of swampy areas, brooks, streams, and other 
physical features was taken into account for health as well as aesthetic rea-
sons. For example, it was known that malaria, which was widespread in 
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the United States in the mid-nineteenth century, was somehow associated 
with swampy and poorly drained areas. Thus design that was sensitive to 
drainage patterns could minimize its incidence. The location of open spaces 
and plantings was also considered for their effects on the adequacy of light 
and ventilation. In Olmsted’s mind, planning was largely to be judged by 
the extent to which it reduced disease. Sunlight, good air circulation, and an 
adequate amount of vegetation were, in his view, the most effective preven-
tives of disease.

Urban open Space

The interest in sanitation dovetailed with another preoccupation of 
 nineteenth-century planners, namely the provision of urban parkland. In 
an analogy that was used at the time, just as good ventilation would make 
a house a healthier house, so too would parkland serve to ventilate a city. 
Many splendid examples of municipal park design date from the mid-
nineteenth century. New York’s Central Park, designed by Frederick Law 
Olmsted and Calvin Vaux in 1857, furnished inspiration for parks in many 
other cities. The park covers a rectangle in Manhattan roughly two-and-a-
half miles long by one-half mile wide. Bordered on all sides by dense urban 
development, it provides the Manhattanite with a beautifully landscaped 
piece of countryside in town. Across the East River in Brooklyn is a much 
less well-known but equally fine piece of Olmsted’s design work, Pros-
pect Park, with a splendid system of meadows, wooded areas, connecting 
paths, and two artificial lakes. In the case of both parks, as was true for the 
parks of many other cities, had these areas not been acquired for public use, 
they would have soon been covered with a dense carpet of development. 

A small part of 
Olmstead’s legacy in 
Central Park a century- 
and-a-half later.
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Other examples of Olmsted’s work in park design may be seen in Buffalo, 
Chicago, Montreal, Detroit, Boston, Bridgeport, Rochester, Knoxville, and 
Louisville.

housing Reform

A major item on the agenda of nineteenth-century urban reformers was 
the condition of housing for the urban poor.5 The issue of housing for those 
who do not have enough income to obtain adequate housing on the private 
market has been on the planning agenda ever since. In the nineteenth cen-
tury, housing reform largely took the form of pressing for legislation that 
mandated minimum standards for housing quality.

In New York City the first legislation regulating tenement construc-
tion was passed in 1867, and other legislation followed at intervals there-
after. The city’s 1901 Tenement House Act is considered a landmark in this 
tradition. It cut lot coverage back to 70 percent and required a separate 

Riverside, a Chicago suburb, was planned by Frederick Law Olmsted and Calvin 
Vaux shortly after the Civil War. The curvilinear street pattern, close attention to fitting 
the street pattern to the topography, preservation of green areas, and separation of 
through traffic from local traffic are all commonly used design techniques today.
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bathroom for each apartment, courtyards (for light and ventilation) whose 
width was determined by building height, and improved fire safety meas-
ures. It also set up a Tenement House Commission, with a staff of inspectors 
and enforcement powers. By 1920 at least 40 other cities had enacted build-
ing codes backed by some enforcement machinery.6

Although much was accomplished through housing regulation, we 
must also note what was not done. Housing reform in the United States 
took a conservative direction. The more far-reaching housing policies that 
had been adopted in some European countries were rejected here, much 
to the disappointment of the more radical reformers. In Europe much 
public money was invested in building housing for workers of modest 
means. Municipal governments often played the roles of landowner, 
developer, and financier. Local and national governments took the view 
that it was a responsibility of government to provide adequate housing at 
acceptable cost. The sort of policy that appealed to the more radical U.S. 
housing reformers was exemplified by the city of Ulm, Germany. The city 
acquired 1,400 acres of suburban land, planned the area, built housing, 
and sold it at cost to working-class families. The city also subsidized the 
building of cooperative apartments along with related community facili-
ties.7 But the view that prevailed in the United States was that housing 
is to be provided by the market and that the most government should 
do is to regulate the market. Government was not to be a landowner, 
a developer, or a source of housing capital. Even Lawrence Veiller, the 
moving force behind the 1901 Tenement House Act, believed that only 
local government should concern itself with housing and that such con-
cern should be limited to regulatory matters and general planning issues 
such as street layout. He opposed the idea that public monies should be 
spent on housing.

The United States subsequently did move toward public housing and 
housing subsidies (see Chapter 4) but, in contrast to Great Britain, Ger-
many, France, the Netherlands, and other European nations, has never gone 
very far in that direction. The great majority of Americans live in housing 
that has been built for profit by the private market. Whether the United 
States would have been wise to follow the European approach is arguable. 
But, regardless of its merits or demerits, the European approach looked too 
much like socialism to be accepted in the United States.

The Tradition of Municipal Improvement

Another part of the planning tradition that emerged in the second half of 
the nineteenth century may loosely be called municipal improvement. Its 
origins are generally traced to the founding of an improvement society 
in Stockbridge, Massachusetts in 1853.8 The civic improvement movement 
grew rapidly, at first largely in New England and then nationally. In 1900 
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the National League of Improvement Associations was founded, to be 
supplanted two years later by the American League for Civic Improvement. 
The agenda for the hundreds of civic improvement organizations included 
diverse items like tree plantings, anti-billboard campaigns, paving of streets 
and sidewalks, provision of drinking fountains and public baths, provision 
of parks and recreational facilities, and numerous other public matters. 
The movement initiated a tradition of public concern with planning issues 
that was receptive to municipal and regional planning, and it continues in 
force to the present.

The Municipal Art Movement

Toward the end of the nineteenth century, there formed an interest in 
municipal aesthetics that is generally referred to as municipal or civic art. 
A fusion of art, architecture, and planning, it attempted to transcend the 
mere utilitarianism of the late nineteenth-century city and to make it a place 
of beauty as well. Although later criticized for attending to the cosmetic 
aspects of urban life rather than the most pressing problems, the movement 
had a strong component of idealism.

The darkness rolls away, and the buildings that have been shadows stand 
forth distinctly in the grey air. The tall facades glow as the sun rises; their 
windows shine as topaz; their pennants of steam, tugging flutteringly from 
high chimneys, are changed to silvery plumes. Whatever was dingy, coarse, 
and ugly, is either transformed or hidden in shadow. The streets, bathed in 
the fresh morning light, fairly sparkle, their pavements from upper windows 
appearing smooth and clean. There seems to be a new city for the work of a 
new day. . . . There are born a new dream and a new hope. And of such is the 
impulse to civic art.

Distinguishing between “civic art” and “art” in its usual meaning, the 
same writer stated,

It is municipal first of all. If men seek it they seek it not for art’s sake, but for 
the city’s; they are first citizens and then, in their own way, artists jealous of 
the city’s looks because they are citizens . . . they so band themselves together 
and so commission sculptors, painters, artists, and landscape designers for 
the glorifying of civic art—not just because it is art, but because it is civic.9

The results of the movement are still visible all over America in the 
form of arches, fountains, statues, and other works of urban design and 
decoration. Much of the inspiration came from Europe—St. Paul’s and the 
Thames embankment in London, the Arc de Triomphe in Paris, and other 
public areas in European cities. The motivation to catch up with the Euro-
peans stemmed in part from the economic growth of nineteenth-century 
America, since it was wealth and leisure that gave us the feeling that we 
could afford that which was not purely functional.
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The City Beautiful Movement

The City Beautiful movement brought together the ideas of municipal art, civic 
improvement, and landscape design. The event that is generally considered 
to mark the beginning of the movement is the 1893 Columbian Exposition 
in Chicago. Intended to celebrate the 400th anniversary of the discovery 
of America, though it opened a year later, it had been the object of a major 
competition between a number of cities.

Designed by Daniel Burnham, the most prominent architect and 
urban designer of the day, and Frederick Law Olmsted (the designer of 
Central Park), the fairgrounds presented the visitor with a carefully inte-
grated combination of landscaped areas, promenades, exposition halls, and 
other buildings. By the time the exposition closed, some 26 million people 
had seen it. The exposition opened the nation’s eyes to what planner, archi-
tect, and landscape architect, working in concert, could do.

In this “White City” of almost 700 acres Chicagoans and millions of visitors, 
accustomed to urban ugliness, saw for the first time a splendid example of 
civic design and beauty in the classic pattern and on a grand scale, and they 
liked it. Indeed it marked the beginning in this country of orderly arrange-
ment of extensive buildings and grounds.10

One effect of the exposition was to set off a wave of a particular type of 
planning activity in American cities. Plans coming out of the City Beautiful 
movement tended to focus on those things over which municipal govern-
ment had clear control—streets, municipal art, public buildings, and public 
spaces. The results may be seen today in dozens of cities, particularly in 
civic centers, municipal buildings, and the like. Probably the best-known 
example of City Beautiful planning is the Mall and its immediate surround-
ings in Washington, DC.

The design was presented in the 1902 Report of the Senate Park Com-
mission, more commonly known as the McMillan Commission after the 
senator who chaired it.11 Its carefully designed vistas, the symmetry and 
axial layout (i.e., the Washington Monument placed at one end of the 
reflecting pool and the Lincoln Memorial at the other end), the formality, 
the classicism, and the scale and magnificence of the whole conception are 
hallmarks of the City Beautiful-era design. The City Beautiful movement 
obviously has close links to the municipal art movement, and to argue 
about whether a particular turn-of-the-century city hall and adjacent public 
spaces are products of one movement rather than the other is unimportant. 
Perhaps what distinguishes the two movements is more a matter of scale 
than intent. The municipal art movement tended to focus on particular 
points in the city: an arch, a plaza, a traffic circle, a fountain. The City Beau-
tiful movement sought to create or remake a part of the city: a civic center, 
a boulevard, a parkway.
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The BIRTh oF MoDeRn CITy PLAnnInG

The single most important offshoot of the City Beautiful movement, as far 
as the development of an American planning tradition is concerned, was the 
Plan of Chicago. Interest in citywide planning, particularly within the business 
community, had been growing since the exposition. In 1906 the Merchants 
Club, essentially a chamber of commerce, commissioned Daniel Burnham to 
develop a plan. The work of planning was funded by the Commercial Club, 
another business organization, with $85,000, and the finished plan was pre-
sented to the city as a gift in 1909. The plan was remarkable for its scope. It 
laid out a system of radial and circumferential highways, some extending as 
far as 60 miles from the city center. Thus in its transportation elements it was 
a regional as well as a city plan. It laid out an integrated public transporta-
tion system and suggested the unification of rail freight terminals. Chicago’s 

Two examples of the fruits 
of the municipal art—City 
Beautiful movement a 
century later. Above, 
Grand Army Plaza in 
Brooklyn, New York, 
and, below, the Pulitzer 
Fountain at Fifty-Ninth 
Street and Fifth Avenue in 
Manhattan.
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Union Station is one outgrowth of the plan. Extensive plans for street wid-
ening and overpasses at critical points were made. A system of parks and 
wildlife preserves both within and proximate to the city was also suggested.

In a remarkable act of foresight, the plan’s sponsors appreciated that 
the political and public relations side of planning was just as important 
as the technical side and set about fostering the public will to accomplish 
the plan. The original plan was a lavishly printed and expensive docu-
ment that could have only a limited circulation. To make the concept of the 
plan known to the populace at large, a summary version was printed with 
private funds and given to every property owner in the city and to every 
renter who paid more than $25 per month. Shortly thereafter a version of 
the plan was published as a textbook and widely used in the eighth grade of 
the city schools. Not only did this reach many students as they were about 
to leave school—for many students ended their education with primary 
school at that time—but the plan also found its way into many households 
by this route. The plan was also promoted by means of illustrated lectures, 
a popular form of entertainment in that pre-electronic age, and also by a 
short motion picture, A Tale of One City.

The city responded with the creation of a planning commission charged 
with the responsibility for carrying out the plan. As a strategy, the planners 
decided that one concrete accomplishment was needed to demonstrate that 
the plan was not simply an idle dream. The particular project chosen was to 
carry Twelfth Street across the railroad yards south of the Loop on a viaduct 
and thus facilitate the flow of traffic within the city’s downtown. When 
this was accomplished, skepticism about the practicality of the plan was 
greatly reduced, and one project after another was funded by bond issues. 
By 1931 close to $300 million had been raised by bond issues and special 
assessments to finance various elements of the plan.

The double decked Wacker Drive and several large bridges were major 
improvements along the main stem of the Chicago River. . . . The South 
Branch of the Chicago River was straightened, and harbor facilities were 
enlarged in the downtown area and at Lake Calumet. The famous Navy 
Pier was built far out into Lake Michigan. Now land was slowly built up  
as the Lake was pushed back and over 20 miles of lake-front park and beaches 
resulted. . . . And within these lake-front parks notable museums and other 
institutions were developed, much as Burnham and his associates had sug-
gested. The outlying forest preserves were vastly extended until by 1933 they 
included 32,400 acres.12

By its very impressiveness, both as a document and as a real 
accomplishment, the Plan of Chicago defined for a long time the planner’s 
and perhaps also the informed citizen’s view of what a plan should be. In 
particular, a plan should be comprehensive, and it should have a relatively 
long time horizon. The plan should be effectuated largely through public 
capital investment on publicly owned land. Support by the citizenry would 
be essential to provide the political will for making the necessary investment.



The History of Planning: Part I 43

Some modern concepts of planning were absent from the Plan of 
Chicago. Among these were a concern with social issues, the notion of 
frequent plan revision and updating, and the view that the public should 
participate in the making of the plan rather than just receive and approve 
it as a finished document. The plan has sometimes been criticized for its 
emphasis on land and structures and its slighting of social issues. But 
judging the plan by the standards of a later day is not entirely fair. As a 
product of its time, it is a remarkable accomplishment.

The PUBLIC ConTRoL oF PRIvATe PRoPeRTy

The reader may have noticed that all the elements discussed in connection 
with the Plan of Chicago essentially pertained to public land, whether it 
was actually in public ownership at the time or was to be acquired at some 
later time. This focus on public-owned land was not accidental, since, at 
the turn of the century, the public had little control over the uses to which 
privately owned land might be put.

One important part of the history of planning has been the evolution 
of some public control over privately owned land. Beginning in the very 

The Columbian Fountain at the 1893 Columbian Exposition in Chicago.
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late nineteenth century, a series of laws and court cases began to establish 
the right of local government to control the use of land that it did not own. 
The capacity of government to zone land for different uses was fairly well 
established by around 1920, though the definitive Supreme Court decision 
did not come until a few years later. The zoning process is one in which a 
municipal government can exercise control over the density with which land 
is developed, the types of uses permitted, and the physical configuration 
(heights of buildings, setbacks from property lines, etc.) of development. 
Typically, the community is divided into a number of zones displayed on 
a zoning map, and the permitted uses, densities, and design for each zone 
are specified in the zoning ordinance. The zoning process, as well as some 
related types of land-use controls, is described in detail in Chapter 9.

The Rush to Zone

The 1920s saw zoning ordinances appear across the nation with remarkable 
speed. The causes are not difficult to see. The legal precedents had been or were 
being established, and a very complex but legally defensible zoning ordinance 
enacted in New York City in 1916 gave some notion of what might be done. 
Automobile ownership was climbing at roughly 2 million vehicles per year. 
Within built-up areas, congestion, particularly in commercial districts, was 
mounting. Beyond that, widespread automobile ownership was promoting a 
vast wave of suburbanization. One way to control congestion in commercial 
areas and prevent the invasion of residential areas by commercial development 
was through zoning. To many communities, both in older areas and on the 
suburbanizing fringe, the power to zone appeared to be the best way to protect 
what was desirable in the status quo against the vagaries of rapid economic 
and social change. Perhaps a single-family neighborhood was threatened with 
invasion by filling stations, used car lots, and hamburger stands. Zoning it 
so that only single-family houses could be built seemed like an effective and 
costless way to protect it from the undesirable side effects of progress.

Then, as now, zoning was not only a tool of planning and a technique 
for shaping the future, but also a device for the defense of an existing order. 
And though no court would accept this as a legitimate purpose of zoning, 
the act of zoning might raise property values. Zone a pasture on the edge 
of town for manufacturing, and dreams of a prosperous retirement would 
glimmer in the eyes of the farmer who owned it. In fact, overzoning for 
commerce and industry was one of the hallmarks of the early age of zoning. 
For—aside from the pleas of expectant property owners—what municipality 
did not need more jobs and more tax dollars?

As we shall see, most planners regard zoning as only one aspect of 
planning and, in particular, as only one tool for implementing the master 
plan. In the early 1920s zoning often preceded planning and, in the minds 
of many, became almost synonymous with planning (a confusion that is 
much less common but not unheard of today). That view is not terribly 
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surprising. A new technique with apparently substantial power to alter 
events had appeared on the scene, and it would take a while before its lim-
its and its potential for abuse would become evident.

In 1921 it was estimated that there were 48 municipalities, with a com-
bined population of 11 million, which had zoning. By 1923 the figures had 
risen to 218 municipalities and 22 million people.13 The move toward zoning 
was further accelerated in 1924 when the U.S. Department of Commerce, 
headed by Herbert Hoover, came out with a model state zoning enabling 
act. Drafted by Edward M. Bassett, the attorney who had drawn up New 
York City’s zoning ordinance a few years earlier, the Standard Enabling Act 
encouraged many states to adopt their own enabling acts. These acts, which 
specifically authorized local zoning laws, encouraged many more munici-
palities to enact zoning laws because the acts reassured them that their new 
laws would be able to withstand court challenge.

The Growth of Community Master Planning

Although the single most important trend in planning in the 1920s was the 
spread and acceptance of land-use controls, other events were occurring 
as well. In city after city, planning was institutionalized with the establish-
ment of a planning commission. In some cases commissions had paid staffs 
that did the actual plan-making. More frequently, plans and zoning ordi-
nances were drawn up by planning consultants. Approximately two dozen 
planning consultant firms were active in the United States in the 1920s.

Community plans of the period typically covered the following:14

•	 Land use (often considered synonymous with zoning)
•	 Street pattern
•	 Transit
•	 Rail (and where appropriate, water) transportation
•	 Public recreation
•	 Civic art

The goals of these plans typically included a number of items. One 
was an orderly and attractive pattern of land use. Related to this was avoid-
ing the juxtaposition of incompatible land uses (for example, a factory in a 
residential area). Another goal was achieving a well-functioning system for 
both private and public transportation. Still another was to achieve an ade-
quate system of parks and recreational areas. Goals of municipal beautifica-
tion and attractive design for public spaces, for example, the area around 
the city hall, were common. Safeguarding property values and making the 
community attractive for business were very common general motivations 
behind the more specific goals already noted. The imprint of the City Beau-
tiful movement and the Plan of Chicago are clear.

By modern standards these plans were less than complete. They 
neglected housing, except in the sense that zoning specified what housing 
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types were permissible in the various zones. They generally neglected to 
plan for public capital investments, which in the view of most contemporary 
planners are often more powerful shapers of land use than are land-use 
controls. Citizen participation as we know it today was still beyond the 
horizon. Then, too, many planners of the time thought of the plan as 
something to be laid down once and then followed, much as an architect’s 
drawings are to be followed as the building is erected. A more modern view, 
as we shall see, is that the plan is to be periodically monitored and revised 
as events take development in directions not anticipated in the plan or as 
community goals change.

But these limitations having been noted, it must be said that the 
typical plan for the 1920s was a major step forward in comprehensiveness 
from the focus on public places and public spaces that had dominated the 
City Beautiful movement of a decade or two earlier. It covered the entire 
municipality, and it addressed a number of matters of municipality-wide 
concern.

As is the case today, most planning occurred in established places 
where the planner worked within the constraints inherited from earlier 
periods. But a certain number of planners did have the ultimate design 
opportunity: the chance to plan a community de novo. Mariemont near 
Cincinnati; Palos Verdes in California; Longview, Washington; Chicopee, 
Massachusetts; Kingsport, Tennessee; Venice, Florida, and Radburn, New 
Jersey are among the new communities planned during this period. Some, 
like Mariemont, were essentially residential and very often ended up as 
expensive residences for the upper-middle class. Others, like Chicopee, 
were developed as industrial towns and contained places of employment 
and residences for the working class as well. Some were completed in the 
1920s, and some were stopped short of full development by events beyond 
the planners’ control.

For example, Radburn, New Jersey, billed as a suburb “for the motor 
age,” was roughly half-built when the Great Depression began. It was never 
completed and today stands surrounded by conventional post-World War 
II suburban development. But the part that was completed is, in the eyes 
of many, a fine residential area. Planners and students of urban design still 
make field trips to Radburn. Large blocks of internal open space, a system 
of internal pathways, and a street pattern that keeps the automobile from 
intruding make it a very attractive living environment. House prices are 
high, vacancies are low, waiting lists are long, and many residents seem to 
take special pride in being Radburnites. By that ultimate arbiter, the market-
place, it is a very successful community. In general, many of the communi-
ties planned in the 1920s have stood the test of time quite well. When the 
planners had a clean slate, they often did very well. The more difficult feat 
was, and still is, to do well in an existing community, where the planner is 
stuck with the decisions (and mistakes) of the past and must confront a sea 
of special interests and local politics.
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The eMeRGenCe oF ReGIonAL AnD STATe PLAnnInG

The 1920s also saw a growing interest in planning for an entire urban region, 
an idea that had been foreshadowed by the Burnham Plan of Chicago. Sub-
urbanization and the emergence of widespread automobile ownership  
rapidly made city boundaries obsolete as the functional city—the economic 
and social city—often sprawled across dozens of political jurisdictions.

 

Master plan for Radburn, 
New Jersey, done in the 1920s, 
at left. At lower right is a 
detail for a court showing the 
separation of vehicular from 
pedestrian traffic. The house 
fronts face the walkway on 
the periphery of the block 
with vehicular access from 
the center roadway at the rear 
of the houses. That general 
plan has since been used in 
many planned communities. 
At lower left is an internal 
pathway for pedestrian use.
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Perhaps the most comprehensive regional plan was one drawn up for 
the New York City region. The area then contained a population of 10 mil-
lion, and has since grown to over 18 million. The plan covered 5,528 square 
miles, of which only 300 were New York City itself. The remainder con-
sisted of nearby counties in New York State, Fairfield County in Connecti-
cut, and about 2,000 square miles in adjacent parts of New Jersey.

The plan was drawn up by a nonprofit, nongovernment group, 
the Committee on a Regional Plan, which later metamorphosed into the 
Regional Plan Association (RPA), a group that exists to the present day. 
Funding for the plan, approximately $500,000, was provided by a philan-
thropy, the Russell Sage foundation.15 The committee had no political power 
or status whatsoever. Thus whatever influence it had came purely from the 
force of its ideas and whatever public and political support those ideas 
could garner. Yet over the years the plan has had a considerable effect on 
the physical shape of the region. Not only did it help guide the develop-
ment of the New York region, but it also served as a model for many other 
metropolitan-area planning efforts in decades to come.

The first task of the planners was simply to define the region. The cri-
teria they used, which are still hard to improve upon, were described in this 
way: (1) “they [the region’s boundaries] embraced an area within which the 
population can and does travel in a reasonable time from home to place of 
work”; (2) “they included the large outlying recreational areas within easy 
reach of the metropolitan center”; (3) “they followed the boundaries of cit-
ies and counties at the periphery”; and (4) “they had regard to the physical 
characteristics, such as watersheds and waterways.”16

The transportation sections covered highway, rail, water, and, per-
haps surprisingly for the period, air transportation. The highway portions 
envisioned a complex of radial and circumferential routes, many of which 
have since been built. In a few cases, routes that were envisioned originally 
as rail routes have subsequently been built as highways. By modern stand-
ards the plan was perhaps overly focused on physical features and capital 
investment, and underemphasized some social and economic issues. But 
it was still a remarkable document in that it provided a unified vision of a 
three-state region containing hundreds of separate municipalities.

Regional plans appeared in numerous other parts of the country dur-
ing the 1920s. John Nolen, a prominent planner and landscape architect, in 
1929 listed about 15.17 Many, like the plan for the New York region, were 
entirely private ventures. For example, the Tri-State District plan for the 
Philadelphia area (parts of Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and Delaware) was 
paid for by private subscription. Others, such as that done by the Boston 
Metropolitan Planning Commission, an official organization created by leg-
islative act, were publicly funded. In several cases large counties engaged 
in regional planning even though the planning took place within a single 
political jurisdiction. On the East Coast, Westchester County, New York, 
with an area of about 450 square miles, engaged in extensive regional 
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Transportation plans done for 
the New York Regional Plan in 
the 1920s. A large part of what 
was planned has subsequently 
been built, though some of the 
transit links have been built 
as highways. The highway 
map (left) covers about 10,000 
square miles, and the transit 
map (below) about 2,500 
square miles.

planning activity through the mechanism of the county parks commission. 
The results of that effort are visible today in the form of parkways and a 
splendid county park system of some 15,000 acres. On the West Coast, the 
largest county effort was that of Los Angeles County, with an area of about 
4,000 square miles. Unlike the other regional plans of the era it included a 
county zoning plan, believed to be the first in the United States.
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In all cases other than counties, regional planning efforts had to be car-
ried out in the face of the fact that there is no appropriate political entity cor-
responding to an urban region. Thus there is inevitably a question of where 
the political power to carry out the plan will be found. Intergovernment 
agreements may create some political basis for carrying out the plan. In some 
cases public authorities, which have some of the powers of government, 
have been created. Perhaps the best known of these is the Port Authority 
of New York and New Jersey, which has built or operated bridges, tunnels, 
port facilities, bus terminals, and airports, and which has played a substan-
tial role in shaping the New York region. But as a generality, the weakness 
in regional planning efforts was and is the mismatch between the nature of 
the tasks and the fragmentation of the underlying political structure. In the 
1960s Robert Wood wrote a book on the New York region, with its complex 
of city, town, village, and county governments as well as numerous school 
districts, sewer districts, and other quasi-government organizations.18 The 
book’s title, 1400 Governments, states in a phrase the essence of the problem.

The 1920s also saw the beginnings of state planning efforts. State-
wide planning is bedeviled by a problem that is somewhat the opposite of 
the regional planning problem. The region is a natural unit that lacks an 
appropriate political structure. The state is the opposite, a political struc-
ture whose boundaries do not define a “natural” planning unit. Most states 
have boundaries that do not conform to any geographic, economic, or social 
reality. For example, New York State, which was the first state to attempt 
a statewide planning effort, extends from Montauk Point on Long Island, 
approximately due south of Rhode Island, to the shores of Lake Erie. The 
residents have little in the way of common interests other than that they are 
subject to the same state government. The State of Colorado has a natural 
break where the Rockies rise up out of the Great Plains. The eastern part, 
in a topographic and an economic sense, is part of the Great Plains. But the 
western part of the state, in an economic and a topographic sense, is part 
of the Rockies. The state’s rectangular borders bear no relationship to these 
realities. Comparable comments can be made for most states. Yet despite 
these problems, a number of states have made substantial strides in state-
wide planning, particularly with regard to environmental and growth man-
agement issues, as will be seen in subsequent chapters.

GRAnDeR vISIonS

The history of planning so far recounted is a largely pragmatic one: that of a 
profession seeking to solve problems within the existing urban framework. 
But there has also been within the profession a minority with much grander 
ambitions—one that seeks not simply improvement of the existing pattern 
but also a major restructuring of the form of human settlement. Although 
the issues change, the tension between those who see planning as an activity 
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that optimizes development under the existing rules and those who hold a 
more radical view, who see the proper role of planning as rewriting the 
rules, is one of the central themes of planning history.19

Perhaps the most influential of all reformers and visionaries was the 
Englishman Ebenezer Howard. A court stenographer by profession, How-
ard conceived a vision of the city of the future and of a system of such 
cities. He set it forth in a short and very simply written book, Garden Cit-
ies of Tomorrow, published in 1902.20 Howard observed the congestion and 
pollution of late nineteenth-century London and concluded that hope for 
the future lay in diverting population growth to new urban centers. People 
moved from the countryside to the congestion of the city for compelling 
economic and social reasons, but they paid a great price. The solution was 
to create new towns (“garden cities”), which would offer the economic and 
social advantages of the city combined with the tranquillity, healthful envi-
ronment, and closeness to nature of the countryside.

Howard proposed the following general design. The total development 
would cover an area of about 6,000 acres (there are 640 acres in a square mile). 
The urbanized area itself would cover an area of about 1,000 acres and be laid 
out in a circle about one-and-a-half miles in diameter. A garden and a group-
ing of public buildings would constitute the core and would be accessible 
by radial boulevards. The core would be ringed by residential areas divided 
into neighborhoods by the boulevards. The residential ring would, in turn, 
be ringed by commercial and industrial establishments. The commercial and 
industrial ring would be enclosed in a circular rail spur, which would connect 
the city to other garden cities and to the central city of the region. Around the 
urban area would be agricultural and institutional uses. The dimensions of the 
city would be such that any resident would be within a few minutes’ walk of 
both the city core and the places of work on the periphery. Yet he or she would 
live in an area from which industrial uses and heavy traffic were excluded.

The city, by virtue of quick rail access, would have close economic 
links to other cities, but it would have enough economic activity within 
its boundaries so that the great majority of its residents would not have 
to commute. Total population in the city would be about 30,000, and there 
might be another 2,000 or so people in the 5,000 acres surrounding the city. 
In the words of Lewis Mumford, perhaps the best-known U.S. writer on 
architecture and urbanization, the garden city as conceived by Howard was 
more than just a bucolic retreat.

[It should] . . . be large enough to sustain a varied industrial, commercial, 
and social life. It should not be solely an industrial hive, solely an overgrown 
market, or solely a dormitory; instead, all these and many other functions, 
including rural ones, should be contained in a new kind of urbanization to 
which he applied the slightly misleading name of garden city. Howard had 
no thought of a return to the “simple life” or to a more primitive economy; 
on the contrary, he was seeking higher levels of both production and living. 
He believed that a city should be big enough to achieve social cooperation 
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of a complex kind based on the necessary division of labor, but not so big as 
to frustrate these functions—as the big city tended to do even when viewed 
solely as an economic unit.21

Howard perceived that no matter how well designed and well balanced 
the garden city might be, it could not exist in isolation. He envisioned a 
system of cities, all at a modest scale, as shown schematically in the accom-
panying illustrations. As Mumford characterized Howard’s view,

a city, no matter how well balanced, can never be completely self-contained. 
He pointed out that in a group of garden cities united by rapid transporta-
tion each would have facilities and resources that would supplement those 
of the others; so grouped, these “social cities” would in fact be the functional 
equivalent of the congested metropolis.22

Howard, as did many other nineteenth-century reformers and planners, 
saw the fragmented private ownership of land as an impediment to good 
urban form because each property owner would be motivated to develop his 
or her land as intensively as possible and with no regard to its effect on the rest 
of the community. Thus one feature of his plan was common ownership of 
land, with profits from land development reverting to the municipal treasury.

The plan is a remarkable mixture of vision and practicality. Howard 
was a doer and an organizer as well as a visionary. In 1903 a company he 
organized purchased a site of 3,818 acres 35 miles from the center of London 
and proceeded to build the Garden City of Letchworth. Writing about it in 
1945, F.J. Osborn stated,

For Letchworth was, and remains, a faithful fulfillment of Howard’s essential 
ideas. It has today a wide range of prosperous industries, it is a town of homes 
and gardens with ample spaces and a spirited community life, virtually all its 
people find employment locally, it is girdled by an inviolate agricultural belt, 
and the principles of single ownership, limited profit, and the earmarking of 
any surplus revenue for the benefit of the town have been fully maintained.23

A second planned community in the greater London area, Welwyn 
Garden City, was begun by Howard in 1919, with quite successful results.

Ultimately, Howard’s work influenced urban development in doz-
ens if not hundreds of communities, from Radburn in the United States to 
Chandigarh in India. Radburn is very much an outgrowth of the garden 
city movement, as are Columbia, Maryland, and Reston, Virginia. In West-
ern Europe numerous new communities were built after World War II to 
deal with a desperate shortage of housing resulting from the low rates of 
construction during the Great Depression and the destruction of housing 
during the war. These communities, too, are an outgrowth or extension of 
Howard’s garden city vision.

In the last two decades of the twentieth century, neotraditional design, 
also referred to as the New Urbanism, became one of the most discussed 
trends in planning and urban design in the United States (see Chapter 10). 
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It clearly draws much of its inspiration from Howard’s work, as its propo-
nents readily acknowledge. In recent years there has been a spate of new 
town planning in a number of Third World countries. There, too, Howard’s 
garden city concept has had an influence, albeit with some modern twists 
that Howard could not have anticipated. For example, the new town of 
Putrajaya—located near Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, in an area which the 
Malaysian government is seeking to develop as an information technology-
(IT) oriented development center—bills itself as “the country’s first intel-
ligent garden city.”24 Both its own design and its relationship to the larger 
city of Kuala Lumpur suggest a Howardian influence.

 

The plan for the entire 6,000 
acres is shown at the upper left. 
Note the radial routes dividing 
the city into sectors and the 
circumferential rail line. One 
sector is shown at the lower 
left. Note the Grand Avenue 
and school. At the lower right 
is a schematic illustration of the 
system of garden cities. Replace 
the intermunicipal railway 
with a modern beltway and the 
garden cities with suburban 
subcenters like Tyson’s Corner, 
Virginia, and the design looks 
relatively modern.
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SUMMARy

This chapter covered the history of planning in the United States, from the 
colonial period to the end of the 1920s and the onset of the Great Depression. 
The Constitution makes no direct mention of substate units of government. 
Thus municipalities became “creatures of the state,” exercising only those 
powers granted them by the states. The Constitution also expanded the rights 
of individuals with regard to property rights and due process. The combined 
effect was to reduce greatly the power of municipalities to control the use and 
development of land within their boundaries. Early nineteenth-century urban 
growth thus often occurred with a minimum of planning and public control. 
The crowding, ugliness, and haphazard development of many nineteenth-
century cities gave birth to a series of reform movements, which shape to the 
present day much of the agenda of planning in the United States.

Among the movements discussed were sanitary reform, the move-
ment to secure urban open space, the movement for housing reform, the 
municipal improvement movement, the municipal art movement, and the 
City Beautiful movement. The Columbian Exposition of 1893 is often con-
sidered to mark the birth of the City Beautiful movement. The 1909 Plan 
of Chicago marked the beginning of the age of modern city planning and 
shaped the ideas of planners, politicians, and citizens about what a compre-
hensive plan should be and how it should be implemented.

The tradition of public control of the use of privately owned land 
evolved slowly, in part because of constitutional questions involved in the 
“taking” issue. However, by about the time of World War I, the right of local 
governments to exercise substantial control over the use of private property 
was reasonably well established. Post-World War I suburbanization, facili-
tated by a rapid expansion in automobile ownership, propelled hundreds 
of communities into zoning and master planning. The same period also saw 
the beginnings of regional planning as the automobile dispersed jobs and 
residences, creating vast urban regions.
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c h a p t e r  4

The history of 
Planning: Part II

This chapter covers the eight-decade period from the beginning of the Great 
Depression to the present day. The Depression years stand as an isolated 
decade sandwiched between the prosperous 1920s and the beginning of 
World War II. The period from the end of the war to the present is very dif-
ferent. Although marked by enormous social, political, and technological 
changes, it is a more or less continuous period. The 1930s was a period in 
which capitalism functioned very poorly and in which the enemy abroad, 
fascism, was on the political right. In the postwar period, capitalism in the 
United States, by and large, functioned well, and the enemy abroad, com-
munism, was on the political left. Our former enemies had been defeated 
and were now our allies. Our former ally was now our mortal enemy. Then, 
in a series of remarkable events beginning in 1989, the Soviet empire in 
Eastern Europe and then the Soviet Union itself broke up, and the Cold War 
appeared to be over. These events will affect the background against which 
planning issues are decided well into the twenty-first century.

One theme of this book is that one cannot understand the history of 
planning by itself. One must see planning in a historic and an ideologi-
cal context. This brief contrast between the 1930s and the postwar era is 
included to remind the reader to view the last eight decades of planning 
history against a changing ideological background.

PLAnnInG AnD The GReAT DePReSSIon

The 1930s was a peculiar time in the history of planning. It awakened great 
optimism about planning, and indeed, several new areas of planning were 
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opened up. Yet on balance, for those who had great hopes for planning, this 
time was something of a disappointment. To those planners who would 
wish to see the scope of planning greatly enlarged—and this does not 
include all planners—the Depression years still have the bittersweet taste 
of a tantalizing opportunity nearly grasped. What happened?

The country began to slide into depression with the stock market crash 
of 1929, and economic conditions gradually worsened for the next several 
years. By the time President Franklin D. Roosevelt was inaugurated in March 
1933, the unemployment rate was in the 25 percent range, and the cash value 
of goods and services produced had fallen by almost half since 1929. The fact 
that the free enterprise system was clearly malfunctioning and was unable to 
connect idle workers with idle machinery created an intellectual climate that 
favored planning in a way that the prosperous 1920s had not.

Planning is an ambiguous term. It may include everything from the 
most minor control over land use in a small town to Soviet-style centralized 
economic planning. But political moods and movements can be intellectu-
ally fuzzy. In general, the economic distress and disillusion of the Great 
Depression tended to favor more planning, whatever that word may mean.

Relatively little consensus existed about what ought to be planned or by 
what principles. Within the Roosevelt administration there was a wide ideo-
logical spectrum. Roosevelt himself was not a radical. He was a pragmatist 
who would adjust and tune the system as required but who had no agenda 
for large-scale restructuring. Some in his administration, such as the secretary 
of the interior, Harold Ickes, were relatively conservative. Others, like Rexford 
Tugwell and Henry Wallace, who were well to Roosevelt’s left, favored major 
change and a major shift of economic power from private to public hands.

Apart from the administration there was a Congress that, although 
much more willing to experiment than it had been in better times, was 
hardly radical. Finally, there was the Supreme Court, then a relatively con-
servative body that in modern terms might be described as “strict construc-
tionist.”1 The Court turned out to be a major limitation on the amount of 
social and economic experimentation in which the national government 
might engage.

A number of planning initiatives began during the Great Depression.2 
Some persist to the present, whereas others have sunk without leaving 
much trace.3 One initiative that lasted was the federal funding of local and 
state planning efforts. Federal funding was provided for planning staffs, 
both as a job-creation measure and as a commitment to planning. Numer-
ous communities used federal funds to build and staff planning depart-
ments, to develop maps and databases, and to formulate plans, including 
many community master plans. In the slow-growing, fiscally strained envi-
ronment of the 1930s, many plans simply sat on the shelf. But the federal 
funding did help build the size and technical competence of the profession.

Federal funding and increased state interest in planning accelerated a 
trend that had begun in the late 1920s, namely the creation of state planning 
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agencies. By 1936 every state except one had a state planning board. The focus 
of these boards varied greatly. In many, particularly those in which agriculture 
was a dominant part of the economy, the focus was on conservation and farm-
land preservation. In others, the primary focus was on urban issues, including 
housing quality, sewage treatment, water pollution, the provision of adequate 
recreational facilities, public finance, and urban governance. Much of the 
work of state planning agencies focused simply on finding the facts, whether 
that meant mapping areas of soil erosion in a rural area or studying public 
finance and the structure of government in a metropolitan area.

The federal government moved into the provision of low-cost housing, 
an area in which it has remained in one way or another ever since. The moti-
vation was twofold. First was the obvious goal of improving the housing of 
the poor. The second goal was expansion of construction as a way of stim-
ulating the economy. At first the federal government built public housing 
directly. Then a Supreme Court decision forced a change in the program, and 
the federal government switched to providing financial support, both capi-
tal and operating, for local public housing authorities. There are today some-
what over 1 million units of public housing in the United States and several 
million units of privately owned but publicly subsidized units. That public 
presence in the housing market had its origins in the Great Depression.

In the mid-1930s, the Resettlement Administration embarked on a pro-
gram of new town-building. The program lost favor with Congress after a time 
and was discontinued in 1938. However, three new communities—Greenbelt, 
Maryland; Green Hills, Ohio; and Greendale, Wisconsin—were constructed.

The housing initiative of the federal government that had the most far-
reaching effects was not one that fell into the realm of planning but rather 
into the realm of finance. That was the provision of mortgage insurance 
by the Federal Housing Administration (FHA) noted briefly in Chapter 2 
and discussed in more detail in Chapter 17. Few, if any, acts of the federal 
government have had more effect on the pattern of settlement than FHA 
mortgage insurance.

The conceptual basis for Urban Renewal was also a Depression-
era development. Economists and others within the federal government 
foresaw the difficulty central cities would have in competing with 
suburban areas for development capital, largely because of differences in 
site-acquisition costs (see Chapter 11). The solution proposed was the City 
Realty Corporation, an organization that would use federal subsidy monies 
plus the power of eminent domain to produce marketable development 
sites at below cost.4 World War II swept the City Realty Corporation off the 
national agenda, but the idea, under a different name, became one of the 
bases of the Housing Act of 1949, which established Urban Renewal.

Still another Depression-era initiative was the first planning for what 
was to become the Interstate Highway System. World War II shelved the 
idea for a time, but it reappeared as the National Defense Highway Act of 
1956. This initiated the building of the Interstate Highway System, the larg-
est single construction project in U.S. history.
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The Depression also saw the creation of the National Resources Planning 
Board (NRPB) under the leadership of Rexford Tugwell, a member of FDR’s 
so-called brain trust. Although the board never fulfilled the dreams of those 
who favored the major move to the left, it did do a certain amount of useful 
work. One contribution was the support of local and state planning efforts. 
Another was the making of an inventory of natural resources on a national 
scale. In the conflicting political currents of the time, noted earlier, the board 
did not make much of a mark on the nation and in 1943 was dissolved by Con-
gress. The war and national preoccupation with war-related matters was one 
cause of its demise. Another cause was that any organization that seeks to plan 
on a broad canvas will naturally step on toes and make enemies.

Whether the NRPB’s dissolution is a cause for sorrow or rejoicing is 
largely a matter of ideology. From the left its dissolution looks like a major 
missed opportunity. From the right its dissolution looks like a slaying of the 
socialist monster in its crib before it could grow to maturity and do any damage.

Finally, the Depression era saw the start of a number of regional plan-
ning efforts, the best known of which was the Tennessee Valley Authority 
(TVA). Established in 1933 to provide a combined approach to flood control, 
power generation, and natural resource conservation, the TVA was planned 
on a major scale. Dams that served for flood control also produced power, 
which facilitated rural electrification and brought industry into the valley. 
The creation of lakes behind dams naturally led the agency into recreation 
planning. Among those who favored a much larger role for government, 
the TVA occasioned much enthusiasm as a prototype for what large-scale 
regional planning could accomplish.

Other regional initiatives included the New England Regional Com-
mission, the Colorado River Compact, and the Pacific Northwest Regional 
Planning Commission. The latter two ultimately resulted in the construc-
tion of the Boulder, Bonneville, and Grand Coulee dams.

The PoSTWAR PeRIoD

World War II provided a sharp break with the Depression and Depression-
era issues. The conversion to a war economy quickly ended the unemploy-
ment of the 1930s, and political and military events abroad shifted the 
nation’s political focus from internal to external. From the end of the war 
to this writing, the country has followed a generally successful economic 
course. It is true that there have been several recessions, the most severe of 
which is the one that began in 2008, and several brief inflationary episodes, 
but on the whole the U.S. economy has flourished. There was thus much 
less willingness, at least until the present, to contemplate radical changes 
than there had been during the Depression. Perhaps this unwillingness was 
just a matter of heeding that bit of folk wisdom, “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix 
it.” Then, too, the success of capitalist economies in Western Europe, Japan, 
and North America contrasted with the poor performance of centrally 



60 The History of Planning: Part II

planned economies in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe and militated 
against major moves toward national planning.

Postwar planning initiatives thus took place within a relatively con-
servative framework. Where possible, they involved a heavy reliance on pri-
vate initiative and private capital. Typically, the major planning initiatives 
also involved a combination of federal, state, and local effort. A share of the 
funding and some legislative guidelines were provided by the federal gov-
ernment, but much of the initiative, detailed planning, and implementation 
came from state and local governments. As discussed in Chapter 18, plan-
ning in many European nations in the 1980s and 1990s came to resemble the 
American model much more than it had in the early postwar period, partly 
for some of the same ideological reasons and partly for economic reasons.

The expansion of Municipal Planning

The postwar period saw a large expansion of planning activity at the city, 
town, and country levels. The causes of this expansion were numerous. The 
prosperity of the postwar period gave municipal governments more funds 
to spend on planning. The satisfaction of private wants with the growth of 
the postwar economy naturally turned people’s attention to public needs. It 
is easier to be concerned about the quality of one’s community when one is 
well fed, well housed, and financially secure than when one is not. Postwar 
suburbanization, as it had after World War I, stimulated planning activity in 
thousands of suburban cities and towns by thrusting on them the problems 
of growth. The difference was that this time there was no Depression to cut 
short the suburbanization process. The growth of local planning activity 
was also powerfully stimulated by the federal government. Federal grants, 
Urban Renewal, and other programs discussed in this chapter stimulated 
the expansion of planning agencies. Beyond that, federal funds were made 
available to local agencies for general planning purposes under section 701 
of the Housing Act of 1954 and subsequent legislation.

Urban Renewal

The first major initiative to appear after the war was Urban Renewal or, as 
it was called in its early days, Urban Redevelopment. The difficulties cities 
faced in competing with suburban areas for investment capital had been 
perceived during the later years of the Depression. In the Housing Act of 
1949, Congress set up the mechanism by which cities might be enabled to 
compete more effectively with outlying areas. At the time, the biggest need 
of the cities appeared to be for investment in housing, both to clear away 
many acres of slum housing and also to alleviate severe housing shortages 
resulting from low rates of construction during the Great Depression and 
World War II. Thus Urban Renewal started as a slum clearance and hous-
ing program. It soon added a major commercial thrust as well. By the time 
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the program was ended in 1973, some $13 billion of federal funds had been 
expended. Several billions more were spent on projects that were in the 
pipeline at that time and were subsequently completed. Adjusted for infla-
tion, expenditures on Urban Renewal probably totaled in the range of $100 
billion in today’s dollars. A great deal had been accomplished, but there 
were also very high human costs in the form of neighborhood disruption 
and the forced relocation of hundreds of thousands of households. The pro-
gram is discussed in detail in Chapter 11.

The Age of highway Planning

Another major theme of the postwar period was highway planning and 
highway building. The period after the war witnessed an enormous amount 
of suburbanization accompanied by massive increases in automobile own-
ership, as noted in Chapter 2. Coincident with the suburbanization of popu-
lation was the suburbanization of economic activity. As a consequence of 
the changing distribution of economic activity, there was also a significant 
increase in the importance of truck transportation relative to rail transpor-
tation in the carriage of both intra- and intermetropolitan freight. Because 
of these pressures, one metropolitan region after another moved into large-
scale highway planning. The first and possibly best known of these was the 
Chicago Area Transportation Study (CATS).

The postwar period also saw the building of the Interstate Highway 
System, which, measured in physical terms, is the largest engineering pro-
ject in the history of the nation. The idea, as noted, is of Depression-era vin-
tage, but work did not begin until after the passage of the National Defense 
Highway Act of 1956. Most of the system was constructed in the 1960s and 
1970s. By the end of the 1980s, only a few links remained to be completed. 
The system, about 40,000 miles in length, has been a major force in reshap-
ing the nation, largely, one suspects, in ways unanticipated by its planners. 
The transportation planning process is described in Chapter 12, and the 
Interstate Highway System is discussed in more detail in Chapter 17.

environmental Planning

Environmental planning, a term that would have been virtually unrecognizable 
50 years ago, emerged as a field at the end of the 1960s. Its emergence can 
be traced to two separate background forces. First, with the growth of 
population and prosperity, humanity had acquired more ability to damage 
the environment. More people, more kilowatt hours of electricity generated, 
more vehicle miles driven, more acres covered with paving and structures—
all meant that the natural environment was at greater risk. Second, and 
more important according to some, were changes in what we produced 
and the way we produced it. Around 1940 there began a revolution in the 
types of materials we produced and used. Up until that time most of our 
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materials were naturally occurring substances, though often processed and 
modified in some way. Since then we have increasingly relied on substances 
that have never before existed, that often have some degree of toxicity, and 
for which natural pathways of degradation do not exist. For example, in 
a very influential book, Silent Spring, Rachel Carson argued that DDT (a 
compound that had been known for some decades but came into use only 
about the time of World War II) was entering the food chain, with all sorts 
of dire consequences both to the ecosystem in general and to humans—
who eat fairly high up on the food chain—in particular.5 Barry Commoner 
in The Closing Circle (a title whose ominous ring fits the tone of the book 
well) cited a long list of changes in products and processes with adverse 
environmental consequences; for example, pesticides, chemical rather than 
natural fertilizers, and the increasing use of plastics like polyethylene for 
which natural degradative pathways do not exist.6

By the end of the 1960s, mounting concern with the effect of our impact 
on the environment resulted in the passage of the National Environmental 
Policy Act (NEPA), and the creation of the Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA). The act also required the filing of an environmental impact 
statement (EIS) for a project involving substantial amounts of federal 
funding, a stipulation that more than any other single event brought the 
field of environmental planning into being. Simply complying with the 
requirement that an EIS accompany a request for federal funding created 
employment for large numbers of environmental planners. In the following 
years many states passed laws analogous to NEPA, often referred to as “little 
NEPA” acts. Congress passed numerous other pieces of environmental 
legislation such as the Clean Air Act and the Toxic Substances Control 
Act. In each case, the studies and planning required to comply with the 
requirements of the law expanded the field of environmental planning. 
Increasing consciousness of environmental issues has also prompted 
agencies handling traditional land-use planning to consider environmental 
aspects that a few years ago were often ignored in the planning process. The 
subject is pursued further in Chapter 15.

A subfield of environmental planning, energy planning, abruptly came 
into being in 1973 following the Arab–Israeli War. The oil embargo that fol-
lowed the war very quickly caused a quadrupling of crude oil prices and a 
50 percent increase in the cost of gasoline. In the next two decades, interest 
in energy planning waxed and waned with the rise and fall of oil prices. 
In recent years interest has been consistently high, not so much because of 
energy prices but because of concern with reducing carbon dioxide emissions.

Growth Control and Growth Management

In the 1960s growth control and growth management emerged as a dis-
tinct area of planning and also as an area of legal and moral controversy. 
Two separate trends in the postwar period combined to create this field. 
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The first was the growth of population and the movement of population 
from central cities into suburban and exurban areas. Many communities felt 
themselves threatened by growth and thus saw a need to develop a means 
to prevent growth entirely or to limit and control it. The second factor was 
the growing environmental consciousness of the 1960s. Concern with the 
natural environment in general easily translated into concern with the 
natural environment of a particular city or town or county and furnished 
motivation and rationale for local growth-control efforts. One movement 
of the 1960s, spawned by global environmental concerns, was zero popula-
tion growth (ZPG), whose slogan for would-be parents was “stop at two.”7 
Concern with population control at the global or national level spilled over 
into concern with growth control at the local level, even though the logical 
connection between them is minimal at best.

The growth-control movement raised legal and moral issues that have 
not been easy to resolve. In fact, there is now a substantial record of litiga-
tion pertaining to the subject. One question at issue is exactly what rights 
communities have to exclude potential residents. The subject is pursued in 
Chapters 5 and 14.

The Growth of Statewide Planning

Beginning in the late 1960s, the nation began to witness an increase in statewide 
planning efforts. This development was closely related to growing concern over 
environmental issues. In general, state planning efforts do not supersede local 
planning efforts but rather add another layer of control. State planning may 
address a variety of environmental or growth management goals that, because 
they transcend municipal boundary lines, cannot be adequately handled at the 
local level. A number of state planning processes are described in Chapter 14.

economic Development Planning

In the period immediately after World War II, it was generally thought that 
the economic function of government was simply to ensure that the national 
economy functioned well. Specifically, the main problem was to employ 
suitable fiscal and monetary policies to maintain a high level of employ-
ment and a reasonable degree of cyclical stability. To the extent that there 
was poverty stemming from unemployment, the way out was thought to 
be economic growth in order to bring more people into the workforce and 
exert upward pressure on wages.

After a time, however, it became apparent that, prosperous as the nation 
was, there were parts of the country in which poverty and unemployment 
were rampant. The first geographic area so recognized was the Appalachian 
region, sandwiched between the much more prosperous East Coast and the 
then thriving Midwest. The terms pockets of poverty and structural unemploy-
ment came into use.
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At the beginning of the 1960s, the federal government began to fund 
local economic development programs through a series of agencies and 
programs discussed in Chapter 14. Briefly, its intention was to promote by 
means of planning and subsidies the flow of capital into distressed areas. 
Initially, most of the federal effort regarding structural unemployment had a 
rural and small-town focus, since in the early 1960s that was where the prob-
lem was most acute. Gradually, with the urbanization of poverty discussed 
in Chapter 2, the focus of these efforts became more urban.

For reasons of political ideology, the Reagan administration was 
opposed to such programs. The federal government largely withdrew from 
the field during the 1980s and has never returned to it in a major way. How-
ever, the states and thousands of local governments still pour much effort 
and billions of dollars into economic development. The structural unem-
ployment issue is one of the prime motivations for such efforts. The other 
major motivation is property tax relief. This motive was greatly strength-
ened in 1978 by the passage of Proposition 13 in California, which greatly 
limited the ability of local governments to increase property taxes and which 
was followed by similar actions in a number of other states. For munici-
pal governments trapped between citizen resistance to taxation on the one 
hand and rising costs of providing services on the other, expansion of the 
tax base through economic development often seems to be the best way out. 
If anything, interplace economic competition has grown more intense since 
the 1980s, and economic development planning is a major area of planning.

Planning for Smart Growth

In the mid-1990s, Maryland invented the term smart growth to describe its 
antisprawl state development plan. Within a few years, the term became 
one of the most, if not the most, commonly used planning terms in the 
United States. Closely allied with older ideas about growth management, 
smart growth was touted as the latest and most important answer to the 
problem of sprawl. With the U.S. population growing at somewhat more 
than 3 million people per year, and with most of that growth going into sub-
urban areas, traffic congestion and other problems associated with sprawl 
were becoming daily more important to the public and to the planners who 
serve that public. Sprawl and smart growth are discussed in Chapter 14.

Planning and Public Safety

The need for safety was an important force behind the evolution of cities, 
since the city was a more defensible place than an isolated settlement in the 
countryside. Several centuries ago, technology began to change that pic-
ture. When the cannon first appeared in Europe in the late fifteenth century, 
city walls began to lose their protective value. In the twentieth century, the 
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invention of the airplane converted cities from places of safety into huge tar-
gets, as World War II made unmistakably clear. In the early years after World 
War II, the existence of the Soviet Union armed with nuclear weapons made 
U.S. cities look like a major military liability. Many thought that the more 
densely urbanized we were, the more we invited nuclear attack and also the 
less able we would be to survive such an attack.

Urban planners and federal officials began to discuss the question of 
whether promoting a more scattered pattern of development would be in 
the national interest.8 However, this line of thought never gathered enough 
adherents to have a major effect on the U.S. pattern of development, though 
it may have affected the location of some defense facilities and the commer-
cial and residential development associated with them. One reason that the 
United States did not adopt a policy of intentional dispersion was that very 
large numbers of people in this country believed that nuclear war between the 
United States and the Soviet Union simply would not occur. The key acronym 
was MAD (Mutual Assured Destruction), and the key assumption was that 
the leadership of the Soviet Union, though reprehensible in many ways, was 
cautious and sane. As the Cold War waned and détente grew, concern with the 
security implications of the pattern of development gradually evaporated. In 
looking back, it is clear that those who placed their faith in MAD were correct.

The events of September 11, 2001 placed the relationship between the 
pattern of settlement and safety back on the planners’ agenda. No terrorist 
attack could approach the destructiveness of a nuclear exchange, but on the 
other hand, such an attack had happened, and the destruction it caused was 
still massive. Unlike the leadership of the Soviet Union, the leadership of 
al Qaeda was not cautious, and to most Americans it also did not seem to 
be entirely sane. It was instantly clear to Americans that terrorism was not 
something that happened just in the Middle East or Sri Lanka or Kashmir. 
From 9/11 forward, Americans would have to contend with the possibility 
of terrorism at home.

Security concerns showed up in a variety of small ways in building 
design, site design, and the way that buildings and public spaces operated. 
Shatterproof glass and stronger construction appeared in some new, larger 
structures. Barriers that make it impossible to bring a motor vehicle close 
to a building have become commonplace in some urban areas. The new 
landscaping for the Washington Monument left the basic appearance of the 
monument site unaltered but surrounded the monument at some distance 
with walkways that have low walls sufficient to prevent a truck from getting 
close to the monument.

How much effect the threat of terrorism will have on urban form in 
the long term will largely depend on whether there are further terrorist acts 
in the United States. If Americans feel relatively safe from terrorism, the 
long-term effects of 9/11 on U.S. cities will be small. At the time of writing, 
concern with it is probably declining as we move further away from 9/11. 
For a while after 9/11 many people thought that there might be very little 
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construction of extremely tall buildings, but that has clearly not been the 
case. If fear of terrorism does measurably affect urban form, the overall 
effect is likely to be a dispersing one. Measures to keep traffic and parked 
vehicles away from buildings and, generally, to achieve safety through dis-
tance will necessarily be easier to implement and less costly in low-density 
environs. Such measures will be hardest to implement in densely built-up 
areas like lower Manhattan or downtown Chicago.

Planning for natural Disasters

Planners have long had some concerns about planning for natural disaster; 
for example, by minimizing risk to people and structures through flood plain 
zoning. However, concern has grown considerably during this century. 
Three items that pushed the matter to the forefront have been Hurricane 
Katrina which hit New Orleans and the Gulf Coast in 2005, the tsunami 
that disabled the Fukushima nuclear plant and which caused major losses 
of life and property in Japan in 2011, and Hurricane Sandy which hit the 
New York and New Jersey coast in 2012. Beyond that, many fear that rising 
atmospheric temperatures and the resulting rise in sea levels will increase the 
chance of major natural catastrophes in the future. The subject is discussed in 
more detail in Chapter 14.

SUMMARy

This chapter has noted the increased interest in planning during the Great 
Depression, in part as a result of the poor performance of American cap-
italism during this period. Although the hopes of those such as Rexford 
Tugwell, who favored a major swing toward national planning, were disap-
pointed, some planning initiatives that lasted well into the postwar period 
did have their origins in the 1930s.

Urban Renewal and the Interstate Highway System were conceived 
during the Great Depression, though not enacted into law and funded 
until after the war. Federal subsidization of housing and federal financial  
support of local planning efforts began during the Great Depression. State-
wide planning, seen to a limited extent in the 1920s, became widespread 
during the Great Depression. World War II quickly ended the unemploy-
ment of the Depression years and shifted the nation’s political focus from 
internal to international affairs.

The political climate of the postwar period was very different from 
that of the Great Depression, and there was little support for national plan-
ning. In fact, the National Resources Planning Board was abolished during 
World War II and was never reconstituted. Nonetheless, there was a major 
expansion of planning activity, in large measure fueled by federal grants 
and pushed forward by national legislation. Among new or expanded 
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activities were Urban Renewal, highway planning (including planning 
for the Interstate Highway System), environmental planning, community 
development, planning for growth management, and local economic devel-
opment planning. In recent years, the question of smart growth has come to 
the fore as increasing numbers of people become concerned about the issue 
of sprawl driven by continuing population growth.

Among the forces behind the increase in planning activity were the 
growth in population and wealth, the rapid suburbanization and increased 
automobile ownership that followed World War II, the weakened competi-
tive position of many central cities vis-à-vis the suburbs, and increasing 
concern with the effects of human activity on the natural environment.
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c h a p t e r  5

The Legal Basis  
of Planning

Planning, as discussed in this book, is an activity of government. It involves 
the exercise of powers vested in the government and the expenditure of 
public funds. It is limited by, among other things, the limitations of the 
powers of government. In this chapter we describe the legal framework 
and the legal limitations within which local and state governments act. In 
Chapter 6 we turn to the political framework.

The ConSTITUTIonAL FRAMeWoRK

The Constitution, although it has much to say about which powers and 
responsibilities are assigned to the federal government and which pow-
ers and responsibilities are delegated to state governments, is silent on the 
issue of how the powers of government are to be divided between state and 
substate units of government. In fact, a literal reading of the Constitution 
gives no indication that there are to be substate units of government at all: 
words like city, town, township, village, parish, or county are totally absent. 
(The word district is mentioned, though its meaning is not entirely clear.)

As a result, it was understood from very early in the history of the 
United States that substate units of government derive all of their powers 
from the state or, in a phrase that came into use some years later, are 
“creatures of the state.” This understanding, which was articulated in 
a strict manner by Judge John F. Dillon in 1868, has become known as 
Dillon’s rule.1 Briefly, the rule is that a substate unit of government has only 
those powers expressly granted to it by the state, or those powers that are 
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directly and unarguably implied by those powers expressly granted to it 
by the state.

In the years after the Dillon decision, a number of states modified 
their constitutions with home rule provisions or passed home rule legislation. 
In these states, substate governments have any power that is not forbidden 
them by the state and not in conflict with the state constitution or other 
state legislation. Thus all states can be classified as either Dillon’s rule states 
or as home rule states.2 The central point, however, is that regardless of 
whether the state is a Dillon’s rule state or a home rule state, the powers of 
substate governments come from the state. This is equally the case under 
the only-those-powers-directly-permitted Dillon’s rule form or under the 
those-powers-not-forbidden home rule form.

Obviously a state government cannot assign to a substate government 
powers that it itself does not have, but of those that it has, some will be 
assigned to substate units of government. In general, the structure of local 
governments and the powers and responsibilities of local governments are 
specified in charters, state-enabling laws, and state constitutions.

Powers and Limitations

Just as state governments grant powers to local governments, they also can 
and do impose obligations on them. Local governments are also guided 
and limited in their actions by rights guaranteed to individuals by the U.S. 
Constitution or by state constitutions. When there is disagreement over 
issues of individual rights or the extent of government power, the ultimate 
arbiter is the court system. Local planning efforts are thus limited by what 
the courts will allow or what local officials, property owners, and other 
concerned parties believe the courts might allow were the issue at hand put 
to a legal test. In many cases, local planning efforts are also influenced by 
what the courts require local governments to do.

Early planning efforts such as the Plan of Chicago often took place in 
the absence of any specific planning framework. In the Chicago case, the 
plan was formulated by a group that had no legal mandate or authority 
and that, in essence, delivered the plan as a gift to the city. The plan was 
implemented by the city through exercise of the normal powers of govern-
ment. Specifically, the city used its powers to levy taxes and to issue bonds 
to raise funds, which were used to finance projects called for in the plan. 
The power of the city to enter into contracts was used to acquire proper-
ties in voluntary transactions. Where that did not avail, the city’s powers 
of eminent domain were used to acquire property through condemnation.

The power of eminent domain is important and deserves a brief expla-
nation. The phrase means that government has the right to take property 
for public purposes. The building of roads, for example, generally involves 
the taking of private property for the right-of-way. When government takes 
property, it must compensate the owner for the value of what is taken.  
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If agreement cannot be reached between government and property owner, 
the matter goes to court. After hearing expert testimony, the court then 
determines the value of the loss imposed on the property owner by the 
act of taking. That value, the condemnation award, must then be paid to 
the property owner by the government. The eminent domain process is  
an example of the exercise of government power subject to limitation by 
the constitutional rights of individuals. Specifically, the taking clause of the 
Fifth Amendment states, “nor shall private property be taken for public 
use, without just compensation”—hence the necessity for the condemna-
tion award. The Fourteenth Amendment states that no person shall be 
deprived of “life, liberty, or property without due process of law”—hence 
the requirement for a judicial procedure should voluntary agreement not 
be reached. The Fourth Amendment guarantees “the right of the people to 
be secure in their persons, houses, papers and effects against unreasonable 
searches and seizures.” Thus the taking of property for a trivial purpose 
would not be sustainable in court.

PUBLIC ConTRoL oveR PRIvATe PRoPeRTy

Public control over the use of private property is a very different matter 
from the public taking (with “just compensation”) of private property. The 
evolution, over several decades, of the right of government to exercise some 
control over the use of privately owned property is one of the central stories 
in the history of modern planning. Were local governments unable to exer-
cise control over the use of privately owned land, the practice of planning 
in the United States would be vastly different and more limited.

Public control of the use of private property involves the imposition 
of uncompensated losses on property owners. This point requires a word 
of explanation. Consider someone who owns a building lot in a downtown 
area. Market forces such as the demand for office space and the cost of con-
struction create a situation in which the most profitable use for the site is 
a 12-story office building. If the municipality, however, limits the height of 
structures on the site to six stories, the difference in profit between the 12- 
and the six-story building is a loss imposed upon the owner of the site. This 
principle is true whether the owner would develop the site, sell the site to 
another party who would develop it, or lease the site to someone else who 
would build on it. In the first case the owner would take the loss directly in 
the form of reduced operating profits. In the latter two cases the loss would 
be manifest as a lower selling price or lower rental fee for the site.

The land-use control technique that has evolved over the years, namely 
zoning (see Chapter 9 for details), does exactly what is alluded to: it limits 
the uses to which land can be put. If the most profitable use is not among 
the permitted uses, a loss is necessarily imposed upon the owner. However, 
no compensation need be paid to the owner, nor is a judicial procedure 
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required for the community to exercise control and thereby impose the loss. 
The community’s zoning law stands unless the property owner brings a 
successful lawsuit against the community. This capacity to obtain the ben-
efits of limiting an owner’s use of his or her property without having to 
pay compensation clearly accounts for the popularity of zoning. The com-
munity obtains partial rights of ownership—some control over the use of 
the property—without having to go to the expense of becoming an owner. 
Note that this is very different from taking with compensation under emi-
nent domain. In that case, the municipality does become the owner of the 
property.

Given the apparent conflict between such community powers and 
constitutional guarantees regarding property rights—most particularly 
the requirement for just compensation in the taking clause of the Fifth 
Amendment—it is not surprising that it took many years and many court 
cases to establish the zoning rights of communities. Even today the legal 
structure of zoning is still evolving, and many an attorney earns his or her 
living in zoning-related litigation and negotiation. Some on the political 
right view all zoning as fundamentally illegitimate because it represents an 
uncompensated taking and hence a violation of constitutionally guaranteed 
property rights.3

The legitimacy of zoning rests on the legal concept of the police power. 
That perhaps misleading term refers to the right of the community to regu-
late the activities of private parties to protect the interests of the public. Very 
often a phrase like health, safety, and public welfare will be used to indicate the 
range of public interests that may be safeguarded through exercise of the 
police power. Thus a law that limited the height of buildings so that they 
not cast the street below into a permanent shadow might be justified as an 
exercise in the police power. So, too, might a law that prevented certain 
industrial or commercial operations in a residential neighborhood. So, too, 
might laws that prevented property owners from developing their lands so 
intensely that undue congestion resulted in nearby streets.

The rights of the community under the concept of the police power 
and the rights of the property owner under constitutional and other safe-
guards push in opposite directions. Exactly where the equilibrium point is 
located is a matter to be decided by the courts. The question of how much 
and for what purposes government can take some of the value of privately 
owned property, as in the building height example, is generally referred to 
as the taking issue and is the subject of a very large literature.4 The question 
of what regulatory actions do or do not constitute a taking is crucial because, 
if it is determined that a taking has occurred, then the Fifth Amendment of 
the Constitution requires that payment be made to the property owner. If 
no taking has been made, then no compensation is required.

The process by which municipalities acquired some control over the 
use of private land began in the late nineteenth century. It started typically 
with the passage of legislation which limited the use, and hence took some 
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of the value, of privately owned property. The legislation was then appealed 
in court by the property owner because of the loss it imposed. Very often 
the loser of the first trial appealed to a higher court. Through this process of 
litigation and appeal, the extent and the limitations of the public power to 
control private land use has been and continues to be defined.

A very early case in this long history was Mugler v. Kansas in 1887. 
The U.S. Supreme Court sustained a Kansas prohibition law that forced 
the closure of a brewery without compensation. The owners of the brewery 
argued that compensation was due, but the Court held that a loss imposed 
through exercise of the police power to protect the health or safety of the 
community required no compensation. Note the distinction between police 
power and eminent domain here. Had the brewery been taken under emi-
nent domain, compensation would clearly have been required. In 1899 a bill 
passed by Congress limited the heights of buildings in residential sections 
of Washington, DC to 90 feet, and heights of buildings on some of the wid-
est streets to 130 feet. Light, air, and traffic congestion in the streets were the 
considerations behind the ordinance. In 1904 the Massachusetts legislature 
passed somewhat similar legislation for Boston. Structures in the business 
district were limited to 125 feet, and structures elsewhere to 80 feet.

In 1909 the city of Los Angeles carried the idea of public control over 
the private use of land further by dividing the city into a number of com-
mercial districts plus a residential district. In the latter, commercial uses 
were permitted only as exceptions. In what became a landmark case, the 
city compelled a brickyard in a residential area to cease operations. The 
item of public welfare being protected was the interest of residents in hav-
ing an environment not subject to undue noise, dust, and traffic. The owner 
sued the city, a series of appeals followed, and the case ultimately went to 
the U.S. Supreme Court. In Hadacheck v. Sebastian the Court sustained the 
city. Although this was, literally, a nuisance abatement rather than a zon-
ing case, the effect of the decision was clearly a strengthening of municipal 
rights under the police power.5

The city that enacted what might be considered the first modern zon-
ing ordinance—though it left much to be desired by present standards—was 
New York. In the early twentieth century, lower Manhattan was growing 
rapidly as a commercial center. Steel-frame construction and the elevator 
were making it practical to build to unprecedented heights of 40, 50, or even 
60 stories. The horizontal expansion of the business district was limited by 
the fact that Manhattan is an island. In fact, at the latitude of Wall Street—
then, as now, the center of the financial district—one can walk across the 
island from the East River to the Hudson River in perhaps 15 minutes. To 
add to the congestion, the city was in the process of building a subway sys-
tem, which permitted employers in the business district to reach far out into 
the other boroughs for their labor forces. Thus the same rapid transit that 
permitted central residential densities to fall was, paradoxically, permitting 
increased employment densities downtown.
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With downtown space at a premium, builders tended to cover the 
entire lot and to build without any setbacks. The result was a building 
shaped like a child’s building block set on end. Such buildings darkened 
the streets below and cast shadows several blocks long. By being allowed 
to build straight up from the property line, builders could accidentally or 
otherwise impose major losses upon adjacent property owners by casting 
the facing wall of an adjacent structure in a perpetual shadow.

At the same time that concern over skyscraper development was 
growing, merchants in the fashionable Fifth Avenue retailing area were 
concerned that the invasion by manufacturing firms displaced from lower 
Manhattan would lower the tone of the area and drive away customers. 
They thus put pressure on the city government for some sort of relief.

Prompted by these concerns, the city in 1916 enacted a comprehensive 
zoning ordinance covering all five boroughs. The city was divided into 
three districts on the basis of land use: residential, commercial, and 

The stepped-back 
configuration of the old-
style office building in 
the foreground shows the 
effect of New York’s 1916 
zoning law. The modern 
structure at the rear rises 
without distinct setbacks 
but has a gradual taper in 
its lower floors and does 
not cover the entire lot.
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mixed. Overlaid on these use districts were five height districts, where 
the heights were expressed as multiples of street widths, ratios justified 
on considerations of congestion and sunlight. Also overlying the entire 
city were five districts that specified ground coverage requirements 
such as minimum lot sizes. Beyond that, the ordinance also specified a 
building “envelope” for skyscrapers, which mandated that there had to 
be setbacks from the street at higher levels. The stepped-back design that 
can be seen today in dozens of Manhattan office buildings comes from 
this ordinance and has been caricatured by some as a modern ziggurat 
(from a Babylonian temple built as a series of stepped-back terraces). 
But regardless of the aesthetic merits (or lack thereof) of many of these 
stepped-back structures, they were a major improvement over structures 
that rose straight up from the lot lines.6

The ordinance was designed by an attorney, Edward M. Bassett, who 
is generally regarded as the father of zoning in the United States. Bassett 
designed it in such a way as to ground every facet in some matter of pub-
lic health, safety, or welfare. Thus he produced an ordinance that proved 
invulnerable to the inevitable court challenges. Again, the fact that the pro-
visions of the ordinance rested on the police power further established the 
principle that compensation need not be paid for any loss of property value 
that the zoning might impose. This point is critical, since if compensation 

Midtown Manhattan 
zoning districts as 
designated in the 1916 
plan. The numbers are 
building height limits 
expressed as multiples of 
street width.
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had to be paid, public control of land use would be more expensive, far 
more cumbersome, and far less widespread than is now the case. A theo-
retical argument may be made that there are some disadvantages to the fact 
that municipalities can essentially treat the zoning power as a free good, but 
we reserve this more modern view for Chapter 9.

In 1926 any lingering doubts about the constitutionality of zoning 
were relieved when a zoning case finally reached the U.S. Supreme Court. 
In the case of The Village of Euclid v. Ambler Realty Co., the Court sustained 
a village zoning ordinance that prevented Ambler Realty from building a 
commercial structure in a residential zone. The point that a municipality 
could impose an uncompensated loss upon a property owner through the 
mechanism of land-use controls was now firmly established. In effect, the 
Court had ruled that such a loss need not constitute a taking of property, 
since a taking of property would require compensation as in the taking 
clause of the Fifth Amendment quoted earlier. The term Euclidean Zoning, 
named for the town of Euclid, is now used to refer to conventional zoning 
ordinances rather than to some of the more modern and flexible types dis-
cussed in Chapter 9.

In the years after 1926, backed by the Euclid decision, state and local 
courts supported and expanded the power of municipal governments to 
zone and otherwise regulate the use of privately owned land, and zoning 
became almost universal in urban and suburban areas. With one minor 
exception, the Supreme Court did not hear another zoning case for half a 
century.

In 1978, litigation over New York City’s landmark preservation 
reached the court as Penn Central Transportation Company v. New York City.7 
The company, which owned Grand Central Station, had sought to build a 
skyscraper atop the station, but it was blocked because the city Landmarks 
Preservation Committee had designated the station as a historic site. The 
company argued that the loss it sustained by being denied permission to 
build over the station was so severe that it constituted a taking. The com-
pany won in the lower court, was reversed in New York State’s appellate 
court, and then appealed to the U.S. Supreme Court. In a split decision the 
Supreme Court rejected the plaintiff’s appeal and sustained the city. Most 
planners were very pleased with the decision because it seemed to expand 
the scope of the zoning power. It made it clear that the behavior of a private 
property owner could be constrained for purely aesthetic reasons. It also 
made it clear that such control could be applied to a single structure or par-
cel rather than just to an entire district. In the years since the Penn Central 
decision, the U.S. Supreme Court has ruled in a number of land-use cases. 
These cases are summarized in the box beginning on page 78.

Beginning about the end of the 1980s, something of a property rights 
counterattack began, and this event bears explanation. The question of 
whether—and if so, how much—government should be able to regulate 
the use of private property has an ideological dimension. Those on the 
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political right will generally take the view that government’s ability to 
regulate should be sharply limited, since the relative sanctity of the rights of 
private property is a fundamental part of the right-wing political position. 
By contrast, those on the political left are far more likely to place less value 
on the rights of private property and thus to favor greater public regulation. 
As the United States moved to the right politically toward the end of the 
twentieth century, what came to be called the property rights movement 
became more powerful.

A number of states have passed laws that required “takings impact 
analyses” before the implementing of environmental regulations. These 
laws are too new to tell whether they will have a major effect. To the extent 
that they do, it will presumably be to reduce the ability of the states to con-
trol, without compensation, the uses to which environmentally sensitive 
land may be put—or, perhaps, to assert that land is environmentally sensi-
tive. Bills to require governments to pay compensation for losses imposed 
by regulation have been proposed in approximately two dozen state legis-
latures, but so far only one bill has passed. That one, in Mississippi, applied 
only to forest land. Nationally, takings bills have been introduced in both 
House and Senate, but none have become law.

The 42nd Street facade 
of Grand Central Station, 
part of what was saved by 
the Penn Central decision.
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The movement to define as takings all reductions in property values 
caused by regulations has made most progress in Oregon. In November 
2000, the voters passed Measure 7. This referendum, backed by a property 
rights organization called Oregonians in Action, required governments 
to “compensate landowners for loss of value resulting from government 
actions that restrict or curtail the use of their property.” Opponents argued 
that converting almost any restriction on land use into a taking would 
impose a huge financial burden on both the state and the local govern-
ments. The state estimated the total cost of the measure at $4.5 billion annu-
ally, with about two-thirds of that falling on local governments and the 
remainder on the state government. They argued that because of this bur-
den, the ability of governments to protect beaches, impose urban growth 
boundaries, and even enforce zoning laws would be greatly reduced. The 
opponents also took the position that although advocates of the measure 
couched their arguments in terms of fairness—government should pay for 
what it takes—the measure was actually a huge blow to government’s abil-
ity to protect the public interest in land development and represented a 
type of initiative that Oregon voters had turned back several times before. 
One opponent of the measure, an attorney for the League of Oregon Cities, 
stated that “you have stripped the government of a fundamental power to 
regulate.” Opponents of the measure made a procedurally based argument 
that the measure was impermissibly broad in that it affected, in a single 
action, a very wide variety of government powers. In 2002, to the relief 
of many planners and environmentalists, the court accepted the plaintiff’s 
argument and struck down Measure 7. The planners’ relief, however, was 
short-lived. On November 2, 2004, the voters of Oregon approved Measure 
37, which essentially repeated the substance of Measure 7 but was more 
narrowly drawn to be able to resist challenge in court. The key passage in 
Measure 37 is:

If a public entity enacts or enforces a new land-use regulation or enforces a 
land-use regulation enacted prior to the effective date of this amendment [to 
prior state legislation, ORS Chapter 197] that restricts the use of private real 
property or any interest therein and has the effect of reducing the fair market 
values of the property, or any interest therein, then the owner of the property 
shall be paid just compensation.8

The measure does exclude from compensation regulations pertaining 
to public health, compliance with building codes, and some other matters. 
But it potentially makes almost any other kind of regulation that imposes 
a loss on a property owner a taking and thus subject to compensation. Fur-
ther, the measure is retroactive to the time that the property owner acquired 
the property. Thus, for example, if some years ago after you had bought a 
piece of land it was rezoned from, say, single-family housing at two units 
to the acre to single-family housing at one unit per acre, you might have a 
potential claim against the municipality that did the rezoning.



78 The Legal Basis of Planning 

Not surprisingly, Measure 37 has been the subject of litigation. On Feb-
ruary 21, 2006 in MacPherson v. DAS the Oregon Supreme Court found for 
the plaintiff and sustained the measure, an obvious setback for the planners. 
But then, in November 2007, the voters of Oregon passed Proposition 49, 
which repealed some of what the planners had considered to be the more 
onerous aspects of Proposition 37. Property owners went to court to get 
Proposition 49 overturned but the court rejected their claims, to the relief of 
planners in Oregon. As might be expected, a wide array of environmental 
organizations are intensely opposed to takings bills. The American Plan-
ning Association (APA) is also strongly opposed and has mounted a seri-
ous lobbying effort. Should such requirements become commonplace, they 
could exert an enormously inhibiting effect on regulatory agencies at all 
levels of government. Fears of incurring huge bills for compensation would 
make agencies extremely cautious and prompt them to err on the side of 
under-regulation. They might also, as the APA has claimed, enrich attorneys 
and consultants by producing an explosion of litigation over whether or not 
a reduction in value sufficient to require compensation had occurred.

The SUPReMe CoURT AnD The TAKInG ISSUe

From Euclid v. Ambler in 1926 until the 1980s the U.S. Supreme Court 
heard only one significant case involving land-use controls: the Penn 
Central case discussed earlier in this chapter. Then, beginning in 1987, 
the Court heard seven cases all concerned with the taking issue.9

None of the following are as sweeping as Euclid v. Ambler or even 
the Penn Central decision. All pertain to the matter of exactly what con-
stitutes a taking. Their net effect has probably been to produce a small 
expansion of the definition of taking.

In Nollan v. California Coastal Commission (1987) the Court pre-
vented the Commission from requiring Nollan to provide public beach 
access as a condition of enlarging his house on the grounds that there 
was no “essential nexus” (connection) between house enlargement and 
beach access.

In Lucas v. South Carolina Coastal Council (1992) the Court ruled in favor 
of the plaintiff, Lucas. The state had blocked any further development on 
the seaward side of a setback line. That prevented Lucas from developing 
on two beachfront building lots. The Court ruled the state’s action a taking 
and ordered it to provide Lucas with $1.6 million in damages.

In Dolan v. City of Tigard (1994) the Court again ruled in favor 
of the plaintiffs, preventing the municipality from requiring that the 
plaintiffs dedicate land for public purposes in return for a variance that 
would permit enlargement of their store’s parking lot. As in Nollan, the 
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Court’s position was that there was not a sufficient nexus to justify the 
municipality’s demand.

In Palazzolo v. Rhode Island (2001) the Court again found for the plain-
tiff. Here, the Court blocked the state from preventing Palazzolo from fill-
ing in coastal wetland to build a 74-unit housing development. The Court 
found for the plaintiff on the grounds of reasonable “investment backed” 
expectations despite the fact that the regulations against such develop-
ment were in place at the time that Palazzolo bought the property.

The five justices finding for Palazzolo were Rehnquist, O’Conner, 
Kennedy, Scalia, and Thomas, all appointed by Republican presidents. 
The four voting against him were Ginsburg, Breyer, Souter, and Ste-
vens, all appointed by Democratic presidents. In fact, the lineup was 
exactly the same as in the Bush v. Gore decision of 2000. Again, the link 
between planning and ideology seems evident.

Planners were not happy with any of these decisions, since by 
expanding the definition of what constituted a taking they all limited the 
public power to effect the use of privately owned land. In the next two 
cases they got some relief. In Tahoe-Sierra Preservation Council et al. v. Tahoe 
Regional Planning Agency et al. (2002) the question was whether a 32-month 
development moratorium on development to allow for the making of a 
regional plan constituted a taking (which would require compensation 
to the plaintiff). The Court rejected the plaintiff’s “time is money” argu-
ment, taking the position that when the moratorium was up the owners 
could then recoup the value of their investments. Had the decision gone 
the other way, just taking the time to go through a thorough planning 
process might expose a municipality to considerable financial risk. The 
moratorium had been imposed in the early 1980s; the case was decided 
two decades later. The wheels of justice can grind slowly.

In Stop the Beach Renourishment v. Florida Department of Environ-
mental Protection et al. (2010) the U.S. Supreme Court ruled for the 
defendants in a decision that very much pleased the planners. In the 
case that came up through the Florida Court of Appeals and then the 
Florida Supreme Court, a group of beachfront property owners sued 
to prevent the state from replenishing beachfront that had eroded in 
front of their houses. That sounds counterintuitive, but their suit had 
a certain logic to it. If the state replenished the beach that had eroded 
in front of their homes, any newly created beach beyond the old high 
watermark would now be state property and that, they claimed, might 
block their access to or view of the ocean. The U.S. Supreme Court 
upheld the Florida Supreme Court (which had overruled the Florida 
Court of Appeals) and denied the homeowners’ claims. Had the home-
owners won, it would have called into question the state’s right to 
restore many miles of beachfront without having to pay compensation, 
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a very serious matter in a state with as much beachfront as Florida. 
More generally it pushed the ever-changing boundary between public 
and private rights a bit in the public direction.

In Koontz v. St. Johns River Water Management Agency the plaintiff, 
Kootz, sought to develop part of his property in a riparian area under 
the jurisdiction of the St. Johns River Water Management District. 
The agency refused Koontz a permit unless he accepted one of two 
options. The first was to deed most of the property as a conservation 
area (meaning that neither he nor a future buyer could develop it) and 
do some off-site mitigation several miles from his property. The second 
option was to develop on an even smaller part of his property (approx-
imately one acre out of 13.9 acres) and deed restrict the remainder. 
Koontz turned down both offers and, instead, brought suit claiming 
that the choice offered to him constituted a taking. The case worked its 
way up through the Florida courts to the U.S. Supreme Court. The fed-
eral government and the American Planning Association filed amicus 
briefs supporting the district. A variety of property rights groups filed 
on behalf of Koontz. On July 29, 2013 the Court found in favor in a five-
to-four decision. Unlike some other decisions the split was not entirely 
on ideological lines, since the conservative Antonin Scalia joined three 
of the Court’s liberals in the dissent. The net effect of the decision was 
to reaffirm or perhaps expand the “essential nexus” argument of Nollan 
v. California Coastal Commission and Dolan v. City of Tigard. To those who 
backed Koontz, the decision seemed like an admirable restraint upon 
what they see as the almost unlimited leverage that regulatory agencies 
would otherwise have over property owners.

In March 2014 the Supreme Court ruled on a case that, while not 
literally a takings case, was very close in that it dealt with the issue of how 
much control government could exercise over private land without paying 
compensation. In the late nineteenth century the State of Wyoming had 
granted a right-of-way for a rail line across privately held land in the town 
of Fox Park. In due time the railroad failed and ultimately the company 
removed the tracks. The-right-of-way was subsequently converted into a 
bicycle and hiking path, a so-called “rails to trails”conversion, by the state. 
The property owner, Marvin M. Brandt, took the position that when the 
rail line was terminated the state’s easement was terminated as well and all 
rights reverted to him. By an eight-to-one decision Marvin M. Brandt Revo-
cable Trust v. United States the Supreme Court found in his favor. Advocates 
of outdoor recreation were distressed by the ruling. There are thousands 
of miles of such rails in the United States and this precedent could pose a 
threat to many of them by giving a few property owners the power to chop 
a trail into a number of disconnected pieces. The Court’s legal reasoning 
may be impeccable, but the decision strikes many as unfortunate.
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The RIGhTS oF nonReSIDenTS

At one time it was assumed that the only parties who had the legal stand-
ing to bring suit against a municipality’s zoning ordinance were property 
owners, since it was their property whose value might be reduced by the 
ordinance. But since the early 1960s it has been understood and acknowl-
edged by the courts that there are instances where nonresidents and people 
who do not own property within a municipality may have legal standing to 
bring suit against a municipality’s land-use controls.

Generally such suits have been brought against suburban communi-
ties over the matter of land-use controls that, in the view of the plaintiffs, 
unnecessarily restrict the types of development permitted (hence the term 
restrictive zoning). Typically, the ordinance under attack is a zoning ordi-
nance that limits development in a part, or in some cases all or virtually all, 
of the municipality to single-family houses on large lots.

Many suits have been brought by minority organizations or their 
advocates, sometimes in conjunction with builders or developers. Very 
often the legal basis has been the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth 
Amendment to the U.S. Constitution. This is the last clause in the last sen-
tence of section I and reads:

nor deny to any person within its jurisdiction the equal protection of the laws.

The argument is that if the law makes it almost impossible for people 
to live in a municipality by preventing the construction of housing that they 
can afford, the law is hardly offering them equal protection. It was also 
argued that because the average income of blacks is well below the average 
income of the entire U.S. population, the burden of such zoning laws falls 
with special force upon blacks and is thus discriminatory.

There have been other arguments as well. One is that if a municipality 
uses its zoning power to drastically reduce the amount of housing that can 
be built within its borders, that zoning decision drives up housing prices 
in other municipalities by displacing to them some housing demand that 
it would otherwise have satisfied itself. This, in turn, suggests that parties 
outside of the municipality may have a stake in that municipality’s land-
use policies.

One of the earliest decisions to accept the latter argument was handed 
down by the Supreme Court of Pennsylvania in 1965.

It is not difficult to envision the tremendous hardship, as well as chaotic con-
ditions, which could result if all the townships in this area decided to deny to 
a growing population sites for residential development within the means of 
at least a significant segment of the population.10

Probably the best-known case involving the rights of outsiders is that 
of Southern Burlington NAACP v. Mt. Laurel (NJ). In 1975 the Supreme Court 
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of New Jersey found that the town’s zoning ordinance excluded entire 
classes of people including minorities and was invalid under the New Jersey 
Constitution. It ordered the town to prepare a new ordinance.

Since then the Mt. Laurel story has followed a complicated legal and 
political path, the latest installment of which was a court decision in 2013, 
38 years after the initial decision. And there is no guarantee that further 
litigation and political maneuvering will not be forthcoming. But the story 
is not all gloom. Affordable housing advocates claim that over the years 
the Mt. Laurel saga has led to the building of thousands of affordable units 
in numerous New Jersey municipalities that would otherwise never have 
permitted them. Here is the Mt. Laurel story in brief.

In 1983 a group of cases, generally referred to as Mt. Laurel II, pushed the 
first decision further. It imposed an obligation on communities to take positive 
steps, not just eliminate exclusionary zoning ordinances, to provide housing 
opportunities for low- and moderate-income residents. The wording of the 
decision made clear that the range of such steps might be quite broad, includ-
ing not only rezoning large blocks of land but also eliminating any ordinances 
that might stand in the way of low- and moderate-income housing—for 
example, subdivision controls on street widths or buffering requirements—
and might also include preferential tax treatment or subsidization for low- 
and moderate-income housing. The decision also suggested that setting aside 
some units in more expensive development for low- and moderate-income 
residents might be required (see inclusionary zoning in Chapter 9).

Alarm among many suburban communities was considerable. In 1985 
the New Jersey legislature passed a bill that established a state Council on 
Affordable Housing. If the Council approved the municipality’s plan, the 
municipality would then be immunized against a Mt. Laurel-type law-
suit. And, indeed, being able to provide this type of immunity was widely 
understood to be one of the purposes of the law. The law essentially pro-
vided that the Council, working with the municipality, would set numeri-
cal targets. The municipality could meet those targets both by means of 
the units constructed within its own borders and by means of a Regional 
Contribution Agreement (RCA) under which a payment of $20,000 per unit 
would be given to another community to help it build the remaining units 
for which the first community was obligated. The Council on Affordable 
Housing (COAH) administered the process.

The RCA process by which a municipality could deal with its affordable-
housing requirements seemed fine to some people but displeased others 
greatly. What you think of the RCA approach depends on how you define 
the problem. If you think the problem is how to achieve social and economic 
integration, you are likely to view the approach negatively. On the other 
hand, if you think the main problem is how to get low- and moderate-income 
housing built somewhere, you may view the approach favorably.

In any case, those who took the former position gradually gained ascend-
ancy in New Jersey, and in 2008 the state adopted the Affordable Housing 
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Reform Bill, which abolished the RCA system, imposed direct affordable-
housing requirements on municipalities, and provided some funding for 
implementation. In commenting on the bill when then Governor Corzine 
signed it into law on June 17, 2008, one of the bill’s sponsors, State Senator 
Dana L. Redd, stated:

This isn’t just an issue of reducing overcrowding in our cities; it’s also about 
making sure that growth is fair and balanced. Towns that are able to sustain 
growth, should make sure that they are willing to welcome new residents 
from all walks of life. Household income is not an indicator of a family’s 
worth, and it’s time a number of our higher income, suburban municipalities 
took notice of that fact.

Subsequently the COAH adopted a “growth share” policy under 
which a municipality’s obligation to foster affordable housing would be 
related to how many other housing units were built in the municipality. 
Affordable housing advocates were opposed because by blocking growth 
generally a municipality could walk away from its affordable housing obli-
gation entirely.

Then matters appeared to get even worse from their perspective. By 
then, Democratic Governor John Corzine had been succeeded by Republi-
can Chris Christie. While not conservative by Tea Party standards, Gover-
nor Christie was far to Governor Corzine’s right. He moved to abolish the 
COAH entirely. That might have put an end to the whole affordable hous-
ing process that stemmed from the original Mt. Laurel decision. Advocates 
of affordable housing were pleased when the New Jersey Supreme Court 
blocked this move and stated that the Governor did not have the power to 
unilaterally abolish a unit of government created by the state legislature. 
Affordable housing advocates received some more good news on Septem-
ber 26, 2013 when the New Jersey Supreme Court disallowed the “growth 
share” method.

But there was still one more cloud on the legal horizon. The Depart-
ment appealed the lower court’s decision to the U.S. Supreme Court, ask-
ing the Court to reject the principle of disparate impact; that is, to reject the 
idea that there could be a finding of discrimination even if no intent to dis-
criminate could be shown. In June 2015 the Court rejected the appeal and 
sustained the lower courts. The four liberal justices, Ginsburg, Breyer, Soto-
mayor, and Kagan, voted to reject the appeal, the four conservative justices, 
Thomas, Scalia, Alito, and Roberts, voted to sustain the appeal and, as is 
often the case, Justice Kennedy who occupies an intermediate position cast 
the deciding vote. In this case he voted with the liberals. In Texas Department 
of Housing and Community Affairs et al. v. Inclusive Communities Project, Inc.  
et al. the decision written by Justice Kennedy included the words:

The FHA [Fair Housing Act of 1968] must play an important part in avoiding 
the Kerner Commission’s grim prophecy that our nation is moving towards 
two societies, one black, one white—separate but not equal.
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At this time affordable housing and fair housing seems to be on 
solid legal ground, but it moves slowly and sometimes not at all. The 
first impediment is simply money. Housing subsidy money, whether 
from the federal government or from lower levels of government, is lim-
ited. A second factor that slows it is simply citizen resistance. Westches-
ter County, NY has been the scene of battles over affordable housing for 
the past 40 years or so and not much has been built there. The current 
County Executive Robert Astorino asked sarcastically whether the fed-
eral government (after having brought suit against Westchester County 
for resisting affordable housing efforts which would have had the effect 
of integrating a number of predominantly white communities) might 
not go after New Hampshire and Vermont because their populations are 
overwhelmingly white. A lot of his constituents support his opposition 
to affordable housing and, in fact, his opposition was one of the things 
that got him elected. The interested reader can pursue the Westchester 
County affordable housing saga by googling “Westchester fair housing” 
and by looking up the Yonkers housing controversy in earlier editions of 
this book.

The FIGhT oveR eMInenT DoMAIn

It has long been accepted that government can take property, with just com-
pensation, for public purposes. If governments could not do this, a single 
intransigent property owner could permanently block the building of a 
road, the assemblage of land for a park, the building of a school, and the 
like. But within this overall understanding there is much room for what the 
term public purpose means.

The Urban Renewal program (see Chapter 11), which got underway 
shortly after passage of the Housing Act of 1949, used eminent domain in 
a new way. Local governments would take private property to assemble 
blocks of land for projects and then, when site development work had been 
done, sell or lease the land to developers, who then built housing or com-
mercial buildings. This meant that eminent domain was used to transfer 
property from one private party to another private party, rather than from 
private party to government. The private-party-to-private-party transfer 
occasioned much resentment. In time a property owner went to court to 
prevent an Urban Renewal agency from taking his or her property for this 
purpose. The case was appealed to the U.S. Supreme Court, and in 1954 in 
Berman v. Parker the Court found against the plaintiff. That is, the process 
was constitutional.

That decision seemed to settle the matter, but resentment simmered. 
Half a century later in 2005, in Kelo v. New London [Connecticut], the issue 
came to the Supreme Court again, and again the Court found against the 
plaintiff. In effect, the Court affirmed Berman v. Parker. But this time the 
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decision unleashed a torrent of anger against the eminent domain process 
and its real or imagined abuses.

In the year after the Kelo decision, all 44 state legislatures that met in 
that year (not every state legislature meets every year) took up eminent 
domain bills. Of the 44 legislatures, 28 passed bills restricting the use of 
eminent domain.11 There was considerable variation among the bills, but 
the most common feature was language that restricted the rights of state 
and local governments to take private property if it was to be transferred to 
another private party. Generally, there were a few exceptions to this so that 
private property could be transferred to a common carrier, which would 
include, for example, railroads and pipelines, and to utility companies. 
But the sorts of transfers done in Urban Renewal And Community Devel-
opment programs were banned. Many of the states specifically banned 
private-party-to-private-party transfers for “economic development” pur-
poses, effectively saying the same thing in different terms.

To some degree, how you feel about this legislative overruling of Kelo 
will be a matter of your overall political stance. If you basically trust govern-
ment and if private property rights are not that sacrosanct to you, you are 
likely to feel that the Kelo decision was right and the state legislatures made 
a mistake. If you feel the reverse on those two matters, then you are likely 
to be pleased to see the state legislatures, in effect, reverse Kelo. In short, 
the more to the left you are politically, the more likely you are to be happy 
with Kelo, and the more to the right you are, the more likely you are to be 
happy to see it canceled out. Beyond the ideological, there was resentment 
against the whole process of eminent domain because of instances in which 
government agencies treated property owners in a high-handed manner 
or in which the private-party-to-private-party transfer process was abused. 
The potential for a sweetheart deal in which a politically well- connected 
developer profits unduly from such a transfer is very real.

In addition to the bills passed by state legislatures, there were in 2006 
a number of referenda intended to restrict the use of eminent domain. Of 
these, nine passed, often by large majorities, and two failed. One of those 
that passed, Arizona 207, also carried language that drastically expanded 
the definition of a regulatory taking. Basically, the referendum stated that if 
a restriction on the use to which property could be put reduced the value 
of that property after the owner had purchased it, the owner was entitled 
to compensation. There were a few exceptions, such as for matters of public 
health and safety.

The restrictions on the use of eminent domain and the expansion of 
the definition of regulatory taking are separate issues, and you could argue 
that if they were to be put up for referendum they ought to be separate, 
since that would give the voters maximum freedom of choice. But in fact 
they were bundled together so that the voter could vote on them only as a 
pair. Whether the regulatory taking definition would have passed had it 
been separate is an open question. As a matter of political strategy, those 
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who favored it were shrewd in getting the two items bundled together, 
since their cause clearly benefited from a groundswell of anger against the 
perceived abuses of eminent domain.

You may wonder where things stand, given that the Supreme Court 
upheld Kelo, but legislation and referenda blocked that which Kelo had 
allowed. The answer is quite straightforward. All the Supreme Court said is 
that private-party-to-private-party transfers via eminent domain cannot be 
blocked on constitutional grounds. But when a state chooses to ban them, 
then they cannot be done in that state.

What is the planner’s stake in all of this? Regardless of what one feels 
about the rightness or wrongness of the state bans on private-party-to-
private-party transfers, it is clear that states and local governments have lost 
one important tool for a variety of community and economic development 
purposes. Urban Renewal, as described in Chapter 11, would have been a 
very different, and probably much smaller, program had such transfers not 
been possible.

How the part of Arizona 207 that pertains to regulatory taking will 
play out in practice is not yet clear, for inevitably there will be a court case, 
the loser will appeal, and that entire process will take a while.

STATe-enABLInG LeGISLATIon

Another change in the legal framework of planning since the days of the 
Plan of Chicago has been the passage of state legislation that defines in 
broad terms the local planning function. Legislation varies greatly from 
state to state. In most cases, legislation merely permits localities to engage 
in particular planning activities. But in other cases, the legislation requires 
that communities perform certain planning acts. Note, incidentally, that 
state-enabling legislation also defines municipal obligations and powers 
with regard to taxation, borrowing, the judicial system, the provision of 
police protection, and many other matters.

As an example of state-enabling legislation with regard to planning, 
consider the State of Virginia.12 Legislation requires that all cities, towns, 
and counties establish a planning commission and adopt a master plan. The 
intent of the state’s local planning legislation is given as follows:

To encourage local governments to improve public health, safety, conveni-
ence and welfare of its citizens and to plan for the future development of 
communities to the end that transportation systems be carefully planned; 
that new community centers be developed with adequate highway, utility, 
health, educational and recreational facilities; that the needs of agriculture, 
industry and business be recognized in future growth; that residential areas 
be provided with healthy surroundings for family life; and that the growth 
of the community be consonant with efficient and economical use of public 
funds.
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Having laid out the general reasons for requiring communities to 
plan, the law then goes on to state,

The governing body of every county and municipality shall by resolution 
or ordinance create a local planning commission. . . . In accomplishing the 
objectives . . . such planning commissions shall serve primarily in an advisory 
capacity to the governing bodies.

The law requires that each city, county, or town draw up a master 
plan, and then, in a general way, suggests the areas the plan is to cover:

The local commission shall prepare and recommend a comprehensive plan 
for the physical development of the territory within its jurisdiction. Every 
governing body in this state shall adopt a comprehensive plan by July one, 
nineteen hundred eighty.

Note the requirement for adoption as well as for plan preparation. The 
reason for this wording is that plans themselves are not laws. They become 
law and acquire force when the legislative body of a community passes a 
resolution stating that the attached document (the plan) is adopted as the 
master plan of the municipality.

The legislation stipulates that the plan and accompanying maps, 
plats,13 and so on “may include, but need to be limited to” the following:

1. The designation of areas for various types of public and private development 
and use, such as different kinds of residential, business, industrial, agricul-
tural, conservation, recreation, public service, flood plain and drainage, and 
other areas.

2. The designation of a system of transportation facilities, such as streets, roads, 
highways, parkways, railways, bridges, viaducts, waterways, airports, ports, 
terminals, and other like facilities.

3. The designation of a system of community service facilities, such as parks, 
forests, schools, playgrounds, public buildings and institutions, hospitals, 
community centers, waterworks, sewage disposal or waste disposal areas, 
and the like.

4. The designation of historical areas and areas for urban renewal and other 
treatment.

5. An official map, a capital improvements program, a subdivision ordinance 
(this term is explained in Chapter 9), and a zoning ordinance and zoning dis-
trict maps.

Where state laws or state constitutions permit municipalities to 
engage in certain acts of planning, it could be said that they are merely 
granting permission for municipalities to do that which is implicit under 
the concept of the police power. There is some truth in this. However, 
planning-enabling acts and zoning-enabling acts are useful in that they 
encourage municipalities to plan, define the scope of planning, and furnish 
legal support for the municipality should its plans be challenged in court. 
As noted, many planning-enabling acts go beyond simply permitting 
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communities to plan and require them to plan. These laws thus establish a 
minimum planning effort that every community must make.

The Legal Link to State Planning

As noted in Chapter 4, many states engage in some statewide planning. 
Such planning efforts generally impose legal requirements on local govern-
ments to ensure that they act in conformity with state plans or planning 
requirements. For example, if a state engages in planning designed to pre-
serve wetlands, it may require that local governments not grant permits 
for development in or near wetlands until certain types of studies have 
been made or hearings conducted. These requirements prevent local gov-
ernments from permitting actions that contravene the intent of state plans. 
Since local governments are “creatures of the state,” it is clearly within the 
power of the state to bind local governments so that they act in conformity 
with state-established guidelines.

The FeDeRAL RoLe

One way in which the federal government exerts an influence on local 
planning practice is through legal requirements, such as those discussed in 
connection with air quality in Chapter 16. However, the largest influence 
is through the giving of grants and the requirements that the federal 
government attaches to the receipt of those grants.

In 2008, the last full fiscal year before the financial crisis struck, federal 
grants to state and local governments totaled $495 billion, or approximately 
$1,600 for every person in the United States, and accounted for approxi-
mately one-fourth of total state and local government expenditures. With 
this flow of funds necessarily comes considerable oversight and control. 
This massive flow of funds has not always been a part of the U.S. political 
picture. In 1960 federal aid to state and local governments was about $7 bil-
lion.14 After adjusting that figure for inflation, there was a ninefold increase 
in federal aid between 1960 and 2007. Adjusting that figure for population 
growth yields a real per capita increase of about 5.4 times.

Why this pattern of transfers evolved can be explained in various 
ways. Sometimes it is said that the federal government can raise mon-
ies more easily than state and local governments because it has “the best 
revenue sources.” This is largely a reference to the personal income tax, 
which over the years has proven to be highly income elastic.15 A more gen-
eral explanation is simply that state and local governments are restrained 
in their taxing behavior by fear of losing residents and economic activity 
to other jurisdictions that tax more lightly. The federal government is not 
nearly so restrained in this regard.
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Another explanation, which places its emphasis on political behavior 
rather than economic rationality, is offered by the Public Choice theorists. 
They attribute much of the expansion of the federal government’s role in 
local and state affairs to the vote-seeking competition between politicians to 
deliver revenues raised elsewhere to their own constituents.16

There are few inducements to state and local action more powerful 
than the giving of money. Matching grants (50:50 and 90:10 are common 
ratios) induce states and localities to do many things that they would not 
do if they had to pay the full costs themselves. The Interstate Highway Sys-
tem was largely paid for by 90:10 federal funding. So, too, has been much 
investment in sewer systems and water quality treatment.

Making certain state and local actions a perquisite for receiving fed-
eral money enables the federal government to induce local actions that 
it has no power to compel directly. For example, the federal government 
has no literal power to compel a community to adopt certain procedures 
to include citizens in its planning processes. However, if the implementa-
tion of the plans, or even the formulating of the plans, will be done partly 
with federal funds, the federal government can achieve the effect of require-
ment simply by making citizen participation a requirement for the receipt 
of federal funds. Very often the federal government does not even need to 
monitor the behavior of the recipient government to achieve compliance. 
The reason is simple. If the local government violates a federal funding 
requirement, it is likely to face a lawsuit from some individual or group 
seeking to block its use of federal funds on the grounds that it has violated a 
condition of receiving such funds. For example, failure to include low- and 
moderate-income citizens in the decision-making process for community 
development planning is likely to bring such a suit from a low-income or 
minority advocacy group. Failure to heed guidelines attached to a federal 
grant for the construction of a wastewater treatment plant may bring a suit 
from an environmental organization. Thus, many of the guidelines attached 
to grants are self-enforcing.

The system described above is under pressure. When the Great Reces-
sion struck in 2008 federal tax revenues began to fall the the federal govern-
ment’s deficit rose very rapidly. On the fiscal side, the federal government’s 
main response was to reduce expenditures. Closing the gap by increasing 
taxes was a political nonstarter. Whether “fiscal austerity” (cutting expen-
ditures) was wise is a matter of argument. Republicans and some conserva-
tive Democrats were all for it. Those who took a Keynesian view of the 
nation’s economic problems like the liberal Nobel Prize-winning econo-
mist Paul Krugman believed it was exactly the wrong thing to do.17 But 
regardless of the pros and cons it is what happened. The reduction in the 
downward flow of federal grants squeezed local governments directly and 
also indirectly, because the squeeze on state governments caused them to 
reduce their grants to localities. Thus federal influence over local planning 
activities, and local government activities in general, is probably somewhat 
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weaker than it was several years ago. Nonetheless, it is still very powerful. 
This financial squeeze explains why for several years after the 2008 finan-
cial crisis while private sector employment was rising at a modest pace 
local government employment fell by some hundreds of thousands, par-
ticularly in education. At this writing, the economy continues to improve, 
state government revenues are rising, and state direct expenditures as well 
as grants to substate governments are rising. But federal grants to state 
and local governments are sharply restrained by intense pressure against 
federal expenditures as exemplified by the budget sequestration of 2013 as 
well as the government shutdown in the fall of the same year and the near 
shutdown the following year.

Mandated Responsibilities

The federal government also influences local and state planning activi-
ties by direct requirements, or “mandates.” For example, the Clean Air 
Act amendments of 1970 require the EPA to establish certain air quality 
standards. To meet these standards, states are required to produce state 
implementation plans (SIPs). Although the states have great latitude in the 
precise manner in which these air quality standards are to be met, the fed-
eral legislation does force them to plan and also establishes minimum tar-
gets (levels of air quality) for which to plan. The legislation also specifies 
in general ways the items that state plans must contain. For example, the 
state plan must contain provisions for reviewing plans for the construction 
of facilities that might produce sufficient emissions to prevent the achieve-
ment of federally mandated air quality standards. Thus plans for a solid-
waste incinerator that might push levels of air pollutants above federally 
mandated standards would have to be reviewed. Should a state govern-
ment fail to make such a review or make the review in an inadequate man-
ner, it might open itself up to legal action by an environmental group or 
other concerned parties.

The situation just described represents a particular style of regula-
tion that is commonly used by federal and state governments. The regulat-
ing body does not tell the regulated party what to do in detail. Rather, the 
regulated party is told what must be achieved but is left with wide dis-
cretion concerning how to do so. Perhaps the best-known example of this 
regulatory style is seen in the rules pertaining to automobile fuel economy. 
Average mileage standards, Corporate Average Fuel Economy (CAFE), for 
the total fleet produced by a manufacturer were established, and fines for 
exceeding this standard were set. But carmakers were told nothing about 
what technologies to use in achieving these goals.

One advantage of this approach is that overall goals are formulated at 
a high level, where decision makers have an overview of “the big picture.” 
But technical decisions are made by those who are closer to the problem 
and thus better informed about details. As a practical matter this style is 
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also likely to be much more acceptable in a political system like that of 
the United States—one in which power is widely distributed and in which 
there are strong local governments and a tradition of resistance to excessive 
central authority.

SUMMARy

Planning occurs within a framework of state legislation, since the munici-
pality as a “creature of the state” has only those powers granted to it by 
the state. It also bears those responsibilities imposed upon it by the state. 
The capacity of a municipality to implement plans is also circumscribed by 
constitutionally guaranteed individual rights.

Zoning, the best known of land-use control devices, is an exercise 
of the “police power.” The contradictions, real or apparent, between the 
zoning process and constitutional guarantees relative to property and to 
due process go far to explain why the process of establishing the rights of 
municipalities to zone took several decades. Even today, the zoning power 
is still evolving through a process of legislation, litigation, and judicial 
decision.

Planning-enabling legislation defines the powers of municipalities 
with regard to planning and, in many cases, also defines the obligations 
of the community with regard to planning. For example, it may require 
that the community have a comprehensive plan and that the plan include 
certain elements.

The federal government exerts a large influence over the local plan-
ning process. In some cases it does so by laws and regulations. More often, 
it does so through requirements attached to funding or simply through the 
pattern of federal grants. The predominant flow of funds is downward: 
from the federal government to state and local governments, and from state 
governments to local governments.
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c h a p t e r  6

Planning and Politics

Why IS PLAnnInG PoLITICAL?

For several reasons, planning generally takes place in a highly politicized 
environment.

1. Planning often involves matters in which people have large emo-
tional stakes—for example, the character of a neighborhood or the quality 
of a school district. A planning decision that you do not like may intrude 
itself into your life every day because its fruits are located where you live or 
work. The often very emotional suburban resistance to subsidized housing 
is largely a matter of residents’ fears about the effect it will have on the local 
school system. The residents may be right or wrong, but either way it is 
easy to understand why they become passionate about what they think will 
affect the happiness and safety of their children. Vociferous citizens’ oppo-
sition was the major force that ended Urban Renewal (see Chapter 12). Few 
actions of government can arouse more emotion than a program that might 
force the citizen to give up an apartment or relocate his or her business to 
make way for what one writer called “the federal bulldozer.”

2. Planning decisions are visible. They involve buildings, roads, park-
land,  properties—entities which citizens see and know about. Planning 
mistakes, like architectural mistakes, are hard to hide.

3. Like all functions of local government, the planning process is close  
at hand. It is easier for the citizen to affect the actions of a town board or a 
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city council than the actions of a state legislature or of Congress. That feel-
ing of potential effectiveness encourages participation.

4. Citizens correctly assume that they know something about plan-
ning without having studied it formally. Planning involves land use, traffic, 
the character of the community, and other items with which they are famil-
iar. Therefore, citizens tend not to defer to planners.

5. Planning involves decisions with large financial consequences. Mr. 
X owns 100 acres of farmland on the urban fringe. Land values in the area 
are rising, and it is clear that the land will soon pass from agricultural to a 
more intensive use. If municipal sewer and water lines are extended along 
the road fronting the property, the land will be suitable for garden apart-
ment development at 12 units per acre, making it worth, say, $100,000 per 
acre. On the other hand, if the land is not served with utilities, development 
there will be limited to single-family houses on one-acre lots, and land will 
be worth $10,000 per acre. Mr. X now has a $9 million interest in whether 
the municipal master plan shows sewer and water lines down a particular 
road. Variations on this theme could easily be posed in terms of zoning, 
street widening, community development, construction of public build-
ings, flood control measures, and the like.

Even those who own no property other than the house they live in 
may feel, quite correctly, that they have a substantial financial stake in plan-
ning decisions. For many people, their biggest single source of net worth is 
not in bank accounts or stock certificates but in home equity (what the home 
would bring when sold minus what is owed on it). Planning decisions that 
affect house values may thus assume major importance to homeowners.

6. There can be a strong link between planning questions and prop-
erty taxes. The property tax is one of the financial mainstays of local gov-
ernment as well as of public education. Planning decisions that affect what 
is built within a community affect the community’s tax base. This affects 
the property taxes that community residents must pay, and these taxes are 
hardly a trivial sum. In 2013 total property tax collections in the United 
States were approximately $488 billion, or a little over $1,500 per capita. 
Concern over property tax levels has been very great for many years. Wit-
ness Proposition 13 in California and comparable property tax limits in a 
number of other states.

PLAnneRS AnD PoWeR

Planners are basically advisors. Alone, the planner does not have the power 
to do many of the things that cause change within the community: to 
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commit public funds, to enact laws, to enter into contracts, or to exercise 
the power of eminent domain. Where the planner does have some legal 
powers, perhaps in connection with land-use controls, as discussed in 
Chapter 9, they are powers granted by the legislative body and removable 
by that same body. The planner’s influence on events, then, stems from 
the capacity to articulate viewpoints and develop consensus and coalitions 
among those who do wield significant power.

A plan is a vision of the future. A planner moves events to the extent 
that he or she can cause that vision to be shared. In the early years of  
planning—as noted in connection with the Plan of Chicago—the view was 
that the plan came solely, or almost solely, from the head of the planner.  
It was then his or her task to sell that vision to the public and to the political 
establishment of the community. This is exactly what was done with great 
success in the Chicago case by Burnham and his associates.

A more modern view is that good plans spring from the community 
itself. In this view the planner’s proper role is to facilitate the planning 
process and to aid it with his or her own expertise, rather than to deliver 
the plan full blown. Several points can be made in favor of the modern 
approach. First, it avoids elitism. The planner has particular skills which 
the average citizen does not have, but that capacity does not make the plan-
ner wiser in general. Second, there is no way that the planner, or any other 
single individual or group, can have a complete and an accurate view of the 
interests of the citizenry as a whole. Only the individual can really know 
his or her own needs and preferences. If that is true, only by taking the 
citizenry into the planning process at an early stage can their interests be 
fully represented. Last, it may be argued that a plan formed with substan-
tial community input is more likely to be carried out than a plan of equal 
quality that has simply been drawn up directly by professionals. The very 
act of participating in the planning process informs the citizen about the 
details of the plan. Giving time and energy to the process of planning builds 
the citizens’ commitment to the plan. What was “their plan” now becomes 
“our plan.” But there are also some counterarguments. We will come to 
these shortly.

Planners now view involvement with politics very differently than 
they did a few decades ago. In the 1920s and 1930s, it was common to try to 
isolate the planning process from politics—to keep planning “above” poli-
tics. A common political arrangement was to have the planner report solely 
to a “nonpolitical” planning board. In time it was realized that since the 
political sphere was where decisions were made, isolating the planner from 
politics rendered him or her much less effective. Then, too, it came to be 
realized that the term nonpolitical is misleading. If one appoints a group of 
prominent citizens as a lay board, one has, in fact, made a political decision. 
A group of nonprominent citizens might give the planners a very different 
set of instructions. No one is really nonpolitical, since everyone has interests 
and values, and that is the substance of which politics is made.
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The notion of the planning function as one that should be nonpoliti-
cal came out of the urban political reform movement of the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth century.1 Political power was wrested from the old 
machines like New York’s Tammany Hall and vested in civil servants; so-
called reform administrations; and in some cities, professional, nonparti-
san managers. The city manager form of government, in which the elected 
mayor has a largely ceremonial role and the real administrative responsibil-
ity and authority are vested in a city manager hired by the legislative body, 
comes from the reform movement.

In the reform view, politics was a seamy and often corrupt process, and 
the more that planning could be kept out of it, the better. A more modern 
view would be that the reform movement was in some measure a victory 
of the upper-middle class over machines, which often represented, albeit 
with some of the gravy skimmed off the top, the working class and newly 
arrived immigrants. In short, reform was not the elimination of politics so 
much as a transfer of political power.

The FRAGMenTATIon oF PoWeR

The environment in which the planner operates is characterized by a 
diffusion of political, economic, and legal power. This condition is probably 
true for any planner anywhere, but it is particularly true in the United 
States. The U.S. Constitution was designed to limit the power of government 
not only to protect the nation as a whole from tyranny but also to protect 
minorities from what has been termed the “tyranny of the majority.” The 
system was clearly not designed to facilitate quick and decisive action by 
government. Political power in the United States is fragmented in several 
ways. First, it is distributed among different levels of government. State and 
local governments are much stronger in relation to the national government 
than is the case in most of the other democratic states of the Western world 
such as France or Great Britain. In general, state and local governments 
raise much more of their own revenues than do their counterparts in other 
democracies. Financial responsibility and political autonomy are related. 
The relatively greater autonomy of state and local governments in the 
United States goes back to the Constitution, which, as its writers intended, 
sharply limits the power of the federal government. Resistance to central 
authority is an old American political tradition.

Political power is also fragmented through the so-called separation 
of powers among the executive, legislative, and judicial branches. That 
separation goes back to the founding of the country and the intent of 
the drafters of the Constitution to restrain government by structuring 
it so that the power of each branch would counterbalance the powers 
of the other branches. Planning as a government activity is clearly a 
function of the executive branch. However, implementing virtually any 
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plan requires funding. Both the levying of taxes and the appropriation 
of funds are legislative functions. The powers of both the executive and 
the legislative branches are, of course, constrained by the judicial branch. 
That branch, at the federal level, is nominated by the executive branch 
and confirmed by the legislative branch. At the state and local level the 
situation is mixed. In some cases judges are appointed as in the federal 
model. In others they are elected.

In addition to being fragmented along the executive-judicial- 
legislative line, local government may also be fragmented in an administra-
tive sense. A metropolitan area that constitutes a single economic and social 
entity may be divided into dozens or even hundreds of political jurisdic-
tions. In addition to governments, there may be a variety of districts that 
have some governmental powers and responsibilities. School districts, for 
example, generally have the power to tax and sometimes have the power 
of eminent domain. In many states the school board members are elected 
directly by the residents of the district, and those members, in turn, choose 
the district’s superintendent. The administrative structure that runs the 
schools thus exists in parallel to the structure of local government but is not 
a part of that government. Yet both structures tax the same population, both 
may make land-use decisions, and both may issue debt and make capital 
investments. Similar comments can be made with regard to water, sewer, 
transportation, and other authorities.

The United States has a strong tradition of respect for property rights. 
Conflict over the exact location of the boundary between the rights of the 
public and the rights of property owners is inevitable. The determination 
of the boundary is ultimately made in the courts, that is, by the judicial 
branch. We also note that the courts are often the guardians of individual 
rights and in this role may require certain actions by the other branches of 
government. Court-mandated school integration is perhaps the best-known 
example, but there are many others. For example, how the courts interpret 
the language of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) of 1992 deter-
mines exactly what steps municipalities must take and what expenditures 
they must make for individuals with disabilities.

Power in the nongovernmental sphere is also widely distributed. 
The citizens in their role as voters are the ultimate power. But groups of 
individuals also constitute power blocs. The citizen as a homeowner is part 
of a very powerful bloc, as any planner working in a community with a 
large percentage of owner-occupied housing units quickly learns. In many 
communities the citizen as a member of a labor union is part of a powerful 
bloc. The citizen as a member of an environmental group such as the Sierra 
Club or a local conservation group is a member of another bloc. Those who 
own substantial amounts of property, whether vacant land or structures, 
constitute still another source of power. So, too, are the community’s 
employers. There is a very strong relationship among land-use planning, 
capital investment, and construction activity. Thus the construction 
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industry—both management and labor—is often a major participant in 
planning decisions and in planning controversies.

Not only do citizens participate in the planning process both as indi-
viduals and as members of groups, but there is also a certain amount of citi-
zen participation organized by the planners themselves. This is done partly to 
involve the public in planning questions, as noted before, but also because it 
is often a legal requirement. Much federal funding for highways, water and 
sewer systems, local economic development projects, and the like requires evi-
dence of organized citizen participation before monies can be disbursed. Such 
requirements are not readily evaded. In fact, they are self-enforcing because 
the planners and municipal officials know that if the requirements are not 
met, the project may well be stopped by a procedurally based lawsuit which 
claims that the federal citizens’ participation requirements were not met.

Most planners, on balance, look favorably on citizen participation, but 
it can have its frustrations. The planner who takes a comprehensive view of 
the city or town may be very frustrated by citizens who are tremendously 
concerned with what happens in their immediate vicinity but relatively 
unconcerned about the “big picture.” It is the experience of most planners 
that citizens participate very readily on issues close to their homes but that 
it is usually very difficult to get them involved in larger-scale questions 
like regional planning. In a sense, the citizen’s perspective is often like 
perspective in drawing: Objects that are close to the viewer appear much 
larger than objects of the same size that are farther away. Then, too, even if 
you as a planner are strongly committed to citizen participation you may 
feel very frustrated when your professional judgment, perhaps backed by 
many hours spent studying a particular situation, is rejected because it 
conflicts with citizens’ (or politicians’) casual opinions. Of course, this is the 
same frustration that the economist, the policy analyst, or any other expert 
experiences when giving advice in a political situation.

It is a basic fact of political life that it is easier to mobilize people in 
opposition than it is to mobilize them in support. Thus often there are groups 
that have the power to prevent things from happening, but no group that has 
the power to make things happen. Citizen opposition has shot down many a 
planner’s brainchild. In the sense that any citizen has the opportunity to make 
his or her voice heard, citizen participation is democratic. But it is not always 
as representative as one might at first think. Citizens’ groups and movements 
are self-selected and may represent a very small percentage of the population, 
but local governments often respond to the pressure of vocal and determined 
minorities. The idealistic young planner who sees his or her ideas about, for 
example, affordable housing stomped to death by prosperous homeowners 
at a public meeting may come away from the experience wiser, sadder, and 
harboring mixed feelings about the benefits of “power to the people.”

The person who had the most effect upon the physical form of the New 
York metropolitan area is, without doubt, Robert Moses.2 Moses, whose career 
started early in the twentieth century, well before the age of citizen participation, 
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was brilliant, forceful, extremely adept at political manipulation, and sure that 
he was right. In his early adulthood, at least, he was also idealistic. He was, 
in large measure, responsible for the building of highways and bridges, the 
building of parks, the construction of all sorts of community facilities, and the 
destruction of large amounts of housing and many small businesses to make 
way for his projects. He had little interest in what the public wanted, but rather 
in what he thought was needed. He was both widely admired and widely 
detested. It is difficult to evaluate his overall effect on the New York region 
because it is hard to say what the region would be like if he had not lived. All 
one can say with any degree of certainty is that it would be quite different.

Nineteenth-century Paris had its own Robert Moses—named Baron 
Haussmann. He, too, was possessed of an iron certainty, great ability, and 
great forcefulness. If you go to the center of Paris, the part that most tour-
ists see, it is likely to strike you as a splendid piece of urban design and a 
wonderful place to spend some time. Of course, if you had been one of the 
many thousands of poor nineteenth-century Parisians rendered homeless 
as Haussmann razed whole neighborhoods to make way for his vision (see 
the photograph on page 171), you may have had a very different view of the 
man. In any case, he would not have concerned himself with your opinion, 
and probably not with your welfare either.

But regardless of how the planner may feel about citizen participa-
tion, and in the writer’s experience most planners have some ambivalence 
on the subject, it is here to stay. The days when people used “you can’t fight 
city hall” as an expression about accepting the inevitable are long gone. A 
population that is better educated, more affluent, less deferential to author-
ity, and possibly more generally suspicious of “the establishment” than it 
was decades ago is not going to sit passively on the sidelines. The day of the 
Moseses and Haussmanns is long gone.

The planner usually finds little within the community on which there 
is unanimous agreement. Majority positions can often be found, and com-
promises reached, but it is rare when all parties can agree on precisely what 
constitutes the public interest. When propositions are stated as generalities, 
they often elicit more agreement than when they are stated as specific pro-
posals. For example, we all favor enhanced environmental quality, but raise 
the issue of shutting down a particular facility and you quickly find that 
one person’s environmental protection is another person’s unemployment. 
Planning, like politics, is in large measure the art of compromise.

STyLeS oF PLAnnInG

We have suggested that the planner works in an environment of widely dis-
tributed power, conflicting interests, and less than total agreement. How, then, 
are planners to conduct themselves? Styles of planning vary among indi-
viduals and also among places. Few planners will fit exactly into any one of 
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the types that follow but rather will display different amounts of the several 
pure types in their professional roles.

1. The planner as neutral public servant. In this role, planners take 
a politically neutral stance and fall back on their professional expertise, 
which they will use to tell the community how best to do what it wishes 
to do. They will not, in general, try to tell the community what it ought to 
do. The advice and technical work they present to the community, subject 
to law and personal and professional ethics, will largely be confined to 
“how to” and “what if” and not “should” or “should not.”

2. The planner as builder of community consensus. This is essentially a 
political view of the planner. It became more popular in the postwar period 
as it grew very clear to most planners that the older view of the planner as 
nonpolitical public servant was at great variance from the way in which 
planning questions actually are resolved.3

In this view, planning cannot be separated from politics. Politics is the 
art of taking divergent views and divergent interests and bringing them into 
sufficient harmony to permit action to be taken. The role of the politician, 
then, is that of broker between various interests.4 Since no plans can be 
implemented without political will and political action, the planner, too, 
must be very close to, or perhaps a part of, the political process. The advocate 
of this view, for example, would hold that the older notion of having the 
planner report solely to a supposedly nonpartisan lay planning board is 
a prescription for impotence: It is better to make the planner an integral 
part of the bureaucracy or the political structure where the decisions are 
made. How much planners can move the community in their own direction 
varies. The planner who is visibly at great odds with the main values and 
desires of the community often becomes an unemployed planner.

3. The planner as entrepreneur. This is not a role that planners originally 
envisaged for themselves but one in which many find themselves. When 
the planners run an agency that is particularly task-oriented, they very 
often become entrepreneurs. For example, in Urban Renewal programs, 
public funds were used to clear and prepare sites, which were then sold 
or leased for development by private capital. The planner who ran an 
Urban Renewal Agency had to market sites, find developers, and negotiate 
contracts. Local economic development programs have as their primary 
goal increasing private investment in the community. Thus the economic 
development planner is necessarily drawn into an entrepreneurial role 
involving marketing, negotiation, and financing.

4. The planner as advocate. In this role the planner acts as a repre-
sentative for certain groups or certain positions and chooses to advance 
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particular interests. The concept of advocacy planning, which developed 
in the early 1960s, sprang from the view that there are groups in society 
that lack the political and economic strength to advance their own interests 
adequately. Thus they need to be specially represented in the planning pro-
cess. Specifically, advocacy planning cut its teeth on the issue of exclusion-
ary zoning (see Chapters 9 and 19). Advocacy planners, the best known of 
whom was the late Paul Davidoff, took the position that suburban zoning 
laws locked out the poor and minority-group members and then set about 
to change such laws by means of persuasion and, more importantly, litiga-
tion.5 The advocacy planner, like the attorney, does not generally claim to 
represent the majority but rather the interests of a particular client. Those 
interests may or may not coincide with the interests of the majority of the 
community or, for that matter, of the nation.

In general, advocacy planners who represent less prosperous sub-
groups of the population have at least some element of a radical politi-
cal perspective. It is the view that society exploits, mistreats, or otherwise 
abuses some of its citizens that is likely to propel one into an advocacy role. 
If, on the other hand, one views society as generally fair and just, one is not 
likely to see much need for advocacy planning.

The notion of advocacy may also be used in a slightly different sense. 
Rather than serve as the advocate of a particular group in society, the plan-
ner may advocate a particular cause or program, such as parks, mass tran-
sit, highways, or environmental preservation. The planner who represents 
a cause may have a somewhat easier time of making a claim to serving the 
public interest as a whole than does the planner who represents a particular 
group. But even here, if one picks almost any goal, it will generally turn out 
that accomplishing it creates some gainers and some losers.

5. The planner as agent of radical change. This is a view held by only a 
few practicing planners. Planners who hold a full-blown radical perspective 
are likely to find the day-to-day work of planning in most organizations 
frustrating and painful because they will have to cooperate on a daily 
basis with a system for which they have little respect. Among planning 
academicians there are a fair number, though definitely a minority, who take 
a neo-Marxian or critical theory position and see the promotion of radical 
political and economic change as a proper long-term goal for planning. This 
subject is discussed further in Chapter 19.

hoW PLAnnInG AGenCIeS ARe oRGAnIZeD

Planning agencies vary greatly in size and purpose. What follows is typi-
cal but far from universal. As noted, the old idea of a planning agen-
cy’s being outside and “above” politics has been almost universally 
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abandoned. The modern planning agency is a part of the executive branch 
of the municipal government. Its head, like the commissioners of other 
departments, reports to the chief elected official or, if there is a manager 
form of government, to the city or town manager. Very commonly, the 
planning director or commissioner is a political appointee nominated by 
the chief elected official and confirmed by the legislative body, just as the 
head of a federal department is nominated by the president subject to 
confirmation by the Senate. The commissioner is often required to have 
specific qualifications such as a Master’s degree in planning or member-
ship in the American Institute of Certified Planners (a certification based 
on education, experience, and passing an examination). As an appointed 
official, the commissioner or director can be dismissed at the will of the 
chief elected official. In that sense, as in many other ways, the ultimate 
power to plan is vested in elected officials, and, therefore, in the body 
politic of the community.

Beneath the commissioner is a staff who often have civil service sta-
tus. In this case a position such as assistant planner, associate planner, plan-
ner, and so forth has defined requirements such as degrees and education. 
The newly hired individual typically goes through a provisional period of 
six months or a year and, if judged satisfactory, then receives a permanent 
appointment. Because of the difference between a political and a civil ser-
vice appointment, the staff often have a great deal more permanency than 
the commissioner has.

In addition to reporting to the chief elected official, the head of the 
planning agency may also report to a lay planning board, typically made 
up of citizens who have been nominated by the chief executive officer and 
confirmed by the legislative body. Its members serve with no or, at most, 
token pay. The purpose of the board is to provide some citizen input to 
and oversight of the planning agency. Such boards vary greatly. Some are 
merely rubber stamps; others may be very active and forceful. Some boards 
see their role as essentially supervisory whereas others may use their own 
status within the municipality to advance the program of the planning 
agency. A board whose members are articulate and energetic can make a 
major contribution to building public support for planning.

The planning agency may also report directly to the community’s 
legislative body. Often, the municipality’s charter or bylaws will specify 
subjects on which the agency will report. For example, the charter might 
specify that the agency will deliver an annual report evaluating the various 
items proposed in the municipality’s capital budget.

If the agency is of moderate or larger size, there are likely to be several 
sections that handle different aspects of the planning task. For example, 
there may be a group that handles comprehensive or long-range planning. 
There may be another group that handles land-use control issues and per-
forms such functions as zoning and subdivision reviews (see Chapter 9). 
Still another group may review matters related to the capital budget such 
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as investment in water and sewer facilities, roads, municipal facilities, and 
the like. In some agencies there will be a research section that makes pop-
ulation forecasts and revenue estimates and, generally, tries to provide a 
solid quantitative and factual basis for the actions of the rest of the agency. 
Other sections might deal with environmental or transportation issues. In 
the 1970s, when community development funds began to flow from the 
Department of Housing and Urban Development, many planning agencies 
set up sections to handle the disbursement of these funds. For example, 
a county agency may have had a community development section that 
reviewed the plans of and funded the community development activities of 
subcounty units of government or private groups. From time to time, other 
planning-related functions of government may be lodged in planning agen-
cies. For example, economic development organizations have been lodged 
in many planning agencies.

Combined departments are common. Many planning agencies have 
been merged with community development departments. Which agency 
is the dog and which agency is the tail depends upon the priorities of 
the municipality. Another arrangement is the combined Planning and 
Public Works Department. The argument for the merger is that both deal 
with different elements of the same process, namely land development. 
The head of one such combined agency told the author that such an 
arrangement enlarges the perspective of all parties. The planners become 
more aware of the engineering and cost realities. The engineers become 
more aware of the larger picture and begin to think about what to do as 
well as how to do it.

In small municipalities there may be only one or two planners, who 
function as jacks-of-all-trades without the specialization of labor just 
described. In fact, in many municipalities there is no full-time planner. 
Rather, there is a planning board of lay members, and the technical work of 
planning is performed either by consultants or sometimes by personnel of a 
higher-level planning agency. For example, a county or multicounty agency 
may provide technical support to towns within its area.

Planning Consultants

There are numerous planning consulting firms in the United States, and a 
substantial minority of all planners are employed by consultants. In gen-
eral, municipalities with larger planning staffs use consultants primarily for 
specialized tasks such as environmental studies, traffic studies, planning 
for specialized facilities such as solid-waste disposal sites, or major urban 
design work. For municipalities with small or no professional planning 
staffs, consultants are likely to be retained for basic planning tasks such as 
the drawing up of master plans and zoning ordinances. In fact, a very sub-
stantial percentage of all master plans and zoning ordinances in the United 
States have been done by planning consultants.
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Having work done by a consultant rather than in house has both advan-
tages and disadvantages. One advantage may be the consultant’s specialized 
knowledge and breadth of experience. Another advantage at times may be 
that a consultant can say things that need to be said but that it is not politically 
possible for an insider to say. But once the consultant has, in effect, put the ball 
in play, it may be possible for the subject to attract the attention it needs.

A disadvantage may be that the consultant does not know the 
municipality very well and so may miss things that someone familiar with 
the municipality would see. Consultant–community relationships vary. The 
consultant may proceed as expeditiously as possible—since time is money—
and provide the town with a “cookie-cutter” plan or zoning ordinance that 
draws heavily on work the consultant has done elsewhere and that may 
not suit this particular municipality well. In other cases the relationship 
is a long-term one; the consultant comes to know the municipality, its 
political establishment, and its citizens very well, and, in effect, serves as 
the municipality’s planning department.

Planning consulting can be a highly competitive field. In a major  
metropolitan area a municipality seeking to hire a planning consultant has 
a wide choice of firms. As in many consulting businesses, getting the work 
may be just as hard as carrying it out, and keeping the client over the years 
may take a fair amount of diplomatic skill, since navigating in the turbulent 
waters of local politics is not always easy. If there is bad news to deliver  
(for example, that a municipality’s land-use controls are probably not sus-
tainable in court, to cite one example the author has witnessed), it may take 
a certain amount of finesse to know how to put the matter nicely and also 
when might be the right or the wrong time to bring the matter up.

Reaching out to the Public

Because planning is a collective activity and because no agency will be 
very successful without a broad political base, planning agencies generally 
have a number of links to the community through various advisory or lay 
groups. These links may be formal or entirely casual. One approach is the 
advisory panel: A group of citizens interested in a particular issue, say, 
environmental quality, maintain a liaison with the planning agency. The 
agency solicits information and advice from the group on planning decisions 
that have significant environmental impact. Citizens interested in housing 
might constitute another group with which the agency has frequent contact. 
In a college town in which I lived, there are citizens’ groups concerned 
with sidewalks, bicycle paths, and urban design, and the planning agency 
has frequent contact with all of them. Such groups often furnish support 
for planning department initiatives, as well as useful data and ideas. But 
even when the citizens and the planners disagree, it is generally better to 
communicate on a continuing basis than simply to meet occasionally in an 
adversarial situation. It seems to be a rule with many politicians and some 
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other people as well never to apologize and never to admit a mistake. 
Differences that can often be negotiated through informal contacts may 
solidify beyond compromise if they first surface in a public environment and 
people take stands from which it is later awkward or embarrassing to retreat. 
As discussed in Chapter 8, planning agencies also make extensive use 
of public meetings and presentations when developing plans. Meetings 
are useful in building support, in helping the agency understand and be 
responsive to citizens’ preferences and concerns, and in meeting legal 
requirements for citizens’ participation.

Beyond all these approaches, most planning agencies reach out to the 
community through a variety of informal means. The planning director or 
staff member speaks before the Rotary Club, the League of Women Voters, 
the Chamber of Commerce, and other groups. Many agencies send out press 
releases and otherwise seek media coverage so that people know what the 
agency is doing and why. Modern computer and communications technology 
is rapidly expanding the range of real-time public participation in the planning 
process. A few of these new techniques are sketched out in Chapter 8.

But one way or another, outreach is essential. The agency that does 
not build a base of popular support within the community is not likely to 
accomplish very much. For reasons noted earlier, this is truer now than it 
was some decades ago.

SUMMARy

Planning takes place in a highly political environment because (1) planning 
often involves issues in which citizens have a large emotional stake; (2) the 
results of planning decisions are often highly visible; (3) planning questions 
are more accessible to citizens than those handled at the state or national 
level; (4) citizens feel they have insight into planning questions and are not 
overly deferential to planners’ expertise; (5) planning decisions often have 
large financial effects on property owners; and (6) planning decisions may 
have significant effects on property tax rates.

Planners exercise little or no power directly but rather affect events to the 
extent that they affect the political processes of the community. In the last several 
decades, the idea of planning as a nonpolitical process has given way to a more 
realistic view of the planner as one of a number of participants in the political 
process. The older view of the planner as presenting a finished plan to the com-
munity has now been supplanted by the view that planning is a community 
process, one that the planner facilitates and supports with technical expertise.

Depending on the community and the personality and ideology of the 
planner(s), a variety of planning styles can be identified: (1) the planner as 
neutral public servant; (2) the planner as builder of community consensus; 
(3) the planner as entrepreneur; (4) the planner as advocate, and (5) the 
planner as agent of radical change.
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c h a p t e r  7

The Social Issues

The two professions from which modern urban planning sprang are archi-
tecture and landscape architecture, both of which are concerned largely 
with physical design. In earlier years planners often tended to emphasize 
design and physical issues over social issues, as the discussion of the Plan 
for Chicago indicated. But planners have long recognized that what at first 
glance appear to be simply matters of design can have powerful social 
implications.

In the 1960s and 1970s, dissatisfaction within the profession reached 
major proportions over what many saw as an underemphasis on social 
issues, and many planners began to define themselves as “social planners” 
and to speak of a subfield of “social planning.” This change within the pro-
fession had a number of roots.

The Civil Rights movement of the late 1950s and early 1960s focused 
attention on issues of justice and fairness. Many planners felt that they 
could not simply be neutral civil servants doing the bidding of “the estab-
lishment” if they did not approve of its goals and policies. The wave of 
riots and arson that hit U.S. cities from Newark to Watts in Los Angeles in 
the mid-1960s revealed a deep well of dissatisfaction and distress among 
minority populations and added to the perception that we as a society must 
be doing something wrong. Shortly thereafter, the Vietnam War split a gen-
eration of Americans. Those who felt that the war was wrong tended to 
carry that perception over into many domestic issues. If the establishment 
was wrong in Vietnam, they felt, it was wrong also at home.

Another reason for the change in focus was that many projects which 
appeared to be well planned in physical terms did not work out well when 
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considered in a broader view. Urban Renewal, discussed in Chapter 11, was 
one such case. So, too, was public housing. The Pruitt-Igoe public housing 
project in St. Louis was a large project built according to what were then 
considered good design practices. The project won a design award from the 
American Institute of Architects (AIA). Socially, however, it was a failure, 
with high rates of crime, vandalism, illegitimacy, and so on. Ultimately, the 
city, unable to deal with the multiple social problems of Pruitt-Igoe, demol-
ished the buildings and cleared the site.1 Clearly, physical design does not 
solve people’s psychological, family, economic, legal, drug, alcohol, and 
other problems. A project, however well done from an architectural and 
site design perspective, but which isolated large numbers of people with 
serious problems in a small area simply set the stage for disaster. In general, 
high-rise construction has worked out very badly in public housing, and 
a number of other projects like Cabrini Green in Chicago have been torn 
down since Pruitt-Igoe. On the other hand, many high-rise condominiums 
and cooperative apartments have worked out very well, as indicated by the 
premium prices that they command.

The SoCIAL ISSUeS In PLAnnInG FoR hoUSInG

Housing is probably the area in which physical planning decisions have 
their greatest social effects. Land-use controls and decisions about capital 
facilities like water and sewer lines affect how much housing and what type 
of housing will be built. That decision affects rents and house prices, and 
thus who will live in the community. Through the mechanism of cost, one 
pattern of housing may favor racial integration whereas another will favor 
racial segregation. Because where children live determines where they go to 
school, housing policy can turn out to be educational policy as well. Where 
one lives can determine one’s access to recreation, to social services, and, 
perhaps most importantly, to employment. Policies and economic forces 
that separate the housing that low-income workers can afford from the jobs 
for which they are qualified can produce unemployment. Prolonged unem-
ployment can lead to family breakup, with links to welfare dependency, 
alcoholism, crime, and other social pathologies. It has been persuasively 
argued that the formation of the “urban underclass” is, in part, due to pro-
longed, large-scale unemployment in urban areas.2 Thus decisions about 
housing policy affect what many regard as one of America’s most pressing 
social problems.

Even if we forget matters of race, class, and poverty entirely, decisions 
about housing can have powerful effects on how people live. Suppose the 
land-use controls in a suburban town permit the building of only single-
family houses on half-acre or larger lots. By limiting what can be built to 
a single, expensive type of structure, the town has made some very per-
sonal decisions for its residents. Many of the children who are raised in the 
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town will not be able to afford to live there as young adults. When a cou-
ple is divorced, the partner who does not get the house may have to leave 
town because there is no housing that he or she can afford. A couple with 
a grownup intellectually disabled child who cannot live alone but could 
function well in a group home may be very affected by whether or not the 
town permits large, old, single-family houses to be converted into group 
homes. Many communities have experienced bitter fights over whether or 
not to permit group homes.

A couple who would like an elderly parent to live with them will be 
concerned about whether or not the town’s zoning law permits accessory—
or so-called mother-in-law—apartments to be attached to or constructed 
adjacent to single-family houses. There are vastly more single-parent fami-
lies in the United States today than there were a few decades ago. Among 
two-parent households, there is now a much higher percentage in which 
both parents work outside the home. Land-use controls that permitted 
homes, workplaces, and childcare facilities to be close together would 
simplify the lives of many families. In some communities expanding the 
variety of housing types to accommodate the increasing number of smaller 
households would be useful.

The Special Case of Private Communities

Perhaps the most important recent trend in housing construction in the 
United States is the remarkably rapid growth of private communities.

A private community is one in which residence requires becoming a 
member of a community association, paying fees to that association, and 
agreeing to abide by its rules. Private communities almost always begin as 
areas within a political subdivision such as a county. Planned as a whole, 
they are not built in conformance with the existing zoning or land-use con-
trols but rather are developed pursuant to rezoning, the issuance of vari-
ances, or an overall site-plan review process. Essentially, the developer’s 
architectural or planning consulting firm becomes the planner and the 
municipal planning agency, and the legislative body it advises becomes 
the judge or arbiter of the plan. Often private communities are said to be 
“master-planned” in that there is a single plan for the entire community. 
This is a somewhat different usage of the term master plan, which ordinar-
ily means the plan for an entire city, county, or other civil division. In the 
great majority of cases, private communities are built in suburbia or outside 
metropolitan areas entirely, since that is where large blocks of undeveloped 
land are to be had. Private communities within established urban areas are 
much rarer.

In some cases private communities ultimately incorporate as 
separate political entities. For example, Reston, Virginia began as just 
described but is now incorporated as the town of Reston within Fairfax 
County.
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Many of the first private communities were retirement communities, 
often with explicit age restrictions. For example, rules might stipulate that 
at least one member of a household be at least 55 years old and that no 
permanent member of the household be younger than 18 years old. More 
recently, however, large numbers of private communities have developed 
for working-age populations as well.

Many private communities are open in the sense that anyone can 
enter them and move about freely within them, though many community 
facilities such as pools and parks are open only to residents and guests. But 
an increasing number are now “gated,” with entrance denied to all except 
residents and guests. As of 2009 there were over 10 million housing units 
just in gated communities.3 Average household size in the United States at 
that time was 2.6, which gives one a rough idea of how many people may 
have been living in gated communities. The total in all private communities 
was very much larger. For the developer, the private community has a 
marketing advantage because the buyer is getting not just a house but a 
complete package. That package may include physical security, often a 
community of somewhat similar and like-minded people, community 
recreational facilities, and the benefits of an integrated design. For 
example, many private communities have extensive systems of bicycle and 
pedestrian paths. These are easily integrated into a de nouveau design but 
are usually difficult to “retrofit” into an existing urban or suburban pattern. 
The complete package, or parts of the package, may be fine-tuned toward 
particular segments of the market. Sometimes the fine-tuning can be carried 
quite far. In Ladera Ranch, a large planned community in Orange County, 
California, there is a subdivision called “Covenant Hills” with homes done 
in a traditional style and with a Christian school for the subdivision’s 
children. There is another subdivision, “Terramor,” for households that the 
developers referred to as “cultural creatives.” There the housing is more 
contemporary and it has, instead, a Montessori school.4

Private communities have been very popular, but they also have 
their critics. The key word of those who decry the trend is balkanization. 
Critics ask what happens to the sense of a larger community as more and 
more people opt for separate communities. Edward Blakely, a professor of 
planning at the University of California, Berkeley, argues,

It has been over three decades since this nation legally outlawed all forms 
of public discrimination—in housing, education, public transportation, 
and public accommodations. Yet, today, we are seeing a new form of 
discrimination—the gated, walled, private community. I call it the “forting 
up phenomenon.”5

He then adds,

Economic segregation is scarcely new. . . . But the gated communities go  
farther in several respects. They create physical barriers to access. And they 
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privatize community space, not merely individual space. . . . When offices  
and retail complexes are placed within the walls, the new developments  
create a private world. . . . This fragmentation undermines the very concept  
of civitas—organized community life.

If large numbers of the more prosperous withdraw to the enclave of 
the private community, one might ask what the condition will be of the 
remainder of the population that does not have the resources to make such 
a move. What will happen to the quality of public services and civic life in 
older urban places? Blakely puts it differently when he asks, “Do we really 
want to give up on the American dream of racial and class integration?” But 
the underlying argument is the same.

This view that the private community and particularly the gated com-
munity are fundamentally balkanizing and destroy a more widespread 
sense of community is held by many. It fits into a larger view that higher-
status and higher-income people are increasingly separating themselves 
from the larger culture.6

Green Valley, Nevada is a private community built by the American 
Nevada Corporation in 1978. By 1992 it had grown to a population of 34,000 
on 8,400 acres and was projected to reach more than 60,000 early in this cen-
tury. Writing from a critical stance, David Guterson says,

No class warfare here, no burning city. Green Valley beckons the American 
middle class like a fabulous and eternal dream. In the wake of our 
contemporary trembling and discontent, its pilgrims have sought out a 
corporate castle where in exchange for false security they pay with personal 
freedoms; where the corporation that does the job of walling others out also 
walls residents in.7

How might the proponent of the private community respond to 
these charges? One response is simply that private communities are clearly 
giving many people what they want. Their success in the market leaves no 
doubt about that. If we believe in maximizing consumer choice in clothing 
and automobiles, why not communities as well?8 What the residents of new 
communities want is not something reprehensible, but simply what they 
see as a good life for themselves and their families. If one big motivation for 
moving to a private community is concern for the well-being and safety of 
one’s family, just what is so terrible about that?

To Blakely’s comment on class and race integration, the would-be 
resident of the private community might note that we now have a large 
amount of class and race segregation in most metropolitan areas. It is not 
as though private communities were destroying some Eden of integration. 
He or she might also note that integration may happen most easily and 
naturally among people who are somewhat similar in terms of income and 
class, as is the situation in many private communities.

This writer does not mean to pass judgment on the private commu-
nity phenomenon but only to note the arguments. Clearly, this pattern of 
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development has social implications that far transcend the matter of physi-
cal design.

The Problem of homelessness

In the 1980s and 1990s, most observers of the urban scene agreed that the 
number of homeless people was increasing. More recently, higher levels of 
unemployment and the wave of foreclosures following the 2008 financial 
crisis have undoubtedly pushed homelessness higher. Nationally, in the 
past several years rents have risen much faster than personal incomes. That, 
too, has added to the problem. Planners are certainly not the only profes-
sionals to be concerned with this problem. Social workers, mental health 
professionals, the police, and attorneys have much more direct contact with 
the problem than do planners. But the problem of homelessness does have 
a planning dimension.

The number of homeless people is not known with any degree of 
accuracy, since they are a hard group to count and to define. Those who 
have looked at the question attribute the homeless problem to several 
overlapping causes. A certain number of homeless people are so because 
of mental illness. The number of people with mental illness on the street 
has been increased by the deinstitutionalization of mental patients in recent 
years. That occurred partly because of what is generally referred to as 
the “patient’s rights” movement, which took the position that no patient 
should be held against his or her will unless that patient constituted a threat 
to himself or herself, or to other people. But note that causality can run both 
ways. If someone’s mental health is already shaky, the stress of being home-
less may push that person into clinical mental illness. A certain percentage 
of the homeless population is so because of involvement with drugs or alco-
hol. Obviously, there is an overlap with the first category. We also note that 
the stress of being homeless may push someone in the direction of drugs 
or alcohol.

In addition, there are those who are homeless for economic reasons. 
Thus unemployment or family breakup can contribute to homelessness. 
Writers of a conservative bent have tended to stress the character and 
behavior of homeless individuals. Writers on the other side of the political 
spectrum tend to emphasize poverty and housing costs.

The planner may be able to make some contribution to easing the 
problem of homelessness via his or her involvement with housing policy. 
Municipal housing policy affects the entire housing stock, and that includes 
the low-cost end of housing, whose availability is directly related to the 
problem of homelessness. William Tucker, among other writers, has argued 
that municipal housing policy has accidentally contributed to homelessness 
by drying up the supply of cheap housing.9

Urban Renewal (see Chapter 11) demolished a great deal of low-rent, 
low-quality housing. The goal was to eliminate low-quality housing, but 
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doing that inevitably shrank the supply of low-cost housing at the same 
time. At the very bottom of the rental market, Single Room Occupancy 
(SRO) hotels and flophouses have been particular targets of neighborhood 
and business district improvement programs. However, if the most that 
someone can afford to pay for housing is a few dollars a night, then elimi-
nating the SRO or the flophouse renders that person homeless. Note that 
the SRO that is torn down in one place cannot generally be replaced with 
one elsewhere, since most zoning codes will not permit their construction. 
Then, too, the SRO is likely to be an old structure that has depreciated to 
a fraction of its replacement cost. Thus a new structure to serve the same 
purpose would not be feasible financially, even if it were legal. William 
Tucker, cited earlier, argues that rent controls also produce homelessness. 
He argues that by driving down vacancy rates, they make low-cost hous-
ing unavailable. If you need a cheap apartment, the fact that some people 
are now living in such, thanks to rent control, does you little good if the 
vacancy rate hovers near zero.

Assuming that there is some truth in the preceding line of argument, 
what is the planner to do? Part of the planner’s role, as suggested elsewhere 
in this book, is to take a big picture view and to make plain the connections, 
like those previously discussed, to the rest of the body politic. But the plan-
ner who sees the problem in the terms just suggested is in a difficult situa-
tion. Homeless people do not constitute a powerful political constituency, 
whereas businesspeople and permanent residents do. Then, too, it is easy 
to be sympathetic both with homeless individuals and also with those who 
wish homeless people to be anywhere but here. One can feel sympathy for 
the homeless person who stations himself or herself in the shopkeeper’s 
doorway and also feel sympathy for the shopkeeper, who does not want 
this individual to drive away his or her customers. The planner can advo-
cate housing policies that do not reduce the supply of housing at the low 
end. He or she can push for some expansion of low-cost housing through 
more flexible zoning (for example, by permitting accessory apartments or 
apartments over stores). Such units may or may not house the homeless 
directly, but they will ease the pressure on the remaining low-cost hous-
ing stock. For those of the homeless population who for reasons of mental 
health cannot function on their own, the planner can advocate flexibility in 
zoning and housing codes so as to make it easier to build group homes and 
other forms of congregate housing.

oTheR ISSUeS

The Social Side of Planning for Catastrophe

One might think that planning for catastrophe would be one case where 
there is a unitary public interest. After all, floodwaters can’t tell a rich person 
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from a poor person. But it turns out that in initial vulnerability, safety and 
security immediately after the event, and in the longer term restoration and 
rebuilding phase, natural catastrophes do hit different categories of people 
very differently.

Consider the flooding of New Orleans by Hurricane Katrina in 2005. 
By and large it was poorer people who lived in the lower lying parts of the 
city and were thus most vulnerable to the initial event. Most of the evacu-
ation from the city was by car, which obviously favored people who had 
enough income to own a car. People with adequate savings did much bet-
ter in the aftermath than people who lived paycheck to paycheck or were 
dependent on public assistance. Just as poor people are more vulnerable, 
so too are older people. If nothing else, they are likely to have less strength, 
energy, and good health with which to tolerate stress, cold or extreme heat, 
exhaustion, anxiety, interruption of access to medical care, and the like.

Reconstruction after the event involves a host of distributional (who 
gets what) issues. What gets rebuilt, what gets written off, who gets com-
pensated and by what amounts? If public funds are to be spent to harden 
the area against future events, who gets protected and how is that paid for? 
The subject is discussed in more detail in Chapter 14.

The Social Side of economic Development

Economic development is another area in which issues of physical planning 
quickly reveal a social side. Assume that a community needs jobs and new 
tax revenues but is handicapped by a shortage of sites suitable for commer-
cial development. It could use its power of eminent domain to take some 
land, carry out the necessary site preparation, and then market the land for 
commercial use (as noted in Chapter 5, this strategy, once very widely used, 
is now not legal in a number of states). But the land now contains housing, 
whose residents will be forced to move. Should the community do so any-
way? Will a functioning neighborhood be destroyed, and, if so, are the new 
jobs and new tax revenues worth it? If it is to be done, what arrangements 
will be made to rehouse the displaced population? Or will the population 
that now lives there simply be given notice, a modest moving allowance, 
and then left to its own devices?

Very often there is a strong connection between economic develop-
ment and housing markets. This is particularly true if the supply of housing 
is relatively inelastic, meaning that large increases in housing prices or rents 
evoke only small increases in the size of the housing stock. In that case, 
most of an increase in demand is manifest in an increase in prices and rents.

Michael Bloomberg was Mayor of New York City for 12 years, from 
January 2002 to January 2014. During that time the economy of the city 
did well, given the Great Recession beginning in 2008. Despite major job 
losses in the financial sector, employment in the city grew, with substantial 
gains in a number of high-tech activities. Bloomberg, a man who had made 
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hundreds of millions as an entrepreneur (founding Bloomberg News, sup-
plier of many kinds of financial data), was quite successful in promoting the 
economic development of the city.

But the economic success of the city exacerbated the already extreme 
tightness of the city’s housing markets, and for the majority of the city’s res-
idents who were not earning substantial incomes that was a huge stress.10 
In 2012 the city’s Rent Guidelines Board reported that one-third of all rent-
ers spent 50 percent or more of their income on rent.11 Vacancy rates for all 
apartments under $1,000 per month were 1.1 percent. Basically, the supply 
of apartments available to anyone looking for a place for $10,000 or under 
per year was negligible.12 A certain number of people living in New York 
City’s homeless shelters were full-time low-wage workers. They simply 
could not afford any housing at all.

In January 2014 Mayor Bloomberg was succeeded in office by Bill De 
Blasio. Bloomberg was not a candidate in the 2013 race but much of De 
Blasio’s campaign was a run against Bloomberg’s policies. De Blasio stated 
that his number one goal was to reduce income inequality in the city. He 
favored the praiseworthy goal of providing pre-kindergarten schooling for 
all children, which he intended to pay for with a tax on all incomes of over 
$500,000. In short, he ran as a populist from the left side of the political 
spectrum. While Bloomberg’s main thrust had been to promote economic 
growth, De Blasio’s campaign was about reducing inequality, two very dif-
ferent and in some ways contradictory goals.

What is one to make of this? It is hard to be opposed to De Blasio’s goal 
of reducing income inequality, and Bloomberg himself would probably 
agree with that as an abstraction. On the other hand, the city needs the jobs 
and the tax revenues that come from new commercial activity and also 
from multi-million-dollar condos in Manhattan. The “millionaires’ tax” 
which De Blasio advocated to pay for his educational goals may seem fair 
to anyone who believes in the principle of progressive taxation.13 But the 
fact is that if high taxes cause wealthy people to move across the city line, 
then the city cannot tax them at all. Then, too, they may be less inclined 
to invest their capital in the city and more inclined to invest it elsewhere. 
In short, reasonable and well-intentioned people may differ sharply about 
what emphasis the city should place on economic development versus 
other goals.

The situation described above for New York is not unique. San Francisco 
may have the highest rents in the United States. The city is within commuting 
range of Silicon Valley (Santa Clara County) and so commuting to Silicon 
Valley and the growth of high-tech employment in the city itself means 
very many people with high incomes competing for housing. On the other 
hand, there is little land left for development of the city and there is citizen 
resistance to developing older neighborhoods at higher densities. Thus, as 
in New York, the dark side of economic development is high rents, low 
vacancy rates, and, at the extreme, homelessness.
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Often the promotion of the local economy involves giving subsidies or 
tax breaks to firms to encourage them to locate in the community instead of 
elsewhere. In that case, public funds are being given indirectly to entrepre-
neurs, investors, and stockholders, who may be a good deal wealthier than 
the average taxpayer. Should we be troubled by this treatment?

Some planners are very comfortable with this approach: That is the 
way the game is played in this capitalist society, and by and large, the sys-
tem works better than other alternatives. Another planner might tell you 
that he or she does not really like to see public funds used to subsidize 
private sector activity but that when one jurisdiction, be it a town or city or 
county or state, puts money on the table to attract economic activity it forces 
the hand of adjacent jurisdictions, so one might as well accept it without 
becoming upset.

Others, such as Norman Krumholz, a former planning director of  
the city of Cleveland, are outraged by it.14 Regardless of what position  
one takes on the point, it clearly contains serious questions of social 
philosophy.

Transportation Planning

Transportation planning has many social implications. As noted in 
Chapter 11, much of the conflict over Urban Renewal had to do with the 
taking of land for urban expressways, actions that necessarily displace 
people and that change or destroy the basic fabric of neighborhoods. How 
a region’s transportation system is structured and how transportation is 
priced affect people’s access to work, to public services, and to a whole 
range of activities.

If you were a poor person located in the central city and without 
access to an automobile, and the only job you could find was in the suburbs 
reachable only by a two- or three-hour bus trip, that might be sufficient to 
keep you unemployed. This problem has been well understood for at least 
half a century, but it is not easily solved. A public transportation system 
that offered good access between any two sections of a metropolitan area 
instead of the more common system which is largely radial and oriented to 
the central business district would be spectacularly expensive.

environmental Policy

Environmental decisions can have major social consequences. If an environ-
mentally fragile area is the last site in town that might accommodate some 
low- and moderate-income housing, there is a serious question of values to 
be addressed. As noted in Chapter 15, one person’s environmental protection 
may be another person’s unemployment. Again, what looks like a physical 
question rapidly reveals a social side.
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The Question of environmental Justice

In recent years there has been considerable interest among planners in 
environmental justice and the related issue, environmental racism. The central 
question is whether the poor and minorities bear a disproportionate share 
of the burden of environmental problems and, if so, why. Numerous studies 
have been done on the subject, and books and articles have been written about 
it. Some planning schools offer courses in environmental justice. The Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency (EPA) has become involved in environmental 
justice both in administration and in funding research. The department’s 
statement on the subject begins as follows:

Environmental Justice is the fair treatment and meaningful involvement of all 
people regardless of race, color, national origin, or income with respect to the 
development, implementation, and enforcement of environmental laws, reg-
ulations, and policies. Fair treatment means that no group of people, includ-
ing a racial, ethnic, or a socioeconomic group, should bear a disproportionate 
share of the negative environmental consequences resulting from industrial, 
municipal, and commercial operations or the execution of federal, state, local, 
and tribal programs and policies.15

Determining the facts of the matter may be difficult. Assume that a 
municipal landfill or incinerator is surrounded by low-cost housing occu-
pied largely by minority-group members. Is that the result of intentional 
discrimination in choosing the site of the facility? Did it occur because, in 
the politics of making the location decision, the residents of the area had 
less political clout and, in effect, lost the game of “hot potato”? Or is the 
explanation more innocent—that the facility, its location chosen in a fair and 
reasonable way, reduced property values, and so over the years the area 
filled with residents whose low incomes limited their choice in the housing 
market? Answering those questions may require considerable digging into 
the history of the site and its surroundings.

Gender Issues

In the 1990s it was asserted that planning decisions might have a sexual-
identity element. In 1997 a group called Gays and Lesbians in Planning 
(GALIP) was formed as a division of the American Planning Association 
(APA) to represent the interests of gays and lesbians.16 One item that 
GALIP members mentioned was the recognition of and planning for 
districts that, either commercially or residentially, are oriented toward 
gays and lesbians. Within the planning profession, reaction to the 
formation of GALIP was mixed. Some took an “it’s-about-time” view. 
Others argued that planning is about serving a general public interest 
and that the assertion of a separate gay and lesbian interest is divisive. 
How big a set of gay and lesbian issues can be identified and developed 
remains to be seen.
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Feminism and Planning

A number of planning educators who define themselves as feminists 
have argued that there are feminist perspectives on planning and a set of 
feminist issues that should be, and often are not, addressed in planning. 
For example, a number of feminist planners have suggested that the way 
many suburbs were planned seemed more to suit the interests of men 
than women. The argument first surfaced in a major way in the 1960s 
with The Feminine Mystique, which, among many other points, argued 
that a house in a suburban subdivision where there are nothing but simi-
lar houses, even though it might be a nice house equipped with all the 
best furnishings and appliances, is really something of a prison for the 
woman who stays home all day with the children, and that this isolation 
contributes to boredom and depression.17 In fact the author, Betty Friedan, 
referred to the matter as “the problem that has no name.” Whether that 
argument has lost some importance in the intervening years, as labor 
force participation rates for mothers of young children have risen and 
as the percentage of the adult female population living in households 
with children has declined, is an open question. More generally, femi-
nists have suggested that in the past, planning (like almost all other 
professions) was male dominated, that most of its literature was written 
by men, and that most of its historic figures were male.18 This naturally 
tended to “privilege” male over female interests. Feminists suggest that a 
city or a metropolitan area laid out by women rather than by men might 
be a very different place.19

Planning and Aging

The leading edge of the baby boom (roughly 1947–1965) is now reaching 
retirement age. Middle-range projections by the Bureau of the Census show 
the total U.S. population increasing by about 26 percent from 2010 to 2035 
but the 65-and-over population growing by 80 to 90 percent. That huge 
age wave from the baby boom will push a whole range of social planning 
questions to the forefront. A more numerous retirement age population will 
control a larger share of the nation’s income and accumulated wealth, and 
will constitute a larger percentage of the nation’s voters.

The place where the changed demographic structure will probably 
have its biggest effect on planning practice is in housing and land use. 
Seniors, who live largely in one- and two-person households, have 
very different housing needs and housing preferences than other age 
groups. They also have different needs for health, recreation, and public 
services (see Chapter 11). Transportation planning (see Chapter 12) will 
be affected. Public transportation in the United States now, with the 
exception of commuter rail and metro services, is largely used by the 
less prosperous—those who do not own automobiles. A large number 
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of affluent seniors who cannot or do not want to drive could put a very 
different spin on that.

Social Planning for Whom?

The social issues noted in this chapter reinforce a basic theme of this book, 
which is that almost all but very minor planning decisions impose gains 
and losses. Planners who define themselves as social planners often feel 
that they should attempt to tip society’s scales toward the less fortunate (or 
tip them so that they favor the fortunate a bit less). But many other planners 
take the position that their task is to serve the majority of the community or 
to serve a general public interest so far as they can identify it. These plan-
ners may also argue that a single community cannot do much about broad 
equity issues such as the distribution of income. Therefore, such matters are 
necessarily left to higher levels of government, where the means are more 
commensurate with the size of the problem.

Who DoeS SoCIAL PLAnnInG?

If one asks practicing planners whether there is a separate field of “social 
planning” one will get answers ranging from “Of course” to “What is it?” 
If a planner is doing something that is directly devoted to a social end (say, 
administering community development funds for a day care or an adult 
literacy program), clearly that planner is engaged in “social planning.” The 
great majority of planners, however, do not spend most of their time on 
explicit social planning. But almost any decision that involves how sizable 
blocks of land will be used or how sizable sums of public money will be 
spent has social implications. In that sense, any planner who is conscientious 
and competent is engaged in social planning.

SUMMARy

All planning decisions of significant size have social implications. For many 
planners and planning agencies, social issues present themselves most 
strongly in the realm of housing. This chapter presents some of the older 
housing issues such as how much variety of housing type is permitted, 
as well as the implications of the extremely rapid growth of private 
communities, both the open and the gated variety. It also notes some social 
issues in connection with economic development and environmental 
planning as well as other areas. Whether or not one recognizes a separate 
field of social planning, it is clear that the social side of what at first might 
appear to be purely physical or design questions should not be ignored.
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c h a p t e r  8

The Comprehensive 
Plan

In the planning literature, one sees the terms comprehensive plan, general plan, 
and master plan used synonymously. At present, the term comprehensive plan 
is in most common use and will be used here for all three. It refers to the most 
basic plan prepared to guide the development of the community. One char-
acteristic of the comprehensive plan is that physically, it covers the entire 
community. Another defining characteristic is that it is long term. Compre-
hensive plans typically have time horizons in the range of 20 years. Recall 
from Chapter 5 that having a plan may be optional or may be required by 
the state.

The GoALS oF CoMPRehenSIve PLAnnInG

Since municipalities differ, the following list of goals will not be complete; 
nor will every item necessarily apply to every community. Because the goals 
overlap, another writer might list them differently yet cover the same 
ground. Note that all the following goals, with the possible exception of the 
last, readily fit within the rubric of the phrase health, safety, and public welfare, 
cited earlier in connection with the police power.

1. Health. Achieving a pattern of land use that protects the public 
health is a well-established planning goal. One aspect may be prohibiting 
densities of development that threaten to overload water or sewer facili-
ties. In areas that do not have public water and sewer facilities, it may mean 
spacing houses far enough apart to prevent leakage from septic tanks from 
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contaminating well water. It may involve separating industrial or commer-
cial activities that produce health hazards from residential areas. It may mean 
banning certain types of industrial operations from the community entirely.

2. Public safety. This goal may manifest itself in numerous ways. It 
may mean requiring sufficient road width in new subdivisions to ensure 
that ambulances and fire equipment have adequate access in emergencies. 
Many communities have flood plain zoning to keep people from building 
in flood-prone areas. At the neighborhood level it may mean planning for a 
street geometry that permits children to walk from home to school without 
crossing a major thoroughfare. In a high-crime area it may mean laying out 
patterns of buildings and spaces that provide fewer sites where muggings 
and robberies can be committed unobserved.1

3. Circulation. Providing the community with adequate circula-
tion is an almost universal goal of comprehensive planning. This means a 
system of streets and perhaps also parking facilities that make possible an 
orderly, efficient, and rapid flow of vehicular and pedestrian traffic. In a 
municipality in which there is serious flood or storm hazard planning the 
circulation system may include planning for rapid evacuation, perhaps by 
planning the system so that inbound lanes can quickly be converted to out-
bound lanes. In many communities it also means providing for adequate 
public transportation. Planning for transportation and planning for land 
use are intimately connected, as is discussed in detail in Chapter 12.

4. Provision of services and facilities. An important part of most 
comprehensive planning efforts is determining the location of facilities 
such as parks, recreation areas, schools, social services, hospitals, and the 
like. In addition to planning for facilities, it is also important to plan for 
a pattern of land use that facilitates the provision of public services like 
police and fire protection, water, and sewers. For example, the pattern of 
land use will affect the feasibility and cost of providing public water and 
sewer facilities. The location of housing relative to the location of schools 
will determine whether children can walk or must be bused to school.

5. Fiscal health. There is a relationship between the pattern of 
develop ment and the fiscal situation of the community. Any development 
will impose some costs upon the community (fire protection, police pro-
tection, traffic, education, etc.). Similarly, virtually any development will 
generate some revenues for the municipality (property taxes, sales taxes, 
user charges, and other fees of one sort or another). Some uses will yield 
surpluses, and others deficits. Generally speaking, it is not very difficult to 
predict which uses will do which. In fact, a substantial literature has existed 
on fiscal impact for several decades.2 Many communities will plan for a 
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pattern of land use that will hold down property taxes. But there are limits 
here. Does the community have the right to practice “fiscal zoning”—using 
its land-use controls to keep out types of housing or economic activity that 
are likely to cost the community more for additional services than they 
yield in additional revenue? How much can a community limit the build-
ing of multi-family and small-lot single-family housing to control costs? Is 
it acceptable for a community to use its land-use controls to allow multi-
family housing for senior citizens (who impose no burden on the school 
system) while rejecting physically comparable housing for a younger popu-
lation that may impose more costs than the additional taxes that it will pay? 
The courts have not spoken with total unanimity on these matters, and 
many an attorney has earned a comfortable living litigating such points.

6. Economic goals. In thousands of communities, economic growth or 
maintenance of the existing level of economic activity is an important goal. 
There is a link here with the fiscal goal, but there may be other motivations as 
well, most notably providing employment for community residents. Thus a 
community may seek to develop a pattern of land use that provides for com-
mercial and industrial sites, provides good access to such sites, and facilitates 
supplying utilities to such sites. Other steps that a municipality may take to 
stimulate its own economic development are discussed in Chapter 13.

7. Environmental protection. This goal is an old one but, as noted in 
Chapter 15, has become much more common since the 1960s. It may involve 
restrictions on building in wetlands, steep slopes, or other ecologically valu-
able or fragile lands. It may involve preservation of open space, ordinances 
to control discharges into water bodies, prohibition or limitations on com-
mercial or industrial activities that would degrade air quality, and so on. In 
recent years, many municipalities have also come to see a need to do what 
they can to reduce total greenhouse gas emissions, an attitude exemplified 
by the phrase “think globally, act locally.”

8. Redistributive goals. Some planners of the political left would argue 
that a goal of planning should be to distribute downward both wealth and 
influence in the political process. In a limited number of communities, planners 
have been able to bend the planning process in that direction. For an account of 
a few such instances, see the book by Pierre Clavel cited in Chapter 7.3

The CoMPRehenSIve PLAnnInG PRoCeSS

We noted in Chapter 6 that over the last several decades the comprehensive 
planning process has changed from one in which a small group handed 
down a plan, to one in which the making of the plan is a participatory process 
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open to the citizens of the community. This section describes a participatory 
plan-making process. The process will vary from one community to the 
next, but we can identify some common elements.

1. A research phase. One cannot plan very much if one does not have a sense 
of the present state of events and their probable future direction. Thus many 
comprehensive planning efforts began with a data-gathering and forecasting 
phase.

2. Clarification of community goals and objectives. At some point, preferably early 
in the process, there has to be some agreement about what the plan is intended 
to achieve. This is not to say that agreement will ever be total.

3. A period of plan formulation.
4. A period of plan implementation.
5. A period of review and revision.

Although presented as a sequence, these items necessarily overlap. 
Insights gained in the research phase will reveal problems that affect the 
goals the community will formulate. But selecting goals will affect what 
things a community should know about itself. Thus the research and 
the goal-formation processes tend to proceed simultaneously. Research 
regarding population trends may lead to formulating the goal of acquiring 
an additional 500 acres of parkland. That, however, suggests another research 
question: Is the community able to pay for it? Steps 1 and 2 inevitably become 
intertwined.

Plan formulation tends to modify goals by making plain the real 
implications of generalized goals. A community may set a goal of “an 
adequate supply of housing at affordable prices.” It is hard to be against 
such a goal. Few will come out publicly in favor of an inadequate supply 
of housing at exorbitant prices. But when the community looks at the 
matter in detail, it may not like what the goal implies. Getting prices 
down to affordable levels may mean building smaller housing units at 
higher densities than present residents want. Perhaps getting prices down 
will also necessitate a major increase in housing supply, with attendant 
increases in traffic congestion and overcrowding in the schools. Perhaps 
an increase in the supply of lower-cost housing will impose costs that 
push up property tax rates. At this point the community may go back and 
rethink its goal.

In the following sections we discuss the five steps in detail.

Planning Research

Most planning agencies, particularly those large enough to have a research 
staff, do considerable research. One common type of study is the “popula-
tion forecast.” One cannot plan without having an idea of for how many 
people one is planning. It is also important to know something about the 
likely age structure of the population. One hundred people over the age of 
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65 make very different demands on the community than do 100 elementary 
school students.

There are various approaches to forecasting population. A common 
technique is the “cohort survival” method. In this, the present population 
is mathematically “aged” into the future.4 In other words, each age and sex 
group, or “cohort,” of the population is advanced through time and its num-
bers adjusted for expected mortality. Adjustments are made for net migra-
tion (moves in minus moves out) and births. The advantage of this technique 
is that it presents a detailed picture of the structure of the population rather 
than just an estimate of the total number of people. The mathematics is rela-
tively simple, but getting good results is another matter. At the city, county, 
or town level, the big differences in growth rates between places are largely 
due to differences in net migration. Predicting net migration accurately is 
difficult. At the present it is much more an art than a science.

Then, too, the interaction between plans and forecasts can muddy the 
waters.5 For example, in many suburban areas, housing stock is the factor 
that limits population growth. One might estimate net migration on the 
basis of past performance, but how does one factor into these estimates 
the effect on population of land-use control ordinances that will be enacted 
next year and that may be affected by this year’s forecasts? In the ideal 
planning situation, the making of plans and the making of forecasts should 
be related. Such coordination is not easy to achieve.

Another basic study is the “land-use inventory.”6 Such a study begins 
with a mapping of existing land uses (residential, industrial, commercial, 
educational, recreational, etc.). It also characterizes undeveloped land in 
terms of suitability for different uses. The common practice is to prepare 
a series of maps that show land characteristics such as topography, flood 
plains, areas of well or poorly drained soil, and so on. In many cases the 
land-use study also contains information on land ownership, generally 
distinguishing among public, private, and institutional holdings at a mini-
mum. The study may also identify major private or major institutional 
holders. The study may also identify some infrastructure characteristics, 
particularly water and sewer services. It may also identify some legal char-
acteristics such as zoning categories, though these are less permanent than 
most of the other items mentioned.

In recent years the traditional paper map for the recording of the 
results of land-use studies has been supplemented by electronic mapping 
systems generally referred to as Geographic Information Systems (GISs). In 
a GIS, data are stored in digital form. For example, to store a contour line 
in the system, a technician moves a digitizer along the contour line of a 
topographic map, and the path of the digitizer is converted to digital form 
and stored in the computer’s memory. Information such as assessed values, 
zoning categories, census data, and the like can also be entered as numbers 
or letters. The electronic database can then be quickly used to produce a 
variety of maps, calculations, tabulations, and so on. The map that might 



126 The Comprehensive Plan

take a draftsperson days to draw can often be produced by a GIS in a few 
minutes.

At the regional scale, GISs now make use of data from satellite cam-
eras. Images, from both within and outside the visible light spectrum, come 
from the satellite camera in digital form and are then “imported” into the GIS 
database. Among the material that can be mapped from such digital infor-
mation are vegetation, topography, hydrology, land use, temperature, and 
some geologic features. The level of precision is not usually sufficient for 
small parcels, but it may be quite adequate for work at a large scale and costs 
only a fraction of what it would cost if obtained by conventional methods.

Almost all comprehensive plans contain a circulation element. Thus 
studies of traffic flow characteristics along the existing transportation net-
work are likely to be done early in the master-planning process. Some 
general estimates of future traffic flows based on projections of future pop-
ulation and employment are also likely to be made at an early stage. There 
is a strong interaction between transportation planning and land-use plan-
ning. The amount of development in an area is a major determinant of the 
number of trips that will be made to and from the area. On the other hand, 
the accessibility of the area will in large measure determine how much 
development takes place there. Thus land-use and transportation planning 
should go hand in hand.

Studies related to infrastructure are common. Water supply and 
the provision of sewer service are key elements in shaping the pattern of 
development in growing areas. Studies may be done to determine potential 
areas for sewers and areas that are amenable to the development of public 
water supply systems. In areas where public water and sewer supply are 
not feasible, studies may be devoted to groundwater supply and quality.

Soil characteristics may come in for serious study at this point. If an 
area is not to have sewers, for whatever reason, the amount of development 
that can occur may be limited by the capacity of the soil to absorb safely 
household wastes from septic tanks. This capacity will vary greatly with 
soil types. A sandy, well-drained soil may safely permit building several 
houses per acre. On the other hand, soil with a great deal of clay or bedrock 
lying close to the surface may require an acre or two of land per house for 
safe disposal of household waste. Soil characteristics such as shrinkage and 
swelling as the water content of the soil changes will affect the types of 
buildings that can be constructed. The capacity of the soil to absorb water 
will affect flooding potential, an important characteristic in considering the 
type and intensity of development appropriate for the area.

Many communities will do recreation studies as part of a master 
plan, looking at population, recreational preferences, existing facilities, 
and so forth. In general, such studies will inventory the present supply of 
facilities and services. Future needs may be estimated by applying stand-
ards (for example, so many acres of parkland per 1,000 of population) to 
the municipality’s projected population, and by surveys that determine 
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citizen preferences. The gap between the existing situation and the esti-
mated need is used to establish preliminary planning goals.

Economic studies can be an important part of the research phase. 
Studies may be done to estimate future revenues and expenses, to esti-
mate future land and infrastructure needs that result from population and 
employment change, as a guide for economic development policy, to make 
decisions about whether to encourage or discourage particular develop-
ments, about tax policy, and many other matters. One might suspect that 
because a local economy is smaller and simpler than the national economy, 
making reasonably good forecasts for the local economy would be less dif-
ficult. But the truth is exactly the opposite. Any local economic forecast 
depends in part on what happens in the national economy—employment, 
interest rates, inflation, and the like. Then, uncertainty about local factors 
is added on top of the national uncertainty. During the period 2010 to 2014 
there were five bankruptcies of general purpose governments of which the 
largest and most publicized was that of Detroit.7 The financial crisis of 2008 
and the subsequent recession was a factor in all of them, since it pushed 
down sales and property tax revenues, resulted in cutbacks in federal and 
state aid, and pushed down the value of municipal pension fund reserves, 
thus necessitating additional contributions by the municipalities. But only 
a very small fraction of economists, bankers, and financiers saw it coming. 
No matter how good the analyst’s insight into the local economy, if he or 
she did not see what was coming nationally the municipality would still 
have been blindsided.

Forecasts of local economic trends, even apart from national ques-
tions, have many uncertainties. There is the fact of interplace competition, 
both from inside and outside the United States. Predicting how that will 
affect the local economic base is not easy. The smaller the place, the more 
“lumpy” economic data will be; that is to say that single decisions by firms 
to invest or disinvest, to move in or to move out, will produce large percent-
age effects on the economy. In short, forecasting the path of the municipal 
economy is an uncertain matter. Nonetheless, it is often an unavoidable 
task. It is hard to plan without having some idea of what one has to plan for 
and what resources will be available to finance what will need to be done. 
The municipality’s planning and fiscal staffs may do the forecasting and 
financial projects, or that task may be contracted out to a consultant. A num-
ber of consulting firms now specialize in economic and financial forecasting 
for municipal governments.

Formulating Community Goals

Ideally, goals should be formulated with a knowledge of the essential facts of 
the situation, a knowledge of the limitations under which the municipality 
operates, and a realistic view of the options open to the community. Devel-
oping such knowledge is the ultimate purpose of the research component 
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just described. The purpose of the goal-setting process is to formulate a 
limited number of goals that do not contradict each other and that have 
enough public and political support behind them to give them a reasonable 
chance of actually coming to pass.

The planning agency’s role in this process might be providing a forum 
for discussion (organizing meetings, obtaining media coverage, setting up 
advisory committees), providing facts and laying out options, and synthe-
sizing and articulating the results of the discussions and deliberations. The 
process of setting goals should be an open one where citizens and groups 
who have a stake in the outcome of the planning process are not excluded. 
This consideration is not just a matter of fairness or a legal requirement, but 
also one of practicality. Those who have had a hand in shaping a plan are 
more likely to support it than those who have not.

Formulating the Plan

When the baseline studies have been done and agreement has been reached 
on goals, the work of formulating the plan can begin. In larger communities 
the plan is generally drawn up by the municipality’s planning agency. In 
smaller communities it is common for the plan to be drawn up by a planning 
consultant and submitted to the community for approval.

The first step in plan formulation is generally to lay out a variety of 
options. For example, assume that one goal is to reduce traffic congestion in 
the central business district. Options might include widening or straighten-
ing the main street, constructing a bypass, building a parking structure to 
reduce on-street parking, converting from a two-way to a one-way street 
system, or some combination of these options.

When all the reasonable options have been listed, it is time to begin 
considering their respective costs and merits. This process is sometimes referred 
to as “impact analysis.” One item to be considered is cost and what the costs 
would imply for the municipal tax rate and debt structure. That study might 
look not only at direct costs of the options, but also at indirect considerations 
such as estimated effects on sales tax receipts and property values. Another 
item would be the number of households and businesses affected by the 
taking of property and the disturbance of traffic flow during construction. The 
planners would also examine the relative degree of improvement in traffic 
flow that might be expected from each option. Aesthetic and urban design 
issues would also be examined. When the impact assessments have been 
made, the preferred option can be selected. Note that it is often a good idea to 
bring affected parties such as property owners, residents, and businesspersons 
into the impact assessment and option-choosing process. First, they are likely 
to make useful contributions. Equally important, no plan can be implemented 
without political consent. It is better to resolve differences early around a 
conference table than later in the courts or the press.
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The combined cost must also be ascertained to know whether it is 
manageable. If it is not, choices among goals must be made.

Implementing the Plan

As noted earlier, the two most powerful tools for carrying out the physical 
side of the plan are capital investments as called for in the capital budget 
and land-use controls. Capital investments in roads, public facilities, and 
utilities create the basic conditions that permit development, which land-use 
controls then shape and channel. Ideally, capital investments and land-use 
controls should be consistent with one another and with the comprehensive 
plan. If coordination is lacking, the results are likely to be disappointing. For 
example, if capital investments create powerful pressures for development 
in areas that the comprehensive plan shows as developing at low density, 
the stage has been set for litigation, controversy, and frustration.

Review and Updating

Almost inevitably, community development will not unfold quite as envi-
sioned in the master plan. Planning is anything but an exact science. Then, 
too, the pattern of development is shaped by all sorts of forces that are 
beyond community control and in many cases beyond prediction. Thus 
after a short time the community may not be quite where the plan would 
have it, and so some replanning will be necessary. Just as a navigator takes 
frequent bearings and replots the course accordingly, the community 
checks its situation periodically and adjusts its plans. But the analogy is not 
entirely accurate. In the case of the navigator, the destination remains the 
same. In the case of the municipality, the goals themselves may change as 
realities both inside and outside the municipality change.

For the plan to be effective over the long term, periodic review is essen-
tial. Ideally, the review applies to all the major plan elements. First, it applies 
to the database. Population, revenues, expenditures, housing stock, employ-
ment, and so on inevitably will not evolve exactly as predicted. Large dispar-
ities may show up fairly quickly. Consider, for example, cost projections for 
capital expenditures. A major component of the cost of capital expenditures 
is the cost of borrowing money, but predicting interest rates accurately over 
the long term lies somewhere between extremely difficult and impossible.

Beyond updating the database on which the plan rests, it is also neces-
sary to update goals and strategies. Ideally, the municipal government will 
have a commitment to updating the plan at regular intervals. If this cannot 
be done, the plan loses its relationship to reality. If government personnel 
and citizens perceive the plan as a static and increasingly irrelevant docu-
ment, it soon loses its political force. The act of updating the plan keeps it 
relevant and keeps the body politic committed to it. It also institutionalizes 
planning as an activity within the community.
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Maintaining community interest in the planning process is one of 
the most important tasks of any planning agency. Thus public relations is 
a major aspect of successful planning. The planning director’s speech to 
the Rotary Club, the appearance in a high school civics class, and the peri-
odic newspaper article on what the city or town or county is planning for 
solid-waste disposal or parklands or economic development or housing or 
downtown business district revitalization are all part of that effort. In one 
southern town, planning agency staff have appeared in first- and second-
grade classrooms and run 6- and 7-year-old children through a simple 
experience in laying out a neighborhood. That strategy may not pay off for 
a quarter of a century; but, then, planning is a long-term process.

The Technology of Citizen Participation

In years gone by the main venue for participation was the public meeting, and 
the methods for communicating about the plan were limited. The public could 
be shown maps, artists’ renderings, and models of subdivisions or other pro-
posed developments. The main instrument for citizen expression of opinion 
was the raised hand followed by the spoken comment, perhaps supplemented 
by a letter to the planning board or the editor of the local paper. Those modes 
are still important, but technology is expanding the process very rapidly.

Text messaging and social media have expanded communication 
tremendously so that the citizen who cannot be present physically or 
is unhappy about speaking in front of a group can still make his or her 
opinion felt. Mobile devices can let the citizen participate while he or 
she is riding the bus or sitting on a park bench. Some places have used 
virtual worlds and gaming to bring citizens into the process. For example, 
role-playing might let citizens explore different personal situations, 
perhaps regarding housing or employment. Geographic databases like 
Google Maps make it easier for citizens to communicate their locations 
or locations they are concerned about. Apps that allow a citizen with a 
handheld communications device to select a site and then see what that 
site would look like if developed as planned offer the citizen what has 
been termed “augmented reality.” Computer graphics software that 
continuously changes the image of a planned area gives the user the 
visual effect of walking through it. Access to interactive databases may 
permit the citizen to simulate the effects of different options—for example, 
how the municipalities’ total greenhouse gas emissions will change if a 
bus service is provided over a particular route or if more or less dense 
housing patterns are developed, or how different zoning requirements 
will affect property tax rates. Touch-screen tables may permit a citizen 
to move elements of a plan and see how different physical layouts play 
out in terms of factors such as traffic flow. As with all types of modeling, 
the results are only as good as the data that go into the model and the 
model builder’s understanding of how the variables in the model interact. 
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So nothing is guaranteed. But such interactive processes draw the citizen 
into the planning process, present a range of possibilities, and potentially 
permit more thoroughgoing communication about plans. At present, the 
technology is changing rapidly and there is great variety in what is being 
done in various municipalities.

hoW eFFeCTIve ARe CoMPRehenSIve PLAnS?

To a great degree the effectiveness of the plan depends on the degree of 
commitment by the municipal government and the citizens to the plan. If 
the municipal government and the citizens are committed to the goals of 
the plan, then the power of government to raise money, to spend money, 
and to use the municipality’s powers to control land use can be used to 
move toward the vision embodied in the plan. This is the situation in many 
municipalities. But in other municipalities, commitment to the plan may 
be less solid. The plan may exist on paper, but little will be done to make 
it come to pass. In the extreme, the plan may just be a pro forma document 
that exists because the state requires every municipality to have an adopted 
comprehensive plan or because having a plan is a requirement for state or 
federal grant programs in which the municipality is interested.

Some municipalities are in a stronger position to stick to a plan than 
are others. A prosperous municipality that has an adequate tax base will 
have both the funds to make the public investments that support the plan 
and also the ability to reject development that clearly contravenes the plan. 
A poor municipality may find that it simply does not have the fiscal capacity 
to make the investments required to implement the plan. A combination of 
a weak tax base and high unemployment may put it in the position of being 
unable to turn away any proposed development, even if that develop ment 
contravenes the intentions of the plan.

Where there is little growth to be channeled and directed, the plan 
may be relatively ineffectual. At the other extreme, if economic forces 
beyond the control of the municipality are making the place grow at a very 
rapid rate, it may be very hard for the planners and the municipal govern-
ment to stay ahead of the game and stick to the comprehensive plan. The 
crisis of the day will crowd out everything else.

At the beginning of the second decade of the twenty-first century 
North Dakota began to experience an economic boom based on oil and natu-
ral gas. The unemployment rate dropped to the lowest level of any of the 
states, workers poured in from great distances, and the state experienced an 
extreme shortage of housing, as well as serious shortfalls in public facilities, 
public services, and development infrastructure. Then, in 2015, energy prices 
dropped sharply, there was a glut of oil and natural gas, employment in those 
industries fell, and the situation quickly reversed itself. When a city, country, 
or state is whipsawed like that by events beyond its control or anticipation, 
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speed may be more important than optimization, and comprehensive plan-
ning will take a back seat to getting things done as quickly as possible.

Unpredictable events may have a major effect on whether the vision 
in the plan comes to pass. For example, a county develops a comprehen-
sive plan and sticks to it for a while. At this point a major investor acquires 
a large block of land and draws up a design for a planned community (see 
Chapter 7). The plan looks good to the municipality in terms of land use 
and economic and fiscal impact. But it requires rezoning of a substantial 
part of the county and thus scrapping major parts of the comprehensive 
plan. In short order, the plan is subjected to a major rewrite. Comparable 
scenarios could readily be suggested for other major commercial develop-
ment or large facilities constructed by higher levels of government. Pre-
diction is basic to any long-term plan, and life is unpredictable.

Some populations are fundamentally more supportive of planning than 
are others. In the writer’s observation, college towns are often quite support-
ive of planning. Their educated and economically well-off—albeit not rich—
populations seem to be comfortable with it and often take a great interest in it.

The overall political stance of the population is very important. As 
suggested in Chapter 5, where the boundary between the rights of private 
property and the rights of the public, considered as a whole, should lie is 
an ideological question, or, to put it another way, a right–left question. Thus 
the overall political complexion of the population will have an effect on 
how much or how little the body politic thinks it ought to plan.

In brief, then, the plan reflects the community from which it springs. 
There is as much variation in plans and in their effectiveness as there is among 
places themselves. In Chapter 19 we discuss some alternative approaches to 
the comprehensive planning approach and the pros and cons thereof.

SUMMARy

The comprehensive plan covers the entire municipality and has a long time 
horizon, typically 20 years or so. The goals of a municipality’s comprehen-
sive planning process might include issues of health, public safety, circula-
tion, provision of services and facilities, fiscal health, economic development, 
environmental protection, and, perhaps, some redistributive goals.

The comprehensive planning process may be divided into these five 
major stages:

1. Research
2. Clarification of goals and objectives
3. Plan formulation
4. Plan implementation
5. Review and revision.

Although shown as separate steps, there is much overlap between them 
because what is learned in one step may cause the community to modify 
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what was established in a preceding step. For example, the detailed work of 
plan formulation, by revealing the true costs of pursuing a particular goal, 
may cause the community to reconsider its goals. We also noted that periodic 
review of problems and progress and subsequent updating of the plan are 
essential if the plan is to continue to affect the development of the commu-
nity. Active participation by the citizens in the planning process is an essential 
element. The chapter ends with a brief statement on possibilities from citi-
zen participation that are being opened up by recent advances in computer 
technology.
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c h a p t e r  9

The Tools of  
Land-Use Planning

The comprehensive plan, as described in the preceding chapter, largely per-
tains to the pattern of land use. In this chapter we discuss the tools available 
to the municipality to effectuate its land-use plans. Essentially there are two 
broad categories of direct actions by which a municipality can shape its land-
use pattern. These are (1) public capital investments and (2) land-use controls. 
Some land-use decisions, often very important ones, are determined by higher 
levels of government and other large players that are not a part of the municipal 
body politic. These decisions are discussed at the end of this chapter.

PUBLIC CAPITAL InveSTMenT

Although we devote more space in this chapter to land-use controls, in the 
long term, public capital investment is the more powerful shaper of the pat-
tern of development. Public capital investment creates very powerful eco-
nomic forces that shape development and, unlike land-use controls, public 
capital investments such as roads or bridges or water mains are there to 
stay for many decades.

Accessibility is the most important determinant of land value. Retail-
ers want to locate where they are accessible to the maximum number of 
potential customers and also where they will be seen by the maximum 
number of potential customers. The builders of office buildings want to 
place the buildings where they are most accessible to potential employees 
and visitors. Manufacturers want easy access for workers and suppliers, 
and easy access to customers. Office operations need access to workers and 
to individuals and other firms with which they do business.
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The most accessible sites will thus command the highest prices. And 
builders, seeking to make the most efficient use of an expensive resource 
(land), will develop most intensely on the most expensive land. Public expen-
ditures on roads and highways, as well as other investments that determine 
accessibility, have a powerful effect on the pattern of land development. 
In a densely developed urban area, investment in mass transportation is a 
powerful shaper of land values and hence the pattern of development. In 
a place such as Washington, DC, where the Metro system is an important 
part of the total transportation picture, the building of a new stop may cre-
ate hundreds of millions in land values. In a congested area the building 
of a parking structure may have a powerful effect on land values and the 
amount of development by rendering that location more accessible.

Public investment in water and sewer lines is another major shaper of 
the pattern of development. Without public water and sewer services, resi-
dential development is generally limited to single-family houses on fairly 
large lots. Commercial development is also comparably restrained. Thus 
the extension of water and sewer lines can produce great changes in the 
intensity of development.

Public investment in facilities such as schools and universities, airports, 
and harbor facilities can also be a major shaper of the land-use pattern. Public 
acquisition of parkland can also shape the land-use pattern, because perma-
nently rendering some land undevelopable channels the flow of development.

FInAnCInG CAPITAL eXPenDITUReS

Capital expenditures are generally financed with bonds. A bond is basically 
a promise to make repayments to the buyer on a regular, prearranged basis. 
Generally, interest payments are made once or twice a year, and the prin-
cipal is repaid on the bond’s maturity date. Between the time that a bond 
is issued and its maturity date, the bond’s market value will vary, but the 
periodic interest payments (dividends) and the final payment at maturity 
are fixed from the beginning.1

One reason for using bonds is that capital expenditures often involve 
large sums of money and they are often “lumpy,” meaning that they come 
along in an irregular manner. Thus financing them out of the municipality’s 
or state’s operating budget would lead to big swings in expenditures from 
year to year. Another reason is that capital expenditures generally deliver 
their benefits over a period of decades. Thus asking current taxpayers to 
pay for a project up front would be asking them to fund something from 
which they may receive only a small share of the total benefits.2

In contrast to capital expenditures, the ordinary operations of state 
and local governments are funded with current revenues rather than with 
bonds. In fact, states and local governments are generally prohibited from 
borrowing to pay for short-term expenses.3 The prohibitions may be in state 
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constitutions or in state-enabling legislation that specifies the rules under 
which local governments operate. This prohibition makes a great deal of 
sense, since politicians might otherwise be tempted to borrow long term 
to pay for recurrent expenses to keep down tax rates. But that ultimately 
can put the state or municipality in an untenable financial position. In the 
nineteenth century a number of state bankruptcies came about in just this 
manner, and that is why the prohibitions came into being.

The Capital Budget

Most local governments maintain a separate capital budget and capital 
improvements plan (CIP). In fact, in many states, local governments are 
required to maintain a capital improvements plan, often with a time hori-
zon of five years or so.4 The CIP lays out the expected sequence of invest-
ments and thus gives the municipal government a rough schedule of when 
and in what amounts it will have to issue bonds and also a rough indicator 
of how much it will have to spend on debt service (payments of interest and 
principal) each year. Adopting the capital budget is the prerogative of the 
municipality’s legislative body. Generally, the budget that the legislature 
passes, with or without modification, is proposed by the municipality’s 
executive branch. Because capital expenditures have such a powerful effect 
on how the municipality develops, it is very important for the planning 
agency to have a hand in the preparation of the capital budget and the CIP.

Types of Bonds

Two main types of bonds are issued to finance public capital investment. For 
a task such as financing a new municipal building, the most common prac-
tice is to issue a general obligation (GO) bond. Such a bond is guaranteed 
by the “full faith and credit” of the municipal government, meaning that if 
the municipal government fails to make interest or principal payments on 
time, a court may require the municipal government to use any resources 
that it has to repay the bondholders. Because such bonds are a direct obli-
gation on the municipal government, they are issued under strict limits. 
In many states, a municipality’s total outstanding general obligation debt 
may not exceed a certain percentage of its property tax base. For example, 
in Virginia, state law limits a municipality’s outstanding general obligation 
debt to 10 percent of its real property tax base. A referendum is required in a 
number of states before local or state government can issue general obliga-
tion bonds. Municipal governments are also prohibited from using bonds 
to pay for operating expenses because the temptation to shift the burden of 
present operations to future taxpayers would be a very strong one.

Although the line between capital investment and operating expenses 
is clear in principle, it can become a little fuzzy in practice. Creative account-
ing may classify as capital expenditures those which are really operating 
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expenses and thus enable a municipal government to shift some of today’s 
operating expenses onto future taxpayers. A leaseback arrangement may per-
mit a municipal government to, in effect, make a capital expenditure without 
that expenditure counting against its general obligation debt limit. Here, an 
investor builds the facility and the municipal government signs a long-term 
lease with the investor. When the lease payments have been completed the 
facility is then transferred to municipal ownership. In terms of flow of funds 
the arrangement is almost the same as if the municipality had sold bonds 
to finance the facility. It seems like a transparent subterfuge but the courts 
have sustained it. In a number of cases municipal governments have sold off 
revenue-raising public facilities. Perhaps the most notable case was that of 
Chicago selling the rights to the toll revenues for the Dan Ryan Expressway 
noted in Chapter 12. In that case the municipality gets the funds up front 
to be used in whatever manner it chooses and in return it gives up a future 
revenue stream. Conceptually, giving up future revenues to support current 
expenditures is not so different from taking on debt to do the same thing.

Thus the very sharp distinction between capital and operating 
expenditures can become blurred, and strictures on borrowing for current 
expenses can sometimes be circumvented. Nonetheless, on balance the sys-
tem operates more or less as described above.

One might ask why municipal (and state) governments are often so 
eager to take on debt rather than raise taxes. One reason is that there may 
be less citizen resistance to debt as opposed to taxes. In the U.S. anti-tax cli-
mate few politicians want to be hit with the “he raised your taxes” charge in 
the next election. Then, too, there is the fact of intermunicipal and interstate 
economic competition. As noted in Chapter 13, tax rates are not the most 
important factor in corporate decisions about where to locate but they do 
carry some weight.

Revenue Bonds

If the capital expenditure in question can be expected to deliver a reason-
ably predictable stream of revenue, then it can be financed with revenue 
bonds. These bonds are generally not obligations of the municipal or state 
government. Rather, they are backed by a claim on the revenues that the 
facility is expected to generate. Thus toll roads, parking structures, water 
and sewage treatment plants, airports, stadiums, and other such revenue-
generating facilities can be financed by these bonds. Facilities that do not 
generate revenues directly cannot be financed with revenue bonds. Given a 
choice, municipal governments prefer revenue bonds because such bonds 
are not an obligation of government and therefore are not subject to debt 
limits and do not require referenda. What they generally do require, as 
is the case with general obligation bonds, is the opinion of a bond-rating 
agency such as Standard and Poor or Moody’s that there will be adequate 
revenues to pay off the bonds. Otherwise, the bonds will not be marketable.
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Grants

As noted in Chapter 5, local government expenditures, both capital and 
operating, are heavily conditioned by grants from higher levels of govern-
ment, and some reasons why this system has developed are discussed there. 
There is a very large flow of federal grants to the states and a much smaller 
flow of grants that bypasses the states and goes directly to local governments 
and some districts, especially school districts. There is also a very large flow 
of grant money from the states down to local governments and districts.5 
Grants come in a number of types, the most common being the closed-end 
matching grant, in which up to some limit the donor will match the expendi-
tures of the recipient government. The Interstate Highway System and many 
sewage treatment plants were built with 90 percent federal money and 10 
percent local money. Many other road projects have been done with a 50–50 
federal–local match. Grants may have a very large effect on local capital 
expenditures both because they may be the difference between possible and 
impossible and also because they change the system of prices that the local 
government faces. For example, a local government may want to acquire 
some parkland, but not badly enough to pay the full price. If it can buy the 
land for 50 cents on the dollar because the state or federal government is 
picking up the other 50 cents, then it may decide to make the purchase.6

A Basic Difference in Budgeting

State and local governments make a sharp distinction between the operat-
ing budget and the capital budget. In that regard, their budgeting is similar 
to that of a corporation. The federal government makes no such distinction. 
In fact, determining how much of the federal budget is operating versus 
capital would be a major task. Some have suggested that requiring the fed-
eral government to distinguish between operating and capital expenditures 
would facilitate thinking more clearly about the federal budget but there 
has been no move to change the federal budget in this way.

The other way in which state and local government budgeting differs 
from that of the federal government is that the federal government does not 
operate under a balanced budget requirement. Many conservatives regret 
this. Those on the other side of the political fence may argue that a balanced 
budget requirement would make it impossible for the federal government to 
use its budget to stimulate the economy when needed. However, regardless 
of the arguments it does not.

Both state and municipal governments have gone bankrupt (though 
it has not been a common event for more than a century) which suggests 
that at the subnational level the balanced budget requirement makes sense. 
The federal government has never defaulted on its debt. In fact, some have 
argued that since the dollar is a reserve currency, meaning that our debts to 
other nations are denominated in dollars, and we print our own currency, 



The Tools of Land-Use Planning 139

the federal government could never go bankrupt. However, that argument 
takes us beyond the purview of this book.

LAnD-USe ConTRoLS

Although land-use controls are not as powerful a shaper of land use as is 
public capital investment, they are still extremely important. Their develop-
ment and implementation constitute a major share of the work effort of 
most planning agencies. In the minds of many citizens, land-use controls 
are almost synonymous with planning.

In this section we discuss subdivision controls, zoning, and several 
miscellaneous types of land-use controls.

Subdivision Regulations

Subdivision regulations are an old form of land-use control, going back to 
the early nineteenth century and before. Their enforcement is an exercise of 
the police power by the municipality within the framework of the powers 
granted to it by the state.7 Subdivision regulations control the manner in 
which blocks of land over a certain size may be converted into building lots. 
Before building lots can be sold or the owner can make improvements, the 
municipality must approve a plat (map) of the property. The ordinance will 
require at a minimum that the map shows streets, lot lines, and easements 
(rights of way) for utilities. It will also stipulate what improvements must 
be made before building lots can be sold or before building permits may 
be granted. Thus the community is able to compel the property owner to 
construct internal streets that link up in a satisfactory manner to the munici-
pality’s street system and meet its standards for width, safety, and qual-
ity of construction. Similarly, it can compel the developer of the property 
to provide sewer, water, and drainage facilities that meet the community’s 
standards. Subdivision requirements frequently also stipulate that certain 
land dedications (or payments in lieu of such dedications) be made to the 
community by the developer for schools, recreation, or community facili-
ties. Many subdivision regulations require that the design of the subdivi-
sion be compatible with the municipal master plan and zoning ordinance, 
thus reinforcing the implementation of these documents. In general, sub-
division regulations apply to residential development, but in some com-
munities they also govern some commercial and industrial development.

Although less well known than zoning laws, subdivision regulations 
give communities substantial power to ensure that new residential develop-
ment meets community standards and fits in with community development 
plans. Like zoning laws, subdivision regulations are subject to litigation 
and various forms of political pressure. Like the power to zone, the power 
to regulate subdivisions can be abused. For example, some communities, 
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seeking to screen out less affluent people or less expensive housing that 
will carry a lower assessment and therefore pay less in property taxes, have 
enacted subdivision regulations that impose unnecessarily high costs on 
builders, thus blocking the construction of moderately priced housing.

Zoning ordinances

The best-known form of land-use control is the zoning ordinance.8 This is 
generally prepared by the community’s planners or planning consultant. 
The document acquires its legal force when the community’s legislative 
body passes a measure adopting it. Generally speaking, there are two parts 
to the zoning ordinance. The first part is a map that divides the community 
into a number of zones. The map is sufficiently detailed so that it is possible 
to tell in which zone(s) any given parcel of land lies. Most commonly, all of 
the community is zoned. However, there are some cases, particularly non-
urban counties, in which part of a community is zoned and part is not. The 
second part is the text, which specifies in considerable detail what may be 
constructed in each zone and to what uses structures may be put. The box 
on pages 142–144 shows some of the details for one zoning classification in 
Fairfax County, Virginia.

Among the items generally specified by the ordinance are the 
following.

1. Site layout requirements. These may include, among other things, 
minimum lot area, frontage and depth, minimum setbacks (minimum dis-
tance from structure to front, side, or rear lot line), maximum percentage of 
site that may be covered by structure, placement of driveways or curb cuts, 
parking requirements, screening requirements, and limits on the size or 
placement of signs.

2. Requirements for structure characteristics. These may include maxi-
mum height of structure, maximum number of stories, and maximum floor 
area of structure. The last is often cast in terms of floor area ratio (FAR), 
which indicates a maximum permissible ratio of floor area to site area.

3. Uses to which structures may be put. In a residential zone the ordi-
nance might specify that dwellings may be occupied only by single fami-
lies and then proceed to define what constitutes a family. The ordinance 
might also enumerate certain nonresidential uses permitted in the zone 
such as churches, funeral homes, and professional offices. In commercial 
zones the ordinance will generally specify which uses are permitted and 
which are not. For example, in a manufacturing zone the ordinance might 
specify that sheet metal fabrication operations are permitted but that ren-
dering operations are forbidden.
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4. Procedural matters. The ordinance will specify how it is to be deter-
mined whether building plans are in conformity to the zoning ordinance. 
(A common arrangement is that the building inspector will make such 
determination and must deny a building permit application if the plans 
are not in conformity.) The ordinance will generally also specify an appeals 
procedure by which an applicant can apply for relief. In many communities 
the initial appeal authority is vested in a special body generally referred to 
as the Zoning Board of Appeals. If not, the review process is often assigned 
to the planning board or to the municipal legislative body.

The Popularity of Zoning. Zoning has been, since shortly after its incep-
tion, by far the most common means by which communities have sought 
to control land use. What accounts for its popularity? The answer is quite 
simple. Zoning has considerable power to achieve goals that the community 
favors, and it is almost free. Unless a “taking” has occurred (see Chapter 5), 
no compensation need be paid to property owners for reductions in prop-
erty values caused by limitations imposed by the zoning ordinance upon the 
type or intensity of use permitted. In effect, the municipality gets one of the 
rights of ownership, namely the right to exercise some control over the use 
to which the property will be put, without having to purchase it.9 The only 
costs to the municipality are administrative and legal expenses.

In principle, the same effects could be achieved by exercise of the 
power of eminent domain or by contract between municipality and property 
owner. But either of those courses would necessitate major expenditures by 
the municipality.

In fact, contracts between governments and property owners have 
been used to affect land use. Generally, the contract is referred to as an ease-
ment. This is an agreement by the property owner to forgo some right(s) 
(for example, that of subdividing the property or developing it in some 
way) in return for a payment. For example, Suffolk County, New York has 
made widespread use of easement purchases to maintain land on eastern 
Long Island in agricultural use. Such a device can be highly effective, since 
the purchase of an easement provides an ironclad guarantee to the com-
munity in the form of an enforceable contract that property will not be used 
in a manner proscribed by the easement. In other places a similar effect has 
been obtained through special tax treatment. Where farmland preservation 
is a goal, land that is kept in agricultural use is taxed very lightly compared 
with the tax that must be paid on it when it is placed in some other use.

Easements and special tax treatment are used in most states, but, 
unlike zoning, their application is quite spotty. The explanation for this dif-
ference is cost.

The Effectiveness of Zoning. How effective is zoning in shaping land 
use? There is tremendous variation among communities, ranging from 
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almost totally ineffective to highly effective. Zoning may be quite effective 
in a growing area where the land-use pattern is not yet fully determined. 
Here zoning can shape the urban pattern by blocking or limiting growth in 
some areas and thus, in effect, diverting it to other areas. Often in prosper-
ous developed areas in which there is substantial pressure for change in 
land use, zoning may be effective in preventing or moderating that change. 
For example, a prosperous inner suburb might successfully resist the trans-
formation of single-family neighborhoods to multi-family neighborhoods 
even though the economics of the local housing market favor such a change.

On the other hand, zoning may be relatively ineffective in older 
urban areas where the land-use pattern is essentially established and where 
growth forces are not very powerful. Zoning, by itself, cannot address the 
redevelopment problem, since controls cannot compel anyone to invest in 
an area. Zoning may also be relatively weak if the community is so eager for 
investment that it readily adjusts its zoning to suit developers’ preferences. 
Zoning may also be weak or absent in semirural or rural areas where the 
residents do not see much need for it.

The InGReDIenTS oF A ZonInG oRDInAnCe

This material is reproduced from a Fairfax County, Virginia zoning 
ordinance. Note that it specifies permitted uses, site geometry, ground 
coverage, and building height and bulk.

Commercial District Regulations
Part 5 4-500 C-5 Neighborhood Retail Commercial District

4–501 Purpose and Intent The C-5 District is established to provide 
locations for convenience shopping facilities in which those retail com-
mercial uses shall predominate that have a neighborhood-oriented market 
of approximately 5000 persons, and which supply necessities that usually 
require frequent purchasing and with a minimum of consumer travel. 
Typical uses to be found in the Neighborhood Retail Commercial District 
include a food supermarket, drugstore, personal service establishments, 
small specialty shops, and a limited number of small professional offices.

Areas zoned for the C-5 District should be located so that their dis-
tributional pattern throughout the County reflects their neighborhood 
orientation. They should be designed to be an integral, homogeneous 
component of the neighborhoods they serve, oriented to pedestrian traf-
fic as well as vehicular. The district should not be located in close prox-
imity to other retail commercial uses.

Because of the nature and location of the Neighborhood Retail 
Commercial District, they should be encouraged to develop in compact 
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centers under a unified design that is architecturally compatible with 
the neighborhood in which they are located. Further, such districts 
should not be so large or broad in scope of services as to attract substan-
tial trade from outside the neighborhood. Generally, the ultimate size 
of a C-5 District in a given location in the County should not exceed an 
aggregate gross floor area of 100,000 square feet or an aggregate site 
size of (10) acres.

4–502 Permitted Uses

1. Accessory uses as permitted by Article 10.
2. Business service and supply service establishments.
3. Churches, chapels, temples, synagogues and other such places of 

worship.
4. Drive-in banks, limited by the provisions of Sect. 505 below.
5. Eating establishments.
6. Fast food restaurants, limited by the provisions of Sect. 505 below.
7. Financial institutions.
8. Offices.
9. Personal service establishments.
10. Private schools of general education, private schools of special education.
11. Public uses.
12. Quick-service food stores, limited by the provisions of Sect. 505 below.
13. Repair service establishments.
14. Retail sales establishments.
15. Telecommunication exchanges.

4–506 Lot Size Requirements

1. Minimum lot area: 40,000 sq. ft.
2. Minimum lot width: 200 feet.
3. The minimum lot size requirements may be waived by the Board in 

accordance with provisions of Sect. 9–610.

4–507 Bulk Regulations

1. Maximum building height: 40 feet.
2. Minimum yard requirements

A.  Front yard: Controlled by a 45° angle of bulk plane, but not less than 
40 feet

B. Side yard: No Requirement
C. Rear yard: 20 feet.

3. Maximum floor area ratio: 0.50,
4. Refer to Sect. 13–108 for provisions that may qualify the minimum yard 

requirements set forth above.
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One key to effective zoning is synchronization between land-use con-
trols and public capital investment. It is possible for a community’s land-
use and capital investment policies to be at odds with one another and 
for each to undermine and frustrate the intent of the other. For example, a 
capital investment program might generate forces for a type or intensity of 
development that is proscribed by the zoning. In this case either the cap-
ital investment has been partly wasted, or economic pressures will force 
changes in the zoning. Conversely, if the zoning permits levels of devel-
opment that are not supported by necessary road and utility investment, 
nothing is likely to happen. The community will then have the pleasure of 
watching its industrial or office zone grow weeds year after year.

The Limitations of Zoning. Zoning is limited by both economic and 
legal forces. If the value of land in a use permitted by zoning is very much 
lower than the value of that land in a use that is forbidden but for which 
a market exists, property owners have strong motivation to try to change 
the zoning. They may expend substantial funds on litigation, or they may 
devote substantial effort to building a coalition of forces to lobby for zoning 
change. If the community is hungry for jobs and additions to its tax base, 
potential investors may indicate to the community that if it does not show 
flexibility, their capital will be invested in some other community, one that 
can recognize a good thing when it sees it.

To illustrate, consider a prototypical suburban scenario. Mr. X owns 
100 acres of vacant land, which has been in his family for generations. He 
rents the land to a local farmer for enough money to cover his property 
taxes. The land in its present low-density residential zoning category has 
a market value of $10,000 per acre. A major real estate developer perceives 
that were development of condominiums at medium density possible, the 
land would be worth $50,000 an acre. She approaches Mr. X and offers to 
buy an option. Specifically, for $10,000 Mr. X gives the developer the right 
to buy the property for $12,000 an acre at any time during the next two 
years. If the developer chooses not to exercise her option, Mr. X still keeps 
the $10,000.

4–508 Open Space 20% of the gross area shall be landscaped open space 4–509  
Additional Regulations

1. Refer to Article 2, General Regulations, for provisions which may qualify 
or supplement the regulations presented above.

2. Refer to Article 11 for off-street parking, loading and private street 
requirements.

3. Refer to Article 12 for regulations on signs.
4. Refer to Article 13 for landscaping and screening requirements.
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Having purchased the option, the developer now tries to change 
the zoning. If her attorney tells her that the municipality’s zoning of the 
property is on weak legal ground, she may approach the municipality, 
indicate to it why its position is weak, and suggest that compromise is 
in everyone’s best interest. The municipality’s legal position may be 
weak for any number of reasons. Comparable parcels in other areas of 
the municipality may be zoned for more intensive development. Hence 
a charge of inconsistency (of treating equals unequally) may be leveled 
against the municipality in court. Perhaps the zoning of the property is not 
in keeping with the municipality’s master plan. If so, the developer can 
argue that the zoning is capricious and inconsistent. Perhaps the developer 
can show that on the basis of utilities, access, and other considerations, the 
property could sustain far more development than the zoning permits. In 
this case she can argue that the present zoning cannot be justified on the 
grounds of the police power.

Hearing all this and after due consultation with their planning consult-
ant and attorney, the municipal officials might well decide that compromise 
is indeed in order. In that case they may recommend to the municipality’s 
legislative body that it amend the zoning ordinance. If the community is 
adamant and the developer is sure the legal situation favors her, she might 
bring suit and begin to fight it out in court. The issue might be settled in 
court or, seeing the tide of legal battle flowing against it, the municipality 
might decide to compromise.

Alternatively, the developer can take a less confrontational tack. She 
can engage a local planning consultant to design a condominium develop-
ment for the site. The consultant comes up with a proposal nicely presented 
with attractive computer graphics and a model. Then the consultant per-
forms a set of calculations referred to as a “fiscal impact analysis,” which 
shows that for every additional dollar the project will cost the community 
for services, its property taxes and other contributions to the municipal 
treasury will amount to two dollars. (See the box on property taxes on pages 
147–148.) The developer’s proposal does not fail to note how many dol-
lars of retail sales within the community will be made from condominium 
residents, a point that will not be lost on the municipality’s business com-
munity. The report will also note how many years of on-site construction 
labor the project will require, a point that should bring in a few more allies, 
particularly if construction employment has been soft recently.

At this point the report is presented to the town government with 
appropriate newspaper and other publicity. When public hearings are held, 
the developer or her spokespeople adopt a posture of reasonableness and 
conciliation. If there are aspects of the plan to which the citizens object, 
she will listen attentively and endeavor to find mutually satisfactory com-
promises. For example, if residents worry that the development will send 
too many children to the local schools, she may offer to build more stu-
dio and one-bedroom units and fewer two- and three-bedroom units, thus 
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bringing in more childless couples and fewer large families. The relation-
ship between unit size, household size, and number of school-age children 
has been studied often and can be predicted fairly accurately. Thus this sort 
of “architectural birth control” can often be practiced quite effectively.

The developer will also structure the proposal to give herself room to 
be reasonable. If she would be satisfied with building six units to the acre, 
the initial plan may call for eight units to the acre. This strategy leaves her 
something that can be given up after suitable protest but without causing 
her real pain.

The developer may or may not obtain a zoning change in this manner. 
Any planner who has spent some time working in the suburbs has seen 
such situations go both ways. The point, however, is that the party desiring 
the zoning change has numerous avenues open.

Note that if the developer is successful in obtaining the rezoning, she 
has, in effect, made a very large sum of money even before construction 
begins. She has obtained land worth $50,000 an acre for the price of $12,000 
an acre plus the cost of the option. In fact, were she to forget about the pro-
ject and simply sell the rezoned land to another developer, she would make 
a very large profit.10

Because of the large sums of money at stake in some land-use deci-
sions, the practice of zoning is not immune from bribery and corruption. 
An FBI sting operation in Fresno, California resulted in eight convictions, 
with the longest sentence being 30 months, in connection with exchange of 
bribes and campaign contributions for favorable zoning decisions.11

The playing of zoning games is hardly limited to those on the private 
side of the fence. Municipalities often zone substantial amounts of land in 
economically unrealistic categories. This practice suits the municipal inter-
est quite well, since it gives the municipality a bargaining position that it 
would not have were the land zoned realistically in the first instance.

In the late 1970s the town of Harrison, New York became the home of 
Texaco’s corporate headquarters. The headquarters imposed few costs on 
the town yet provided a substantial property tax payment, clearly a very 
desirable situation from the town’s perspective. How did this arrangement 
happen? The site was 100 acres or so of land zoned for single-family houses 
on two-acre lots. As it happened, the site was in a developing commercial 
area and was close to the intersection of two interstate highways. It clearly 
had potential for much more valuable use than low-density single-family 
housing. The fact that a zoning change was needed for economically real-
istic development put the town in a strong negotiating position. First, the 
town was able to turn away any development proposal it did not like. In 
addition, the need for a rezoning gave the town the power to insist on site 
features, like below-ground parking and deep setbacks, which the corpora-
tion may not otherwise have chosen to provide.

Similar comments might be made with regard to residential develop-
ment. If a rezoning is necessary to permit the building of multi-family 
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PRoPeRTy TAXeS AnD ZonInG

Zoning cannot be fully understood without some understanding of 
property taxes. Property tax collections by local governments and 
school districts were $484 billion in 2014 and account for approximately 
three-fourths of all local tax collections. Given the size of that number, 
few significant zoning decisions are made without considering the 
property tax implications. Here, very briefly, is how property taxes 
are levied. The municipality maintains a ledger (either on paper or 
electronically), referred to as the property tax roll. Each property in 
the municipality appears on this roll. Generally speaking, the roll will 
have one column for “land” and another column for “improvements,” 
the latter essentially meaning structures. In each column is recorded 
the assessed value of the land or structure. The value, determined 
by the municipality’s assessor, presents his or her estimate of what the 
property would bring if sold in an “arm’s-length” transaction.12 Some 
municipalities have “full value assessment.” Others use “fractional 
assessment.” Where fractional assessment is used, all properties should 
be assessed at the same fraction of market value.13 The municipality 
and other taxing jurisdictions each have a property tax rate that is 
applied to the assessed value of the property to determine how much 
tax is owed. For example, if the tax rate is $2.50 per 100 of assessed 
value and the property is assessed at $50,000, the tax owed is $50,000 X  
2.50/100 = $1,250.

For the municipality as a whole, the equation is tax base X tax rate =  
tax yield. Tax base in this equation is the sum of all of the assessed val-
ues on land and improvements subject to tax.14

If a given development will bring in more in taxes than it will cost 
in additional municipal expenses, either (1) the same level of municipal 
services can be maintained for a lower tax rate, or (2) a higher level of 
services can be maintained at the same tax rate. If the costs of servicing 
the new development exceed the tax revenues that it will yield at the 
current tax rate, those relationships are reversed.

Although this discussion is cast in terms of a municipal tax rate, 
there may actually be several property taxes within a given commun-
ity. For example, properties in a town located within a county and 
having an independent school district may be subject to a town tax, 
a county tax, and a school tax. In some suburban areas, where the 
structure and responsibilities of government are not as large as in a 
city and where a large percentage of all households have school-age 
children, the school tax constitutes the majority share of the total tax 
burden.
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housing, the municipality might say no to a low-income housing proposal 
but yes to a structurally similar development intended for small, affluent 
families—a form of discrimination that few if any courts would sustain 
were it written into the zoning ordinance.

MAKInG ZonInG MoRe FLeXIBLe

Zoning is a crude instrument. It prescribes what cannot be done, but it 
cannot make anything happen. Its very rigidity may lead to less than 
optimal results. For example, assume a zoning district permits a cer-
tain amount of development on a given-sized lot within a given zone. 
If some lots are developed to the full amount permitted but other lots 
remain vacant or are developed to only part of the permitted intensity of 
use, the district may function quite well. On the other hand, if every lot 
is developed to full intensity, the congestion, traffic, and noise may be 
overwhelming. Yet a municipality can hardly tell a property owner not 
to develop as much as the owner of an adjacent plot simply because the 
other property owner was first. Such a position would carry little weight 
in court.

“Zoning saturation” studies have frequently shown that if a munici-
pality were developed to the full extent that the zoning allowed, its 
population would be several times the present level. The population of 
New York City, the most densely developed city in the United States, has 
ranged between 7 and 8 million in recent decades. Some time ago a satu-
ration study showed that if built up to the full extent allowed by the law, 

The property tax has been subject to a barrage of criticisms over 
the years. However, it remains in universal use. For one thing it is easy 
to administer and enforce. The Assessor assesses, and the Receiver 
of Taxes sends the bill. If the property owner fails to pay the bill, the 
municipality can foreclose the property and sell it at auction to recover 
the back taxes. It is probably the hardest tax to evade. An individual 
or business may be able to conceal some income, but no one has yet 
figured out how to hide a house or a factory.

The physical immobility of land and structures is also an impor-
tant reason why local governments place major reliance on the property 
tax relative to other taxes. Where jurisdictions are small, the heavy use 
of income, sales, or business taxes can readily chase economic activity 
and wealthy residents out of town. Thus the property tax is the safest 
tax, and perhaps the only tax, upon which a local government can place 
very much weight.
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the city could have a population of some 30 million. A saturation study 
of Yonkers, New York, with a population of about 200,000 on 20 square 
miles, showed that the city could, if fully developed as the law permitted, 
have a population of about 600,000. This would make it the most densely 
populated city in the United States. In neither case is there any chance of 
such development occurring.

The disparity between actual and theoretical development 
does raise questions about the precision of zoning. Clearly, zoning 
is not the determinant of the structure of a city in fine detail if there 
is that much space between the overcoat of zoning and the body of 
development.

Zoning is vulnerable to the criticism that it severely limits the freedom 
of the architect and site designer and may thus lower the quality of urban 
design. Rules promulgated to cover substantial blocks of land are likely to 
be suboptimal with regard to particular sites or parcels.

Zoning has also been criticized for producing a sterile environment 
through an excessive separation of uses. The most influential criticism  
of this sort was delivered in the 1960s by Jane Jacobs.15 She argued  
that by excessive separation of uses—residents here, stores there, 
and so on—planners produce urban environments that are sterile  
and sometimes dangerous as well. They are sterile because of lack of 
variety of uses and building types, she argued, and dangerous because 
the single-use street is deserted for some part of the day and thus is an 
inducement to crime.

One area of which Jacobs spoke very highly is Manhattan’s Green-
wich Village. This is an old area, characterized by small and frequently 
irregularly shaped blocks and a great mix of uses. Most buildings are not 
very high, typically four to six stories. The same block will often contain 
a fine-grained mix of residential and nonresidential uses. In fact, many 
buildings have stores, restaurants, coffeehouses, and the like on the ground 
level with apartments above. The area has a lively street life which lasts 
into the late hours of the night, and it is generally considered a desirable 
neighborhood in which to live. Jacobs argued that the sort of diversity, 
charm, and activity that characterize the West Village is often blocked by 
the rigidities of zoning and planners’ excessive concern with separation 
of uses. She argued that the area owed much of its charm to the fact that 
it had developed before the advent of zoning (zoning is not retroactive). 
Although Jacobs is not a planner herself, her criticism made many plan-
ners rethink the intent and effects of zoning upon neighborhoods. In fact, 
Jacobs’s criticisms of zoning, which were radical in the 1960s, are now part 
of the standard wisdom of planning. Her ideas about the desirability of a 
fine-grained mixture of uses are central to the New Urbanism discussed in 
Chapter 10.

In April 1996 The New York Times reported a case in which areas of 
New York thrived only because they were able to escape the rigidities of the 
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city’s zoning law, partly because budget problems restricted the number 
of building inspectors available to enforce the rules. In the 1970s, alarmed 
at its rapid loss of manufacturing jobs, New York City limited the use of 
many thousands of acres so as to permit almost nothing but manufacturing. 
These acres included many blocks, particularly in lower Manhattan, of old 
manufacturing loft buildings that could no longer compete as locations for 
manufacturing. However, these buildings had another potential. The New 
York Times noted the following:

The lofts and warehouses of SoHo and Tribeca, where rents were cheap and 
huge open [internal] spaces were available, proved to be ideal for the hip 
hybridization of computer technology, art and residence that the city now 
crows triumphantly about as Silicon Alley.

This transformation was possible only because the zoning regulations 
were not enforced.16

In an effort to make zoning a finer instrument, a variety of 
techniques have evolved in recent years. These, in general, are designed 
to make land-use controls more flexible and more negotiable. The 
basic idea is that increasing flexibility allows the parties to land-use 
negotiations to bargain and thus realize what economists refer to as “the 
gains of trade.”

Let us say that the land developer would like to do something that 
is prohibited under the letter of the zoning law. On the other hand, the 
municipality might like the developer to do something that he or she 
is not legally required to do. Why not have an ordinance so structured 
that some bargaining is possible? Presumably we need not fear that the 
municipality will lose out. If, on balance, the trade is not in the municipal 
interest, the municipality will not consent. A number of newer techniques 
follow.

Bonus or Incentive Zoning

Many communities will allow increased residential densities if developers 
include some units earmarked for low- and moderate-income tenants. For 
example, the law might stipulate eight units to the acre in a particular zone 
but permit an increase to ten units if 15 percent of the units are reserved for 
low- and moderate-income tenants. The developer gets the scale economies 
of denser development, and the community moves a bit closer to meeting 
its low- and moderate-income housing goals.

Many cities have made comparable arrangements with regard to 
office development. The zoning ordinance might stipulate a certain height 
limitation but permit additional height or stories if the developer will pro-
vide certain amenities at ground level (for example, a plaza in front of  
the entrance to the building, a direct entrance to a subway station, or a 
“vest-pocket” park or sitting area).
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The two Greenwich Village streets shown here, though photographed in 2004, are 
very much as they were at the time that Jane Jacobs wrote. In the top photo, there is 
an off-Broadway theater on the left and a restaurant on the right with a small apart-
ment house in between and apartments over both commercial uses. Access is over-
whelmingly pedestrian, since the street that serves the neighborhood is narrower 
than would be permitted in even the smallest modern suburban subdivision. In the 
lower photo, note the mix of structure types and the stores under the apartments.
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Transfer of Development Rights

The intent of transfer of development rights (TDR) is to concentrate 
develop ment in areas where it is wanted and to restrict it in areas where 
it is not. To do so, a sending and a receiving area are designated. Property 
owners in the sending areas who do not develop their properties to the full 
extent permitted by the law may sell their unused rights to property own-
ers in receiving areas. The technique may be used to preserve open space, 
to limit development in an ecologically fragile area, or to achieve historic 
preservation goals, among others.17

One might ask, “Can this not be done with conventional zoning sim-
ply by permitting high densities in some areas and low densities in other 
areas?” In a literal sense, the answer is yes. However, in a practical sense, 
the answer may be no. Assume that the intent of the community master 
plan is to keep development very sparse in a particular area. If the commu-
nity simply zones that way—say, a minimum lot size of 10 acres for a single-
family house—it may have imposed large losses on property owners. Even 
if it can win in court, the municipality has created a constituency opposed 
to the plan. On the other hand, if it gives the property owners salable devel-
opment rights, both their motivation and grounds for suit are eliminated. 
If the municipality wishes to preserve old buildings in a historic zone, one 
way to do it is to let the property owners there have salable development 
rights. When they sell their development rights to property owners in an 
area where the municipality wants growth (the receiving area), they will no 
longer want to tear down their old buildings since, having sold their rights, 
they can no longer redevelop at higher densities.

Won’t the property owners in receiving areas object to, in effect, hav-
ing to buy off owners in sending areas? Not necessarily, since if purchas-
ing development rights is not profitable, receiving area property owners 
will not purchase them. Presumably a market in development rights will 
develop, the price moving to a position high enough to motivate owners 
in the sending area to sell, yet low enough to make purchase profitable for 
property owners in the receiving area.

For the municipality, the technique, like zoning itself, is essentially 
costless. The payments to some property owners come not from the munici-
pality’s taxpayers but from other property owners. Whether the municipal-
ity’s taxpayers may ultimately pick up some of those costs in the form of 
higher rents and higher prices is another issue.

This technique was the object of some controversy during its first 
years, in part because it appeared that it might be susceptible to some abuse. 
After all, if the owners of land in “rocky promontory” or “trackless swamp” 
were given salable rights, that would be a windfall, and yet a developer 
elsewhere might still be willing to pay for them. However, despite initial 
doubts, the technique is proving itself. For a particularly successful exam-
ple, see the box on pages 153–155. For a study of the conditions under which 
TDR seems to work best, see Rick Pruetz and Noah Standridge.18
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The hIGh LIne AnD TDR

One unusual and important project in which TDR played a key role 
is in the construction of New York City’s High Line, a 1½-mile-long 
elevated linear park in Manhattan.19

The story begins in the mid-1930s. At that time an elevated rail-
road line, approximately 30 feet above ground level, running mid-
block between 10th and 11th Avenues in Manhattan, was completed. 
The line went between buildings, sometimes over one-story buildings, 
and, in a few cases, through buildings. It replaced a ground-level rail 
line and separated steam-powered freight trains from pedestrian and 
automotive traffic at ground level. Thus in its day it was a major traffic 
improvement. At the time, the Chelsea district through which the High 
Line ran contained considerable manufacturing and warehousing 

A glass-roofed arcade connects 
two parallel streets at the 
AT&T headquarters building in 
Manhattan. Some willingness 
to deviate from the rigidities of 
traditional Euclidean zoning is 
usually necessary to achieve an 
interesting and unusual result  
like this.
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activity. Slightly to the west, the docks along the Hudson River were 
in active use for the handling of ocean freight. The line thus served an 
important commercial purpose.

In time, the economics of the area changed. Manufacturing and 
warehousing activity declined and the docks on the Hudson lost their 
shipping business to other ports that had the space to handle container-
ized freight. The High Line carried less and less freight. In 1980 the line 
carried its last shipment, three carloads of frozen turkeys.

The question then became what to do with the High Line. For 
about 20 years it was simply a rusting eyesore that served no pur-
pose, depressed the value of nearby properties, and looked like a 
prime candidate for demolition. In fact, it was spared from demoli-
tion only because of uncertainty over who was responsible for its 
demolition.

At top left, the High Line 
right-of-way before work 
began. At right, the High Line 
shortly after its opening to 
the public in June 2009. Note 
how it passes through the 
adjacent building. Bottom left, 
the building is a new hotel 
supported on columns and 
underneath which the High 
Line passes.
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Inclusionary Zoning

In inclusionary zoning, developers who build more than a specified 
number of units must include a certain percentage of units for low- and 
moderate-income households.20 It differs from the incentive or bonus 
approach in that the inclusion of low- and moderate-income units is not 
discretionary. It is the same, however, in that it shifts some of the costs of 
housing such households to the developer. He or she, in turn, is likely to 
shift at least some of that cost to the other buyers or renters.

Planned Unit Development

Planned unit development (PUD) has been widely used in the last several 
decades, and its popularity is still growing. PUD techniques vary, but a 
proto typical ordinance might work like this. The entire community is 
zoned in a conventional (Euclidean) manner. However, the law provides 
that a property owner with a minimum number of acres (say, 20) has the 
option of applying to develop his or her holdings as a PUD. In this case the 
property is subject to a different set of controls. The density permitted may 

In 1999 a citizens’ group called Friends of the High Line formed 
the idea of getting the High Line converted into an above-street-level 
walking path, or urban linear park. In 2002 the newly elected admin-
istration of Mayor Michael Bloomberg endorsed the idea and brought 
the city’s planning department into the process. One key problem was 
land ownership. For the project to proceed, the city had to become the 
owner of the land under the High Line. Buying the land or condemning 
it and paying the condemnation award would be a complex and expen-
sive proposition. The problem was solved through the use of transfer 
of development rights. The property owners in question were given 
develop ment rights that they could sell to property owners along 10th 
and 11th Avenues. The city thus obtained ownership without direct out-
lay or the necessity for condemnation. At that time the Manhattan mar-
ket for both residential and commercial real estate was strong and so the 
property owners who received the development rights found a ready 
market for them. Note that in this case the sending and receiving areas 
are very close, about half a block, or approximately 100 yards, apart.

Funding for building the High Line comes from the city, federal 
grants, and private sources. The High Line has proven to be extremely 
popular, and somewhat comparable projects are under consideration in 
Chicago, Philadelphia, Jersey City, and St. Louis. The additional pedestrian 
traffic it has brought to the area and the transferred development rights 
have sparked a building boom on 10th and 11th Avenues.
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or may not be the same as that stipulated by the conventional ordinance, 
and the uses permitted may or may not be the same. The entire site plan 
will be reviewed as a single entity under a review process specified by the 
PUD ordinance.

Some PUDs are entirely residential, and some are entirely commercial. 
In many cases, however, PUDs contain a greater mix of uses than would be 
permitted under conventional ordinance. Many PUDs that are predomi-
nantly residential contain some retailing. Numerous PUDs contain a mix of 
residential and commercial uses. Because the entire site plan is reviewed at 
one time, the benefits of mixing uses can often be had without risking some 
of the disadvantages. For the urban designer, PUDs can offer vastly more 
room for creative and innovative design than can be had working under a 
conventional ordinance.

One problem with many business areas, both downtown and subur-
ban, is that they become almost deserted in the evenings. Mixing residential 
uses with commercial uses tends to make the area more active in the eve-
nings and on weekends. The mixed-use concept can make both commercial 
and residential areas more interesting and less sterile. Essentially, the PUD 
technique places some power to control land use in the hands of a review 
board or other group, which looks at that particular site design. It allows a 
degree of innovation and flexibility that cannot be obtained under an ordi-
nance that must fit all cases.

But, like all other techniques, PUD has its disadvantages and its 
critics. Fort Collins, Colorado stopped using PUDs in the late 1990s for two 
reasons. One reason was opposition from adjacent property owners. The 
property owner who bordered a PUD knew in general what would be in 
the PUD but didn’t know specifically what land use would border his or her 
own property. That uncertainty made property owners uneasy and created 
an anti-PUD constituency. Municipal officials were also concerned that the 
development of a large number of PUDs, even if each was well designed, 
would make it harder to produce a unified plan for the area as a whole.

Cluster Zoning

Cluster zoning is another technique intended to free the site designer from 
the rigidity of conventional, Euclidean zoning while still letting the com-
munity retain control of the overall effects of the development. Cluster 
ordinances, which generally apply to residential development, permit the 
building of houses on smaller lots, provided that the space thus saved is 
used for community purposes. For example, the zoning ordinance might 
specify a minimum lot size of half an acre, but cluster provisions permit 
building houses on quarter-acre lots provided that the completed develop-
ment shall have no more houses in it than it could contain if developed with 
half-acre lots. The space saved is to constitute an open area accessible to all 
residents of the clustered area, often maintained by a residents’ association.
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Cluster zoning is very popular with planners. It permits the preserva-
tion of open space and reduces development costs. Placing houses closer 
together reduces the amount of road surface and utility line required per 
house. Smaller lots also mean less money spent per house on grading and 
other site-preparation costs.

Although clusters have been built in many communities, the cluster 
plan is often greeted with some public suspicion. The community sees the 
combination of closely spaced houses and open-space blocks, and suspects 
that sooner or later the open blocks will be filled in with housing. In point of 
fact, the permanency of the open blocks is easily protected with appropri-
ate legal documents at the time the cluster development is approved by the 
community, but it can be difficult to convince a community that this is the 
case. With the passage of time and the accumulation of favorable experi-
ence, community resistance to clustering is diminishing.

Performance Zoning

Performance zoning is relatively new and not yet in widespread use, but 
its use is growing, and it holds much promise. Performance zoning codes 
stipulate what may or may not be done in terms of end results instead of 
giving detailed regulations on the exact form of development. It may be 
regarded as an attempt to achieve the same goals as conventional zoning 
but in a more flexible manner.

In Largo, Florida, a conventional, or Euclidean, system of 20 zoning 
districts has been replaced by a performance zoning system. Five residen-
tial categories differ only by the maximum density permitted. Intensity of 
use is controlled by limits on floor area ratio (FAR) and the percentage of 
the site that can be under impervious cover. There are no limitations on the 
type of housing, side-yard and rear-yard setback, and building height.

Four separate commercial zones have been created. The zones are 
distinguished by their FAR and impervious-cover requirements. For the 
downtown zone, a FAR of 0.90 and an impervious cover of 100 percent are 
permitted. On the other hand, for the flood-prone zone, the FAR is limited 
to 0.12 and impervious cover to 40 percent. There are no height limitations 
and no side- or rear-yard setback limitations. Gail Easley, the community’s 
assistant director of planning, explained the decision to go to performance 
zoning in this way:

One particular problem [with conventional zoning] . . . is the proliferation 
of zoning districts. As the number of districts grows, it becomes harder to 
distinguish among them; as the distinctions become less clear, the purpose of 
any given district becomes blurred, and the formal distinctions become less 
defensible. An increase in the number of districts results in fewer uses being 
permitted in any single district. This decreases the likelihood that an avail-
able site will be properly zoned to meet a developer’s needs. This, in turn, 
increases the probability that a zoning amendment will be sought.21
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But not every municipality that has tried performance zoning has 
been equally pleased with it. Tallahassee, Florida adopted performance 
zoning in 1992 but went back to a modified conventional system in 1997. In 
their view, performance zoning was too cumbersome compared with tradi-
tional zoning.22

Development Agreements

The State of California passed enabling legislation that permits municipal 
governments to enter into “development agreements.” These essentially 
bypass the existing zoning, though they must be in conformity with 
the comprehensive plan. The contract between the developer and the 
municipality specifies what the developer may do and also what he or 
she is required to do within the project area. The developer benefits by 
being permitted to do things not permitted under the existing zoning. The 
developer of a multistage project also gets the security of knowing that 
zoning and other controls will not change during the development process 
or “build-out” period, because the municipality is legally bound by the 
contract. The municipality benefits by being able to require things of the 
developer as a condition for signing the contract.

In the case of Colorado Place, an office development in Santa Monica, 
the developer benefited by being allowed to build above the 45-foot height 
limit specified in the zoning ordinance and also by being able to include 
in the project some uses not permitted under the existing zoning. The city 
benefited by requiring that the developer build some off-site low-income 
housing and provide and maintain a small on-site park and a childcare 
center.

exactions

In recent years a variety of charges, often referred to as exactions, have 
become part of the land development scene. Numerous communities have 
resorted to exactions, sometimes quite substantial, before giving permis-
sion to develop. In some cases they are required only if there is to be a 
rezoning or zoning variance. In other cases the exactions are charged for 
development within the existing zoning law. In general, the exaction is 
charged to pay the costs that the development is presumed to impose upon 
the community.

In some cases the exaction may be for a closely related cost; for exam-
ple, nearby road construction needed to carry the additional traffic that new 
commercial development will generate, or school or park construction that 
the population of a new residential development will require. In other cases 
the connection may be more tenuous. For example, San Francisco decided 
that new office development increases the demand for housing in the city. 
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Since 1981 builders of office structures of over 50,000 square feet of floor 
space must earn housing credits by either building new units themselves or 
contributing funds to housing rehabilitation or affordable housing projects. 
The number of credits was based on estimates of how many square feet of 
office floor space are required per worker, what percentage of the San Fran-
cisco office workforce lives in the city, and how many workers live in the 
average housing unit.

FoRM-BASeD ZonInG

The most recent major development in zoning has been the introduction of 
form-based zoning. The idea originated in the 1980s but has become wide-
spread only in the last decade or so. As will be seen, form-based zoning 
codes are more flexible than traditional zoning in some ways but consider-
ably less flexible in other ways.

Traditional zoning codes specify which uses are permitted and pro-
vide basic numbers for matters like floor area ratio (FAR), maximum build-
ing height, minimum parking space, and setbacks from property lines. For 
most places that use traditional zoning, the number of zones is quite large 
and there is a tendency for the number of zones to increase with the pas-
sage of time. Although traditional zoning imposes many requirements, 
it does not specify directly what the ensuing development will look like. 
Form-based zoning, by contrast, places the emphasis on the physical form 
of the development—on what the area in question will actually look like—
and, as compared to conventional zoning, is much more flexible about 
permitted uses. It is consistent with neotraditional design, as discussed 
in Chapter 10, and, not surprisingly, many of its proponents are of the 
neotraditional school.23

One of its originators and most prominent proponents has been the 
neotraditional architect and urban designer Andres Duany (see Chapter 
10). One way he has presented the form-based approach is through the idea 
of an urban transect (a term the dictionary defines as “to cut across” or to 
“dissect transversely”).24 Imagine a line drawn from the rural periphery to 
the center of a city or metropolitan area. The line will pass through a vari-
ety of types of development, each of which has a more or less characteristic 
form, as shown in the diagram on page 161. Along this transect, moving 
inward from the periphery, are defined six zones:

1. Rural preserve
2. Rural reserve
3. Suburban
4. General urban
5. Urban center
6. Urban core.
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The first two zones in the list make the transect complete, but it is the 
last four zones that are important for this discussion.

The proponents of the form-based approach take the view that for 
each of these zones there is a desired form and that the goal of land-use 
controls is to move development toward that form. The form-based zon-
ing code defines areas on the map and then specifies a number of design 
criteria that the developer must meet in each zone. It is intended to specify 
quite closely what the area will actually look like and be like to spend time 
in. So far as the aesthetics and the feel of an area are concerned, the use of a 
form-based zoning code shifts a considerable amount of the decision from 
the individual builder or developer to the planner or urban designer. To the 
extent that form-based codes often originate in a community “visioning” 
process, the public—or at least that part of the public that participates in the 
process—has a much greater say in the final product.

As a document, the form-based code looks very different from a 
traditional zoning code. The traditional code is predominantly words 
and numbers. It may contain an occasional diagram to help the reader 
understand the numbers or any calculations that must be made from 
them. The form-based code, on the other hand, is heavily pictorial, 
since its message to the developer is “this is what it should look like.” 
Because there are only a few zones, rather than the multiplicity of zones 
in a traditional ordinance, it is likely to be a simpler and more readily 
comprehended document.

What are some of the items that are regulated? Like a traditional code 
a form-based code will specify maximum heights. Unlike a traditional code 
it will often specify minimum heights, since one of the goals of most form-
based codes, in keeping with neotraditional design philosophy, is compact, 
walkable development. Like a traditional code, a form-based code will 
specify setbacks. But where the traditional code will simply specify a mini-
mum setback, the form-based code may specify exactly what the setback 
must be, or in some zones it may specify that there be no setback—that the 
building come right up to the building line. Form-based codes will also 
specify items not found in traditional codes, such as placement of entrances 
and details about doors, windows, and courtyards. In some cases form-
based codes may specify which materials are acceptable for the cladding 
of the walls of buildings or which materials are acceptable for roofs when 
roofs are visible from the street. The form-based code will include specifica-
tions about sidewalk width, radius of curbs, and the planting of trees, in 
some cases even down to acceptable species.

In the ways just described, the form-based code is clearly much more 
restrictive and directive than the traditional code. On the other hand, it is 
much less restrictive with regard to permitted uses and will generally spec-
ify only very broad categories of use, such as residential. Unlike the tradi-
tional code there is not the multiplicity of zones, but just a few basic types. 
In that sense the form-based code is less complicated.
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More often than not, form-based codes are applied to only a part or 
parts of the municipality. Form-based zoning is likely to work best where 
there is still a substantial amount of room for building. If an area is largely 
developed, the amount that can be achieved with a form-based zoning code 
will be limited. Perhaps the best environment for form-based zoning is a 

FIGURe 9–1 The six 
zones of the urban 
transect as visualized 
by Andres Duany.

Source: Duany Plater-
Zyberk & Co.

Figure from Duany Plater-
Zyberk & Co. Copyright 
© by Duany Plater-
Zyberk & Co. Reprinted 
with permission, courtesy 
of Duany Plater-Zyberk 
& Co.
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new community, where the planner or urban designer starts with a clean 
slate. Form-based zoning is relatively new, so at this point it is premature to 
pass judgment on it.

The writer has heard developers complain, perhaps justly at times, 
that if only zoning were more flexible, they could do better and more cre-
ative work. Will we someday hear them complaining in the same way 
about form-based zoning? Planner and land-use lawyer Donald L. Elliot 
suggests:

As with most good ideas, the strengths of form-based zoning are also its weak-
nesses. Its advantages in communicating intended patterns of development 
also make form-based zoning a relatively static tool. Unlike PUDs, which can 
always be negotiated to reflect the latest trend in development and architecture, 
or performance zoning, which might be satisfied in different ways as new tech-
nologies emerge in the future, form-based zoning is more of a snapshot tied to 
the present. Although proponents make a fairly strong case that there is a semi-
objective difference between “good” and “bad” design forms, only time will 
tell whether they are right. . . . If all the neighborhoods met the requirements . . . 
theoretically resulting in a residentially perfect city—would it become a cliché? 
Would we see buyers start to demand something else just to be different? . . . 
The jury is still out as to whether form-based zoning is more or less time bound 
than other forms of zoning.25

oTheR TyPeS oF LoCAL LAnD-USe ConTRoLS

In addition to the subdivision and zoning regulations already described, 
there are a number of other controls that are not quite so widely used. Several 
are described here very briefly. In some cases these other types of controls 
are part of the zoning ordinance. In other cases they are separate.

Site-Plan Review

Typically, site-plan review applies to developments over a certain size. 
The community vests its planning or zoning agency with the responsibil-
ity of reviewing site plans for such considerations as internal circulation, 
adequacy of parking, and buffering from adjacent uses, and makes site-
plan approval necessary before building permits may be granted. Site-plan 
review does not supersede zoning but rather is another layer of review. It is 
applied to commercial and multi-family development.

Architectural Review

In architectural review, building plans are reviewed for aesthetic consid-
erations. A town with a predominantly colonial style of housing might 
perform a review to ensure that new development would be in keeping 
with the established style. Architectural boards of review are often found 
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in older, upper-income residential areas where preservation of the past and 
of property values weighs heavily. They are also frequently found in new 
planned developments. Often they will become involved in what seem like 
small issues; for example, whether or not a satellite dish antenna can be 
placed in a yard or what colors are acceptable for the exteriors of houses. 
Feelings about review boards vary. Some applaud them for maintaining 
the visual quality of the town or development. Others regard them as a 
dead hand of conformity that makes the community a less interesting and 
stodgier place. There is a trade-off. If you want variety and spontaneity, you 
must risk some instances of bad taste.

historic Preservation

Many communities designate historic districts and then exercise control 
over development within them. Controls may dictate that new structures 
be in a style and at a scale consistent with the past. They may dictate that 
when repairs are done, historic appearance be maintained. For example, if 
adjacent buildings have old-fashioned, leaded-glass windows with small 
panes, a picture window would not be permitted. In some cases, commu-
nity development funds may be used to help property owners maintain the 
character of their buildings. Often, responsibility for historic preservation 
will be vested in the planning agency. In other cases, some responsibility 
will lie with a separate agency, such as New York City’s Landmarks Com-
mission. Although there is historic preservation activity in all parts of the 
United States, it is probably most prominent in New England, where a great 
deal of colonial-era development remains to be preserved. Historic preser-
vation is unquestionably motivated by a love of the past, but where tourism 
is important there is an economic motivation too.

CoMBInInG CAPITAL InveSTMenT
AnD LAnD-USe ConTRoLS

Since capital expenditures and land-use controls are the two principal 
methods by which municipalities may affect land use, the enlightened 
community strives to coordinate them so that they reinforce each other. 
Capital investment in transportation, public facilities, and infrastructure 
can shape the land market. Land-use controls can permit what is desired 
and, within the sorts of limitations described, can prohibit what is not 
desired.

For example, consider the case of Westchester County, New York’s so-
called Platinum Mile. The name was chosen by local promoters with the 
usual lack of modesty that attends such christenings, but it is reasonably 
accurate. Along the border between two municipalities, namely the city of 
White Plains and the town of Harrison, is a massive collection of corporate 
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headquarters and other office development. All told, these facilities pro-
vide many thousands of jobs and constitute hundreds of millions of dol-
lars of tax base. It is the sort of complex that most communities would be 
delighted to have. How did it come into being?

First, the basic preconditions were there. One fact was a good location 
within the New York metropolitan area. This made it possible to capture 
firms that were moving out of New York City but wished to remain within 
the metropolitan area. It also made the area attractive to firms that were 
moving into the metropolitan area but did not need a Manhattan location 
with its very high costs.

But, given the existence of these preconditions, it was still necessary 
to turn them into reality. At the end of the 1950s, White Plains had been 
planning to build a bypass along its border with the town of Harrison. 
The road was to have been called the White Plains Arterial. At this time 
the Interstate Highway System was being laid out by the federal govern-
ment in coordination with the states. City officials were quick to see the 
opportunity. They dropped the concept of the bypass and pushed to get 
the pathway of the arterial incorporated into the design for the Interstate 
Highway System.

The city was successful, and so Interstate Highway I–287 now runs 
between the two municipalities, increasing accessibility and greatly increas-
ing land values and the potential for development. The crucial role of capital 
investment is clear. However, we note that 90 percent of the cost of build-
ing the interstate came from the federal government. Only the remaining 
10 percent was paid by state and local governments. State and local funds 
were used to construct wide service roads on either side of the interstate 
and a series of overpasses across the interstate linking these roads. Thus a 
motorist leaving the interstate at one of several interchanges would have 
quick access to any point in the entire strip.

Having used capital investment—whether local funds or “foreign 
aid” from the federal government—to create demand on the site, it now 
remained to control land uses to produce a desirable result. The strategy 
used was to permit that which was desired and to prevent other land uses 
from blocking desirable development. Clearly, zoning to permit office 
development was one part of the strategy. Requiring large minimum sites 
for development prevented land from being chopped up by small, scattered 
development. Where there is good highway access in a relatively populous 
area, retailing is clearly a possibility. But strip commercial development 
would foreclose the possibility of office park development, both by eating 
up road frontage and also by creating an environment that would not be 
attractive to corporate headquarters and other “upscale” office develop-
ment. That was eventually blocked by simply prohibiting retail uses. Thus, 
as a gardener favors the plants he or she wants by weeding out others, 
land-use controls were used to favor particular types of development by 
blocking other types.
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FoRCeS BeyonD LoCAL ConTRoL

The preceding parts of this chapter were written from a local perspective—
what a municipality can do to shape its own pattern of development. But 
many land-use decisions are outside of municipal control.

For example, decisions made by state highway departments about 
highways are powerful shapers of the pattern of development. Not only do 
they involve many acres directly, but they also create powerful economic 
forces that, in turn, shape land uses. Municipal governments have some 
hand in these decisions, but they are often not the most powerful play-
ers. State highway departments, state legislators, and governors may all 
have more influence over decisions than do the municipality’s officials and 
residents. In addition, major corporations and institutions may play very 
powerful roles in shaping state highway decisions. The major corporation 
which indicates that its decision whether to locate in an area or to close up 
its operations in an area depends on decisions made about highway con-
struction may carry more weight with the state highway department and 
state government than the preferences of a town or county government. 
Institutions may also play a powerful role in highway decisions. In one case 
that the writer witnessed, a major university became a decisive force in a 
decision to construct a new highway. With a payroll of several thousand, a 
big enrollment, and tens of thousands of alumni scattered throughout the 
state, the university was the “five-hundred-pound gorilla” in the conflict 
over whether or not to build. The university’s president was a much more 
powerful figure in the decision-making process than was any elected offi-
cial in the region.

In many cases, the impetus for new road construction wells up largely 
from individuals and private organizations.

That was the case with the planning for Interstate 73 in Virginia, part 
of a larger plan for a route between Detroit and Charleston, South Caro-
lina. Much of the impetus came from individuals, businesses, and property 
owners who saw the new route as an economic opportunity and beat the 
drum for it for many years. Of course, citizen activism cuts both ways. A 
citizens’ group, Virginians for Appropriate Roads, waged a long legal fight 
against the interstate until losing a final appeal in 2010.

In this age in which state and municipal governments actively pur-
sue economic development and court firms with major financial incen-
tives, decisions made in corporate boardrooms can have major effects on 
the pattern of development (see Chapter 13). Not only does the building of 
commercial facilities directly shape the pattern of land use, but state and 
municipal governments will make decisions about land use and public cap-
ital investment with an eye to their effects upon attracting industrial and 
commercial investment and, in many cases, in part on the basis of negotia-
tions with those firms.
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Other decisions by higher levels of government may have profound 
effects on the local land-use pattern. The building of state or federal facil-
ities, an action generally not bound by local land-use controls, can have 
powerful effects on the municipal land-use pattern. So, too, can land acqui-
sition by higher levels of government.

higher Levels of Land-Use Control

In the last several decades, the state governments and the federal 
government have asserted some control over land-use decisions that were 
formerly left up to local governments. This assertion has been termed “the 
quiet revolution.” The phrase comes from the title of a book by Bosselman 
and Callies. They state,

The ancien regime being overthrown is the feudal system under which the entire 
pattern of land development has been controlled by thousands of individual 
local governments, each seeking to maximize its tax base and minimize its 
social problems, and caring less what happens to all others.

The tools of the revolution are new laws taking a wide variety of forms 
but each sharing a common theme—the need to provide some degree of 
state or regional participation in the major decisions that affect the use of our 
increasingly limited supply of land.26

Much of the force for such laws comes from environmental concern, 
which as noted earlier increased greatly during the 1960s. In general, land-
use controls emanating from higher than local levels of government do not 
supersede local controls. Rather, they add another layer of control. Thus the 
applicant must satisfy not only the local jurisdiction, but also the higher-
level jurisdiction. Higher-level controls are found most often where there 
is a clear public interest beyond the borders of the single community. Very 
often, also, higher-level controls are found in environmentally fragile areas, 
for example, coastal zones.

Why Is Higher-Level Control Necessary? One might ask why higher-level 
control of things like wetland development is necessary. After all, do not 
individuals as residents of a locality have the same degree of concern with 
environmental quality that they have as citizens of the state?

Part of the answer comes down to the issue of externalities.27 If a com-
munity grants a rezoning that enables a shopping center development to 
obliterate a wetland, the fiscal gains of that development accrue to that 
community. So, too, may many of the employment gains. At least some of 
the increases in land values are also likely to be captured by community 
residents. On the other hand, the unfavorable effects may be felt outside 
the community. For example, increased storm-water runoff may have no 
significant effect on the community but may cause flooding downstream. 
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Expanding the level of decision making to the state reduces the chance 
that gains for a few individuals will swing their decision and increases the 
chance that widespread effects will be given their due weight.

The other big reason for higher-level controls over environmental 
issues is technical complexity. Local governments may not have the time 
and expertise to do the data gathering and analysis required for good decision 
making. A variety of state-level controls on development are mentioned in 
Chapters 14 and 15.

SUMMARy

Two major ways in which a municipality may shape its pattern of land use 
are through (1) public capital investment and (2) legal controls over the use 
of privately owned property.

Public capital investment creates specific public facilities, which 
make up part of the total land-use pattern. More importantly, public capi-
tal investment shapes how the development of privately owned land  
occurs.

Subdivision regulations essentially control the manner in which raw 
land is subdivided and placed on the market for development. Although 
subdivision regulations have been the object of less discussion than zoning, 
they represent a powerful means of control over the development process. 
The rigid “Euclidean” zoning, which came into being in the early twenti-
eth century, has now been supplemented with a variety of techniques to 
make it more flexible, more subject to negotiation, and more adaptable to 
the planning of large developments as single entities. These devices include 
“bonus” or “incentive” zoning, transfer of development rights (TDR), 
planned unit development (PUD), cluster zoning, and a number of others. 
The newest major innovation is form-based zoning. This technique, very 
much favored by neotraditionalists, is much more flexible with regard to 
permitted uses, but much more prescriptive and restrictive with regard to 
the physical form of development.

Although the right to zone has been clearly established since the 
1920s, the limits of the zoning power are still subject to some change as 
a result of the process of litigation and the establishment of legal prec-
edent. In particular, since the 1960s the courts have redefined municipal 
obligations to nonresidents as a result of suits brought against suburban 
communities.

For the most effective shaping of the land-use pattern, public 
capital investment and land-use controls should be coordinated. Public 
capital investment affects the demand for land and structures, and land-
use controls channel and shape the way in which demand forces play 
themselves out.
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c h a p t e r  10

Urban Design*

Mind takes form in the city; and in turn, urban forms condition mind. For 
space, no less than time, is artfully reorganized in cities: in boundary lines and 
silhouettes, in the fixing of horizontal planes and vertical peaks, in utilizing or 
denying the natural site, the city records the attitude of a culture and an epoch 
to the fundamental facts of its existence. The dome and the spire, the open 
avenue and the closed court, tell the story, not merely of different physical 
accommodations, but of essentially different conceptions of man’s destiny. . . . 
With language itself, it remains man’s greatest work of art.1

The design of cities has been the conscious task of many throughout history. 
However, only in the 1950s, with the advent of university degree programs, 
did the term urban designer and the profession of urban design emerge with 
a distinct label.

Cities develop over time because of the conscious and unconscious acts 
of people. Urban designers assume that in spite of their vast scale and com-
plexity, cities can be designed and their growth shaped and directed. A major 
example of human ability to shape the urban environment is the work of 
Baron Haussmann from 1855 to 1868 in Paris during the time of Napoleon III.

During this period, Haussmann was responsible for creating a new 
pattern of boulevards that reshaped the character of Paris. The facades of 
buildings along the grand boulevards were required to be uniform, giving 
a sense of rhythm and order to the streets. The grand tree-lined boulevards 
he created became and remain some of the major public spaces of Paris. 

 *  Parts of this chapter were written by Charles W. Steger. He was formerly Dean of the College 
of Architecture and Urban Studies at Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University and 
president of the university.
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He addressed the problem of the flow of traffic and the appropriate uses of 
land. He shaped the skyline and the proportion of space by limits on height 
and rules governing the space between buildings. The vistas shaped by the 
boulevards focused on major public buildings and on gardens, giving new 
character to the nineteenth-century city. This plan for Paris, using grand 
boulevards as a major orienting force, was copied throughout the world.

WhAT IS URBAn DeSIGn?

Urban design falls between the professions of planning and architecture. 
It deals with the large-scale organization and design of the city, with the 
massing and organization of buildings and the space between them, but not 
with the design of the individual buildings.

Several factors distinguish urban design from architectural design. 
Urban design deals with a large scale, such as entire neighborhoods or 
cities, and with long time frames, frequently 15 to 20 years. For example, 
Haussmann’s work in Paris required 17 years. This is a sharp contrast to 
the one, two, or three years usually required for the construction of a single 
building. Urban design also deals with a large number of variables, such 
as transportation, neighborhood identity, pedestrian orientation, and cli-
mate. This complexity, combined with the long periods of time involved, 

Haussmann’s design a century later. A view down the Seine from Notre Dame cathedral.
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results in an environment characterized by high uncertainty. The control 
over specific development is less direct than with a single building. As a 
result, many of the techniques employed by urban designers differ from 
those of the architect.

Although the urban designer and planner have complementary roles, 
they do have separate and distinct functions. Most commonly, the modern 
urban designer deals with a part of the city. Very often, the site on which the 
urban designer works has been allocated as part of a larger planning pro-
cess. It is after that allocation is made that the urban designer examines the 
site in terms of massing and spatial organization. The planner, by contrast, 
must typically consider the entire city. In fact, very often he or she must 
look beyond the bounds of the city and understand how the city functions 
as part of a larger region; for example, how the transportation system of 
the city relates to surrounding suburbs and communities. Thus the plan-
ner plays a central role in allocating the uses of land among the competing 
functions. Planners are more likely than urban designers to be involved 
in the political process whereby public policy is formulated. Planners and 
urban designers are each involved with a spectrum of social, cultural, and 
physical design issues. The difference is a matter of degree.

Numerous urban designers are employed by developers on a variety 
of residential, commercial, and mixed-use projects. But many urban design-
ers are also employed by public bodies. For example, during the period of 
Urban Renewal (see Chapter 11), sites were acquired, cleared, and planned 
by Urban Renewal agencies. Parcels were then sold or leased to develop-
ers, who put up buildings or groups of buildings in accordance with the 
agency’s overall plan. In this case the urban design was done by designers 
on the public payroll, and the architectural design was done by individuals 
or firms on the developer’s payroll.

The role of urban design has grown in the past few decades. For large 
projects it permits a unity of concept that simply zoning and then allowing 
the area to fill in on the basis of a multiplicity of individual decisions does 
not. Uses can be selected to reinforce each other and, where necessary, com-
mon infrastructure that may be too expensive for a single building owner 
or parcel developer to finance can be provided and shared.

ThRee LARGe-SCALe URBAn DeSIGn eXAMPLeS

In the map on page 173, Battery Park City (BPC) is the shaded area. To the 
immediate right of the shaded area is West Street, which ran along Manhat-
tan’s waterfront until the creation of the landfill on which BPC is located. 
The World Trade Center site is the large box to the immediate right (east) of 
West Street at approximately the north–south midpoint of BPC. The large 
notch in the BPC landform at the same latitude as the World Trade Center 
site is the BPC boat basin.
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The ground plan of Battery 
Park City, built on 80 acres 
of landfill on Manhattan’s 
west shore. The large open 
area to the right of the 
mid-section of Battery Park 
City is the site of the World 
Trade Center.
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Above, a view across the boat 
basin with a mass of office and 
commercial space just beyond. 
Below, part of the esplanade 
viewed looking north. The 
New Jersey shoreline is visible 
across the harbor to the west.
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Battery Park City represents a large and highly successful urban 
design effort done under public auspices. The development organization, 
Battery Park City Authority (BPCA), was set up as a public benefit corpora-
tion by the New York State legislature in 1968. Its purpose was to develop 
92 acres to be created by landfill on the Hudson shore of Manhattan adja-
cent to the World Trade Center and the city’s financial district.

Streets, blocks, open spaces, utilities, a 1.2-mile-long esplanade along 
the Hudson River, and the allocation of land uses were all laid out by the 
project’s designers.

The buildings, designed by independent architectural firms, conformed 
to height, bulk, and other guidelines provided by BPCA.

One characteristic of major urban design efforts is the long time hori-
zon. BPCA came into being in 1968. Funds were obtained through a bond 
issue in 1972, and the landfill was completed in 1976. Work was suspended 
for several years because of New York City’s financial difficulties, and BPCA 
was reorganized in 1979. In 1980, construction of the first building began.

Battery Park City is now largely complete. It contains a resident popu-
lation in the 11,000 range living in approximately 6,000 units.2 It also con-
tains a mass of office and commercial spaces, much of it visible in the photo 

A residential area viewed from the esplanade.
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on page 174. There is also a boat basin visible in the photo and beyond 
that a ferry terminal to accommodate trans-Hudson ferries, largely for com-
muter use. The riverside promenade shown in the photo offers splendid 
views of the Hudson and is very heavily used. Altogether, BPC is a highly 
successful development.

Rebuilding the World Trade Center Site

As shown on the map on page 173, the World Trade Center site is next to 
Battery Park City. Its redesign and rebuilding after 9/11 has been a very 
complex process, but a great deal has been achieved.

The transportation infrastructure under the site has been totally 
restored, the memorial plaza has been completed, and the signature build-
ing, the 1,776-foot-high Freedom Tower (1 World Trade Center), has been 
completed and as of early 2014 was more than half leased out. Another 
office tower (7 World Trade Center) was completed several years ago and is 
fully leased. A third tower (9 World Trade Center) was finished in 2013 and 
at the time of writing is in the leasing process. Two other towers (3 and 5 
World Trade Center) are partially built.

From the beginning to the present, the redevelopment of the site 
has been bedeviled not only by disagreement about issues of architecture 
and symbolism, but also by serious issues of law, financial feasibility, and 
questions about what path the overall development of lower Manhattan 
should take. One major legal issue was a question of liability. About two 
months before 9/11, New York real estate developer Larry Silverstein 
had leased the site, including the World Trade Center Towers, from the 
Port Authority of New York and New Jersey for a period of 99 years. He 
insured the towers for $3.5 billion per event. The legal question after 9/11 
turned on the meaning of the word event. Was the attack on the Towers 
one event or two events? Silverstein, of course, argued that it was two 
events. Equally predictably, the insurance companies argued that it was 
one event. Ultimately, the courts found for the insurance companies. That 
decision left Silverstein with $3.5 billion less to invest in the site than he 
would otherwise have had.

The decision to build so much commercial floor space in lower Man-
hattan has occasioned considerable argument. In the last several decades 
the rate of office construction in Manhattan has slowed. In the 1960s and 
1970s Manhattan added approximately 60 million square feet of office space 
per decade. In the decade 2000 to 2010 somewhat under 20 million square 
feet of office space was added. In the first part of this decade office construc-
tion, with the exception of the World Trade Center site, has been slow. The 
apparent weakness in demand makes investors wary.

In fact, just to make the Freedom Tower commercially feasible, the Port 
Authority, after prolonged negotiations with Silverstein, agreed to lease 
600,000 square feet in the tower at $59 per square foot per year. New York 
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City agreed to lease another 600,000 square feet, lower down in the build-
ing, at $56.50 per square foot. Without the political decision to relocate 
thousands of public sector workers into the new tower, it is doubtful that 
the tower would have been built.

For several decades the market for commercial space in lower Manhat-
tan has been weaker than in midtown Manhattan. It is generally believed 
that the major reason for this is the narrower streets, the more irregular 
street pattern, and the smaller blocks. It is the oldest part of the city, and 
some of its street pattern goes back to the time when New York was New 
Amsterdam. This softness in the lower-Manhattan market for commercial 
floor space is readily apparent on a visit to the area if you simply observe 
the number of older office buildings that have been converted to rental or 
condominium apartments. Therefore many believe that more office space 
is simply the wrong way to go in lower Manhattan. Rather, they argue, the 
main thrust of new development should be residential because its access to 
Manhattan’s numerous cultural attractions, its good public transportation, 
and its great views of the Hudson River, the East River, and New York Har-
bor make lower Manhattan an outstanding residential location, particularly 
for smaller households.

Proponents of a residential strategy might argue that building thou-
sands of apartments, many of which will be occupied by young, well- 
educated people whom the urban geographer Richard Florida characterizes 
as members of the “creative class,” in the long run would do more for the 
economic growth of the city than would more office space. This view may 
be right or wrong, but it does indicate that there is still room for basic policy 
choices. Large-scale urban design projects can raise issues that transcend 
strictly design questions and extend far beyond the physical site.

The hudson yards Project

At present, work is just beginning on another major urban design project 
involving the New York City Planning Department and the Metropolitan 
Transportation Authority (MTA) on the public side, two major private 
development organizations, Related Companies and Oxford Property 
Group, with the design done by the architectural and urban design firm 
Kohn Pedersen Fox.

The development will cover the area inside the broken line shown in 
Figure 10–1. If the present plan is fully realized the 28-acre site will contain 
a total of about 17 million square feet of floor space which will include 5,000 
residential units as well as large amounts of office retailing and hotel space.3 
The site, as planned, will be about half open space. The other side of that 
is that it will be built very high, with some structures of 70 or more stories. 
This combination of a high overall density, great height, and copious open 
space is very reminiscent of Corbusier’s concept of “the tower in the park” 
noted later in this chapter. To enhance the site’s marketability a spur has 
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been extended to it to connect with the existing New York City subway sys-
tem. Otherwise, the half-mile or so walking distance to the subway would 
have been a major competitive disadvantage in a city where traffic is con-
gested and parking a serious problem.

The basic physical problem with the site is shown in Figure 10–1. The 
tracks sketched in on the map lead to Pennsylvania Station located between 
7th and 8th Avenues to the east and cannot be blocked. The design solu-
tion is to put much of the development above grade on a platform that will 
weigh an estimated 37,000 tons and be supported on 250 caissons that go 
down to bedrock. Construction was carried out so as not to interfere with 
the operation of the trains.

The need for a unified urban design process is evident. The platform, 
built on air rights leased long term by the Metropolitan Transportation 
Authority (MTA), is common infrastructure for the entire project. The pro-
vision of other infrastructure for the project, always a complex matter in a 
densely developed urban area, requires extensive cooperation between city 
authorities and the project developers. So, too, did the extension of the city 
subway system to the site. The overall design of the project—the location of 
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FIGURe 10–1 The Hudson Yards site is the area inside the dashed line. The distance 
from 30th Street to 34th Street is approximately 1,000 feet and from Route 9W to 10th 
Avenue it is approximately 1,600 feet. The railroad tracks go underground at 10th 
Avenue and terminate at Pennsylvania Station located to the east between 7th and 8th 
Avenues. The crucial design question was how to deal with the tracks and the solution 
was the platform noted in the text.
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buildings, the allocation of open space, and the coordination of the mix of 
uses to be mutually reinforcing—all necessitated a coordinated approach.

The URBAn DeSIGn PRoCeSS

Although each city and its problems are unique, there are some general 
sets of activities in most urban design studies. The following are four basic 
phases and some subphases.

1. Analysis
•	 Gathering of basic information
•	 Visual survey
•	 Identification of hard and soft areas
•	 Functional analysis

2. Synthesis
3. Evaluation
4. Implementation.

Analysis

Gathering of Basic Information. Basic information is gathered on such 
items as land use, population, transportation, natural systems, and topog-
raphy. In addition, the designers make a careful examination of the varied 

The rail lines going underneath the platform and structures under construction atop 
the platform. The view is to the east with the Hudson River behind the photographer.
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character of the site and the structure of neighborhoods and business areas. 
Problems and design goals are identified. For a residential development the 
designer might consider the following:

1.  Suitability of the topography; that is, slope or flood plains
2.  Land area required for the new units
3.  Amount of traffic generated and necessary roadways to accommodate it
4.  Adequacy of public utilities
5.  Parking space requirements
6.  Additional requirements for schools, parks, and playgrounds
7.  Relevant zoning and subdivision ordinances.

For a commercial development, the designer might also consider the 
buying income of surrounding residential areas, likely “absorption rates” for 
commercial space, and the competitive strength of nearby commercial areas.

Visual Survey. In The Image of the City, Kevin Lynch describes the concept 
and key elements of the visual survey.4 The idea is that as each of us walks 
around the city, we create a mental map of it. This mental map makes us feel 
less anxious about finding our way about. Lynch developed a vocabulary 
of symbols that enables the urban designer to characterize in graphic form 
the key elements of the urban fabric. The visual survey is now considered a 
standard part of any urban design study and is used as a tool by designers 
to communicate their perceptions of the structure and organization of a city 
or neighborhood to one another. The visual survey examines and identi-
fies components of the city such as the location and views of landmarks 
and activity nodes. It reveals where the boundaries between neighborhoods 
are and whether they are clear and distinct or amorphous. The survey also 
explores the sequence of spaces a pedestrian might encounter in walking 
from one part of the city to another.

Identification of Hard and Soft Areas. Cities, and the neighborhoods 
and districts that comprise them, are in a constant state of change. Although 
this dynamic condition may not be seen easily from one day to the next, 
over the time span of 5, 10, or 15 years it becomes quite apparent.

The delineation of hard and soft areas helps the designer to know what 
parts of the city can accommodate growth and change and what parts are 
essentially fixed because they may be occupied, for example, by a historic 
landmark or cemetery. A good example of a hard area is a public park near 
the central business district of a large city. It is extremely unlikely that any 
development will be allowed to take place in that area. A soft area may be a 
neighborhood or business district with an increasing number of vacancies. 
Such information is of considerable value in the later stages of the urban 
design process when plans must be evaluated for feasibility.
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Functional Analysis. The functional analysis examines the relationship 
of activities among the various land uses and the way in which they relate 
to circulation systems. This study builds very heavily on the work of the 
land-use planners. However, the urban designer carries the study into three 
dimensions.

For example, in virtually every major downtown there is a problem of 
excessive congestion and traffic on the streets. It is therefore important to 
consider the real consequences of plans in three dimensions and the way in 
which they might change over time.

Synthesis

From the synthesis phase emerge design concepts that reflect an under-
standing of the constraints of the problem and that propose optimum 
solutions, given the many trade-offs that must be made. The designer is 
confronted with the resolution of many conflicting demands. For housing 
units there is an inherent conflict between pedestrian and vehicular traffic. 
If traffic flow is too fast or too heavy, it will hamper pedestrian crossing 
unless either traffic lights or pedestrian bridges are installed. Each of these 
solutions takes additional resources.

It is in the synthesis phase that the data gathered and the analysis 
of the problem must be translated into proposals for action. Prior to the 
complete development of the urban design plan, there are several preced-
ing activities. The first component of the synthesis phase is the evolution 
of concepts that address the problem. In the initial phases, there may be a 
number of concepts proposed. There is usually more than one way to solve 
a particular set of problems. Concepts are followed by the development of 
schematic design proposals. These proposals are more specific in nature. 
Schematics are followed by preliminary plans.

evaluation

Evaluation occurs at many levels, ranging from meeting technical demands 
to the ability to gain public acceptance. It is the time at which the prelimi-
nary plans generated in the synthesis phase are compared with the original 
goals and problem definitions.

After the design proposals are complete, it is essential that they be 
evaluated in light of the original problem or issue they were intended to 
address. One of the more complicated tasks associated with evaluation is 
determining what criteria should be employed. There are two basic ques-
tions: (1) how well the solutions fit the problem, and (2) how readily the 
proposals can be implemented. The task is further complicated by the fact 
that cities are dynamic and that their problems are constantly changing.
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Implementation

During implementation, the strategy for actual financing and construction 
is devised. Detailed phasing studies and tools such as zoning ordinances 
are called into play to realize the project.

Once an urban design plan is developed, the principal tools through 
which it is implemented are land-use controls and capital expenditures. 
The land-use controls available to the urban designer include not only the 
traditional, or Euclidean, zoning ordinance, but also a variety of modern 
techniques described in Chapter 9.

Capital expenditures shape the pattern of land development, as noted 
earlier, by altering land values through the provision of access and utili-
ties. When there is public participation in a project, capital expenditures 
combined with the power of eminent domain may be used to assemble the 
land for the project.

WhAT IS GooD URBAn DeSIGn?

In its most general sense, urban designers intend to improve the quality of 
people’s lives through design. They accomplish this through the elimina-
tion of barriers as well as the creation of opportunities for people to move 
about the city in a free, safe, and pleasant way. For example, one should be 
able to walk through a reasonable portion of an urban area in inclement 
weather without major difficulty.

Minneapolis, with its long, cold, snowy winters, has accomplished this 
goal with a system that links the second stories of downtown buildings with 
climate-controlled skyways. The skyways plus the connecting corridors in 
commercial and public buildings form a five-mile system. People may travel 
several blocks from parking structures or apartments to offices or stores 
without having to go down to street level. Some residents “skywalk” for 
exercise and recreation.

Clearly, the Minneapolis skyway system has helped the downtown 
remain competitive with outlying developments, such as the Mall of Ame-
rica located to the south of the city. But skyway systems do have a down-
side. According to urban designer Wendy Jacobson,

Both skyways and underground pedestrian systems can drain city streets of 
the activity that makes them lively, interesting, and safe. With few exceptions, 
North American cities lack the density of pedestrian activity to fuel both an 
active street frontage and a competing above- or below-grade system. Some-
thing has to suffer and in most cases it is the street.

Privatization is also an important issue. Although they may appear to 
be public spaces, most skyways and underground walkways link privately 
owned development. Unlike public streets, access to these systems is normally 
restricted to certain times and may even be restricted to certain people—those 
appropriately dressed, for example.5
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Note that the privatization issue raises questions similar to some 
of those raised in connection with private communities discussed in 
Chapter 7. When this writer raised the vitality-of-the-street question 
with a planner in Minneapolis, he was told that the department believed 
that the pros of the system substantially outweighed the cons. Thus 
the city continues to accept applications for additions to the skyway 
system.

Another cold-weather city with an extensive skyway system is 
Calgary in Alberta, Canada. Its system is named Plus 15 for the required 
clearance of the skyway over the street. Calgary officials are also aware 
of the problem of competition between the street and the skyway level. 
In fact, they note that comparable retail floor space at the skyway level 
rents for more than it does at the street level. But on balance they are 
sufficiently pleased with Plus 15 that for every square foot of skyway 
that a developer builds, the city allows the developer to build 20 more 
square feet of building floor space than the zoning would normally 
permit.

People like to see other people and to be seen. Many cities provide 
incentives for developers who will create public plazas in conjunction with 
new developments. Such spaces provide an opportunity for people to sit 
in the sun on lunch breaks and observe the general activity of the street. 
William Whyte, in The Social Life of Small Urban Spaces, reports a systematic 
study of the factors contributing to successful urban spaces.6 He concludes 
that some form of movable seating and the opportunity to purchase food 
and drink are key elements.

Another way to evaluate the success of urban space is the way in 
which it assists in orienting the user. For example, can users find their 
way from one place to the other without confusion or fear? Are the signs 
easily understood? Are major pedestrian areas well lit in the evenings so 
that users can make their way easily and safely? Jane Jacobs made this 
point forcefully in the early 1960s in The Death and Life of Great American 
Cities.7

Other functional criteria such as safety are also important. For 
example, separation of pedestrian and vehicular traffic reduces 
accidents. Yet the spaces and circulation areas must be organized so 
that they can be readily accessible to emergency vehicles and delivery 
vehicles.

Good design achieves its intentions and often more. For example, the 
developer’s intention in constructing a mixed-use project may simply be to 
achieve a profitable combination of commercial and residential structures. 
Yet if the project is well situated and aesthetically attractive, its benefits will 
spill over onto adjacent areas. The project might increase pedestrian traffic 
and hence enhance property values in adjacent retailing areas. Its presence 
might also enhance the value of adjacent neighborhoods by making the 
area more interesting and varied.
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Above, skyways on Minneapolis’s Nicollet Mall. The narrowed street is open to 
buses, taxis, police, and emergency vehicles but closed to passenger cars. Below, 
the view from Marquette Avenue. The skyways are planned, built, and main-
tained privately (current cost is over $1 million each), subject to the granting of an 
encroachment permit. Because they are designed by different architects for differ-
ent builders, there is considerable variation in their appearance.
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Myriad factors can affect the success of an urban design project.  
A list of a number of the more important criteria for judging urban design 
follows:

1.  Unity and coherence
2.  Minimum conflict between pedestrians and vehicles
3.  Protection from rain, noise, wind, and so on
4.  Easy orientation for users
5.  Compatibility of land uses
6.  Availability of places to rest, observe, and meet
7.  Creation of a sense of security and pleasantness.

But it must be admitted that urban design is not an exact science, 
since there is always the element of personal taste. One person’s peace and 
tranquillity will be another person’s boredom and sterility. One person’s 
excitement will be another person’s soul-destroying cacophony. The area 
that suits a single person in his or her twenties may seem quite unsuitable 
10 years later when that same person has a spouse and two children.

The neighborhood Concept

A very central concept in urban design, and a place where one can see many 
of the previously noted criteria applied, is the “neighborhood.” Although 
we now take the idea of neighborhoods and of planning for neighborhoods 
for granted, it is actually not an old idea. One of the first clear articula-
tions of the neighborhood concept in the United States was that by Cla-
rence Perry done in the 1920s for RPA (see Chapter 3).8 A neighborhood is 
a unit that matches the daily scale of most people’s lives. Traditionally, the 
neighborhood planning unit is the area that would contain a population 
sufficient to supply the pupils for one elementary school. Perry wrote in 
terms of 1,000 or 1,200 pupils, which in the 1920s implied a total neighbor-
hood population of 5,000 or 6,000.

Typically, the neighborhood plan will provide for residences, a school, 
shopping facilities for goods that one buys frequently (grocery, drug, and 
stationery stores but not department stores or automobile dealers), play-
grounds, and perhaps small parks. The street pattern will serve the resi-
dent population but discourage through traffic. Major thoroughfares will 
often serve as neighborhood boundaries. In some communities (for exam-
ple, Reston, Virginia), the residents are further isolated from traffic by sepa-
rate paths for pedestrians and cyclists. The well-designed neighborhood is 
likely to be laid out with common areas so that residents encounter each 
other in ways that promote social relationships. The neighborhood is thus 
structured to provide conveniently and safely much of what most people 
need and use in their daily lives.
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One complaint about the planning of many suburban areas is that the 
separation of land uses and, in particular, the large expanses of tract hous-
ing eliminate much of what we associate with neighborhoods. One does not 
meet one’s neighbor walking to the corner store because there is no corner 
store, and, given the spread-out nature of many suburbs, one is not likely 
to walk to many destinations. Similarly, children do not casually encounter 
each other walking home from the neighborhood school because there is 
no neighborhood school. Rather, they are bused to and from a consolidated 
school several miles away.

RePLAnnInG SUBURBIA: The neoTRADITIonALISTS

Ask a group of planners to name one urban designer, and the chances are 
that a considerable number of them will name Andres Duany. The Cuban-
born Duany is the most prominent exponent of neotraditional design, also 
sometimes referred to as the New Urbanism.

The neighborhood concept circa the 1920s. The separate boys’ and girls’ playgrounds 
seem archaic today, but the plan otherwise has many modern features—separation of 
commercial and residential areas, a curvilinear street pattern to discourage through 
traffic, the preservation of community open space, concentration of high-density housing 
near public transportation. Note that the neighborhood is built around a public school.
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Left, a pedestrian bridge 
connecting the town center 
with an adjacent residential 
area in the planned community 
of Reston, Virginia. Below, a 
view of the town center across 
Lake Ann (an artificial lake). 
Much of the town is designed to 
facilitate transportation on foot 
and by bicycle.
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Most of U.S. population growth is going into the suburbs, and Duany 
and other neotraditionalists insist that, by and large, the suburbs have 
been planned wrongly.9 They tend to lay the biggest share of the blame 
on the traffic engineers but still reserve a great deal of blame for the plan-
ners. Using Duany’s phrase, highway engineers “want cars to be happy,” 
with the result that there has been an overemphasis on planning for the 
auto mobile. Meeting traffic flow and parking goals took precedence over 
designing for people and for walkable environments. New urbanists fault 
suburban planning for an excessive separation of land uses, particularly 
residential use, from other uses, and for laying out land uses at too coarse 
a grain. The result is that distances between uses become too great for con-
venient walking and therefore people are forced into excessive dependence 
on the automobile.

Neotraditionalists argue that excessive dependence on the auto mobile 
degrades the quality of life in many ways. Older people lose their inde-
pendence in the suburbs, not when they are too infirm to walk but when 
their eyesight no longer permits them to drive. At that point, people who 
are otherwise able to live independently become dependent. At the other 
end of the age spectrum, suburban children have much less autonomy than 
city children because they have to be driven everywhere.

Neotraditionalists argue that designing for the automobile produces 
pedestrian-unfriendly patterns that inhibit walking even when the straight-
line distances are not great. For example, even if the main road has only 
two lanes, turning lanes may double the road’s width near intersections. 
The combination of wide streets and the absence of sidewalks makes walk-
ing unpleasant and sometimes a bit threatening. In traditional urban areas, 
streets meet at right angles, thereby forcing cars to slow down considerably 
to turn. By contrast, a rounded corner with a wide radius that permits cars 
to negotiate the turn without much slowing can make crossing intimidat-
ing, particularly for someone who, for reason of age or disability, cannot 
move very fast. Yet highway engineers often favor this type of intersection 
because it speeds the traffic flow.

Neotraditional planning is so named because much of what the neo-
traditionalists advocate harks back to traditional city and town planning 
practices, which were rejected in modern suburban planning. Neotradition-
alists advocate the mixing of uses at a fine grain. They note that zoning 
originated to separate incompatible uses but that there is much less need for 
this technique today than at the turn of the twentieth century. For example, 
much manufacturing today is quiet and clean, and there is no reason why it 
cannot be located relatively close to housing. It is important that buildings 
in an area be in scale with each other, but not that they all be for the same 
type of use or for the same type of inhabitant. Like Jane Jacobs (see Chapter 
9), they argue that excessive homogeneity of use and building type leads to 
sterility and inconvenience. They suggest that apartments over stores and 
accessory apartments on single-family lots (for example, the garage that 
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has been converted into a one-bedroom apartment) would go a long way 
to solving the problem of the shortage of low- and moderate-income hous-
ing. And they note that, regrettably, most suburban zoning codes prevent 
construction of these types of units.

Neotraditionalists place great importance on pedestrian-friendly 
streets. The traditional city street with, say, two lanes for traffic, one lane 
on each side for parked cars, and sidewalks, is pedestrian friendly. Because 
it has only two lanes of traffic that move at a moderate speed, it is easy to 
cross. The lines of parked cars offer the pedestrian on the sidewalk a sense 
of security because there is a barrier between him or her and the moving 
vehicles in the street. Buildings should be brought up close to the street, and 
parking beyond what can be accommodated on the street should be located 
behind the building. Preliminary data developed by John Gilderbloom of 
the University of Louisville suggests that when streets are converted from 
two-way to one-way in order to speed traffic flow, property values tend to 
fall. This is consistent with the neotraditionalist emphasis on pedestrian-
friendly street design.

Neotraditionalists see the typical shopping center or office park design 
in which the building is set back and isolated from the street by a large 
parking lot as a design disaster. Even the most unattractive building “gives 
more to the street,” according to Duany, than does a sea of parked cars or, 
when the cars are not there, a sea of asphalt. Neotraditionalists like alleys, 
since these permit parking to be placed behind buildings. The alley avoids 
the need for the typical suburban residential design in which half of the 
frontage of a house consists of a garage door. The neotraditionalist vision of 
good design necessarily implies fairly small lots, for widely spaced houses 
discourage walking.

WhAT IS WRonG WITh The PoD AnD 
CoLLeCToR PLAn

The pod and collector system, with each pod connecting separately to 
the collector as in the top half of the figure, is a common suburban 
design approach. It looks good on paper, but, Andres Duany argues, 
it works badly. First, every trip from a point in one pod to a point in 
another pod becomes an automobile trip on the collector. This is a pre-
scription for traffic congestion. The problem is not that there is a short-
age of total road surface, but that this design forces a large part of the 
traffic onto a small fraction of the total road surface.

Walking for purposes like shopping is discouraged because there 
is no direct path from the houses in the pod at the upper right to the 



190 Urban Design

mall or the stores fronting on the collector. Walking for purposes of 
visiting, say, between the single-family houses and the apartments, is 
also discouraged for the same reasons. Even walking from one store 
to another is discouraged, since the customer at the mall cannot easily 
walk to the strip shopping because the only link between them is the 
collector. Thus, in addition to concentrating automobile trips as just 
noted, the pod and collector system also increases the total number of 
automobile trips.

The half of the drawing below the collector shows the traditional 
pattern that Duany regards as far superior. The same elements—single-
family houses, apartments, stores, and a public school—are contained 
in each half of the drawing. But circulation is very different. In the bot-
tom half, most trips for shopping and social purposes can be made 
through secondary streets without having to go out onto the collector. 
In addition, many trips are easily made on foot. Residents of the single-
family houses and apartments can walk to the mall by a reasonably 
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Another prominent neotraditionalist is California-based Peter 
Calthorpe. His general design philosophy is similar to Duany’s, although 
Calthorpe places somewhat more emphasis on public transportation and 
the building of a sufficiently large, compact downtown to support public 
transportation. His name is associated with transit-oriented development 
(TOD), meaning a high-density area laid out so that every residential unit 
within it is within ten minutes’ walk of a transit stop. A series of these 
“pedestrian pocket” developments strung out along a transit line would 
give the line sufficient ridership to divert a significant number of trips from 
automobiles to buses or light rail. (See Chapter 12 regarding the collection 
and distribution problem in public transportation.) This is particularly 
important in many parts of California, where rapid population growth 
and heavy dependence upon the automobile have led to serious problems 
with traffic congestion and air quality. The project for which he is best 

direct path along secondary streets with sidewalks. Similarly, school-
children can walk to and from school on secondary streets. The stu-
dent who stays after school for an activity and misses the school bus 
can walk home rather than have to wait to be picked up by a parent. 
The design promotes a greater degree of social integration because the 
two different types of housing, namely apartments and single-family 
houses, are not isolated from each other in separate pods.

In Virginia, neotraditional thinking has made some headway 
with the state’s legislature. Street Acceptance Requirements enacted in 
2007 will not permit the state’s Department of Transportation (VDOT) 
to accept roads for servicing and maintenance if they do not link to the 
roads in adjacent subdivisions or commercial development. In short, 
they will not accept cul-de-sac roads. Thus the sort of geometry in the 
top half of the figure on page 190 would not be permitted. The regu-
lation also requires that roads be able to accommodate pedestrians, 
meaning sidewalks on one or both sides, depending on the density 
of the development, and minimize environmental impact. That latter 
provision will mandate narrower streets than are generally found in 
recent subdivisions. That, in turn, should mean lower average vehicle 
speeds. The requirements are very much out of the neotraditionalist 
playbook.

Of course, as in most matters in planning there is some room for 
disagreement. Many people like living on cul-de-sacs because there is 
no through traffic. Many people also believe that cul-de-sac streets are 
less prone to crime because there is only one way out and strangers 
are more conspicuous on a street that has no through traffic. Whether 
research would show this supposition to be true is not known.
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known in California is Laguna West, south of Sacramento, though Planning 
magazine suggests that he may have had more of an effect on the shape of 
development in California and elsewhere through his work on a number of 
town and county transit-oriented master plans.

Neotraditionalists rest much of their case on the market. They point 
out that people will pay very high prices for a fine-grained, pedestrian-
friendly pattern. Note, for example, the high price of residential real estate 
in Georgetown (Washington, DC) or Marblehead, Massachusetts, or Green-
wich Village and Brooklyn Heights in New York City.

This writer finds much of the neotraditional design philosophy attrac-
tive, but it must be admitted that not everyone else does. Much of the large-
lot suburban zoning that the neotraditional planners decry is not so much 
the planners’ choice as it is the will of the public.

The planners are often more open to a variety of urban design innova-
tions than are the citizens. The fears of citizens about who their neighbors 
might be, whom their children might go to school with, and what might 
happen to their property values if less expensive structures are built nearby 
often make these citizens very resistant to smaller lot sizes and mixing of 
land uses. A substantial segment of the public prefers large-lot develop-
ment, sharp separation of land uses, and the automobile-dependent way 
of life that goes with it—just so long as there is plenty of parking and traf-
fic moves quickly. Frank Lloyd Wright’s decentralized, automobile-based 
vision embodied in Broad Acre City (see the final section) spoke to the taste 
of a great many people. Seeing the pattern of post-World War II suburban 
development in the United States, it seems rather prophetic.

Neotraditionalism has received some criticism from the left on the 
grounds that it is elitist and does not do much for the problems of the 
central cities. The argument is that houses in neotraditional communities 
such as Kentlands (see page 193) are expensive and that relatively few 
neotraditional developments have occurred in central cities. In this writ-
er’s view, this criticism is not entirely fair. It is true that housing in most 
neotraditional communities is expensive, but the fact is that unsubsidized 
new housing in most of the United States is expensive. By spring 2004 
several years before the bursting of the housing bubble (see Chapter 11), 
the median new single-family house in the United States cost $221,000. 
The average figure was still higher, at $270,000.10 Thus new communi-
ties will almost inevitably have expensive housing. It is true that most 
neotraditional development occurs in suburbia or beyond, but it has to be 
understood that creating a neotraditional community takes a substantial 
number of acres and, by and large, substantial blocks of undeveloped land 
in central cities are rare.

As is true with planned communities in general, doing a neotradi-
tional community requires a very large block of capital up front and gener-
ally protracted negotiations with the municipality over rezoning and other 
design questions.
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Two scenes from Kentlands, a Duany-designed new urbanist community near 
Gaithersburg, Maryland. The development is characterized by closely spaced 
housing, sidewalks on all streets, alleys behind most housing so that garages and 
trash cans are out of sight, and generally meticulous attention to urban design 
details. The town center and adjacent areas contain multi-family rental units, a 
senior citizens’ facility, and a variety of service and retail businesses.
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eDGe CITy

At the very opposite end of the design spectrum from neotraditionalism is 
the edge city. Unlike neotraditionalism, which is a very clearly articulated 
design philosophy, the edge city embodies no single design philosophy, nor 
does it have a clear spokesperson such as Andres Duany. Rather, the edge 
city is an evolving form of development based on a variety of economic 
forces and on the understandings that developers and investors have of 
those forces.

The term edge city was coined by journalist Joel Garreau to describe 
this new form of development that has been springing up all over America 
in the last three decades or so. Using Garreau’s somewhat arbitrary defini-
tion given below, there are more than 200 edge cities in the United States. 
Some of those identified by Garreau include Tyson’s Corner outside Wash-
ington, DC; Buckhead in Atlanta; the Schaumburg area outside Chicago; 
Dearborn–Fairfield Village outside Detroit; the Galleria area outside Dal-
las; Irvine Spectrum outside Los Angeles; the Stamford–Greenwich area in 
Connecticut; Mitchell Field–Garden City in Nassau County, New York; and 
the King of Prussia area west of Philadelphia. He defines an edge city as 
meeting the following five requirements:

1.  Has 5 million square feet or more of leasable office space—the workplace of 
the information age [to convert that figure into jobs, you could use a rule-of-
thumb figure of about 250 square feet per worker].

2.  Has 600,000 square feet of leasable retail space. That is the equivalent of a fair-
sized mall.

3.  Has more jobs than bedrooms. When the workday starts, people head toward 
this place, not away from it. Like all urban places, the population increases at 
9 A.M.

4.  Is perceived by the population as one place. It is a regional end destination for 
mixed use—not a starting point—that “has it all,” from jobs to shopping to 
entertainment.

5.  Was nothing like a “city” as recently as 30 years ago. Then it was just bed-
rooms, if not cow pastures. This incarnation is brand new.11

What are the market forces that favor the development of edge 
cities? The peripheral location means that the developer(s) can build a 
large, unified design at one time and do so without having to absorb 
the residual value of existing structures (see Chapter 11). The large size 
may offer substantial economies of scale in planning, construction, and 
marketing.

Its position on the periphery of the metropolitan area gives employers 
in the edge city access to a large and suitable labor force. Retailers and pro-
viders of personal services prosper in the edge city because they are easily 
accessible to a large, affluent suburban population. The different activities 
in the edge city may provide profitable synergy. For example, workers in 
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the office buildings will also be customers for retailers and service busi-
nesses in the mall. The edge city is an understandable adaptation to a sub-
urbanized population with a very high rate of automobile ownership and 
access to high-capacity, high-speed highways. The most basic requirements 
for the formation of an edge city are good highway access, a large and at 
least moderately prosperous population within easy driving distance, and 
a large block of available land.

Some edge cities, such as Irvine Spectrum, are planned as a single 
entity. Others are planned in stages. In either case, the process is very dif-
ferent from traditional urban development under Euclidean zoning. The 
developer must assemble a sizable piece of land and present the government 
of the municipality or municipalities with a unified plan. Development is a 
complex negotiated process, rather than a matter of the developer’s acquir-
ing a single parcel and then either building what is allowed by the zoning 
code or petitioning for a rezoning or variance for that one parcel.

Although the edge city contains many of the same commercial ele-
ments as the traditional urban downtown, it differs radically in physical 
form. The edge city is much more spread out than the traditional down-
town. The spread-out form is an adaptation to virtually total reliance on 
the automobile. Garreau notes that developers regard 600 feet as about the 
biggest distance that people can realistically be expected to walk without 
complaint. Thus the typical form of the edge city is a building or perhaps 
two or three buildings closely grouped and surrounded by some acres 
of parking space. Larger groupings are generally not done because they 
would stretch out walking distances beyond what an automobile-owning 
populace would accept. 

Just as the edge city is automobile friendly, it is also pedestrian 
unfriendly. Irvine Spectrum in southern California, shown in the map on 
page 196, dwarfs the traditional downtown. Its size alone renders it essen-
tially unwalkable. So, too, does its design. There is no continuous pattern 
of streets with sidewalks, nor are buildings and their surroundings laid out 
for walking. Rather, they are laid out for driving, and the visitor is expected 
to make only the trip from parking space to building on foot. To the extent 
that there are pedestrian facilities, they are jogging trails or scenic paths 
intended for recreation, not transportation. Edge cities do mix a variety of 
commercial uses, though generally at a coarser grain than the proponent of 
neotraditional design would prefer. But they separate work from residence 
very effectively and thus render virtually every trip to work an automobile 
trip—again, the antithesis of the neotraditional philosophy.

The edge city is only several decades old. Although numerous archi-
tects, planners, and others have speculated about the future of urban form, 
none really foresaw the edge city. In some ways, Frank Lloyd Wright, with 
his vision of Broad Acre City, anticipated the dispersed pattern of settle-
ment and the overwhelming reliance on the automobile that characterize 
the larger environment in which the edge city has developed. But neither 
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he nor any other writer anticipated the edge city itself. Joel Garreau notes 
that because the edge city is a new form, we cannot say what it will ulti-
mately evolve into. Just as the nineteenth-century city that burgeoned as 
a result of the industrial revolution often evolved into a much cleaner and 
pleasanter form in the twentieth century, so too may the edge city evolve 
into a more gracious and subtle form in years to come. But that is only 
speculation.

FIGURe 10–2 Downtown Cincinnati and Irvine Spectrum edge city are shown at the 
same scale. Note that the longest dimension of Irvine Spectrum is approximately four 
times that of the longest dimension of the Cincinnati downtown and that the area of 
Irvine Spectrum is approximately nine times that of the Cincinnati downtown.

Source: Reprinted by permission of the Journal of the American Planning Association, 64, no. 3, 
summer 1998.
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The top picture shows the entrance to the Galleria shopping center in Tyson’s 
Corner. Note the massive amount of parking space in front of it. It is clearly 
designed for almost exclusive automobile access. The bottom picture shows a 
designer’s vision of what a much more urban and pedestrian-friendly Tyson’s 
Corner might look like in 2050.
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Transit-oriented densities

Tyson’s Corner’s “super-blocks” today

Future smaller, walkable blocks

The figure at top shows the route of the 
Metro line with its four stops, average 
spacing a little more than half a mile, 
which would form the main axis of the 
redeveloped Tyson’s Corner. The route of 
the train if coming from Washington, DC 
enters the figure about an inch below the 
top right corner, then drops down toward 
the center of the figure and exits the left 
edge of the figure about a quarter of an 
inch below the top. Note that the intensity 
of development would be greatest 
immediately around the stops and then 
decline out to a distance of about half a 
mile. The two figures below show the 
existing (top) and proposed (bottom) 
street patterns. The area outside the dark 
background shows the present street 
pattern, primarily suburban subdivisions, 
outside Tyson’s Corner.
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Perhaps we will get our first view of what a transformed edge city 
might be like from Tyson’s Corner, in Fairfax County, Virginia. Tyson’s Cor-
ner is located just outside the Washington, DC Beltway (I–495) and just to 
the north of its intersection with I–66. If you think of the DC Beltway as a 
clock face, Tyson’s Corner would be at 9 o’clock. For the relationship of the 
city to the Beltway and I–66, see the map on page 198. Tyson’s Corner is not 
a separate municipality, but rather a Census Designated Place (CDP) occu-
pying 4.9 square miles and with a year 2000 resident population of 18,450. 
These may sound like the statistics for any number of towns in America, 
but Tyson’s Corner is very different from an ordinary town. On a typical 
weekday its daytime population is probably seven or eight times its resi-
dent population, since an estimated 117,000 people work there. Add to that 
numerous shoppers, and the weekday daytime population exceeds 150,000. 
Tyson’s Corner contains an estimated 167,000 parking spaces and 46 mil-
lion square feet (1.65 square miles) of commercial floor space (primarily 
office and retailing). It is considerably more densely developed than Irvine 
Spectrum, shown on page 196. Like the typical edge city, it is almost entirely 
designed for the automobile. There is not a continuous grid of streets and 
sidewalks as there is in the ordinary city or town, and wide, curved inter-
sections designed to speed auto traffic further discourage foot travel. It is 
definitely not pedestrian friendly.

But plans to change Tyson’s Corner into something more typically 
urban are underway. One central element in the plan is to connect Tyson’s 
Corner to the Washington, DC Metro system. An extension to the existing 
system will have four stops spaced about half a mile apart in Tyson’s Cor-
ner and will continue westward to several other municipalities and then 
to Dulles Airport. At this writing the rail work in Tyson’s Corner is well 
underway and the financing for the extension out to Dulles Airport is being 
worked out.12 The Metro link between Tyson’s Corner and Washington, DC, 
with its mass of employment, will greatly increase Tyson’s Corner’s attrac-
tiveness as a residential location.

Additional housing will be multi-family, and a substantial share of 
it will have to be at least moderately high-rise, for there simply is not 
the space for a significant amount of single-family housing. A more fine-
grained and pedestrian-friendly street pattern is a key part of the plan; 
so, too, is a system of walkways, trails, bicycle paths, shuttles, and other 
non-automobile-accessible measures designed to turn Tyson’s Corner into 
a densely developed, pedestrian-friendly, highly accessible place. The 
obvious place to find the space for new streets and new housing will be 
in some of the areas now devoted to parking. Charging for parking will 
be part of the plan to shift people away from driving and onto public 
transportation.
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Le Corbusier’s “Voisin” plan for Paris 1922–1925 (top). Building very high 
would permit extreme population density while leaving 95 percent of the land 
vacant. Although never built, this plan exerted enormous influence on design, 
for both better and worse, in many countries. Below is the planned community 
of Roehampton in Great Britain. Note the Le Corbusier influence in the large 
amounts of interior open space and the use of columns referred to as pilote.



Urban Design 201

vISIonS oF The CITy oF The FUTURe

In the twentieth century, visions included Frank Lloyd Wright’s Broad Acre 
City, R. Buckminster Fuller’s mile-wide geodesic dome for Manhattan, Le 
Corbusier’s Ville Radieuse (the Radiant City), and Paolo Soleri’s mega-
structure, among many others.13 Behind each of these concepts was an idea 
about how city dwellers should respond to social and technological change.

For example, in the Ville Radieuse, Le Corbusier envisioned high-
rise residential towers in a park-like setting. Major roadways would link 
together sectors of the city. Two of his key ideas are reflected in this urban 
design proposal. The first stemmed from his idea of returning the land to 
human use. It is for this reason that his buildings are raised off the ground 
on columns or pilote; in this way, buildings are not barriers to pedestrian 
movement along the ground. The second idea is how the organization 
of the city would change with widespread automobile ownership. Major 
roadways connect the high-rise housing with commercial and industrial 
sectors of the city. Le Corbusier sought to find ways for people to be in 
closer contact with nature and to use advances in technology to free them-
selves to reflect on their future and place in the world.14

The organization of buildings and patterns of land ownership con-
ceived for Ville Radieuse are in sharp contrast to Frank Lloyd Wright’s 
concepts for Broad Acre City.15 In Ville Radieuse the land would be owned 
in common, whereas Wright would have each individual or family own a 
one-acre lot. Homes and industry would be connected by major roadways. 
Wright felt that individual ownership of land by broad segments of the 
population was important in preserving a democratic society. His political 
and social philosophies were translated into the design proposals contained 
in the plans for Broad Acre City.

The differences in the two plans reflect the different political philoso-
phies of the two men. Wright placed great value on the independence and 
autonomy of the individual, as suggested by each person owning a plot 
of land. In contrast, Le Corbusier saw a role for collective ownership of 
property, suggesting that the overall welfare of society is enhanced if indi-
viduals see themselves as part of a larger group and fit into a precise grand 
design.

Le Corbusier’s vision seems very much at odds with Americans’ 
major emphasis on individual choice and minimum regulation but, per-
haps surprisingly, his thought was very influential in the United States. He 
was and is highly regarded within much of the architectural profession and 
he had a great deal of influence on the design of individual buildings as 
well as on urban design in general, notably on public housing.

Other visionaries have suggested more radical approaches to struc-
turing the future city. Drawings and models by Paolo Soleri depict mega-
structures with heights as great or greater than the tallest skyscrapers and 
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Paolo Soleri’s “hyperstructure” in ground-level view (top), and cross-section (bottom). 
The figure at the upper right is the Empire State Building at the same scale. The structure 
would be 3,444 feet (1,050 m) high, 10,367 feet (3,160 m) across the base. Population 
would be 520,000 or about 171,000 per square mile of ground covered, approximately 
seven times the population density of New York City. Soleri’s work is informed by an 
extremely strong environmental consciousness. The hyperstructure would house and 
employ a large number of people but with a small “footprint” on the earth and a low 
per capita energy consumption. Although hyperstructures are not likely to be built in 
the near future, Soleri’s designs have influenced a generation of planners and architects. 
Influences of his thought may be found in the Houston Galleria and the Atlanta Hyatt 
Regency.
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covering as much as several hundred acres of ground. The structures would 
contain both housing and employment for a population of 100,000 or more. 
Soleri has labeled this general set of studies “arcology.” Analagous to ecol-
ogy, which is the study of animals in their natural homes, arcology is the 
study of how best to build urban structures to accommodate homes, manu-
facturing, and public facilities in a fashion compatible with nature. In addi-
tion to suggesting new ways of organizing living space, Soleri’s proposals 
contain predictions of completely automated manufacturing facilities that 
might be placed underground. Soleri constructed a small, new community 
called Arcosanti in the desert north of Phoenix, Arizona to test, on a very 
small scale, some of the concepts embodied in his megastructure designs.

One task for the urban designer is to combine aesthetic considerations 
with what we have learned about the relationship between physical design 
and human behavior to obtain a result that actually improves the quality of 
people’s lives. We have learned through experiences with programs such 
as Urban Renewal and federally assisted housing that although physical 
design does affect human behavior, it is far from the most powerful deter-
minant. Rather, it is one aspect of a complex array of physical, social, eco-
nomic, cultural, and psychological factors that are present in our everyday 
lives.

For example, public housing experience has taught us that high-rise 
construction does not necessarily work out well for all populations. It is 
hard for a mother living on the twelfth floor to keep an eye on her children 
as they play outdoors. The relative anonymity of a high-rise seems to make 
high-rise public housing prone to crime and may also make it more diffi-
cult for residents to build a feeling of community and mutual help. On the 
other hand, high-rise development may work very well for a young, afflu-
ent population, as many a successful condominium developer could testify. 
The negative sociological effects that we now know to be associated with 
some high-rise, high-density housing were not anticipated by Le Corbusier. 
Rather than take his proposals as ideas to be applied literally to all urban 
areas and all urban populations, it is best to consider them as options to be 
explored and evaluated.

Recent Thinking About the Urban Future

Today, concern with sustainability (see Chapter 14) seems to be the most 
prominent single concern in thinking about possible urban futures. For 
example, the British firm Foster and Partners led by the architect Norman 
Foster has planned Masdar, a satellite city for Abu Dhabi, the capital of 
the United Arab Emirates (UAE).16 The city, on which some work has been 
done, would occupy about 2.3 square miles located about 13 miles south-
east of Abu Dhabi, would have a resident population in the range of 45,000 
to 50,000, and would also have enough economic activity that a substantial 
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number of workers would commute to it from Abu Dhabi. Perhaps the 
most striking feature of the city is that it would be carbon neutral; that is, 
all of the energy used would be generated by nonfossil fuel means. Fresh 
water, for example, would be provided by a solar-powered desalinization 
plant. Energy for lighting, transportation, and the like would be solar and 
wind generated. Great attention has been paid to achieving as much cooling 
effect as possible from breezes and green spaces within the city. The streets 
would be narrow, which would minimize the surface that absorbs the sun’s 
heat, and no motor vehicles would be allowed. The absence of motor vehi-
cles and the high population density would make the city as pedestrian 
friendly as possible. Public transportation would be underground and pro-
vided by small, electrically-powered six-passenger vehicles. The vehicles 
would be programmed by their riders so there would be no fixed schedule 
and fixed route service as in a traditional bus or metro system. Foster and 
Partners envision the economic base of the city as being a mix of manu-
facturers producing environmentally friendly products and as a center for 
scientific research and technological innovation. The entire city would be 
surrounded by a wall that separates it from the desert around it, a feature 
that seems unusual by Western standards but apparently is desirable to the 
firm’s client, the government of the UAE.

Will the city happen as Foster and Partners envision it? The planning 
for the city began in 2007 before the financial crisis, so economic conditions 
are one uncertainty—will sufficient capital be available and will the demand 
for business location there be as strong as the planners anticipate? A much 
larger uncertainty appears to be the present chaos in the Middle East from 
which the UAE may or may not be able to insulate itself. But regardless of 
the fate of this particular project, it illustrates some of the concerns that are 
paramount with those who are now thinking about the urban future.

CoMInG To TeRMS WITh The AUToMoBILe

If one wanted to pick a single theme that defined much of urban design in 
the twentieth century, coming to terms with the automobile might be the best 
choice. Neotraditional planning is clearly planning for an automobile-owning 
population. It is an attempt to incorporate the automobile into the urban 
fabric while not letting the automobile destroy that fabric. The edge city 
and Frank Lloyd Wright’s Broad Acre City both represent a total accom-
modation to the automobile, and neither would make any sense without 
the automobile. One could not live in either city without an automobile, 
and little remains of the traditional urban fabric in either one. Le Corbus-
ier’s Voisin plan, though it is radically different from Broad Acre City or 
the edge city, is also an accommodation to the automobile. Travel in it is 
by auto mobile. There is no continuous web of small streets and sidewalks, 
and the distances between the huge structures would discourage walking 
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for purposes other than recreation. Paolo Soleri’s megastructure comes to 
terms with the automobile in a very different way: it banishes the automo-
bile entirely. Vertical travel is by elevator, and horizontal travel is on foot. 
It is largely meant as an alternative to the sprawling, automobile-begotten 
metropolitan area of the twentieth century. Even the Foster plan for Masdar 
takes the automobile into account in the sense of banishing and replacing it 
with something less intrusive and more environmentally benign, but which, 
like the automobile, provides individual self-scheduled mobility.

If one looks back to the neighborhood drawing on page 186, one sees 
that it, too, makes a particular accommodation to the automobile. Curvi-
linear internal streets permit automobile access to all parts of the neigh-
borhood, while the larger streets on its edges carry longer-distance traffic 
around it rather than through it. In fact, though it antedates the neotradi-
tional movement by at least half a century, it has a certain amount in com-
mon with neotraditionalism. Radburn, discussed in Chapter 3, is also an 
accommodation to the automobile. Like the neotraditionalists, the design-
ers of Radburn acknowledged that automobile ownership and use would 
be nearly universal, but they sought to keep it in its place and to protect the 
fabric of the community from it.

The automobile is irresistibly attractive to most people. If there were 
ever a product that was essentially self-advertising, it is the automobile. It 
works well in low-density environments but poorly in high-density envi-
ronments. It is an enormous space hog, both when in motion and when at 
rest. The automobile takes up as much square footage as a studio apartment 
just to park it. For all these reasons the automobile is not easily reconciled 
with the urban environment, and it is not surprising that accommodating 
urban life to it has been and remains a central issue in urban design.

SUMMARy

Urban design generally occupies a middle position between architecture and 
planning. Rather than focusing on the design of the individual structure, the 
urban designer concentrates on the massing and organization of buildings 
and on the spaces between them. The physical focus of the urban designer 
may be somewhat smaller than that of the planner, who is often concerned 
with the entire city or even the city as part of a larger metropolitan system.

The urban design process is broken into four main phases: (1) analysis, 
(2) synthesis, (3) evaluation, and (4) implementation. Judging a particular 
piece of urban design is always a somewhat subjective matter. However, 
there are some generally accepted criteria, including the following:

1.  Unity and coherence
2.  Minimum conflict between pedestrians and vehicles
3.  Protection from rain, noise, wind, and so on
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4.  Easy orientation for users
5.  Compatibility of land uses
6.  Availability of places to rest, observe, and meet
7.  Creation of a sense of security and pleasantness.

The urban designer, in producing a design that not only looks good 
but also functions well, must consider many factors beyond the purely 
physical. These include financial, political, psychological, and sociological 
considerations.

This chapter summarizes neotraditional design (the New Urbanism) 
and the edge city as opposing visions of urban design. It then briefly touches 
on visions of the future of the city by Le Corbusier, Frank Lloyd Wright, and 
Paolo Soleri. It concludes with a note on the current interest in sustainable 
design and the observation that perhaps the greatest challenge to urban 
design in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries has been that of reconcil-
ing urban places to that most antiurban of technologies: the automobile.
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c h a p t e r  11

Urban Renewal 
and Community 

Development

For several decades, community development has been a major preoccupation 
of planners. It covers a wide range of goals and activities.

1. Facilitation of economic growth or, in more desperate cases, measures to retard the loss 
of economic activity.

2. Attempts to increase the quality—and sometimes the quantity—of the municipality’s 
housing stock.

3. Attempts to sustain or improve some particular commercial function of the city, most 
commonly retailing. (Note the link here with item 1.)

4. Improvement of some physical aspect of the community such as its parks, recreational 
facilities, parking facilities, or street pattern.

5. Furtherance of urban design goals. This is often tied to some of the previously 
listed goals. For example, attempts to beautify—or de-uglify—a downtown 
street might be tied to attempts to increase downtown retailing activity, which 
might be part of a larger effort aimed at employment expansion.

6. Provision of a variety of services. Examples might be provision of social services 
such as day care, job training, or drug rehabilitation. Service provision is 
likely to be directed primarily toward less affluent segments of the commu-
nity’s population.

Although the term community development is of post-World War II 
origin, it is not a totally new departure for planning. Planners’ concerns 
with housing go back to the nineteenth century. Then, too, the facilitation 
of economic growth had been a major motivation behind city planning for 
decades.
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This chapter begins with an account of Urban Renewal, a program 
that is now history. The reader may wonder why this look backward is nec-
essary. Although the Urban Renewal program is over, many of its main ele-
ments are still central to the urban development process.

Urban Renewal is instructive in that it illustrates how hard it can be 
to formulate policy that is free of major side effects and actually does what 
it is intended to do. For its critics, who grew to be very numerous indeed, 
Urban Renewal was a classic illustration of the old expression “The road to 
hell is paved with good intentions.”

URBAn ReneWAL

Urban Renewal began with the Housing Act of 1949 and was officially 
ended in 1973 (though some funding of projects that were started before 
1973 continued far into the 1980s). The goals of the program, as expressed 
in legislation and congressional debate, included the following:

•	 Eliminating substandard housing
•	 Revitalizing city economies
•	 Constructing good housing
•	 Reducing de facto segregation.

The method used was clearance and rebuilding directed by local 
agencies and supported by large federal subsidies. It was and still stands as 
the largest federal urban program in U.S. history, and it reshaped parts of 
hundreds of communities.1 Statistics published in 1973 when the program 
was terminated showed that more than 2,000 projects had been undertaken 
on 1,000 square miles of urban land. Some 600,000 housing units, the dwelling 
places of perhaps 2 million people, had been demolished and those people 
forced to move. Approximately 250,000 new housing units had been built on 
the same sites. Approximately 120 million square feet of public floor space and 
224 million square feet of commercial floor space had been built on renewal 
land.2 As a measure of economic impact, the floor space figures translate into 
workplaces for almost one-half million employees. The assessed value of 
land and structures in renewal areas increased by a factor of 3.6 from what it 
had been before the program started. Today, the figures for new construction 
would be much larger because the 1973 figures, which actually represented 
the facts as of about 1971, caught many renewal areas after the demolition 
phase but well before the construction phase was complete.

By 1973 the Urban Renewal program had spent approximately $13 
billion in federal funds, a figure that would be about seven to eight times as 
large if converted into current dollars.3 To this figure should be added sev-
eral billion dollars in local funds. Beyond that were the private investments 
on Urban Renewal sites. These far exceeded the total public investments.
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The origins of Urban Renewal

The rationale for Urban Renewal stems from two very simple economic 
circumstances. To build on virgin land, the builder need pay only the cost of 
the land plus the cost of construction. But to build on land containing struc-
tures that must be demolished, the builder must also pay the residual value 
of those structures. A building may be obsolete. Its owner or any objec-
tive observer might agree that under present circumstances it would never 
make sense to build a building like it on the present site. Nonetheless, if the 
building yields some stream of income to its owner, he or she will not give 
up the building without compensation.

Consider the following example. Mr. X owns a 90-year-old tenement 
near the core of the city. The building contains 12 apartments, which rent 
for an average of $200 per month—a low figure, which represents the fact 
that these apartments are close to the bottom of the city’s housing market. 
Mr. X is approached by a developer who is interested in the land under the 
building but must acquire that building to get at the land. A rule of thumb 
for rental properties is that buildings are valued at 100 times the monthly 
rent roll, so Mr. X responds with an offer to sell for $240,000 (12 × 200 × 100). 
If the building occupies a 50-by-100-foot lot, that works out to about $48 
per square foot, or roughly $2 million per acre. Even if the developer thinks 
Mr. X may come down considerably, that number makes vacant land on a 
suburban highway at even a million dollars an acre look good.

The second factor that impedes development in built-up areas is the 
land assemblage problem. Typically, urban land ownership is highly frag-
mented. A single city block is likely to be owned by many separate individu-
als or business organizations. In fact, in many cities the basic unit into which 
land was originally subdivided is the 25-by-100-foot lot (25-foot frontage and 
100-foot depth). For the developer setting up a major project, it may be nec-
essary to deal with dozens of different owners. In some instances their titles 
may have legal problems that cannot be resolved without substantial delays. 
In other cases the owner of a small parcel may exploit his or her capacity to 
block a large project by holding out for a price that far exceeds the fair market 
value of the land. Compared with the urban fringe, where land is generally 
owned in much larger blocks, the situation can be very discouraging.

These impediments to urban redevelopment were recognized during 
the latter part of the Great Depression, and the federal government became 
interested in taking steps to improve the competitive position of the central 
cities. In December 1941, hardly good timing for proposing a new civilian 
program, Guy Greer and Alvin Hansen published an article suggesting the 
creation of City Realty Corporations.4 These organizations would be able to 
use eminent domain to assemble land and would have funds from higher 
levels of government for the acquisition and clearance of sites. The proposed 
corporations would thus be able to deal effectively with both the residual 
value and the land assemblage problems.
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The idea lay dormant through World War II but was revived shortly 
thereafter. The Housing Act of 1949 brought the program into being very much 
as Hansen and Greer had envisioned it. The act provided for the creation of 
Local Public Agencies (LPAs) analogous to the City Realty Corporation. The 
LPA would have the power of eminent domain to acquire sites. Two-thirds of 
the LPA’s funding was to come from the federal government, and the remain-
ing one-third from the municipality. However, some of the local share could 
be services in kind (services of city personnel, donation of city-owned land, 
etc.) so that in cash terms the federal government paid more than the nomi-
nal two-thirds. The LPA would use its legal powers and financial resources 
to acquire, clear, and otherwise prepare sites (grading, provision of utilities, 
widening and straightening of streets, etc.). These sites would then be sold or 
leased to private developers at substantially below cost.

By absorbing the residual value as well as many other development 
costs, the program would greatly accelerate the redevelopment process 
within the designated renewal areas of cities. By using public powers to 
acquire and clear large sites, the program would permit far more coordi-
nated and imaginative development than would otherwise be the case.

In order to work as described, Urban Renewal introduced a new prac-
tice into law. It had previously been understood that eminent domain could 
be used to take private property and convey it to a public body for public 
use (for example, the building of a public school). But under Urban Renewal, 
government took property from one private party—say, the owner of a dilap-
idated tenement—and ultimately conveyed it to another private party, the 
developer building on the Urban Renewal site. This arrangement seemed 
questionable on constitutional grounds, and a property owner took an Urban 
Renewal Agency to court. But in 1954 in Berman v. Parker, the Supreme Court 
sustained the agency. Had the case gone the other way, the Urban Renewal 
process as it was then structured would have come to a virtual halt, another 
indication of the decisive role that the courts often play in planning.

In 2005 the Supreme Court, in effect, reaffirmed Berman v. Parker in the 
Kelo v. New London decision. However, the political uproar that followed 
the Kelo decision caused many states to ban private-party-to-private-party 
transfers so that, at present, the question of how many redevelopment pro-
jects will proceed is not clear. The Kelo decision and the states’ responses to 
it are discussed in detail in Chapter 5.

Intention and Reality

Congress intended Urban Renewal as a housing program, as the goals listed 
earlier indicate. The initial legislation confined renewal activity to sites that 
either were or would be largely residential. In fact, the initial legislation 
stipulated that for each new unit of housing built, at least one old unit of 
housing must be torn down. The intent to eliminate slums by replacing bad, 
old housing with good, new housing was very clear.
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The goals, though praiseworthy, contain some internal contradictions 
and some not-so-pleasant side effects, which become apparent on reflec-
tion. For instance, rebuilding the city’s economy is likely to be furthered 
by a program that demolishes substandard housing and replaces it with 
a purely commercial development. But where does that leave the goal of 
adding good, new units to the city’s housing stock? Who could be against 
eliminating substandard housing? Rephrase that as reducing the supply of 
low-cost housing, driving down vacancy rates, and thereby tightening the 
housing market in which the poor must find shelter, and it does not sound 
so good. Achieving a higher degree of racial integration is a praiseworthy 
goal. One way to achieve racial integration in a poor, black neighborhood is 
to knock down dilapidated older housing occupied by low-income blacks 
and replace it with high-quality—and more expensive—housing to be occu-
pied by middle- or upper-income households, most of whom are not black. 
That is a rather stiff price to pay for integration. And, whether real integra-
tion will occur or whether the two populations will simply live in the same 
area but have little to do with each other, is a question too.

Urban Renewal was major urban surgery, and as such it had many 
side effects, not all of which were desirable or foreseen. One fact that soon 
became apparent was that local intentions and federal intentions were not 
always the same. With the passage of time, local desires began to change 
both federal law and federal practice. From the federal point of view, hous-
ing was central. But many localities did not care about housing. If run-
down housing occupied by lower-income households was demolished and 
replaced with commercial development, the municipality solved both a 
housing and a tax base problem. The population that lived in the housing to 
be demolished would not vanish from the face of the earth. But if that popu-
lation settled in adjacent communities after being dehoused by “the federal 
bulldozer,” it became someone else’s problem. From the local perspective, 
that solved the problem. From the federal perspective, that was no solution 
at all. At best, it was a “zero-sum game” played with federal funds. What 
constitutes a problem and what constitutes a solution vary, depending on 
whom one considers to be one’s constituency.

What happens when federal and local goals differ? The “locals” want-
ing the federal money do some compromising and accept some conditions 
that they do not like. On the other hand, the federal official whose job it is 
to spend the allocated funds wants to see agreements with LPAs signed and 
projects underway. So he or she does some compromising too. In time the 
program gets bent from its initial shape into something that both the locals 
and the “feds” can live with. In the case of Urban Renewal, that meant 
relaxing the residential requirements and permitting many projects that 
had a predominantly commercial emphasis.

But that was hardly the end of the story. With the passage of time, 
some of the program’s side effects became apparent, and both those who 
suffered from them and their allies began to exert pressure for change.
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The most easily identified and numerous victims were those people 
who lost their housing because of Urban Renewal. In the typical project all 
the land was acquired at the beginning. Before clearance could begin, all 
those who resided on the site had to relocate. There then followed a clear-
ance phase during which all the demolition was accomplished. The con-
struction phase might then spread out over a number of years. It might 
not even begin for several years after clearance was completed. When the 
construction phase was completed, the number of new units might or 
might not approximate the number of units demolished. In either case the 
new units were not likely to do the original residents much good. First, 
there was the question of where they were to live in the intervening years. 
Equally important was the cost issue. Good, new housing costs a lot more 
to rent than bad, old housing. Urban Renewal typically took place in the 
urban core, where the housing that was demolished was old, relatively 
inexpensive, and largely occupied by poor people. Most of them could not 
afford the new housing even if they could wait for it. As Martin Anderson, 
probably Urban Renewal’s most effective critic, noted,

The people are poor. A great many of them are Negroes and Puerto Ricans. 
Good quality, conveniently located housing is scarce; good quality, conveni-
ently located housing for $50 or $60 a month is almost impossible to find. It 
is difficult to picture hundreds of thousands of low-income people, many of 
them subject to racial discrimination, moving from low quality into higher 
quality housing at rents they can afford. And then, one might ask, why, if all 
this good housing at low rents is available, didn’t they move before urban 
renewal nudged them along.5

Studies of people dispossessed by Urban Renewal often found that 
they were worse off than before. The process of forced moving tore up 
individuals’ connections to friends, relatives, neighborhood organiza-
tions, and the like, and generally left people less happy with their life 
situation than previously. The only way people seemed better off was that 
their standard of housing was somewhat better. That effect was almost 
inevitable, since renewal often tore down the most deteriorated units in 
the municipal housing stock. Of course, with the tightening of the hous-
ing stock, they often paid more for their new housing than they had for 
their old housing.

The effect of Urban Renewal on the city’s economy also came under 
some criticism. There was no question that Urban Renewal did stimulate 
economic development as described earlier. The question that critics 
raised was how much damage the process did to the existing economic 
structure. The first argument was that simply the announcement of 
impending renewal froze investment both within and nearby the 
designated area. Within the area, no investor would commit funds, for 
obvious reasons. But even outside the area, investors would be inhibited 
because they did not know how much competition—subsidized with 
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federal monies—would soon be coming to the renewal site. Whether it 
was old housing, old retailing space, or old commercial space, spending 
money on its renovation or modernization would be riskier if new, 
competing structures were soon to rise on the nearby site. Another 
argument was that when businesses were forced to close because 
their buildings were condemned, they often never reopened. The 
loss of customers to competitors or the expenses of reopening simply 
overwhelmed them. It was also said that renewal generally demolished 
relatively cheap commercial space. This is the space often occupied 
by struggling new enterprises that cannot afford newer space. Thus it 
attacks the “incubator” role of the city and may do long-term damage, 
which does not show up in short-term statistics.6

Ultimately, Urban Renewal accumulated so many enemies that in 
1973 Congress terminated the program, although, as noted, funding pursu-
ant to contracts signed previously continued into the 1980s.

Urban Renewal in Retrospect

On the negative side there seems little argument about the human costs of 
Urban Renewal. The paralyzing effect of impending renewal action seems 
less important in retrospect, since once the project has been completed the 
effect disappears. Somehow, the argument regarding the incubator role 
of the city also seems less powerful in retrospect, since many cities still 
retained large amounts of cheap space after Urban Renewal.

On the positive side, what can be said? Probably the biggest gain 
has been that Urban Renewal projects gave many cities the ability to com-
pete with their suburbs. For example, White Plains, New York (as noted in 
Chapter 9) has grown as a retailing center in an age when most cities have 
been losing retail sales and jobs to the suburbs. Clearly, it was the new and 
efficient street pattern and the availability of large, cleared parcels of land 
with marketable titles at below cost that made it possible for White Plains to 
swim against the tide. Without Urban Renewal most of the retailing activity 
now in downtown White Plains would be out on the highway.

One of Manhattan’s big selling points as a commercial and residential 
location is its pre-eminence as a cultural center. A part of that pre-eminence 
resides in Lincoln Center, a cultural complex built as an Urban Renewal 
project on several blocks of deteriorated residential structures.

The Boston waterfront, redeveloped as part of the city’s Urban 
Renewal program, pulls in millions of tourist dollars and also makes the city 
more attractive as a residence for a young and affluent population which 
might otherwise settle in the suburbs. In that sense it acts as a promoter 
of “gentrification,” a trend that most cities, rightly or wrongly, seem to 
welcome.7
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Writing in the 1960s, Charles Abrams stated of Urban Renewal,

It [Urban Renewal] allows room for more squares and parking spaces and is 
a useful tool for the long overdue rebuilding of cities enslaved to the 20- to 
25-foot lot, and the gridiron pattern. It provides the opportunity for enlarging 
the street system surrounding the new projects, the closing of streets where 
necessary, the diversion of traffic, the addition of streets or widening of 
intersections. It facilitates running the new highways into the city’s shopping 
centers and the creation of off-street parking and enclosed parking space. In 
short, the renewal project supplies a multipurpose opportunity in place of the 
piecemeal efforts to correct traffic problems, provide playgrounds and open 
spaces, provide neighborhood amenities, and new housing public and private.8

In referring to the failure of firms that were unable to compete suc-
cessfully, economist Joseph Schumpeter applauded the “creative destruc-
tion” of capitalism. At its best, Urban Renewal was creative destruction. It 
tore away an old and obsolescent urban fabric and replaced it with some-
thing newer and brighter, and, often, more economically viable. But such 
destruction is not without pain to individuals and enterprises. Reasonable 
people may differ over whether the gains justified the pain.

Although the Urban Renewal program is no more, its basic elements 
of the use of public funds and the power of eminent domain to solve the 
land assembly problem and the transfer of property so acquired to pri-
vate parties who will invest in its development are still fundamental to 
many public redevelopment projects. The transfer of property from one 
private party to another has become more problematic as a result of the 
public and then the legislative reaction to the Kelo decision discussed in 
Chapter 5.

CoMMUnITy DeveLoPMenT

A year after the termination of Urban Renewal, Congress passed the Housing 
and Community Development Act of 1974. This omnibus act replaced 
Urban Renewal as well as a variety of urban “categorical” programs; that 
is, programs that provide funds for specific categories of activity, such as 
sewage treatment, recreation, or housing. The act provided Community 
Development Block Grants (CDBGs) to permit localities to pursue a wide 
range of activities including, but not limited to, activities that had been 
pursued under the Urban Renewal program. The intent of the block grant 
approach, as opposed to the categorical approach that it superseded, was 
to reduce the federal role in local affairs by allowing municipalities more 
discretion. In that sense it was in keeping with the more conservative 
political philosophy of the Nixon administration in contrast to preceding 
Democratic administrations. Community Development (CD) funds were 
distributed on a formula basis, which counted population, age of housing 
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Baltimore’s Inner Harbor redevelopment done jointly by the city and the Rouse 
Corporation. The development includes tourist attractions such as the restored 
USS Constellation (below), restaurants and retailing, large amounts of office space, 
and hundreds of hotel rooms to accommodate tourists and business travelers. 
The project works because the mix of uses is mutually reinforcing. Thus such 
redevelopment can be done only as a unified effort involving many adjacent 
parcels of land.
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The Stamford, Connecticut Urban Renewal area as it appeared in the 1960s 
before redevelopment began (top) and as it appeared two decades later at full 
development (bottom). Note the ready access to Interstate 95 and the revised 
street pattern.
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stock, and poverty. Thus virtually every municipality in the nation received 
some funds. Municipalities were free to expend funds on a wide range of 
projects, including many types of service provisions as well as capital 
expenditures. Among the purposes for which CDBG funds could be used 
were the acquisition of real property, public facilities and improvements, parks 
and playgrounds, centers for individuals with disabilities, neighborhood 
facilities, solid-waste disposal facilities, parking facilities, public utilities, 
street improvements, water and sewer facilities, pedestrian malls and 
walkways, flood and drainage facilities, clearance activities, public services, 
rehabilitation of public residential structures, rehabilitation financing, 
temporary relocation assistance, and economic development.9

The act emphasized services for the poorer segment of the population, 
but in many communities there was a tendency to spend most of the funds 
on bricks and mortar. Bricks and mortar last longer and are more visible. 
Then, too, services are hard to discontinue, so if the source of funding is cut 
off, the municipality that spent most of its CD funds on services could find 
itself out on a financial limb.

According to the legislation, municipalities were not to use CD funds 
for expenditures they would make in the absence of such grants, nor were 
they simply to use CD funds for tax relief. In the terminology of public 
finance, CD funds were to be “stimulative,” not “substitutive.”10

The legislation also required the predominant share of CD funds to be 
used in a manner that primarily benefited low- and moderate-income per-
sons. Essentially, this requirement means either spending CD funds in areas 
that have substantial proportions of low- and moderate-income residents 
or spending the funds on facilities or services that will be used by or that 
will benefit these persons. Presumably day care or land clearance for a fac-
tory or warehouse would so qualify; repairing the sea wall at the municipal 
yacht basin would not.

The act required each community to include as part of its grant 
application a Housing Assistance Plan (HAP), which spelled out commu-
nity housing needs and laid out plans for dealing with them. The act also 
imposed significant “citizen participation” requirements on communities. 
The regulations state:

There shall be involvement of low and moderate income persons, members of 
minority groups, residents of areas where a significant amount of activity is 
proposed or ongoing, the elderly, the handicapped, the business community, 
and civic groups. . . . The applicant shall make reasonable efforts to insure 
continuity of involvements. Citizens shall be provided adequate and timely 
information. . . . Citizens, particularly low and moderate income persons and 
residents of blighted neighborhoods, shall be encouraged to submit their 
views and proposals.11

Clearly, these requirements were motivated in part by criticisms of 
Urban Renewal, which accused these programs of riding roughshod over 
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the residents of renewal areas. Even if the federal government were to make 
no effort to enforce these rules directly, they would have considerable force. 
Any citizen or any group that felt slighted in the community planning pro-
cess could bring suit against the municipality on the grounds that it had 
failed to provide an adequate citizen participation process. A successful suit 
might well enjoin the municipality from spending further federal or per-
haps even local funds until this fault was remedied.

Community Development versus the Urban Renewal Approach

In general, Community Development has differed from Urban Renewal 
primarily in its gentler approach and in its emphasis on rehabilitation 
and preservation, as opposed to Urban Renewal’s clear-and-start-from-
scratch approach. For example, in the realm of housing, CD programs have 
expended substantial funds on grants or low-interest loans to homeowners 
and to the owners of rental properties for rehabilitation and modernization.

One program that has been highly successful in some cities is urban 
homesteading. In declining residential areas, cities often come into ownership 
of residential properties, primarily through foreclosure for unpaid property 
taxes. (This is not likely to happen in thriving areas, since the higher market 
values will cause the owner who cannot pay taxes to sell out rather than 
simply walk away.) In the homesteading program the house is essentially 
given to a new owner, who promises to “bring it up to code” within a given 
time period. If the new owner succeeds in doing so, the title then passes to 
him or her without charge. In effect, the cost of acquiring the property is the 
expenditure required to bring the building up to the standards set forth in 
the municipality’s building code. That expenditure may be primarily finan-
cial, that is, money spent on contractors, or it may largely be labor by the 
new owner, so-called “sweat equity.”

In the city of Baltimore, the program has worked quite successfully 
on old row houses. The lure of homeownership has been strong enough to 
attract an adequate number of urban homesteaders, but according to city 
officials, the potential profitability has not been so great as to bring in many 
speculators. Not only does the program improve housing quality, but it also 
fills neighborhoods with individuals and families who have a strong com-
mitment to those neighborhoods. It thus contributes greatly to neighbor-
hood stability, a goal that in the long run is probably more important than 
simply the maintenance of building quality.

In commercial areas many CD programs have taken a less radical 
approach than Urban Renewal. Low-interest loans have been made to local 
businesses, sometimes for operating purposes and sometimes for renova-
tion and expansion. Pedestrian malls designed to attract shoppers have 
been constructed. Of course, some expenditures quite reminiscent of Urban 
Renewal have been made; for example, the construction of parking struc-
tures and street widening and realignment. But in general, the emphasis has 
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been on preservation, rehabilitation, improvement, and gradual change. 
The intent has been to achieve the same goals as Urban Renewal but with 
less damage to the existing urban fabric.

In many cases, municipal governments have given up the idea of 
competing head-to-head with suburban retailers on the grounds that it is 
impossible to match the automobile access and parking advantages of the 
suburban shopping center (the case of White Plains, noted earlier, is an 
exception in this regard). Instead, there has been more of an emphasis on 
strengthening those assets of the city that are not so readily matched by sub-
urban areas. Such assets might include cultural facilities and areas designed 
largely for pedestrian traffic, where the denser and more varied pattern of 
land uses gives the city an advantage over the suburbs. For example, the 
revitalized downtown in Roanoke, Virginia includes a museum, a theater, 
a number of specialty shops, and a small farmers’ market, all laid out for 
pedestrian access. The city has made no serious attempt to compete with 
outlying shopping centers.

In a number of cities, waterfronts that have long since lost their ship-
ping functions have been converted into areas where one strolls, has lunch 
or dinner, shops, or uses some cultural or entertainment facility. The Bos-
ton Waterfront, Manhattan’s South Street Seaport, and Baltimore’s Inner 
Harbor are examples. Very often there is an element of historic preserva-
tion in such efforts. For example, South Street Seaport includes a number 
of restored buildings as well as several old, restored sailing vessels tied up 
at city-owned piers. Again, one might view this as an attempt to capitalize 
on an asset that the city has and the suburbs generally do not have, namely 
the charm of the old.

The hoUSInG QUeSTIon

Housing, defining the term broadly, is probably the most important issue 
in urban planning. Housing constitutes the biggest single land use in most 
cities and towns; in many places it occupies more land than all other uses 
combined. In many cities housing and the land under it constitute more 
than half of the entire real property tax base. There are few, if any, planning 
issues which touch most people more deeply than the condition of their 
immediate neighborhoods, because that is where they spend most of their 
time. Moreover, housing is often the single largest item in a family’s budget, 
and a house is the most expensive possession that most people acquire. 
Equity in a house often constitutes the major share of the estate a person 
passes on to his or her descendants.

We may all agree that housing problems are important and that they 
need to be solved, but when asked what the housing problem is, different 
people will give very different answers. Although we may speak generally 
of the nation’s housing market, it really represents the sum of thousands of 
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separate housing markets. For some, the quality, quantity, and cost of hous-
ing available to low-income Americans may be the nation’s biggest housing 
problem, though some economists will argue that it is really not a housing 
problem at all, but rather a problem of income distribution. If you are rent-
ing now but want to become a homeowner, you may have concluded until 
recently that the nation’s biggest housing problem was that in many hous-
ing markets prices have risen more rapidly than had personal income.

If you are a middle-aged homeowner who wants to build an acces-
sory apartment in your garage for an aging parent, your biggest housing 
problem may be what you see as the excessive rigidity of the zoning codes 
that will not let you do this.

If you are a homeowner in a bucolic exurban town that is fast turning 
into a suburban town, your biggest housing problem may be that too much 
of it is being built too near you.

If you are a homeowner in a nice suburban house that you have lived 
in for 25 years, you may not think that there is any housing problem at 
all. You are comfortably housed now, and when you retire and sell, that 
big capital gain will make it very easy to buy a nice condo in Florida. You 
won’t get upset if housing prices rise because the faster they rise, the better 
off you are. In the writer’s experience as a planner in the suburbs, it is very 
difficult to get homeowners concerned about housing shortages for exactly 
the reason just suggested.

For many years planners and others worried that housing was too 
expensive. There was concern about the availability of housing for those 
with low incomes. Planners in the suburbs, including this writer at one time, 
were worried that in affluent areas prices were so high that the children of 
residents would not be able to afford to live in the areas in which they had 
been brought up. When housing prices crashed in the Great Recession wor-
ries changed. There was concern about all those homeowners who were 
“under water” on their mortgages. There was concern that when home val-
ues go down people feel poorer, so they spend less and that prolongs the 
recession. Now increases in house prices are celebrated as a sign that the 
economy is strengthening.

Where is public policy in all this confusion about what our housing 
problems really are, you might ask. The answer is: almost everywhere. Poli-
cies often point in different directions because different elements of public 
policy are responses to different constituencies.

In 2006, the last year before the housing market started to collapse 
presaging the beginning of the Great Recession, the federal government 
spent about $38 billion on subsidies for the housing of low-income people. 
In addition to that, it provided about $8 billion in preferential tax treat-
ment to the builders of low-income housing. (In general, preferential tax 
treatments are referred to as tax expenditures because they achieve a some-
what similar result as do direct expenditures, but they are delivered instead 
through provisions in the tax code.) Certainly, on balance, such expenditure 
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and tax policies may be characterized as pro-poor. However, at the same 
time, federal tax expenditures in connection with property taxes, mortgage 
interest, and the treatment of capital gains on the sale of owner-occupied 
housing were worth more than three times that amount, and these sums, 
for reasons explained in Chapter 17, clearly favor the prosperous. The fact 
that these two packages of policies point in different directions is not to 
say that either is bad. Helping low-income people obtain better housing 
certainly seems praiseworthy. Then, too, many would say that encouraging 
homeownership is also praiseworthy. But if the federal approach had been 
designed by a single intelligence (say, that of a wise and benevolent despot), 
it would probably look rather different and would be more internally con-
sistent. But it was not designed by a single mind. It came out of the work-
ings of many minds—out of the democratic political process.

At the local level, policy may not be entirely consistent either. A town 
may limit the amount of land it zones for multi-family housing and require 
larger building lots for single-family housing than most planners and urban 
designers would consider necessary. That treatment tends to raise rents and 
house prices. At the same time, the town may also have inclusionary zoning 
requirements that compel builders to set aside a certain number of units for 
low- and moderate-income renters or buyers. Of course, these policies are 
somewhat contradictory, but they respond to different constituencies, they 
may have been enacted at different times, and their inherent contradictori-
ness may not be readily apparent to the citizen-voter who has many differ-
ent things besides local housing policy on his or her mind.

Finally, as big as public direct expenditures and tax expenditures con-
nected with housing are, they are dwarfed by private expenditures on hous-
ing. In 2006, the nation spent almost $2 trillion on the purchase, ownership, 
and operation of housing.12 That was, very roughly, one-quarter of after-tax 
personal income in the United States. Inevitably, then, government’s ability 
to influence housing is limited.

PLAnnInG FoR hoUSInG

For housing that is to be built purely by the private market, meaning with-
out direct subsidy of any kind, the main step a community can take is to 
provide the opportunity for the market to work. At the physical level this 
means providing infrastructure, namely roads, public water, and sewers. 
Land cannot be developed for housing without road access, and it cannot 
be developed at more than very low density without public water and sew-
ers. Beyond these absolutely essential items, other public investment will 
affect the rate of new housing construction. For example, recreational facili-
ties or an elementary school may make a developing area more desirable.

Land-use controls will limit the quantity of the housing stock by 
setting an upper limit on the number of units per acre. That affects price. 
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Controls also affect price by the types of units they permit. Garden apart-
ments cost less per unit than do row houses. Row houses, in turn, cost less 
per unit than do free-standing, single-family houses on small lots. These 
cost less than houses on large lots. Land-use controls that require particu-
lar amenities (for example, recreational facilities) for new developments 
will raise prices. Subdivision requirements affect the site-preparation costs, 
which in turn will be reflected in the price of the finished units.

What can the community do to provide low- and moderate-income 
housing? As stated, it can provide the infrastructure to support and the 
land-use controls to permit the building of less expensive housing types. It 
can encourage builders to seek out and use federal and state subsidies for 
low- and moderate-income housing. It can make it community policy not 
to use its land-use control and other legal powers to obstruct the building 
of subsidized housing. Similarly, it can take an accommodating rather than 
a resisting stance toward group homes. This last item is not an idle point. In 
many communities, citizens’ resistance to group homes can be ferocious. In 
addition, the municipality can use CD funds, or even funds raised through 
its own tax efforts, to subsidize low- and moderate-income housing. For 
example, CD funds have been used to make low-interest rehabilitation 
loans to low- and moderate-income homeowners and to the owners of low-
rent apartment houses. This may be done through a revolving loan fund or 
through the banks, with the municipality picking up a portion of the inter-
est cost and perhaps also guaranteeing the loan. The municipality’s zoning 
laws can provide density bonuses to developers who will include a certain 
number of units reserved for low- and moderate-income buyers or renters 
(see Chapter 9).

If particular forces threaten to reduce the supply of affordable hous-
ing, municipal governments may sometimes be able to take preventive 
steps. For example, one trend in many suburban areas where land prices 
are high and the supply of vacant building lots limited has been that of tear 
downs. Typically these occur in older neighborhoods. A would-be home-
owner purchases a house that may be of good quality and in scale with other 
houses in the neighborhood simply to obtain the lot. That house is then 
torn down and replaced with a much larger house, sometimes referred to 
derisively as a MacMansion or monster home. Residents often object because 
such large homes are out of scale with the surrounding development. But 
another effect is to reduce the supply of so-called starter homes and thus 
make it more difficult for less affluent people to make the transition into 
homeownership. Many municipalities have resisted this process with a 
variety of regulatory tools. In some cases, zoning laws and building codes 
have been adjusted to limit height, bulk (the cubic footage of the structure), 
and the maximum floor area ratio, among other building characteristics.13 
Other municipalities have required design review if the new house is to be 
substantially larger than the one it will replace. However, like so many other 
matters in planning, such restrictions can be argued both ways. The goals of 
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such restrictions seem quite reasonable, but they do constitute an infringe-
ment on the rights of the would-be buyer and may also impose a loss on the 
homeowner who wants to sell his or her home. The possibilities for litiga-
tion seem to be considerable.

A number of municipalities ranging from New York City to Santa 
Monica have attempted to render housing more affordable through rent 
controls. Economists, by and large, are against the practice. They argue that 
rent controls encourage disinvestment in those units subject to controls and 
that fear that controls will be extended to new units reduces the rate of new 
construction. Thus they conclude that controls reduce housing quality and 
exacerbate housing shortages. However, regardless of the wisdom of con-
trols, no list of policies that address the question of affordability would be 
complete without mentioning them.

A single community generally cannot do a great deal with regard 
to low- and moderate-income housing. Federal monies for housing have 
always been in short supply. That has become even more the case since the 
federal budget tightening that followed the onset of the Great Recession.

Even if the community makes every effort to see that its land-use con-
trols do not preclude lower-cost housing types, the fact is that any new 
unsubsidized housing is expensive. The ability of the community to sub-
sidize housing through either CD funds or its own revenues is limited by 
other demands on the budget and the willingness of the majority of citi-
zens to be taxed for that purpose. Still, as indicated above, there is a certain 
amount that can be done if the community wants to do it, but as noted, not 
every community wants to do it.

Federal Requirements

The particular federal program that has propelled literally thousands of 
communities into preparing formal housing plans has been the CDBG 
program. One requirement for the receipt of funds, whether to be used for 
housing or other purposes, is the Housing Assistance Plan (HAP). At pre-
sent, the rules require the community to certify in its application for CD 
funds that it is following a HAP approved by HUD. Briefly, HUD requires 
the plan to contain an inventory of the community housing stock and 
numerical goals for its improvement. It also requires the plan specifically to 
provide an analysis of the housing needs of lower-income renters. Finally, 
the plan must state how the goals are to be met.

Exactly what aspects of the housing stock and the housing market 
the study covers may vary substantially from one community to another. If 
the study is oriented primarily toward matters that are eligible for federal 
funding, it is likely to focus on the quality and cost of units available for less 
affluent households.

Good objective measures of housing stock quality are hard to come 
by. Several decades ago the U.S. Bureau of the Census had its census 
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takers enumerate “deteriorated” and “dilapidated” units but subsequently 
decided that such judgments were too subjective to provide good data. 
However, the bureau does provide data on the number of units that do not 
contain complete kitchen and bathroom facilities. Imperfect as this measure 
is, it has been used as a “proxy” for housing quality. Another measure of 
housing quality, though it has nothing to do with the physical quality of the 
unit, is overcrowding. The U.S. Bureau of the Census defines overcrowding 
as a situation in which there is more than one resident per room.

Finally, much attention has been paid to the question of whether low- 
and moderate-income households can afford housing. For this judgment, 
planners tend to rely on rent–income ratios, a data item that is also sup-
plied by the U.S. Bureau of the Census. At one time it was thought that a 
household should not have to spend more than 25 percent of its income on 
rent. Recently, housing economists have used 35 percent as a rule of thumb. 
Either figure is somewhat arbitrary.

Thus the community can make some estimates of the number of units 
that may be substandard and the number of households in need of rental 
assistance. Vacancy rates may also give some indication of whether the 
community should be seriously concerned with increasing the total num-
ber of units.

A More Comprehensive Approach to Planning for housing

The community, in studying its housing situation, need not be bound by the 
necessities of federal approval and federal subsidies. One long-term issue 
to be considered is simply the numerical adequacy of the entire munici-
pal housing stock. Projections of population and employment may be used 
to approximate future housing needs. A general understanding of market 
dynamics is also important. Units are added by new construction, some-
times by the subdivision of existing units and sometimes by the conversion 
of nonresidential to residential units. Units are lost through fire, demolition, 
abandonment, and the conversion of residential to nonresidential units 
(e.g., the conversion of a single-family house into an office). Market forces 
such as personal income, rents and prices in adjacent communities, land 
costs, the competition between residential and commercial uses for space, 
and so on shape the long-term change in the municipal housing stock.

For a long-term analysis, attention should be paid to supply factors, 
including land, utilities, street capacity, and the like. Thus a really com-
prehensive study would go well beyond the low- and moderate-income 
housing questions and attempt to understand the dynamics of the entire 
housing market. We might also note that housing for low- and moderate-
income residents and housing for more prosperous residents are not totally 
separate matters. If neighborhood conditions deteriorate, we may witness 
a flight of the prosperous and their replacement by low- and moderate-
income households. Conversely, if demand for housing is strong and the 
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supply of housing limited, we may see prosperous households displacing 
poor households, the gentrification process visible in many cities.

Planning for an older Population

One area of planning that will almost inevitably grow for some time is 
planning for older people. The driving force is demography. People who 
in 2015 were aged between 65 and 85 were born between 1930 and 1950. 
That period encompasses the Great Depression and World War II and just 
the first few years of the baby boom. Births averaged about 2.8 million per 
year across this period. In 2030 people aged 65 to 85 will have been born in 
the period 1950 to 1970. That period encompasses almost the entirety of the 
baby boom and averages just under 4 million births per year. More older 
people, more votes cast by older people, and more purchasing power in the 
hands of older people will all mean more focus on planning for older peo-
ple. In fact, the trend is well underway at the time of writing.

A limited number of older people now live in NORCs, an acronym 
for Naturally Occurring Retirement Communities. This is largely an urban 
phenomenon. An example might be an apartment house that, over time, 
becomes populated predominantly by seniors. People simply stay on after 
their children have grown up. The effect may be intensified in those cities 
which have rent controls, such as New York, San Francisco, and Los Ange-
les, because over the passage of time the difference between controlled 
rents and uncontrolled rents grows, and people become reluctant to give 
up controlled units. A number of municipalities recognize the NORC phe-
nomenon and spend some public funds on providing services to residents 
of NORCs. That, generally, is more a matter of social work than planning, 
though some planning matters such as improving access to buildings, side-
walk improvements, curb cuts, shelters for a nearby bus-stop, and so on 
may come up.

A certain percentage of the older population is housed in retirement 
communities. Typically, one member of the household must be 55 or older 
and no permanent resident of the household may be under 18. Such com-
munities are typically built in the outer regions of metropolitan areas or in 
non metropolitan areas, since that is where land is available in large blocks, 
and the distance from central areas is of lesser importance for a predomi-
nantly retired population. Planning such communities is and will continue 
to be a specialty for many planners, designers, and architects. However, a 
substantial majority of older people express a desire to remain in their com-
munities for the rest of their lives. According to one survey, the figure was 
a surprisingly high 89 percent.14

The retirement condo in the sun has its appeal, but if moving to it 
means saying goodbye to people and places one knows and starting a new 
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life far from children and grandchildren, a majority of older people seem 
not to want to do it; nor, for that matter, can all of them afford to do it.

The alternative is to make neighborhood, town centers, downtowns, 
and other areas better places for older people to live, making these places 
more genuinely multi-generational. One organization which has studied 
and pursued the question energetically is the Atlanta Regional Commission 
(ARC) discussed in Chapter 16. Its handbook on the subject lays out basic 
goals and principles.15 It defines the goals of planning for an older popula-
tion that wants to remain in place as follows:

1. Promote housing and transportation options
2. Encourage healthy lifestyles
3. Expand access to services.

To pursue these goals, they advocate seven principles:

1. Connectivity. In the ideal world this means multiple paths and preferably 
more than one mode to provide safe and convenient movement within the 
area, and also to some destinations outside the area.

2. Pedestrian access and transit. This may be regarded as a subset of the item above. 
Pedestrian access means sidewalks, traffic signals adjusted to the slower 
walking speeds of older people, raised medians so that a pedestrian crossing 
a wide two-way street can make the trip in two stages, and bulgeouts (a bulge 
in the sidewalk which reduces the street width at a pedestrian crossing point). 
In short, there is a certain preference for the pedestrian. For example, the 
bulgeout reduces a two-lane road to one lane at the crossing point and there-
fore can impede vehicular traffic. The term transit is used very generically. It 
could mean buses, light rail, or various forms of para-transit (see Chapter 12). 
In at least one case, namely North Hempstead, NY, it simply means setting up 
a call system by which residents can schedule cab rides with a part of the cost 
paid by the municipality.16

3. Provision of neighborhood retail and services.
4. Social interaction. This means a design that promotes encounters and provides 

places where people can socialize, perhaps community centers, green spaces, 
and so on.

5. Diversity of dwelling types. The goal here is to make it possible for people to 
remain in the community as their housing needs, and perhaps also their finan-
cial resources, change.

6. Healthy living. This means a design that encourages walking and other health-
ful physical activities in safety. It also means providing convenient access to 
medical services.

7. Consideration of existing residents. This means moving toward a plan in a way that 
does not displace people who wish to remain in the area. It also means not put-
ting people in a situation where their housing costs suddenly rise dramatically 
or where they are pushed out because housing is demolished to make way for 
new housing, even if the new housing is within their reach financially. It is a sen-
sitive approach and very much in contrast to that of Urban Renewal described 
earlier in this chapter.
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One might ask: how much of the above is really new? The answer 
is: not very much. One sees in it much of the New Urbanism discussed in 
Chapter 10. One hears echoes of the work of William Whyte, also discussed 
in Chapter 10, as well as the Transit Oriented Development (TOD) advo-
cated by Peter Calthorpe and others. What is new, or at least what makes 
this worth discussing, is the comprehensive focus on a single goal. Note 
that the approach includes not only matters of physical planning but also 
of a variety of human services. For example, the healthy living principle 
involves convenient access to medical care. That may involve human ser-
vices that are quite different from anything the land-use planner deals with 
directly.

Designing a community that is well adapted to the needs of a sen-
ior population may require more flexibility in land-use controls than many 
ordinances now provide. For example, flexibility about accessory structures 
and other accommodations for multi-generational (meaning more than one 
generation of adults) households is important. Land-use controls that per-
mit a fine-grained mixing of uses will also be essential to permit a land-use 
pattern for a population that will not be heavily reliant on the automobile. 
At the detailed design level there are a multitude of fine points to be consid-
ered. On this matter a quick look at the ARC’s handbook online is instruc-
tive, since it lists many matters that would not naturally occur to a younger 
person. These are adaptations for people whose walking speed may be 
slower, whose eyesight many not be as good as it was, for whom steps 
may be a problem, and so on. The meticulousness with design details that 
characterizes form-based zoning (see Chapter 9) has a role here, regardless 
of what type of ordinance is actually used.

The hoUSInG BUBBLe AnD The PRoBLeM oF ABAnDonMenT

At the end of the 1990s, housing prices in the United States began to rise 
very rapidly. The most widely quoted housing price index, the Case-Shiller 
index, showed that from 2000 to the second quarter of 2006, housing prices 
in the United States rose by 90 percent. After adjusting for inflation, that 
was a real increase of 61 percent over a six-year period.17 In the second quar-
ter of 2006, housing prices peaked and then headed downhill rapidly. What 
had looked to some as a trend that might continue indefinitely turned out 
to be a bubble, one that burst in 2006. Financial bubbles have been with the 
human race for many centuries. Perhaps some of the cause is inherent in the 
human psyche and best explained by psychologists and behavioral econo-
mists. One factor behind bubbles in housing or other assets is easy money, 
meaning credit that is readily available at low interest rates, since that facili-
tates the buying of assets to hold as a speculation for later sale. The U.S. 
economy at the turn of the twenty-first century was bubble-prone. There 
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was the so-called dot.com crash of 2000, in which the NASDAQ index lost 
about three-quarters of its value.18 About two years later the U.S. stock mar-
ket as a whole went over the top, and the major stock indexes lost close to 
half their value.

The housing bubble was undoubtedly driven by many of the same 
psychological and monetary forces that had driven the two stock market 
bubbles. But it also had another driving force, which takes some explaining.

Some decades ago most mortgages were issued by banks, which then 
held the mortgages to maturity. The bank thus wanted to be reasonably 
certain that the borrower would be able to repay the mortgage. That meant 
requiring a substantial down payment and also taking a careful look at the 
borrower’s income and other financial assets and obligations. Mortgage 
lending was a staid and cautious business.

Several decades ago this began to change, and the ingredients of a 
financial “perfect storm” started to accumulate. In the late 1970s the Mort-
gage Backed Security (MBS) was invented. The invention was credited to a 
former bond trader and executive at Salomon Brothers named Lew Ranieri. 
A very dynamic individual, Ranieri not only invented the security but he 
did a great deal to popularize it and also to lobby the federal government to 
remove various regulatory obstacles to its widespread use. In 2004 Business 
Week magazine named Ranieri as one of the great financial innovators of the 
previous 75 years.

In a MBS a large number of mortgages are combined into a single 
security. The security pays dividends from the interest payments on the 
mortgages of which it is composed. The collateral that backs the security is 
the properties for which the mortgages were written, just as the collateral 
that backs the individual homeowner’s mortgage is the house.

For a time all was well with the MBS. In fact, those who wanted to see 
homeownership in the United States expand could argue that they were 
useful, since they brought more money into the mortgage market and per-
mitted more mortgages to be written.

Fast forward to the 1990s. Interest rates were going down, partly as a 
matter of Federal Reserve policy, and low interest rates generally tend to fuel 
speculative behavior. Fast forward another decade and housing markets 
were beginning to look a little “frothy.” In 2004 the FBI reported increasing 
evidence of mortgage fraud but did not pursue the matter. This was shortly 
after 9/11 and much of the bureau’s resources had been diverted to national 
security matters.

The Federal Reserve Bank had considerable power to regulate many 
kinds of financial transactions and it could have tightened the supply of 
mortgage financing, but it did not do so. This was a philosophical mat-
ter. Its Chairman, Alan Greenspan, sometimes referred to as the Maestro 
and regarded by many at that time as the greatest Fed Chairman in history, 
believed that financial markets, if left relatively unregulated, would tend 
toward equilibrium. He has since modified that view.
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Federal policy was also one of the ingredients of the perfect storm. 
The Community Reinvestment Act (CRA) put pressure on banks to issue 
mortgages to buyers they might otherwise have turned down. The idea 
was to make homeownership more available to lower-income people. It is 
hard to argue with that goal, but it did contribute to the looming problem. 
The federal government also put pressure on the Federal National Mort-
gage Association (“Fannie Mae”) and the Federal Home Loan Mortgage 
Corporation (“Freddie Mac”) to facilitate lending to homebuyers who did 
not qualify for conventional mortgages. Fannie and Freddie did not lend 
directly to such buyers but they did buy up huge numbers of mortgage 
backed securities, creating a market for such loans.

Bond-rating agencies frequently assigned excessively high ratings to 
CDOs (in general, such securities cannot be sold without being rated). One 
reason was clearly the use of models that underestimated risk. It has also 
been suggested that conflict of interest may also have been part of the prob-
lem. The fee for rating is paid by the bond issuer and thus assigning a rating 
lower than the issuer expected may cause it to take its business elsewhere 
the next time around.

The above are some of the major elements of the perfect storm. Here 
is a prototypical transaction. A homebuyer gets a mortgage from a mort-
gage broker who quickly sells that mortgage to an investment bank. The 
investment bank combines that mortgage with many others into a mort-
gage backed security (MBS). A number of these MBSs may be combined 
into another security referred to as a Collateralized Debt Obligation. (The 
terminology can be confusing here and not everyone may use it in exactly 
the same way. For example, a MBS could also be considered to be a CDO 
in that it is a debt obligation and is collateralized by the mortgaged proper-
ties.) The investment bank then sells the CDO to an investor which might 
be a pension fund, another bank, an individual, etc., and who might be 
located in the United States or anywhere else in the world. There was no 
end of financial innovation. CDOs could be combined into a larger secu-
rity referred to as a CDO squared. A complex house of cards was being 
constructed.

The key point is that money was to be made at every step in this chain 
of financing, and the question for the mortgage brokers and for those who 
produced the various securities was not “are these mortgages prudent 
loans?” as bankers a few decades earlier would have asked but rather “can 
we move this paper?” Once the security had been sold, its ultimate fate was 
not of direct financial concern to the party that made up the security.

With all of the money to be made in securitization, mortgage lending 
became looser and looser. Mortgages were made with no down payment. 
Some mortgages were made without the buyer having to document his or her 
income. These “no doc” loans were commonly referred to in the business as 
“liar loans” for evident reasons. Some mortgage brokers spoke of NINJA loans, 
NINJA being an acronym for “no income, no job or assets.” Some mortgages 
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allowed the buyer to make interest-only payments for some months. Some 
mortgages, called “reverse amortization” mortgages, allowed buyers for some 
time to make payments of less than the interest, with the difference being 
added to the principal. Some mortgages carried low interest rates, referred to 
as “teaser rates,” that “reset” to a higher rate after a few years. And so on.

Thus some people who were financially naive or did not understand 
the contracts they were signing got sucked into purchases they couldn’t 
afford. Others felt that the prices of housing would keep rising and so, if 
they couldn’t make the payments, they could always sell the house, settle 
the mortgage, and walk away with some profit. In some cases lenders may 
have had the same view, which caused them to be less careful about to 
whom they lent. As long as housing prices kept rising, everything seemed 
fine. In fact, lots of people made quick money “flipping houses”; that is, 
buying a house, holding it for a short time, and reselling it at a higher price.

As all bubbles must, this bubble burst. When housing prices began to 
fall, the value of the MBSs, CDOs, and other securities began to fall and the 
process fed on itself. The particular bankruptcy that many consider to mark the 
advent of the financial crisis was that of the investment bank Lehman Brothers 
in September 2008. Lehman was caught holding many billions in mortgage 
securities whose value was plummeting and which they could not sell. Much 
of their debt was short term and had to be rolled over. But no one would lend 
to them. And so they went under. In a financial panic “cash is king” and no one 
will part with their cash until they are very sure of being repaid. The financial 
system locked up and the Great Recession was underway. Lehman Brothers 
was no more or no less to blame than many other institutions.19

The above is not to say that the financial crisis was entirely due to the 
mortgage situation. Excessive leverage in many financial institutions and 
the presence of enormous numbers of relatively lightly regulated deriva-
tives, those instruments that the great investor, Warren Buffet, has referred 
to as “financial weapons of mass destruction,” were also involved. But 
mortgages were a major factor.20

Where do we stand now? Housing prices dropped very far follow-
ing the financial crisis of 2008 and as of 2014 had made up approximately 
half of the loss. Banks at the time of writing are extremely cautious about 
mortgage lending and the majority of mortgages on single-family homes 
were being written by Fannie, Freddie, and the Federal Housing Admin-
istration (FHA). Fannie and Freddie were dragged under by all of the bad 
mortgage paper they had bought and were rescued by about $165 billion in 
federal aid. They are now operating profitably and have repaid the federal 
government for their bailout. In 2009 these once-independent Government 
Sponsored Enterprises (GSEs) were placed under a federal conservatorship 
and remain there at the time of writing. In general, most of the financial 
wreckage has been cleaned up.

Many in Congress, especially conservatives, would like to see Fannie 
and Freddie abolished. And, indeed, a reasonable case can be made that 
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government backed and guaranteed lenders should not be competing with 
other lenders. It may be argued that the very fact of government backing 
can lead to reckless behavior, “moral hazard” in economic jargon. However, 
at this time, banks are very skittish about lending without some guaran-
tee behind them, and so without Fannie, Freddie, and the Federal Housing 
Administration (FHA) mortgage lending would collapse.

The most important action of the federal government with regard to 
housing markets since the financial crisis of 2008 has been the regime of 
very low interest rates maintained by the Federal Reserve. Mortgage rates 
for a time dropped to under 3 percent, a historically low level. Two federal 
programs designed to reduce the rate of home foreclosures had by the end 
of 2013 assisted somewhat over 4 million homeowners.

HAMP (Home Affordable Modification Program) enabled some 
homeowners who were behind on their mortgages to make modifications 
that changed the type of mortgage (for example, from adjustable to fixed 
rate), extend the mortgage term, lower the interest rate, or roll some previ-
ous mortgage-related debt into the principal amount and thus stretch out 
its payment. The purpose of all of these changes was to reduce the size of 
the homeowner’s monthly payment.

HARP (Home Affordable Refinance Program) was restricted to home-
owners who were not currently behind on their mortgages but who could 
not get conventional refinancing because the amount that they owed was 
greater than the market value of their house. As with HAMP, the purpose is 
to reduce the monthly mortgage payment and thus reduce the chance that 
the homeowner will default and be foreclosed.

Both programs, though supported financially by the federal govern-
ment, were administered through the banks. Both programs were restricted 
to homeowners whose mortgages were guaranteed by Fannie Mae or Fred-
die Mac, or by participating mortgage lenders.

The Implications for Municipalities

What were the implications for municipalities and their housing stock of 
the decline in housing prices and the high rates of mortgage defaults? When 
mortgage defaults are few, banks simply foreclose (regardless of whether 
they hold the mortgage or merely service it for its holder), the property 
is resold, and the entire foreclosure event is of little or no concern to the 
municipality. When housing prices are falling and defaults are frequent, as 
became the case in so many municipalities in 2008 and 2009, and thereafter, 
the situation becomes a matter of great common concern.

Abandoned properties, especially if there are many of them, lose value 
very rapidly. They are often prey to vandalism. In many cases scavengers 
will come in and strip the property of plumbing fixtures, pipes, electrical 
wiring—anything that can be resold—and often do a great deal of damage 
in extracting what they want. There can be problems with squatters and 



Urban Renewal and Community Development 233

drug users. Arson or accidental fires can also be a problem. If the origi-
nal owners feel angry or victimized about having to move, they may dam-
age the property through neglect or vandalism. Abandoned and neglected 
properties drag down the market value of nearby properties, which puts 
more property owners underwater and makes them more pessimistic that 
the situation will ever improve. That, of course, will push some of them 
into abandonment, and the situation feeds on itself. To say that abandoned 
houses can by their presence cause more abandonment is just a variation on 
the old real estate cliché that the three most important characteristics of a 
property are location, location, and location.

Not only does neighborhood quality become a problem for local 
governments, but defaults can be a serious financial problem for local 
governments and school districts, for whom property taxes are a very 
important revenue source. Abandoned properties don’t pay property taxes.

Just how hard municipalities were hit by the foreclosure crisis varied 
greatly. In general, places that had experienced the greatest run-up in prices 
in the preceding years were most vulnerable. Places where a large part of 
the housing stock was very new also tended to be hard-hit because many 
homeowners and speculators had little equity and quickly found themselves 
underwater (negative equity) when prices slumped. California and parts of 
the Southeast and Southwest were especially vulnerable for these reasons. 
So too were places that resembled the “boomburgs” noted in Chapter 2 for 
the same reasons. But other types of areas were also hit hard. For example, 
the Cleveland and Detroit areas were hit very hard in part because job losses 
meant that many people were unable to make their mortgage payments.

What Can Governments Do?

Dealing with the problem is very difficult for a local government both 
because of the large sums of money involved and because the roots of the 
problem lie outside the purview of the local government. The roots are 
clearly in national trends—credit market conditions, housing prices, and 
labor market conditions. If housing prices in one municipality decline, that 
will exert a downward pull on housing markets in nearby communities. 
If unemployment is up in one municipality, that will inevitably make for 
weaker labor markets in nearby communities, and so on.

Municipal governments can do some things to deal with the foreclo-
sure and abandonment problem. A municipality may focus law enforce-
ment efforts on the area to reduce arson and vandalism. Where properties 
are beyond saving, it may take steps to expedite their demolition. It might 
use community development funds to strengthen adjacent areas to keep 
the blight from spreading. Where the municipality comes into possession 
of abandoned properties, it might use some variation on Baltimore’s urban 
homesteading program to put in owners who will maintain and improve the 
property. To the extent that mortgages are held by local banks, a municipal 
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government might use its influence to encourage borrowers and lenders to 
try to work out terms that avoid foreclosure. But, in truth, the amount that 
a municipality can do is limited. Few if any municipalities have the funds 
necessary to save large numbers of homeowners from foreclosure even if 
they have the political will to do so.

SUMMARy

The Urban Renewal program began with the Housing Act of 1949 and was 
terminated by Congress in 1973. Local public agencies used a mixture of 
local and federal funds plus the power of eminent domain to acquire and 
clear redevelopment sites. Sites or portions of sites were then made avail-
able to developers at a fraction of their cost. The combination of heavy sub-
sidy and eminent domain was intended to solve two major obstacles to 
urban redevelopment: problems of residual value and site assembly.

As Urban Renewal progressed, it acquired many enemies, primarily 
because of its displacement effects. By the time Congress ended the 
program, it had demolished approximately 600,000 housing units, forcing 
perhaps 2 million people, most of them having low or moderate income, to 
relocate. It also forced the closure of thousands of small businesses, many of 
which never reopened. The destruction of the social and economic fabric of 
neighborhoods was ultimately considered to be an unacceptably high cost.

The year after Urban Renewal was ended, Congress passed the Hous-
ing and Community Development Act of 1974. In place of Urban Renew-
al’s clear-and-rebuild approach, community development programs have 
tended to emphasize preservation and improvement. The urban home-
steading program noted in connection with the city of Baltimore typifies the 
emphasis on preserving the existing urban fabric that characterizes many 
CD programs. As a reaction to what were regarded as the excesses of Urban 
Renewal, CD legislation contains numerous requirements for citizen par-
ticipation, particularly that of low- and moderate-income citizens.

Housing plans may be narrowly keyed to federal funding programs, 
or they may take a broader approach. In the latter case, estimates of hous-
ing demand based on employment and demographic studies are compared 
with projections of future supply in order to estimate future needs. In gen-
eral, housing is one of the more frustrating items with which the planner 
deals. The sums of money on the public side are very small compared with 
total expenditures. Thus the capacity of government programs to affect the 
basic housing picture is limited. In addition, housing issues are often major 
sources of social and political controversy within the community.

The chapter ends with the problem of massive foreclosures brought 
about by the bubble in housing prices that began to collapse in 2006 and an 
account of the reckless mortgage lending that was one cause of the bubble. 
Widespread foreclosures and the consequent abandonment of housing pose 
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very difficult problems for municipalities because of the threat they pose to 
the overall state of the municipality’s housing stock and the erosion of the 
municipal tax base that they cause. This chapter notes some of the limited 
steps that municipalities can take to deal with the problem as well as a 
number of steps the federal government has taken to strengthen the market 
for housing and reduce the number of foreclosures.
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  1.  It may be argued that two other federal pro-
grams or policies have actually had more 
effect on cities than did Urban Renewal. 
These are (1) the construction of the Inter-
state Highway System, and (2) the struc-
ture of the IRS code and the tax benefits it 
provides for homeownership. However, as 
powerfully as these may affect cities, they 
are not specifically urban programs, nor 
were their urban effects foremost in the 
minds of the legislators who enacted them. 
In fact, it seems likely that their urban con-
sequences, though now well recognized, 
were largely unanticipated.

  2.  Congressional Research Service, Library 
of Congress, “The Central City Problem 
and Urban Renewal Policy,” prepared for 
the Subcommittee on Housing and Urban 
Affairs, Committee Banking, Housing and 
Urban Affairs, United States Senate, Wash-
ington, DC, 1973. Note: Subsequent figures 
on Urban Renewal expenditures or any 
other federal housing or urban develop-
ment programs may be found in the Annual 
Yearbook, Department of Housing and Urban 
Development (HUD), Washington, DC.

  3.  This is a very rough estimate. From 1961, 
the midpoint year between the start of 
Urban Renewal and 1973, and the termi-
nation of the program in 2011, Bureau of 
Labor Statistics figures show that the cost 
of living increased by a multiple of 7.5. This 
would suggest that federal expenditures on 
Urban Renewal would be in the $90 to $100 
billion range in current dollars.
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Redevelopment and Housing,” National 
Planning Association, 1941.

  5.  Martin Anderson, The Federal Bulldozer, 
MIT Press, Cambridge, MA, 1964, p. 64.

  6.  The hypothesis, an old one in urban 
economics, is that the city incubates small, 
growing industries. When they reach 
a certain degree of maturity, they then 
move out to more peripheral areas, which 
provide lower costs, albeit in a somewhat 

less rich and varied business environment. 
The city survives, even though it loses one 
mature industry after another, because it is 
constantly generating new industries. For an 
account of this idea, see Wilbur Thompson, 
A Preface to Urban Economics, Johns Hopkins 
University Press, Baltimore, MD, 1965.

  7.  The term gentrification comes from gentry 
and refers to the movement back into older 
neighborhoods of people of higher economic 
or social status than the present occupants.

  8.  Charles Abrams, “Some Blessings of Urban 
Renewal,” in Urban Renewal: The Record and 
the Controversy, James Q. Wilson, ed., MIT 
Press, Cambridge, MA, 1966, p. 560.

  9.  This partial listing is drawn from regu-
lations published in the Federal Register, 
March 1, 1978, p. 8441. The Federal Register 
is a daily publication of the federal govern-
ment and provides detailed regulations for 
the implementation of legislation passed 
by Congress. It runs to many thousands of 
pages per year.

  10.  Enforcing such a distinction is not always 
easy. If the community intended to build a 
playground in any case but allocates part of 
its CDBG to that purpose, how can we ever 
say with certainty how the general purpose 
funds thus freed have been used? Can we 
say with certainty that the funds freed by 
the CD grant have not been used for a pur-
pose that is not an approved CD activity? 
In fact, can we say with certainty that the 
knowledge that it was to receive a CDBG 
did not cause a municipality to tax its prop-
erty owners at a somewhat lower rate than 
it would otherwise have done?

  11.  See Federal Register, March 1, 1978, p. 8462.
  12.  Table 658, Statistical Abstract of the United 

States, 2006, 126th edn.
  13.  Terry S. Szold, “Mansionization and Its 

Discontents,” Journal of the American Plan-
ning Association, vol. 71, no. 2, spring 2005, 
pp. 189–200.

  14.  Lisa Selin Davis, “Aging in Place Suburban 
Style,” Planning, July 2013, p. 24.
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  15.  Lifelong Communities Handbook: Creating 
Opportunities for Lifelong Living. Available 
online at www.Atlantaregional.com/LLC.

  16.  Davis, “Aging in Place Suburban Style,” 
op.cit.

  17.  The Case-Shiller index is constructed from 
the prices of houses that have sold more 
than once during the time period for which 
the index is done, thus eliminating the effect 
of new construction and isolating, in effect, 
the change in market value of the existing 
housing stock. If the price of newly con-
structed housing were figured in, the rate of 
the price increase would be even greater.

  18.  The acronym is from the National Asso-
ciation of Securities Dealers. The index is 
heavily weighted to computer and other 
high-technology stocks.

19.  A number of other firms such as Bear 
Stearns had been rescued by the Federal 

Reserve or been acquired by stronger insti-
tutions, but for reasons about which there 
is some argument the Fed did not rescue 
Lehman brothers.

20.  A derivative is a financial instrument 
whose value depends upon the value of 
other financial instruments. A prominent 
example was the Credit Default Swap 
(CDS). This is a contract which pays the 
buyer if there is a default on another instru-
ment such as a bond. The Insurance giant 
AIG wrote many such contracts for which 
it did not have sufficient backing. It was 
dragged under as defaults rose and buyers 
of their guarantees demanded payment. 
AIG received over $100 billion in federal 
bailout money. It is now operating profit-
ably and has repaid the US Treasury with 
interest.
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c h a p t e r  12

Transportation 
Planning

In this chapter we consider transportation planning as practiced at the 
municipal and metropolitan levels. Before we begin, some background on 
transportation trends since World War II will be useful.

ReCenT TRenDS In URBAn TRAnSPoRTATIon

In 1945, the last year of World War II, the United States had a population 
of 133 million people who owned 25 million automobiles. By 2009 the U.S. 
population had grown to 304 million, a factor of about 2.3. Automobile 
registrations had grown to 135 million, a factor of 5.5. But that figure greatly 
understates the growth of privately owned automotive transportation, for 
sport-utility vehicles (SUVs) and vans are classified as light trucks and 
counted separately. In 2008 there were approximately 100 million vehicles 
described as “two axle four tired trucks,” which effectively means SUVs, 
vans, and pickups, a very large percentage of which are used for personal 
transportation.1

One powerful force behind the increase in automobile ownership was 
the large increase in average real personal income in the years following 
World War II. Not only did the general prosperity enable more people to 
own automobiles, but that same prosperity also facilitated a great wave of 
suburbanization. The postwar suburbanization and the increase in automo-
bile ownership were complementary phenomena. Widespread automobile 
ownership facilitates suburbanization. On the other hand, moving from the 
central city to the suburbs increases one’s need for an automobile.
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Table 12–1 shows the nation’s overwhelming reliance on the 
automobile for commuting to work. Note the relative stability in the picture 
over the 19 years covered by the table. Table 12–1 actually understates 
the reliance on the automobile versus public transportation for all travel 
because public transportation competes best with the automobile in the 
journey to work. Driving is often least convenient during the morning and 
evening rush, and getting to work has an element of necessity that many 
other trips lack.

Public transportation usage peaked in the last year of World 
War II. Gasoline was rationed and production of automobiles had 
been suspended for several years. From 19 billion trips by fare-paying 
passengers in 1945, the total declined to a postwar low of 5.6 billion 
in 1975. By 2009 that figure had risen to 10.4 billion, in part because of 
heavy federal investment in public transportation over the last three 
decades and partly because of increases in the price of gasoline.2 Despite 
this increase, transit still constituted a smaller percentage of all trips in 
2009 than it had in 1975.

Public transportation usage is distributed very unevenly in the United 
States. Of the 10.4 billion total annual trips, 3.2 billion—almost 31 percent—
are provided by a single agency, the Metropolitan Transportation Authority 
(MTA), which covers New York City and the New York State portion of the 
New York metropolitan area. Chicago is second at just over half a billion 
trips a year, and Los Angeles is third at just under half a billion. For much 
of the nation public transportation is minimal. Subway (heavy rail) trans-
portation is even more unevenly distributed. A single system, the New York 
City subway, accounts for 2.4 billion trips per year, over two-thirds of the 
national total.3

The decline in public transportation is not hard to explain. Increased 
automobile ownership eliminated millions of potential transit customers. 
Suburbanization meant the movement of millions of households into areas 
where, because of reduced congestion, the automobile works better than in 
central cities. Conversely, the dispersed suburban land-use pattern makes 
the provision of public transportation, which depends on high volumes on 
fixed routes, more difficult. The spreading out of residences and workplaces 
with the process of suburbanization complicates both the collection (getting 
the rider to the public transit vehicle) and the distribution (getting the rider 
from the vehicle to his or her final destination) problems.

Public transportation is also bedeviled by the trade-off between the 
spacing of stops and average speed. The more closely spaced the stops are, 
the lower is the average speed. But increasing the distance between stops 
makes the collection and distribution problems more severe. Because of the 
need for frequent stops, public transportation tends to be slow. In 2009 the 
average speed for all public transportation vehicles in the United States was 
14.9 miles per hour (mph). Buses averaged 12.5 mph and commuter rail 
with its less frequent stops and its own right-of-way averaged 31.2 mph.4 
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These figures, which do not include waiting times, have not changed appre-
ciably for many years, nor can they readily be changed; minimum loading 
times and the maximum acceleration and deceleration rates that are accept-
able are not a matter of what technology is capable of, but rather what is 
safe and comfortable for passengers.

The ideal environment for public transportation is seen in a number 
of the large, older, eastern cities—with masses of jobs concentrated in the 
urban core and masses of apartments concentrated near transit stops. This 
arrangement simplifies the collection and distribution problems and pro-
vides a large enough market to sustain frequent service. The high densities 
also make automobile usage less attractive. But that pattern of development 
is very much the opposite of the dominant land-use trends since World War 
II. Transportation to work is emphasized here because it is the mainstay 
of public transportation demand. When public transportation use declines,  
it is generally the journey to work that holds up best. Trips for shopping, 
recreation, and the like fall off more rapidly.

Measured in percentage terms, the biggest growth area in transit has 
been in para-transit, also referred to as demand response systems. These sys-
tems, with names like Dial-a-Ride, send a vehicle in response to a call. They 
do not operate on fixed routes or have a fixed schedule. Such systems may 

TABLe 12–1 Transportation to Work in 1990, and 2000, and 2009 (figures in millions)

Mode Persons in 1990 Persons in 2000 Persons in 2009

All modes 115.1 128.3 138.7

Car, truck, or van 99.6 112.7 119.4

Drove alone 84.2 97.1 105.5

Public transportation 6.1 6.1 6.9

Bus 3.4 3.2 3.7

Subway or elevated 1.8 1.9 2.4

Railroad 0.6 0.7 0.8

Selected other

Walk 4.8 3.8 4.0

Work at home 3.4 4.2 5.9

Ride bicycle 0.5 0.5 0.8

Note: Comparable figures from the 2010 census are not available at this writing. Given that there 
has not been a very large change in public transportation usage over the last decade it is unlikely 
that they will be very different.

Sources: 1990 Census of the Population, Social and Economic Characteristics, Table 18; and 2000 census, 
Summary File 3 (SF 3), Table P30, U.S. Bureau of the Census, Department of Commerce. American 
Community Survey, Bureau of the Census, Commuting in the United States, U.S. Bureau of the 
Census, Table 1. The Bureau of the Census stopped including commuting data in the decennial 
census after 2000.
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serve a specialized population such as individuals who are disabled or 
elderly, or they may service an area in which it is not economically feasible 
to provide scheduled, fixed route public transportation. In that sense, these 
systems are a kind of publicly supported taxi service to serve those with 
few other transportation choices.

From 2004 to 2012 transit use in the United States increased by 15 
percent. Some of that increase is from new systems coming on line, but 
most is probably from more intense use of pre-existing facilities. U.S. auto 
use peaked in 2007, and from then to 2012 declined by 3 percent. Whether 
or not these figures indicate the beginning of a turning point in long-term 
trends or just the effect of the Great Recession beginning in 2008 remains to 
be seen.

PAyInG FoR TRAnSPoRTATIon

To understand transportation policy, it is important to understand how pri-
vate and public transportation are financed. In terms of direct costs, private 
transportation is largely self-financed. Vehicle purchase, fuel, maintenance, 
insurance, parking, and other costs are paid directly by vehicle owners and 
operators. Roads and highways are, by and large, paid for by a variety of 
taxes and charges levied on motor vehicle users.

The federal government imposes an 18.4 cents per gallon excise tax 
on gasoline and a 24.4 cent tax on diesel fuel. At present, gasoline con-
sumption is in the range of 130 billion gallons per year and diesel con-
sumption is in the 40-billion-gallon range. Thus these two levies bring in 
over $30 billion. The federal excise taxes go into the Highway Trust Fund 
which has been in place since the beginning of the Interstate Highway 
System in the 1950s. All the states levy a gasoline excise tax and some levy 
other taxes as well. In the lower 48 the highest combined federal and state 
burden is 71 cents per gallon in California. The lowest combined burden 
is 31 cents in New Jersey.5 In addition to taxing fuel, the states also charge 
a variety of user fees, most importantly for drivers’ licenses and vehicle 
registrations.

The last time the federal tax rate on gasoline was adjusted was in Octo-
ber 1993. From then to 2015 the consumer price index went up by about  
69 percent. Thus just adjusting for inflation would require raising the rate 
to about 31 cents per gallon. Recently there has been much discussion about 
the state of the U.S. infrastructure. In a 2013 report the American Society of 
Civil Engineers assigned grades to the state of various categories of infra-
structure. They gave roads a D and bridges a C+.6 One obvious source of 
funding to pay for road and bridge infrastructure improvements would be 
to adjust the gasoline and diesel fuel taxes upward. That is probably not 
possible politically at this time, but it is certainly a possibility for the future. 
The real (inflation-adjusted) value of fuel tax receipts is not only subject to 
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erosion from inflation but also rising automotive fuel economy which will 
probably decrease fuel sales in years to come.

Traditionally, federal expenditure on surface transportation was pro-
vided by omnibus funding bills with a typical duration of five years or so. 
Almost two decades ago political contention in Congress made a passage of 
long-term bills impossible and the federal contribution—mostly grants to 
lower levels of government—was provided on a shorter term basis, making 
it harder for state and local officials to plan.

On December 3, 2015 to the surprise of some observers, a generally 
contentious Congress managed to reach agreement on a long-term bill, 
the Fixing America’s Surface Transportation (FAST) Act and sent it to 
President Obama who signed it into law the next day. The bill provides 
$305 billion over a five-year period. Although the bulk of the funding is 
for highways and related infrastructure like bridges, the bill does also 
provide some funding for public transportation, a variety of minor items 
like bicycle ways and, a sign of the times, some funding for research on 
self-guided vehicles.

Given Congress’s reluctance to raise taxes, some of the funding 
comes from atypical sources such as an accounting change which dips 
into surpluses in the accounts of the Federal Reserve System and one-time 
receipts from sales from the Strategic Petroleum Reserve. Critics can thus 
claim that long-term questions about federal funding for transportation 
funding have not been resolved. Nonetheless, the bill does at least for the 
next five years direct considerable funding to transportation infrastructure 
and it gives state and local governments the ability to plan for the long 
term.

The financing of public transportation is radically different from that 
of private transportation. One very basic fact is that providing public trans-
portation is expensive. Buses, the most widely used public transportation 
mode, cost an average 90 cents per passenger mile. One reason for this 
very high cost is that it is a very labor-intensive service. Direct labor costs 
amount to about 55 percent of total bus costs and about 68 percent of bus 
operating costs. Demand response (para-transit) has total costs of $3.01 per 
mile. It is even more labour intensive.

Rail-based modes are less expensive, but still not cheap. Light rail 
(what used to be called streetcars or trolleys) averages 64 cents per mile. 
Heavy rail (subway, rapid transit, metro) is the least expensive at 39 cents 
per mile. It is more capital intensive but much less labor intensive than 
the other modes. It is only feasible where the number of passengers along 
the route is extremely large so as to carry the very large up-front capital 
costs.

With the exception of commuter rail, public transportation does  
not generally serve an affluent class of people. Couple that with its high 
per-mile costs and it is inevitable that public transportation has to be heav-
ily subsidized. In 2011 total public transportation costs in the United States 
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were $60 billion.7 There were about 10.3 billion trips for an average cost per 
trip of $5.63. The average fare was about $1.31. Of the $60 billion, fares pro-
vided $13.6 billion. The rest of the $60 billion was provided by government. 
Government covers essentially all of the capital costs of public transporta-
tion, of which the federal government is the largest contributor. About 62 
percent of operating costs are also covered by government. Here, the shares 
provided by federal, state, and local governments are roughly equal.

For the public transportation agency there is no way out of the finan-
cial box. Cutting fares would produce a less than proportionate increase 
in ridership and thus a net revenue loss.8 Raising fares to a level that 
would make the system self-sustaining is not feasible either, because the 
huge increases which the above numbers suggest would cause demand 
to collapse and, well before that point was reached, would impose an 
enormous hardship upon millions of people who cannot afford or cannot 
use private transportation. There is no way around the need for heavy 
subsidization.

One can justify the public subsidization as support for public service 
that is essential to millions of people. One might also note that a number 
of downtown business districts could not survive without it. One can also 
argue that subsidizing public transportation benefits people who may never 
use it by reducing automobile traffic and thus decreasing driving times in 
urban areas.

It has been argued that public transportation reduces the nation’s total 
release of carbon dioxide footprint and also the emission of other pollut-
ants. That argument may lose some force as automobile mileage goes up 
and emission controls continue to improve. Finally, a common justifica-
tion offered is that it represents an income transfer to lower-income people 
because they constitute a large number of its patrons. That is undoubtedly 
true, but it must be admitted that it is not a very efficient form of income 
redistribution. Many people who are not poor also use public transportation 
and many people who are poor do not use it.

TRAnSPoRTATIon PLAnnInG AnD LAnD USe

Land use and transportation planning are very much a chicken and egg 
situation. In the short term, land use shapes the demand for transportation. 
Many a highway has been built because population or commercial growth 
produced congestion and delays that generated political pressures to deal 
with the situation. On the other hand, the provision of roads changes land 
values and thus alters the intensity with which land is used, and, with 
that outcome, alters the entire pattern of land use. The Interstate Highway 
System, to take the largest example, was designed to facilitate movement 
of vehicles from one existing urban center to another, something it does 
very successfully. However, it has also done a great deal to reshape urban 
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areas, an effect that was not one of the motivations behind its construc-
tion (see Figure 12–1). Beyond that, it has reshaped the balance between 
metropolitan and nonmetropolitan areas in the United States by making 
formerly isolated rural areas far more accessible than they had been. In fact, 
it is believed that much of the movement of manufacturing activity out of 
metro politan areas and into rural areas occurred for just this reason. Thus 
the  system has had a major impact on the economies of both metropolitan 
and nonmetropolitan areas.

In the ideal case, transportation planning and land-use planning go 
hand in hand. At the national level, this has clearly not been the case. At the 
state level, it sometimes is and sometimes is not. In the best case, state high-
way departments will take into account the fact that their decisions not only 
affect how the population now in place is served but also shape land use for 
decades to come. Highway planning and more general land-use planning 
are coordinated. In the less satisfactory case, the highway engineers tend 

FIGURe 12–1 The Interstate Highway System with its ring road, or “beltway,” 
design creates masses of highly accessible land outside the city, particularly where 
radial routes coming out of the city intersect the beltway. Though not intended in 
that way, this feature of the system has been a powerful force for moving people 
and jobs out of the central city.
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to think in terms of meeting demand rather than a combination of meeting 
demand and shaping the future of land use.

It is often at the municipal level that transportation and land-use plan-
ning are most closely coordinated. The issues are simpler, and the numbers 
of people involved are smaller. Thus coordination is easier. The fact that 
both the planners and the highway department report to the same mayor 
and the same city council can prevent them from going off in different 
directions.

One current example of a close integration between transportation 
planning and land-use planning is the Atlanta Beltline, now in the 
early stages of development. Its core element will be a 22-mile light-rail 
loop largely on disused railroad rights-of-way around Atlanta’s central 
business district. The loop is planned in conjunction with a series of 
parks and connecting multiuse trails. It will also be coordinated with 
affordable apartment and single-family housing developments and a 
number of “economic development” areas. The intention behind the plan 
is to take what is now a barrier and blocker of development—the disused 
rail lines—and turn them into an attractor of people and jobs. Numerous 
disused rail lines have been turned into trails and linear parks, but this 
is the first, or certainly one of the first, plans that would use abandoned 
rail rights-of-way as a major element in replanning a substantial part 
of a city. The Beltline is included in Mobility 2030, the Atlanta Regional 
Commission’s overall plan for transportation in the multicounty Atlanta 
area (See Chapter 16 for a description of the Commission). The origin of 
the plan is unusual. It began in 1999 with a Master’s thesis at Georgia Tech 
by Bryan Gravel. The next year he and two other students sent summaries 
of the thesis to a number of legislators and other prominent Atlantans. The 
idea proved compelling and within a few years work was underway. The 
first section of park was opened in 2009, and work on the parks and trails 
component continues.

The TRAnSPoRTATIon PLAnnInG PRoCeSS

Transportation planning is a basic function of many planning agencies, 
for adequate circulation traditionally has been a major planning goal. As 
practiced in the last several decades, particularly at the multijurisdictional 
level, it is perhaps the most elaborate and mathematically well-developed 
area of planning. The modern multijurisdictional transportation planning 
process represents a fusion of engineering, economics, and urban planning, 
all facilitated by modern computing equipment. The field in its present 
form was brought into being by a coincidence of forces shortly after the 
end of World War II. The rapid increase in automobile ownership and the 
suburban housing boom created a massive demand for increased highway 
capacity. The Highway Act of 1954 provided 50 percent matching grants 
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for urban highways and funds for transportation planning. It also required 
planning as a condition of eligibility for the matching grants—still another 
example of the conditioning of the local planning scene by federal fund-
ing requirements. In 1956 Congress passed the National Defense Highway 
Act, which initiated the building of the Interstate Highway System (see 
Chapter 17). Federal legislation and funding thus set off a wave of high-
way building in the decades after the war. The digital computer, which 
was invented at the end of the war and became a practical planning tool 
a decade to a decade-and-a-half later, made it possible to “crunch” huge 
amounts of data and thus make feasible the modern style of highway 
planning.

The following pages focus on highway planning at the metropolitan 
level. At smaller geographic levels, the process is necessarily simpler and 
less mathematical. More than most other planning processes, transporta-
tion planning necessitates a multijurisdictional effort, as the flow of travel-
ers is no respecter of municipal boundaries. Thus the same communities 
that may do their land-use planning in relative isolation will often be part 
of an area-wide metropolitan transportation planning process.

Modeling Metropolitan Area Transportation

The goal of the transportation planning process is to assist governments 
in providing an adequate transportation system at an acceptable cost. 
This involves modeling the behavior of the present system, estimating 
future travel demand, and estimating how changes in the system will 
affect travel behavior and the operation of the transportation system in 
the future.

The following approach described was first used in the 1950s in the 
Chicago Area Transportation Study (CATS).9 Variations of it were subse-
quently done in many other major metropolitan areas. The general approach 
has also been used in many smaller area studies.10

Major transportation planning projects usually involve a four-step 
procedure for estimating travel movements. Then the merits of different 
possible changes in the transportation system can be evaluated.

Going through the steps requires building a geographic database. In 
general, the area in question, say, a metropolitan area, is divided into zones. 
In the Chicago study and many studies patterned after it, a rectangular grid 
is imposed on the region, and data are collected for each square in the grid. 
A typical grid might cover several thousand square miles. In other cases, 
particularly in smaller studies, the zones may be irregular, with shapes 
determined by terrain features, neighborhood boundaries, or other charac-
teristics of the land-use pattern.

The data gathered for each zone include both population and eco-
nomic information. The former includes such items as the number and 
type of housing units, number of residents, age structure of the population, 
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household income, number of automobiles owned, and similar items. 
The economic information includes such items as the number of people 
employed in the area in various occupations and the number of square feet 
of floor space and land area devoted to retailing, wholesaling, manufactur-
ing, office operations, and other activities. Each of these broad categories 
may be broken up into a number of subcategories. Sometimes, just total 
nonresidential floor space is used. It is often a good predictor of how many 
trips will be attracted to the zone, and it is much less costly to develop than 
the more detailed category-by-category data.

The Four-Step Process. Once the database is in place, any given trans-
portation alternative can be evaluated. In general, a four-step process is used.

1. Estimating trip generation. Before deciding where people will go 
from a given point of origin, it is customary to estimate how many trips a 
given place will generate regardless of where those trips are destined. For 
estimating trip generation from a residential area, variables such as house-
hold income, number of persons in the household, number of vehicles 
owned by the household, and possibly population density might be used to 
estimate average trips per household per day. Usually the number of vehic-
ular trips is positively related to the first three items and negatively related 
to the last. The reason for the last relationship is that trips that may be made 
on foot or by mass transit in a dense area are likely to be made by auto in a 
sparsely populated area, where trip distances are longer and parking and 
congestion problems minimal.

2. Estimating trip distribution. After trip generation has been 
resolved, the next issue is to distribute the trips. Suppose a given zone in a 
region contains 1,000 households, whose average size, vehicle ownership, 
and income are known. The total number of trips that they will make can 
thus be estimated, but the question is how the trips will be distributed 
among possible destinations. A variety of estimating methods have been 
developed over the years. The most commonly used is the gravity model, 
originally developed in the 1920s to analyze shopping patterns. (The 
original formulation was known as Reilly’s Law of Retail Gravitation, and 
in the past gravity models were sometimes known as Reilly models.) The 
force of gravitation between two objects is proportional to the product of 
their masses and inversely proportional to the square of their distance. By 
analogy, the force of trip attraction between, say, a housing complex and 
an office complex would be proportional to the product of the number of 
households and the number of square feet of office floor space and inversely 
proportional to some function (perhaps the square or some value near the 
square) of the distance between them. In principle, then, one might estimate 
the relative number of trips made from origin A to destinations B and C by 
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computing the relative force of attraction between A and B and between A 
and C. This process is illustrated in the box on page 248. For a region with 
a large number of zones, the database and the number of calculations are 
huge. Thus such a planning exercise was impossible before the computer.

Such an exercise could be done for an actual distribution of housing 
and floor space or for a hypothesized one. Distance might be taken as 
straight-line distance from the center of one zone to the center of another. 
Or it might be taken as actual road mileage, travel time, or some composite 
of both.

3. Estimating modal split. Where there is more than one mode of 
transportation available, say, automobile and bus, it is important to appor-
tion by mode the trips distributed in the previous stage. Over the years 
considerable experience has been accumulated, and a number of mathe-
matical estimating techniques worked out. In general, the two main criteria 
that determine which mode an individual takes are quality of service and 
cost. Quality of service is largely a matter of travel time. Quite frequently 
there is a clear trade-off between speed and cost. For example, in public 
transportation, commuter rail service is much faster than bus transport, and 
also substantially more expensive. Knowing the income distribution of the 
population using public transportation would thus help make estimates of 
how that population would divide between the two modes.

4. Predicting trip assignment. Once the choice of mode has been 
settled, the last issue is predicting how trips will be distributed between 
alternate routes from the same origin to the same destination. Again, the 
question is resolved by mathematical modeling. Consider that there are two 
routes, A and B, from zone X to zone Y. Imagine, also, that we begin by 
assuming that all traffic takes route A. As travelers shift from A to B, travel 
times on route A fall while those on route B lengthen. Mathematical models 
are used to predict when equilibrium will be reached.

In general these four modeling steps are used in the following way. 
First, the existing state of the transportation system is modeled mathemati-
cally, using the steps just described. Then the model is calibrated to pro-
duce results that correspond to the actual flow of traffic. The data used for 
calibration will come from measurements of traffic flow, for example, those 
made by counters that are tripped by the weight of a vehicle passing over a 
rubber hose. Once the model duplicates the observed travel behavior, alter-
native situations can be modeled. For example, a planner might assume an 
increase in the number of households in a given zone.

The model can be run again, and the region will show a slightly dif-
ferent pattern of trips. The transportation planners might then postulate 
changes in the road pattern to see how these will affect the pattern of trips. 
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A SIMPLe GRAvITy MoDeL ILLUSTRATIon

Assume that in the trip-generation step, we have determined that the 
area shown as the origin will generate 1,000 trips to work per day. This 
will go to the three destinations shown in the accompanying figure. 
The force of attraction of each destination is proportional to its square 
feet of floor space divided by the square of the distance. Then the trips 
will be distributed as shown in the calculations below the figure. If 
there are actual data on trips, the model can be made to approximate 
reality by adjusting the exponent of distance to some value other than 
2.0 or by adjusting the values of distance.
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Since the speed of travel on a road depends on its volume of traffic, such 
simulations will give planners insight into how potential changes in the 
road system will affect travel times. Travel in metropolitan areas has morn-
ing and evening peaks, corresponding to commuting hours. Traffic flow is 
very different in peak and nonpeak hours. The model can be run to simu-
late different times of the day.

In the past it was common to assume a single scenario for metropolitan-
area growth, often an extrapolation of present trends, and use the model to 
explore different transportation alternatives to provide service for that pat-
tern. More recently, it has become common to evaluate different patterns 
of land use in order to both think about how to service them and also to 
inform land-use planning for metropolitan-area development. This takes us 
back to the point made before, that transportation planning and land-use 
planning, in an ideal world, should be done as part of the same process. 
According to Keith Bartholomew and Reid Ewing, much of this scenario 
exploration is done with a view toward achieving a more compact pattern 
of development and, as a function of that, reduced fuel use.11

The Policy Decision

Computer modeling can and does help examine possible improvements 
and additions to the transportation system but by itself cannot make any 
decision. How is the actual decision about policy reached?

One technical aid to decision making is benefit–cost analysis. This is a 
process of systematically enumerating the benefits and costs of a particular 
option, say, a new link in the road network or an extension of a transit line, 
and assigning to them monetary values. The ratio of benefits to costs can 
then be calculated. Where many projects are competing for limited funds, 
the benefit–cost ratios may be used as a means of deciding which ones to 
fund.

On the benefit side of a proposed improvement might be listed 
time saved by travelers. Doing this means that a monetary value must be 
assigned to time, and in fact, a large number of studies have been done by 
transportation analysts to find out how travelers value their time. Other 
benefits might include lives saved and injuries avoided if the new route is 
safer than the old one. Savings in vehicle-operating costs would be considered 
if the new route were shorter or reduced stop-and-go traffic. Costs would 
include land acquisition costs, construction costs, and repair costs, among 
others. Typically, the three biggest items in highway benefit–cost studies are 
construction and land costs, time savings, and vehicle-operating costs.

Benefit–cost analysis has its subjective side. For example, how does 
one assign precise values to human life and health? Measures such as esti-
mated lifetime earnings and the awards of courts in negligence cases have 
been used. The favored technique at the present time is a statistical one that 
combines information on wage rates and fatality rates in different occu-
pations to determine how much more people demand to be paid in order 
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to accept a certain amount of risk of loss of life.12 For example, if a per-
son would accept a death risk of one chance in 1,000 for a wage difference 
of $1,000, then one might say that implicitly the person places a value of 
$1,000,000 on his or her own life. This method may seem to be cold-blooded 
or even a bit bizarre, but if we are going to make expenditures to reduce the 
risk of death or injury, there is no way to get around placing a monetary 
value on life, even though we all concede that no one really has that kind 
of godlike wisdom. There are also many other items that cannot readily be 
converted into dollar terms. For example, urban design and aesthetic issues 
do not lend themselves well to being “monetized.” Nonetheless, benefit–
cost analysis is far superior to reliance on pure intuition.

Transportation questions often generate citizen involvement and 
can become highly emotional and political. New construction takes peo-
ple’s property and can have a great impact on neighborhoods. A freeway 
through a neighborhood can be a formidable barrier between the remain-
ing halves, greatly raise the noise level, lower the air quality, and generally 
make life there a great deal less attractive. Changes in the flow of traffic 
may bring windfalls to some businesses and large losses to others. Citizens 
whose daily travel, particularly the commute to work, is slow and frustrat-
ing constitute a powerful force for public investment in new roads and, in 
more densely developed areas, for public transportation as well.

Some citizens’ disillusionment with highway building has come from 
what planners and engineers refer to as “induced demand.” When the 
capacity of the road network is increased (for example, by the opening of 
a new expressway), it is often observed that traffic congestion does not fall 
very much on the other roads and that in the peak hours the new road may 
be operating at close to maximum capacity in a very short period of time. 
The building of new capacity has induced additional traffic; also, some peo-
ple who previously traveled during off-peak hours because of congestion 
now travel during peak hours. The highway planner may be satisfied with 
the result in that more people are now getting what they want, namely the 
ability to travel where they want when they want. But to the citizen who 
used to drive to work in the morning rush in one hour and now drives 
in 59 minutes, it may appear that little has been gained.13 The next time a 
highway bond issue comes up for referendum, he or she is likely to vote no.

Citizens’ opposition to highway building has become formidable. In 
San Francisco in the early 1970s, the Embarcadero Freeway was halted in 
mid-construction by opposition, based largely on concerns that this elevated 
road would block views of San Francisco Bay. When the portion that had 
been built and was in use was damaged in the October 1989 earthquake, 
the city did not move to rebuild it. Rather, the remaining portions were 
torn down. Since then, the north and south portions have been replaced 
by an at-grade road. In the 1970s New York City planned Westway, a high-
way along the west side of Manhattan to divert through traffic from the 
city’s congested street system. The project had the support of the Mayor, the 
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Governor, organized labor, planners, and probably the majority of the city’s 
population. However, it was opposed for over a decade by a determined 
group of citizens who simply did not want any more highways. In 1985, 
after $200 million had been spent on land acquisition and design costs, the 
city conceded defeat and filed an application with the federal Department 
of Transportation (DOT) to have some of the funds that would have been 
spent on Westway switched to mass transportation projects. The term free-
way revolt has been used to describe rising resistance to highway building. 
Not only does resistance come from affected residents, businesspeople, and 
property owners, but some also comes from environmentalists, who in gen-
eral do not favor anything that will increase automobile use.

A variety of business interests may weigh heavily in the decisions about 
highway construction. Firms wanting the better access that a new highway 
would bring may lobby for it. Major property owners who do not want their 
property bisected by a new highway may make every effort to oppose it. 
In some cases a new roadway may go through whichever neighborhood or 
municipality is politically weakest and therefore least able to resist it.

The details of how a new highway or highway improvement will 
be funded may be critical. A local government may know that on a pure 
calculation of benefits and costs, alternative A is distinctly superior to 
alternative B. But if alternative B will be paid for primarily by state and federal 
funds, whereas alternative A will require a substantial local contribution, 
the local government is likely to go for alternative B. All projects look more 
favorable if funded with OPM (other people’s money).

Modeling, benefit–cost studies, and other types of analysis can and do 
help move the decision process in the direction of greater rationality. But 
the ultimate decision comes out of the political process.

Planning for Public Transportation

The approach to planning public transportation infrastructure is similar in 
principle to that of highway planning. The same sorts of computer studies 
done for automotive travel can be done for transit. Then, too, benefit–cost 
analysis is as applicable to transit as it is to highways and streets.

In recent years the public in large cities and metropolitan areas has 
generally been more favorably disposed to transit improvements than to 
the building of new highways. Improving transit tends to decongest the 
streets by reducing automobile travel. It appeals to environmentalists for 
reasons of air quality and fuel consumption. Those concerned with urban 
design often favor transit because it leads to a more compact land-use pat-
tern that is much friendlier to pedestrians. Distances between destinations 
are shorter, and less land area is given over to streets. Taking a walk in a 
transit-oriented city like Chicago or Boston and then taking a walk in an 
automobile-oriented city like Albuquerque or Los Angeles is likely to con-
vince one that there is some truth in this argument.
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A major problem with transit, as noted before, is that financially it is 
far from self-sustaining. It must be heavily subsidized, and most of that 
subsidy must come from higher levels of government.

In the mid-1970s the long-term decline in transit ridership halted, and 
a ridership has slowly increased. This reversal was due in large measure  
to increased federal funding, beginning with the Urban Mass Transit Act 
of 1964.

But congressional support for public transportation is not usually 
very strong. Behind this lack of enthusiasm is a basic geographical fact.  
To function adequately, transit requires population densities of at least 
2,000 or so persons per square mile. Therefore, a substantial part of the 
U.S. population, including much of its metropolitan-area population, lives  
in areas that cannot be adequately served with transit at any conceivable 
level of public expenditure. Thus many members of Congress do not have 
constituencies that care much about transit.

At the time of writing a number of municipalities are building or plan-
ning light-rail (streetcar) lines. For example, Washington, DC is planning 
what city officials hope will be a 37-mile system. Light rail is expensive. For 
one 4.5-mile stretch of the new system construction costs were estimated 
at somewhat over $20 million per mile. The project is currently mired in 
controversy over whether the very high costs can be justified by projected 
ridership and its future is uncertain.

In the past both light-rail and heavy-rail systems have been built on a 
radial plan to carry suburban workers to downtown jobs. With the increas-
ing decentralization of employment, there has been discussion of build-
ing circumferential light rail to carry workers from suburban residences to 
jobs in suburban subcenters, but as yet there has been little action in this 
regard. The high cost of construction and the formidable collection and dis-
tribution problems noted earlier would make this type of system extremely 
expensive.

In this writer’s view, the future of public transportation probably lies 
much more with buses than with light rail. The capital costs are generally 
much lower, and routings can be changed to accommodate changes in the 
pattern of residential and commercial growth. However, it must be admit-
ted that if a major purpose of the line is to spur either commercial or resi-
dential development in the area, the very inflexibility of light rail may be an 
advantage. When the potential investor sees tracks being put down, he or 
she knows the line will be there for the foreseeable future.

A relatively recent compromise between light rail and buses is Bus 
Rapid Transit (BRT).14 The bus operates on its own right-of-way, generally 
with longer spacing, say, a half-mile to a mile between stops, than does an 
ordinary bus. The stop resembles a railroad stop more than a conventional 
bus-stop, particularly in that it has boarding from a platform at the same 
level as the bus floor, rather than the usual step-up from street level with 
an ordinary bus. This considerably shortens loading times. In some cases 
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the system may be set up to automatically shift traffic lights to green (signal 
priority) as the bus approaches intersections. In some cases there is a buses-
only lane. Capital costs are higher than with conventional bus systems but 
lower than with light rail. The system has greater flexibility in that the bus 
can also run on ordinary streets and those routes can be readily adjusted.

BRT systems generally provide travel speeds intermediate between 
traditional bus and commuter or light rail. For example, Cleveland’s Health 
Line (so named because one end of the line is at the Cleveland Clinic 
medical complex) does the 9.4-mile trip in 34 minutes, or at 16.6 mph.  
The conventional bus line it replaced took 46 minutes at about 12.2 mph. 
The line, which now carries about 375,000 passengers per month, is clearly 
a success and shows that BRT can, with sufficient time and effort, be 
retrofitted into an existing urban pattern. In Everret, Washington, a BRT 
system averages about 22 mph over a 17-mile route. It uses a combination 
of transit-only and signal priority lanes.

As is the case with light rail, BRT can serve as the spine for transit-
oriented development (TOD) discussed in Chapter 10. The overall design 
of the node places a residential population of several thousand as well as a 
mix of commercial uses in a pedestrian-friendly street pattern within walk-
ing distance, say a quarter of a mile around the stop.

Marketing seems to be a key item in implementing a BRT system. 
Bus transportation, perhaps because it has generally been associated with 
poorer customers, has less prestige than rail. Thus BRT developers will try 
to make the system as distinct from a traditional bus service as possible. 
This may be done by making their vehicles look as different as possible, by 
referring to them by another name, say, rapid transit vehicles (RTVs) rather 
than as buses, by providing distinctive-looking bus shelters, and even using 
a horn that sounds like a locomotive horn rather than a bus horn. Some of 
that may sound silly or trivial, but experience indicates that image has a 
significant effect on ridership.

As promising as it seems, BRT is still in its infancy. As of 2010 it 
accounted for only one-tenth of 1 percent of all bus travel.

The Question of Intercity Rail Transportation

In the last several years there has been an upsurge in interest in intercity 
rail service as well as the intracity service just discussed. Increases in motor 
fuel costs in 2007 and 2008 were one factor. Highway congestion, noted 
in connection with smart growth, and concern about global warming 
were others, for intercity rail has a considerably smaller carbon footprint  
than either automobile or air transportation. Finally, there has been a dem-
onstration effect. The American who rides on, say, France’s TGV or Spain’s 
AVE and experiences a smooth, quiet trip that leaves and arrives on sched-
ule and cruises at 170 mph is likely to ask the simple question “why can’t 
we do that here?”15
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As a result of the increased interest, the 2009 economic stimulus bill 
contained some funding for intercity rail service and for studies of a num-
ber of possible major routes. There have been state initiatives as well, the 
most ambitious of which is California’s Proposition 1A, which passed in 
November 2008. The California High-Speed Rail Authority quotes part of 
the proposition as follows:

To provide Californians a safe, convenient, affordable, and reliable alterna-
tive to driving and high gas prices; to provide good-paying jobs and improve 
California’s economy while reducing air pollution, global warming green-
house gases, and our dependence on foreign oil, shall $9.95 billion in bonds 
be issued to establish a clean, efficient high-speed train service linking South-
ern California, the Sacramento San Joaquin Valley, and the San Francisco Bay 
Area, with at least 90 percent of bond funds spent for specific projects, with 
federal and private matching funds required, and all bond funds subject to 
independent audits?16

A bit of history about U.S. intercity passenger service is useful here. 
After about 1920 U.S. intercity rail ridership began to decline, largely as a 
result of competition from an increasing number of privately owned auto-
mobiles operating on a newly improved road network. After World War II 
the situation for intercity rail became even worse as automobile ownership 
steadily increased, the pattern of land use became more dispersed, and 
competition from the airlines grew for the longer intercity routes. What 
happened to intercity passenger rail was similar, albeit at a larger geo-
graphic scale, to what happened to intracity public transportation. Other 
attractive modes became available and the land-use pattern changed in 
a way that made the collection and distribution problem more and more 
difficult.

In May 1971, responding to the continuous deterioration of intercity 
rail passenger service, Congress created the National Railroad Passenger 
Corporation to promote passenger rail service. At present almost all inter-
city rail service in the United States is provided by the corporation, operat-
ing under the name AmTrak. AmTrak basically pays a number of railroads 
to provide service. Because most of the service is over the railroads’ freight 
lines, the kind of very high-speed service that is found in Europe is not 
possible here.17 A European level of service would require a higher-quality 
roadbed and also separate tracks so that passenger service would not be 
interrupted by the needs of the railroads’ most important business, namely 
freight transport. Altogether AmTrak provides service over about 21,000 
route miles. Like transit, passenger rail cannot survive without subsidy. 
Currently, AmTrak receives $2.6 billion a year in federal assistance.

AmTrak is generally supported by environmentalists and those in the 
political center and left. It is tenaciously opposed by conservatives, who see 
it as a poor use of public funds and an unjustified government intrusion 
into what should be left to the marketplace.
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From a planner’s perspective the key factor here is concentration. To 
the extent that such rail transportation can be developed, it promotes more 
compact development by making central locations more valuable. As was 
noted in connection with transit, the land-use pattern that favors intercity 
rail and that intercity rail will, in turn, reinforce is exactly the opposite of 
the direction that land-use development has taken from the 1920s to the 
present time.

Whether intercity rail service will make the comeback that its pro-
ponents hope for remains to be seen. This writer has his doubts. Cost is 
one matter. The proposed California system—which would, if built as fully 
envisioned, provide high-quality service all the way from Sacramento in 
the north to the Los Angeles area in the south—is currently estimated at a 
construction cost of $45 billion, and if the experience with many other pro-
jects is a guide this figure is probably low.

At present, federal and state budget deficits have largely dried up the 
funding for intercity rail projects, at least for the near term, a matter dis-
cussed in more detail in Chapter 15. Another concern is the development of 
new automotive technologies, a matter on which a huge amount of money 
is now being spent. To a lesser degree, developments in aviation technol-
ogy for shorter trips (for example, vertical take off and landing capability) 
now being used only in military aircraft may also be a factor. After all, one 
cannot think about how well an enterprise will do without thinking about 
what its competition might do.

oPTIMIZInG The TRAFFIC SySTeM

In an earlier age the big concern of traffic engineers was simply building the 
physical transportation infrastructure. In the last several decades interest 
has grown in optimizing the performance of the existing system—of getting 
more performance from a given number of lane miles. The two terms here, 
somewhat overlapping, are Transportation System Management (TSM) and 
Transportation Demand Management (TDM).18 Both refer primarily to non-
structural system improvements.

The TSM category includes various tolling systems (see the next sec-
tion of this chapter), signal coordination and synchronization, incident 
management (meaning clearing traffic blockages as expeditiously as possi-
ble) and entrance ramp metering to reduce congested flow on main arteries.  
It may also include replacing some traditional intersections with round-
abouts (traffic circles), as these increase intersection capacity and reduce 
collisions. Another technique is providing motorists with real-time informa-
tion on traffic conditions and detouring when advisable. TSM techniques 
may also include various parking controls to prevent obstruction of traffic 
flow, providing park-and-ride facilities, and taking other steps to reduce 
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traffic flow in critical areas. Note that these later items could be classified 
just as well as TDM techniques.

Some TDM techniques include the promotion of van pooling and 
carpooling, encouraging staggered work hours to flatten out the morning 
and evening traffic peaks, encouraging telecommuting, using parking fees 
to encourage people to use other modes than driving solo, encouraging 
cycling and other nonautomotive modes, and promoting public transporta-
tion. In a longer view, there is obviously a nexus between TDM and urban 
design practices that mix land uses so as to reduce the average trip distance.

The GRoWInG RoLe oF ToLLS AnD PRIvATIZATIon

Economists will tell you that the way to utilize resources efficiently is to 
get the prices right. If something is free, then it will be used down to the 
point where the last user gets just the most trivial amount of benefit from 
it, but the cost that last user imposes may be much more than trivial. If 
the resource is priced right, then the last user gets just as much benefit as 
the cost he or she imposes. In the jargon of economics, there is an efficient 
adjustment at the margin.

One recent trend has been a growing use of tolls. More roads are being 
tolled and in many cases the toll is adjusted by time of day. That makes 
sense in terms of efficient use of the road, for the more crowded the road is, 
the more an additional car slows down the other cars and thus the higher 
the cost that last car imposes. It also maximizes toll collections by raising the 
charge during the morning and evening peaks, when demand is greatest.

One new wrinkle in the matter of toll roads is that the building and 
operation of toll roads is attracting private capital. One notable example 
in the east is the Dulles Toll Road that connects the Washington, DC Belt-
way (I–495) with Dulles Airport. People value their time, sometimes quite 
highly, and investors are realizing that there is money to be made in selling 
people time savings. From the municipal or state perspective, the privately 
built toll road achieves the public goal of improving traffic flow without the 
expenditure of public funds and the creation of public debt.

Private capital is being attracted not only to the construction of toll 
roads, but also to the operation of existing roads on a toll basis. In a case that 
received widespread notice, the city of Chicago sold a 99-year lease for the 
toll rights on the Chicago Skyway to a group of investors for $1.8 billion. The 
city took the position that the money would be used for investments that 
would have a long-term payoff for the city and that the sale was thus well 
advised. The skeptic could argue that politicians, who stand for election on a 
two- or four-year cycle, have a short time horizon and that in the long term, 
selling that significant revenue source will turn out to be a mistake.

The trend toward the privately built or operated toll road was given 
a considerable boost by federal legislation, the Safe, Accountable, Flexible, 
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Efficient Transportation Equity Act: A Legacy for Users (SAFETY-LU). The 
law permits investors to build toll roads using tax-exempt revenue bonds. 
The term revenue bond means a bond whose interest and principal are paid 
out of the revenues earned by the project built with the bond. The term 
tax-exempt means that the buyers of the bonds do not have to pay income 
tax on the interest payments that they receive from the bonds. This, in turn, 
means that the bonds can be issued at lower interest rates, thus reducing 
the debt service costs of the investors in the toll road. That constitutes an 
implicit federal subsidy (a tax expenditure as discussed in Chapter 11) in 
the building of the road. On a billion-dollar road the cumulative interest 
cost savings from the tax-exemption feature might come to several hundred 
million dollars.

Another feature of the law expands the types of roads that states can 
subject to tolls. In a number of states, major roads in metropolitan areas have 
high-occupancy vehicle (HOV) lanes, open only to vehicles with at least 
two or three occupants during the morning and evening rush. SAFETY-LU 
permits states to convert these HOV lanes into high-occupancy toll (HOT) 
lanes.19 Vehicles with the required number of passengers will still be able 
to use the lane free of charge, but the lane will also be open to single-
occupant vehicles if they pay a toll. The most high-tech HOT lane is one 
that uses dynamic tolling. The charge for using the lane can vary as often as 
every six minutes and the rate is posted on electronically operated signs 
along the roadway so that motorists can adjust their choice of HOT lane 
or untolled lanes accordingly. A transponder in the automobile is tripped 
electronically when the car is in the HOT lane and the motorist is billed 
periodically. The system brings in revenue and puts any excess capacity 
in the HOT lanes to use, thus reducing congestion on the remainder of 
the roadway. The dynamic tolling feature permits optimizing traffic flow 
since, as the number of vehicles in the HOT lane rises sufficiently to cause 
significant congestion, the fares rise to discourage use of the lane. It was 
feared that these so-called Lexus Lanes would be used only by upper-income 
drivers, but a multiyear experiment on HOT lanes on San Diego’s I–15 has 
not shown this to be the case. HOT lanes are now in use in California, 
on I–10 in Houston, in Denver, and are now in the planning stage in the 
Washington, DC area. In the case of the DC area, HOT lanes planners are 
now thinking in terms of charges that may top $1 per mile at peak times, 
a clear indication that they believe motorists will pay substantially to ease 
the pain of their daily commute.

The FUTURe oF The AUToMoBILe

For the past century or so the automobile has improved in an evolutionary 
process; the introduction of the electric self-starter in 1915, the subsequent 
introduction of automatic transmissions, power steering, and so on. The 
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basic format, a vehicle powered by a liquid-fueled internal combustion 
engine and controlled by a person looking through a windshield, turn-
ing a steering wheel, and stepping on pedals has been with us from the 
beginning.

In the past decade or so the pace of change in automotive technology 
has accelerated greatly. In fact, we may be looking at a quantum jump in 
one area as will be discussed shortly. For the planner the future of automo-
tive technology should be of great interest because of the powerful link 
between transportation and land use.

The day when the only propulsion option available was the traditional 
internal combustion engine is past. All-electric and a variety of hybrid types 
are increasingly common and the technology is evolving rapidly.

There is also much uncertainty about the future of energy costs. For 
some time many geologists and others believed that we were approaching 
“peak oil,” meaning that world petroleum production was close to going 
over the top because the falling output of old wells would be greater than 
the additional output of new wells. Therefore, the inevitable direction of 
oil prices was upward. But one hears little if anything about peak oil today 
because horizontal drilling and fracking are opening up huge sources of 
petroleum that are not available to conventional drilling (see Chapter 15).

The same technology has made a large supply of natural gas available 
at a fraction of what gasoline or diesel fuel costs per unit of energy. Here, no 
technological breakthrough is needed. A limited number of vehicles have 
been running on liquefied natural gas (LNG) for decades. What would be 
needed to put millions of LNG-powered vehicles on the road is massive 
investment, presumably by major oil companies, in the distribution facili-
ties to make LNG refueling stations widely available.

Fuel efficiency, by whatever propulsion mechanism is used, seems to 
be heading upward. In 2012 the EPA approved a CAFE (Corporate Average 
Fuel Economy) standard of 54.5 miles per gallon, approximately double the 
current standard. Whether this standard will be realized remains to be seen. 
It implies smaller and lighter-weight vehicles and at times the public has 
demonstrated a taste for bigger and heavier; witness the speed with which 
the SUV caught on. So there may be considerable pressure on the EPA to relax 
the standard. In fact, automobile companies did lobby strenuously against 
it, but it is clear that expert opinion considers that standard reachable.

In short, there is now tremendous uncertainty about both the technol-
ogy of propulsion and also the future of fuel costs.

The potential quantum jump is the driverless car. At one time it 
seemed reasonable to believe that the driverless vehicle might gradually 
evolve through a combination of vehicle and highway improvements, but 
now it is most likely that the move to the driverless vehicle will come much 
more quickly than that.

There are probably many different paths to driverless technology and, 
of course, much research being carried out now is proprietary, so it is hard 
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for the outsider, and perhaps also for the insider, to have much certainty. 
However, some information is available. Perhaps the most forthcoming 
company has not been an automobile manufacturer but Google, which has 
jumped into the push for the driverless car in a big way and has now accu-
mulated many hundreds of thousands of miles of experience with proto-
type vehicles. The eyes of the Google system is a lidar system, mounted 
on top of the car, which provides a very precise real-time 360-degree view 
of the car’s surroundings. Lidar, a laser-based system, has previously been 
used for remote sensing purposes. The term lidar is the acronym for Light 
Detection and Ranging, and is patterned on the term radar which is an acro-
nym for Radio Detection and Ranging. The Google system also contains 
a database comparable to the map data stored in a GPS system. Between 
these two items there is the information to answer the “what is happening 
around us now” and the “how do we get there from here” questions. It 
has been suggested by many that the control systems of driverless vehicles 
will be able to communicate with each other to avoid two systems planning 
to be in the same place at the same time. There will, no doubt, be problems 
to be resolved concerning how traffic flows will work when some vehicles 
are under computer control and others under manual control, since there 
would inevitably be a long period of time during which the mix of vehicles 
on the road would gradually shift. The coming of the driverless car is not 
yet a certainty, but many very technically sophisticated people think it will 
happen and are putting their money on it.

When major new technologies have been introduced, whether it was 
the steam engine, heavier than air flight, the computer, the later, fiber optics, 
etc., it has been the case that many, perhaps most of the long-term implica-
tions are not visible at the time. That is probably the case for the driverless 
automobile if it comes to pass.

But a few things now seem visible through the fog. A control sys-
tem that never gets bored, doesn’t get distracted, sees in all directions at 
all times, has no taste for alcohol, and processes data orders of magnitude 
faster than the human brain could promote a vast increase in automobile 
safety. For people who find that driving can at times induce boredom, 
elevated blood pressure, or occasional white-knuckle moments, driverless 
technology will make traveling by car a much happier experience. Driv-
erless technology may make motorists out of many people who now do 
not drive because they feel they are not capable of doing it safely, perhaps 
seniors who think their eyesight, reflexes, or ability to process information 
quickly are not up to the task. Control systems that process data in micro-
seconds will probably make it possible to operate safely at higher speeds 
and closer vehicle spacing than is now the case, thus increasing highway 
capacity without having to add lanes. It is hard to believe that driverless 
technology, particularly if accompanied by greater fuel economy, would 
not have serious implications for the long-term development of our pattern 
of land use and settlement.
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SUMMARy

Since World War II, per capita ownership of automobiles in the United 
States has more than doubled, partly because of the increase in real income. 
Increases in automobile ownership have gone hand in hand with the pro-
cess of suburbanization, each reinforcing the other. In terms of direct costs, 
private transportation more or less pays for itself, whereas public transpor-
tation requires heavy subsidization. The decline in public transportation 
since World War II was attributed partly to increased automobile ownership 
and partly to a more spread-out pattern of land use.

The present pattern of land use shapes the present demand for trans-
portation, and transportation investment decisions shape the future pattern of 
land use. In the best of circumstances, land-use and transportation planning 
proceed as coordinated rather than isolated processes.

Large-scale transportation planning is a four-step process:

1. Estimating trip generation. Without considering destinations, the planners, 
using such variables as household size, household income, and number of 
vehicles per household, estimate the total number of trips that will originate 
from each zone.

2. Estimating trip distribution. Using a gravity model or other mathematical 
model, the planners will then estimate the number of trips from each zone to 
each zone.

3. Estimating modal split. If more than one mode of transportation is available, 
say, automobile and bus, the planners will use mathematical models to esti-
mate the number of travelers using each mode from each origin to each desti-
nation. The main variables in such models are cost and travel time.

4. Predicting trip assignment. Where there is more than one route from one zone 
to predicting another zone, the final item to be modeled is the number of trips 
that will be made via each route.

After the model is built, it is calibrated, that is, adjusted, so that its out-
put duplicates the actual travel behavior of the region. Then the model can be 
used to examine different transportation alternatives. Benefit–cost analysis  
is frequently used to evaluate and rank different investment possibilities. 
Ultimately, though, deciding on major investments is a political matter 
because transportation system investments can have large consequences for 
land values, neighborhood quality, and the entire pattern of development.

We noted the interest in the development of intercity rail expressed 
in the last several years as well as the very formidable financial problems 
it poses. This chapter also discussed TSM and TDM as a means of improv-
ing the performance of the highway system, the use of sophisticated toll 
systems, and the privatization of some highways. The chapter closes with a 
discussion of changes in automotive technology, in particular the potential 
for the driverless automobile and some of its possible implications.
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c h a p t e r  13

economic 
Development 

Planning

Many thousands of municipalities, probably the majority of counties, and 
all 50 states make serious efforts to promote their own economic develop-
ment. The exact amount of money spent on local economic development 
is not known. But when the operating expenses of economic development 
agencies, direct expenditures on economic development, and a wide variety 
of indirect expenditures in the form of tax abatements are added together, 
the figure is many billions of dollars annually. The present U.S. scene is 
characterized by a high level of intermunicipal and interstate economic 
competition.

Such competition is driven partly by labor market considerations. 
Citizens expect local and state governments to foster job growth so as to 
tighten labor markets, thus pushing up wage rates and pushing down 
unemployment rates. Politicians run for office on the basis of their eco-
nomic development records. When Texas governor Rick Perry ran for the 
Republican presidential nomination in 2012 his biggest single argument for 
why he should be president was the state’s record of employment growth 
during his administration.

Local and state governments are also driven to economic competition 
for tax reasons. Caught in the squeeze between the cost of providing ser-
vices and citizens’ resistance to being taxed, broadening the tax base by 
bringing in new commercial and industrial activity looks like an attractive 
course of action. Interplace economic competition has a certain amount of 
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“positive feedback” built into it. If one state or municipality offers firms an 
attractive subsidy for locating there, or launches a massive publicity cam-
paign to promote itself as a good location, other states and municipalities 
are likely to respond in kind. Thus offer begets counteroffer, and interplace 
economic competition becomes more intense over time. This interplace 
competition has promoted economic development planning as a major 
subspecialty of the planning profession. Planning schools offer courses in 
economic development planning, and the American Planning Association 
has an economic development planning division. Before we turn to the sub-
ject of economic development planning, some historic and national back-
ground will be useful.

hISToRIC RooTS

Planning for economic development is an old American tradition. In many 
ways it antedates the sort of city planning we have discussed in this book. 
In the nineteenth century a great many cities took steps to strengthen their 
competitive position vis-à-vis competing cities. Quite naturally, much of the 
push came from the city’s merchants, since it was they who would profit 
most from municipal economic success. Most often, such planning efforts 
were directed toward the transportation infrastructure—to increasing the 
accessibility of the city. In a day when overland transportation costs per 
ton-mile were a large multiple of what they are today, a significant reduc-
tion in those costs could give the merchants in one city or town an over-
whelming advantage over competitors in other cities.1

Probably the best-known example in the nineteenth century was the 
building of the Erie Canal. In the early 1820s a group of New York City mer-
chants perceived that obtaining good access to the Midwest would confer 
a tremendous economic advantage on the city. The way to do this in the 
pre-railroad era was to build a canal connecting the Hudson River to Lake 
Erie. Private capital was quickly raised for the task, and within a few years 
the canal was completed. By the 1830s, a decade or so after its completion, 
the canal was carrying close to 1 million tons of freight per year, giving 
New York an enormous commercial advantage over its two main rivals of 
the time, namely Boston and Philadelphia. The great age of canal building 
in the United States, approximately 1800 to 1830, was largely a matter of 
municipal initiative, each city trying to steal a march on its competitors.

The age of canal building ended abruptly with the coming of railroad 
technology, but the same story of municipal competition was repeated. 
Many of the early railroads were built with municipally raised funds, and 
the competition between cities and towns to be on a rail line was intense. In 
many cases municipalities purchased railroad bonds to provide the capital 
to build a line that would put them on the map commercially. In other cases 
municipalities guaranteed bonds to make them marketable.2
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When the U.S. rail system was fairly well developed, competition 
switched to other areas, particularly manufacturing. For example, the 
movement of textile manufacturing from New England to the southeastern 
United States resulted in part from recruiting efforts of local merchants and 
municipal governments.

PeRSPeCTIveS on LoCAL eConoMIC DeveLoPMenT

To understand the present situation in local economic development, it is 
necessary to make clear two different perspectives. For several decades, 
local economic development efforts were heavily shaped by federal fund-
ing and federal legislation.

Thus there is a national perspective to be considered. There are also 
strong local motivations, and what is good for a particular municipality or 
state may or may not be good for the nation as a whole.

The Federal Presence in Local economic Development

In the years after World War II, a new term was added to the economic 
vocabulary of the nation: structural unemployment. It refers to a long-term 
mismatch between the supply of labor and the demand for labor. The mis-
match may apply to skills. For example, in the 1960s numerous former 
farmers and farm workers were unemployed because the postwar mecha-
nization of agriculture had forced them off the land, and they lacked skills 
for doing other kinds of work. At the same time, the burgeoning computer 
industry was experiencing shortages of programmers, systems analysts, 
and technicians. In recent years manufacturing employment in the United 
States has declined sharply while health care has been a major growth 
area, so high unemployment rates among industrial workers have at times 
co existed with severe shortages of nurses. To a great extent this type of 
structural unemployment is the result of technological change. The faster 
the change occurs, the more serious the problem is likely to be.

The other aspect of structural unemployment is geographic. An area 
may lose jobs because firms have moved out or because changes in tech-
nology have reduced their labor needs or because they have gone out of 
business. If the loss of employment is not matched by corresponding out-
migration of population, a sustained condition of high unemployment may 
result. In general, capital is more mobile than population, so that structural 
unemployment does in fact occur in just this way. A company’s board of 
directors can in a single, rational, bottom-line-based decision decide to 
close a plant here and transfer its production operations to a site elsewhere 
in the nation or, for that matter, elsewhere in the world. It is not so easy for 
a comparable part of the population to decide to pull out of a labor-surplus 
area and move to a labor-short area.
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The structural unemployment problem did not become apparent 
immediately after World War II. In welcome contrast to the Great Depres-
sion, the postwar period was one of great prosperity. Thus for a time it 
appeared to many that the only important economic function of govern-
ment was to maintain this desirable state of affairs by competent manage-
ment of national (macroeconomic) economic policy.

After a few years, however, it became apparent that even though the 
nation was generally prosperous, not all regions or all subgroups of the 
population were doing well economically. The first region for which serious 
concern developed was Appalachia, its economy seriously weakened by 
declining employment in coalmining and handicapped by a rugged topo-
graphy that made it difficult to develop an efficient transportation network. 
Lying between the prosperous Eastern Seaboard and the then thriving 
industrial Midwest, the Appalachian region seemed to be in a permanent 
depression of its own.

Beginning in 1961, Congress began to attack the problem at the 
national level. The basic approach was to direct federal funds to both the 
skills and the geographic mismatch sides of the structural unemployment 
problem. The skills part of the approach involved public money for what 
was then termed manpower training. Given that it does not have a spatial 
component, it is beyond the scope of this book. The geographic side of the 
problem was attacked by programs that directed federal funds to economic 
development in lagging areas, generally identified on the basis of federal 
statistics on personal income and unemployment rates. A prototypical pro-
ject might have been a municipal industrial park, part of whose costs were 
paid by federal grants. This would permit the municipality to offer sites 
in the park to businesses at below market rates in order to tip the playing 
field toward lagging places. The first agency devoted to this purpose was 
the Area Redevelopment Administration (ARA), established in 1961. It was 
replaced in 1965 with the Economic Development Administration, which 
exists to the present time. The Department of Housing and Urban Devel-
opment (HUD) operated the Urban Development Action Grant (UDAG) 
program, which funded projects in urban areas. That program no longer 
exists, but many downtown hotels and convention centers built with the 
aid of such findings are still operating.

On the tax expenditure side of the budget (see Chapter 9), the federal 
government has for a number of decades aided local economic development 
efforts through the mechanism of Industrial Revenue Bond (IRB) funding. 
There are no payments from the federal government. Rather, provisions in 
the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) code permit local governments to, in 
effect, make tax-exempt loans to companies, and this lowers a company’s 
debt service burden. Unlike grant programs, these loans are not specifically 
targeted to poorer places. Essentially any municipality can make use of 
them, so just what their overall effect is on the structural unemployment 
question is not entirely certain.
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Federal activity with regard to structural unemployment peaked  
during the administration of Jimmy Carter (1977–1981) and declined there-
after under both Republican and Democratic presidents. Despite the slack-
ening of federal interest in and funding for local economic development, 
competition between states and localities has increased in intensity. Voters 
in every state and most municipalities want more jobs for the local labor 
market and more tax revenues from industrial and commercial develop-
ment. Then, too, state and municipal economic development activity seems 
to have the self-generating quality noted earlier. If one community offers 

DoeS PUBLIC InTeRvenTIon MAKe SenSe?

Whether such federal subsidies to local development make sense from 
the national viewpoint has been the subject of considerable argument. 
From an economist’s viewpoint, subsidies were being used to move 
economic activity into an area that was not its most efficient location in 
order to achieve some gains in equity. This so-called efficiency–equity 
trade-off deserves a short explanation, since it underlies much argu-
ment about what the proper role of government is in influencing the 
location of economic activity.

The argument is as follows. If the location in question were the 
most efficient location for the firm, ordinary market forces would cause 
it to locate there without any government action. If a subsidy (say, in 
the form of an industrial park site delivered at a fraction of actual cost) 
is necessary to cause the firm to locate there, by definition, the site is not 
the most efficient location. Thus, following this logic, there is a loss of 
efficiency for the whole economy stemming from the use of subsidies 
to influence economic locations. This situation occurs simply because 
encouraging a firm to locate at other than its most efficient location 
means that the cost of producing a given bundle of goods or services 
will be higher. In return for this efficiency loss, there is an equity gain 
in the sense that economic activity is directed to areas of more than 
ordinary need. This, then, is the efficiency–equity trade-off. Those who 
support powerful public intervention in locating economic activity 
generally, either explicitly or implicitly, place heavy weight on equity. 
Those who generally oppose such public intervention are apt to place a 
heavy weight, again, explicitly or implicitly, on efficiency.

In general, liberals have tended to favor place-related programs. 
Conservatives have generally opposed such programs, taking the view 
that it is the proper role of the national government to provide condi-
tions under which private economic activity can flourish but that the 
marketplace itself should decide how and where capital is invested.



Economic Development Planning 267

subsidies or tax breaks for new firms, then another community may feel 
compelled to do the same just to not fall behind.

STATe eConoMIC DeveLoPMenT eFFoRTS

For many years the states have supported local economic development 
efforts. State departments of commerce provide information on the state 
and try to guide firms to municipalities within the state. States have offered 
a huge variety of financial incentives, such as investment tax credits, low-
interest loans, infrastructure grants, labor force training grants, and the like, 
to encourage firms to locate or expand within the state’s borders. A major-
ity of states have overseas trade offices in Europe, the Far East, or both to 
help develop overseas markets for their firms and also to encourage invest-
ment in their state by overseas firms. Most importantly, states have become 
increasingly involved in major industrial and commercial relocations and 
expansions, and are increasingly willing to spend large sums of money to 
attract economic activity.

For example, in the 1990s, Mercedes-Benz opened an automobile 
assembly plant in Vance, Alabama, and BMW opened one in Spartanburg, 
South Carolina. The subsidy for Mercedes was estimated to be in the $250 
million range, and that for BMW at about $150 million. On a per-job basis, 
the Mercedes subsidy was about $168,000 and the BMW subsidy in the 
$65,000 range. The subsidies were a mixed bag of direct payments to the 
companies, public investment on infrastructure for the companies, and a 
variety of preferential tax treatments.

In some cases states have offered major packages to firms not to move 
in, but simply not to move out. Perhaps this trend is inevitable. Bids to 
move will be matched by bids to stay.

Illinois officialdom breathed a collective sigh of relief last June [1989] 
when word came that Sears, Roebuck and Company had chosen the Chi-
cago suburb of Hoffman Estates as the new location of its 6,000-worker 
merchandise group. Sears had announced earlier in the year that it would 
leave its landmark building, the Sears Tower, in downtown Chicago.

Although keeping Sears cost the state some $178 million and didn’t create 
a single new job, Gov. James R. Thompson hailed the decision as “a great 
victory” for his state.3

The State of Illinois no doubt had numerous other good uses for the 
$178 million (almost $30,000 per job saved) it spent on relocating Sears. But 
it had little choice about making the expenditure. One reason for its having 
little choice was that the Sears distribution center, with its 6,000 jobs, would 
be quite a prize for any economic development agency and had undoubt-
edly attracted other substantial offers. Illinois thus had no choice but to 
make a counteroffer. In a purely political sense, Governor Thompson had 
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no choice either, since if Sears had moved out of the state he would have 
been bludgeoned with that fact day and night in his next election campaign.

Possibly the largest incentive package ever offered was that given to 
Boeing in February 2014. The company’s main location in in the Seattle, 
Washington area where it employs about 60,000 workers. The company and 
its union became locked into a very serious dispute which turned on the 
issue of retirement payments. The company wanted to switch to a 401k 
(defined contribution) plan from their traditional (defined benefit) pen-
sion plan. The dispute was so acrimonious that Boeing threatened to move 
the production lines from its 777X and possibly its 737MAX aircraft to a 
right-to-work state in which it would not have to confront a militant union.4 
Alarmed at the potential loss of 20,000 jobs, in November 2013 the state leg-
islature passed legislation providing for $8.7 billion in tax breaks for Boe-
ing between now and 2040, contingent upon Boeing keeping production of 
the 777X and 737MAX in the State of Washington. In the end Boeing made 
the union, the International Union of Machinists and Aerospace Workers, 
a final offer which included pay raises and signing bonuses, but it did not 
budge on the pension issue. By a close vote the union accepted and Boeing 
will stay. One factor that made Boeing’s threat to relocate plausible was that 
the company had numerous offers from other states, the details of which 
it did not have to disclose. You might ask: was Boeing’s final offer really 
final? No doubt Boeing’s top executives know the answer to that question 
but no outsider does. Similarly, you might ask whether a sum smaller than 
$8.7 billion would have sufficed and, if so, what was the minimum pack-
age that would have done the trick? Again, Boeing knows, but no outsider 
can know with certainty. This matter of information asymmetry is discussed 
further on page 272.

For the state or locality that provides a big subsidy package in order 
to attract a new industry, the net payoff may be positive or negative. On the 
positive side, there are incomes from new jobs and increased tax revenues 
from the additional economic activity and property development. On the 
other hand, economic growth generally promotes population growth, and 
so there will be additional expenses for schools, social services, handling 
the increased flow of traffic, and the like. Whether, after taking account of 
the costs of subsidization, the increased revenues will be either more or less 
than the additional expenses will vary from case to case. Whether or not a 
new firm will raise average wages in an area may also be problematic. One 
would expect the general tightening of labor markets caused by increased 
employment to raise the average wage. However, if the wage profile of the 
new firm is substantially below the average of employers already in place, 
the new firm may have the unexpected effect of lowering the average wage.

Beyond using their own funds to attract firms, states will often pur-
sue federal investment within their boundaries. That attempt might mean 
using the influence and power that the state’s congressional delegation has 
to push for having parts of a multibillion-dollar weapons system made in 
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their state. It might mean pushing for the opening of a new federal facility 
built in their state rather than somewhere else. Or it might mean having the 
state’s congressional delegation do everything it can to resist a decision to 
close a military base in the state. Pursuit of federal funds for highway con-
struction is another example, as accessibility is an important consideration 
when firms make location decisions.

The necessity to compete with other states by holding down tax rates 
becomes an argument for cutting services, laying off state employees, and 
weakening the power of public sector unions. It has also become an argu-
ment for adopting “right-to-work” laws in states that do not have them. 
Viewed at a national level, cutting back on state expenditures to lower state 
taxes may be a zero-sum game; however, viewed from the perspective of 
a single state it makes some sense. Tax rates are far from the biggest con-
sideration when firms decide to relocate or expand, but they are of some 
importance. The same may be said for right-to-work laws. If all states had 
them the net effect might not be much different than if no states had them. 
But if one state has a right-to-work law it will give it an advantage over a 
state that does not have one, since, all other things being equal, many firms 
prefer locations where labor unions are weak.

LoCAL eConoMIC DeveLoPMenT PRoGRAMS

At the local level there is intense interest in economic development. Of the 
more than 15,000 organizations in the United States devoted to economic 
development, the vast majority operate at the local level—city, county, 
town, or neighborhood.

Communities have several motives for pursuing economic develop-
ment. One is employment. Increasing the size of the local economy seems 
like an obvious way to reduce unemployment. In fact, economic develop-
ment often decreases local unemployment by considerably less than one 
might expect. One major reason is that new jobs encourage inmigration and 
so many of the jobs are taken by new residents. This has been well known 
among regional economists for more than half a century but is often lost 
sight of in the political process.5

Another major motivation at the local level is property tax relief. The 
property tax is by far the largest source of locally raised revenue for sub-
state levels of government. It is also by far the largest locally raised source 
of revenues for school districts. Most local governments and school districts 
find themselves under pressure on the subject of property taxes because 
they are caught between citizens’ resistance to tax increases and demands 
for services. One obvious way out of the dilemma is to expand the tax base 
so that a given tax rate produces more revenue. In many localities the prop-
erty tax motivation is actually more important than the employment moti-
vation. For one thing, essentially all citizens pay property taxes, whereas at 
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any given time only a minority of citizens are unemployed.6 Then, too, there 
is no ambiguity about who captures the tax benefits. If a facility is built 
within the city or county or town or school district lines, that body receives 
the tax payments. On the other hand, the labor market and business stim-
ulation effects are likely to spread far beyond the municipal boundaries. 
Small communities within metropolitan areas often sense that they are part 
of the metropolitan labor market and are too small to affect it very much. 
However, it is possible for them to calculate quite clearly how much a new 
project will add to their tax rolls.

There are other motivations as well. Economic growth is likely to be 
good for various sectors of the business community. Real estate brokers 
will benefit from an increased number of transactions. Property owners 
will benefit from increased demand for land and structures. Retailers will 
benefit from increased sales resulting from increased personal income. Con-
struction firms—and their workers—will benefit from increased construc-
tion activity. In short, there is a great deal of general support from business 
and labor for local economic development efforts.

Several decades ago the prime focus of many, if not most, economic 
development agencies was manufacturing, and in fact the field of economic 
development was sometimes casually referred to as “smokestack chasing.” 
In the early post-World War II period manufacturing accounted for close to 
one-third of total U.S. employment, and it was believed that much of it was 
relatively “footloose” in the sense that a manufacturer selling to a regional 
or national market had a potentially large choice of locations. Therefore it 
seemed logical for it to be the first target for many economic development 
agencies. But manufacturing’s predominance did not last.

For several decades manufacturing employment in the United States 
held more or less steady in absolute numbers but declined as a percentage 
of total employment as the U.S. economy grew. Since about the year 2000, 
manufacturing employment in the United States began to decline in abso-
lute numbers as well. It currently accounts for somewhat less than 9 percent 
of total U.S. employment. Thus today one is more likely to find municipali-
ties and their economic development agencies pursuing retailing, business 
and personal services, office, recreation, and other categories where there is 
significant employment growth.

A number of municipalities, states, and regional agencies have 
developed research parks to attract high-tech firms. These firms may do 
high-tech work like software development or scientific research and some 
may do, on a small scale, cutting-edge manufacturing, where technical 
prowess and the ability to attract small numbers of very highly trained 
and qualified personnel is more important than low labor costs. For 
most such parks the core resource is the presence of a major university 
with strength in science and engineering. For example, Virginia Tech in 
Blacksburg, Virginia is associated with a very successful facility called the 
Corporate Research Center. The Center is located about a mile from the 
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center of the campus. Its employees can pursue degrees at the university 
(a powerful recruiting tool) and have access to the university’s library and 
computer facilities. The location facilitates consulting arrangements with 
the school’s faculty and provides a convenient venue for faculty members 
who may work for or be principals in firms at the park. Finally, putting a 
large number of high-tech firms together where they use a variety of com-
mon facilities provides a venue for the casual exchange of useful ideas 
and information.

A Crucial Difference

Most of the planning discussed in this book does not involve intermunicipal 
competition. If town A improves its park system, that effort will not make 
the park system in town B worse. In fact, it may stimulate town B to improve 
its park system. But if town A through infrastructure improvements, tax 
abatements, or other inducements causes Universal Valve and Faucet to 
locate there instead of in town B, its gain is town B’s loss. In that sense of 
intense head-to-head competition and sometimes zero-sum outcomes, local 
economic development efforts represent a unique area of public policy and 
planning.7

The Relationship Between Planners and economic Developers

Planners and economic developers necessarily have considerable 
interaction, as both are concerned with public investment in infrastructure, 
land-use controls, environmental regulations, and anything else that 
affects the what and where of industrial and commercial development. 
Sometimes the relationship between the community’s planners and its 
economic developers will be a happy one, but sometimes it will not. To 
the planner, bringing in new firms and encouraging the expansion of firms 
already in the community will be one of a number of goals. To the economic 
developer, these may be, in practice, the only goals. Thus the planners’ we 
want development but it has to fit into the master plan perspective can conflict 
with the developers’ do whatever it takes to bring them in position. When a 
potential investor wants to do what the economic developers think is the 
right thing but in what the planners think is the wrong place, the scene is set 
for disagreement. The issue can go either way, depending on the priorities 
of the municipality’s political establishment.

That planners and economic developers have many professional 
links is hard to deny. At one time the author and a colleague surveyed a 
large number of directors of economic development agencies. One ques-
tion was, “If economic development was not your first profession, what 
was your previous profession?” The most common single answer was 
urban planner.
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What a Community Can Do to Promote Its economic Growth

In a very general way, there are four major things a community can do to 
facilitate its own economic growth. As will become apparent, there is a cer-
tain amount of overlap among them.

Sales and Promotion. The community can engage in a variety of public 
relations, advertising, selling, and marketing efforts. In effect, it can view 
itself as a product and then make a concerted effort to sell that “product.” 
For a firm seeking a location, there is no feasible way to gather objective 
information about all the possibilities. The community that makes itself 
highly visible thus gives itself an advantage.

Subsidization. The community can subsidize development in a vari-
ety of ways. One form is tax abatement. Since the main tax used by local 
government is the property tax, abatement most commonly takes the form 
of reduced property taxes for new commercial or industrial development. 
Some communities will set up revolving loan funds or other credit-granting 
arrangements to facilitate business growth. If the municipality levies sales, 
inventory, commercial occupancy, or business taxes, it may offer reductions 
in these.

The Enterprise Zone is a variation on this theme. The city, town, 
county, or state designates an area as an Enterprise Zone. Within this zone 
a variety of tax breaks are offered for new investment. These may include 
property tax reductions, sales tax reductions, reduced corporate income 
tax, and so on. In addition, direct grants may be offered. Another induce-
ment may be the waiving of some land-use regulations to permit higher 
densities. The technique has most commonly been used in the attempt to 
restore deteriorated central-city areas.

The use of municipal funds for subsidies, whether through direct 
expenditure or through the tax expenditure route such as a property tax 
abatement, has some inherent problems. If the municipality gives assis-
tance to one firm, it has to find the money to do so. If that pushes up its tax 
rate, it has simultaneously made itself more attractive to one firm but less 
attractive to every other firm. The question is: which effect predominates? 
That is not always easy to decide.

Subsidizing is bedeviled with the matter of information asymmetry. In 
the ideal case a subsidy would be given only if it were decisive. If the firm 
were going to invest in the community in any case, then the subsidy is just a 
windfall to the firm and serves no community purpose. Assuming that the 
subsidy is decisive, the subsidy should be exactly the minimum size to get 
the firm to do what the municipality wants it to do. Any money beyond that 
minimum amount is also a windfall. Determining whether the subsidy is 
decisive and whether, if so, it is the minimum amount necessary is no easy 
matter. It is in the interest of the firm to get as big a subsidy as possible, and 
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so the firm will take the position that of course it is necessary and it has to 
be very large. The firm knows its own motivations and, if it has been shop-
ping for a new location, what offers are available from other places. But this 
information is generally not available to the municipality or its economic 
development agency. The firm reveals what it chooses to reveal. On the 
other hand, the municipality and its development agency as public bodies 
have to operate in a relatively open manner. In effect, it is a poker game in 
which one player is allowed to hold his cards close to his chest and the other 
has to play with his cards face up on the table. The chance that the munici-
pality will get the offer just right is small.

That firms have the capacity to play off one community or state against 
another by saying, in effect, “if you don’t, somebody else will” is beyond 
doubt. For several years the State of Maryland has been trying to promote 
itself as a site for movie and TV production. One show that has received a 
substantial subsidy from Maryland has been the popular House of Cards. In 
February 2014, the Washington Post reported that an official of Media Rights 
Capital, the firm that produces the show, had written to Martin O’Malley, 
the Governor of Maryland:

I wanted you to be aware that we are required to look at other states in which 
to film on the off-chance that the legislation [tax credits for the next season of 
the show] does not pass or does not cover the amount of tax credits for which 
we would qualify.8

There is nothing subtle about that.
There is also the question of what happens when the municipality 

puts subsidy money up front and then, for whatever reason, things do not 
work out as planned. Many municipalities include clawback provisions in 
contracts with firms for which subsidies are provided. These require repay-
ment by the firm if it fails to make specified benchmarks for investment or 
employment. Sometimes these provisions work and sometimes they don’t. 
If the firm goes bankrupt they often don’t. The municipality is, in effect, 
standing in line with all the firm’s other creditors at the bankruptcy pro-
ceedings and may get back only pennies on the dollar.9

Special Small Area Finance Arrangements. There are a variety of 
arrangements a municipality may use to direct funding to the economic 
development of selected areas when that suits its larger economic devel-
opment strategy. One is tax increment financing (TIF). Here the increase 
in property tax revenues resulting from new development in the area is 
reserved for reinvestment in that area. A related device is the business 
investment district (BID). Here, property owners within the district are 
charged a surtax above the prevailing property tax rate, with that surcharge 
dedicated to investment within the district. The BID surcharge may be 
politically acceptable even in a generally anti-tax environment because the 
link between who pays and who benefits is so clear.
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Making Sites and Buildings Available. Availability of sites or build-
ings is a key factor in determining whether a community can attract new 
commercial activity and retain existing activity. What constitutes a usable 
site? Consider a planning agency in a suburban or metropolitan fringe area 
setting up preliminary criteria for identifying potential industrial or com-
mercial land. A first cut might be to rule out any land with a slope of more 
than 5 percent, as steep slopes push up site-preparation and construction 
costs. Subsoil conditions such as drainage problems or rock outcroppings 
that add to construction costs might be a second cut. If the municipality is 
traversed by a river or stream, land in the flood plain might also be elimi-
nated from consideration. Availability of utilities such as water, sewers, and 
electric power is also a criterion. For light manufacturing, retailing, whole-
saling, and office activities, adequate road access would also be a require-
ment. For heavy manufacturing, rail access as well is likely to be needed. 
In addition to having an adequate number of acres available, there is also 
the matter of site geometry. For heavy industry, a minimum site depth of 
800 feet might be a good rule of thumb. For light manufacturing, minimum 
depths of 400 to 600 feet are desirable.

To ensure that adequate sites will be available in the foreseeable future, 
there are various steps a municipality can take. The most direct step is the 
public provision of sites. Numerous cities, towns, and counties have munici-
pal industrial parks. The community uses public funds (and sometimes the 
power of eminent domain as well) to acquire and develop sites. The pre-
pared sites are then sold or leased long term to firms, which erect and operate 
manufacturing or other commercial buildings on them. Very often, there is 
a significant public subsidy in such operations in that the rent or sales price 
covers only a fraction of the costs incurred in site acquisition, grading, drain-
age, building of access roads, running water and sewer lines, and so on.

Some communities will go even further by erecting a building and 
then seeking a firm or firms to occupy it. Very often the structure put up is 
a shell building. The community puts up the outer shell of the building and 
then waits until it has found a firm to use the building before it completes 
the interior. Again, there may or may not be an element of subsidy in the 
process. In either case, the community bears the risk, namely that the build-
ing will not sell or rent.

Another community might take a somewhat more tentative approach 
and engage in land banking; that is, acquiring land or perhaps options on 
land with a view simply to hold it as a potential commercial site. Of course, 
such a method is expensive. The financial cost to the community is the loss 
of interest on whatever funds are tied up in the land. If the community 
sinks $1 million into land banking and the current rate at which the com-
munity borrows is 5 percent, the carrying cost is $50,000 for that year, a 
burden that must be borne by the municipality’s taxpayers.

In most cases the provision of sites means something like a few acres 
in a municipally owned industrial park or perhaps floor space in a shell 
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building. But occasionally it means something much larger. Several years 
ago New York City offered a site on Roosevelt Island (a long, narrow island 
in the East River alongside Manhattan) and $100 million in site improve-
ments and put the package out to bid. The winner of the competition was a 
consortium of Cornell University and the Technion Institute of Haifa, Israel. 
The result, announced in December 2011, will be an engineering school, 
Cornell NYC Tech. The city will gain an estimated 600 on-site jobs but, more 
importantly, it sees the school as a catalyst for the city’s growing presence 
in high-tech industry.

Incubator Buildings. Many economic development programs try to 
foster small-business development through the use of incubator buildings. 
This is a building that provides space for business start-ups. The idea is 
to reduce costs by use of shared facilities and in some cases also by some 
degree of subsidy if that space is rented to firms at below cost. The economic 
development agency may also provide technical assistance for beginning 
entrepreneurs, perhaps by arranging mentoring relationships with other 
businesspeople in the community.

Revolving Loan Funds. The revolving loan fund starts with a block of 
capital either from public or local business sources and uses it to make small 
loans to small local businesses. As those loans are repaid, funds become 
available for additional loans: There may or may not be some subsidy in 
the form of a reduced interest rate. Such funds, because their goal is com-
munity development rather than profit, are generally willing to make some 
loans that a commercial lender would not. A revolving loan fund might also 
help firms by offering loan guarantees so that they can obtain commercial 
credit. At this time when many banks are feeling especially cautious and 
many small businesses find it hard to borrow money, such funds might 
have an expanded role—provided, of course, that they are able to raise suf-
ficient capital.

Use of Land-Use Controls and Provision of Infrastructure. Beyond 
the direct provision of land, the community can use its land-use control 
powers to ensure that adequate privately owned land will be available for 
commercial development. One obvious step is simply zoning an adequate 
amount of land in the appropriate categories. The zoning should be applied 
to land that actually has real development potential, land that meets the 
sorts of topographic and geometric standards previously described. It also 
means land that either already has been or has the potential for being pro-
vided with adequate access and utilities. As noted in Chapter 8, the zoning 
should be coordinated with the land uses shown on the comprehensive plan.

The infrastructure question is addressed through the community’s 
capital budget. For sites with near-term development potential, capital 
funds can be spent to provide utilities and access. For sites with longer term 
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potential, it is hard to justify immediate expenditure. However, provid-
ing infrastructure to these sites can be an item on the community’s capital 
improvements program scheduled for some years hence.

None of these measures will guarantee that a given parcel of land will 
be used for commercial or industrial use or that it will not be put to some 
other use. However, by declaring its intent through master planning, zon-
ing, and capital budgeting, the community decreases the odds that lands 
with economic potential will be pre-empted by other uses. Assume that 
a block of 100 acres has good potential for economic development in the 
long term but that its chances for such development in the next few years 
are small. The owner has the chance to sell five acres out of its center for 
residential use now. However, dividing the site in that manner will greatly 
reduce its ultimate commercial or industrial potential. By telegraphing its 
long-term intentions as described, the community encourages the property 
owner to take a long-term rather than a short-term view of the situation.

Cooperation and Competition

At one time local economic development was an almost entirely competitive 
activity, a sort of intermunicipality “war of all against all,” to use a phrase 
Thomas Hobbes originally used in a very different context. But in recent 
years that has changed. For many municipalities, especially as regards 
manufacturing, the most serious competitor is not the next town or the next 
county, but a producer 10,000 miles away. As a result there are now a very 
large number of multijurisdictional agencies that seek to promote an area, 
rather than a single jurisdiction. These agencies may share advertising and 
public relations expenses and have a policy of seeking to guide prospective 
investors to whichever jurisdiction in the area best meets the needs of that 
investor. For such agencies the old habit of trying to seduce firms away from 
neighboring jurisdictions is no longer acceptable.

Pursuit of Investment by higher Levels of Government

As do state governments, local governments also pursue investment by 
higher levels of government. Occasionally the higher level of government 
is the federal government. More often, it is the state government.

For example, many counties, particularly in rural or semirural areas, 
have decided that prisons make a good source of jobs. They are labor-
intensive activities, and employment in them is not subject to the vagar-
ies of the business cycle. If there is a site that is suitable for a prison and 
not too close to a center of population, the municipality may well exert 
itself to get the next state prison built there. Other state facilities, too, may 
be the subject of considerable competition by local governments. Local 
governments frequently seek to influence federal and state investment in 
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highways, since good highway access is often a necessary though not suf-
ficient condition for attracting private capital investment.

Larger Considerations

How much can a municipality do to promote its own growth? As stated, a 
municipality can do a considerable amount to make itself known to poten-
tial investors, it can (with the caveats noted) use subsidies, and it can do a 
certain amount in terms of sites and infrastructure. But there are also larger 
matters that are not within municipal control or that are only partly within 
municipal control. When firms are questioned about how they make loca-
tion decisions, two items that come up very frequently are market access 
and the local labor market. Market access is primarily a matter of location, 
and that is beyond municipal control. Labor market considerations are a 
mixed bag. The size of the labor market, prevailing wages, and labor force 
quality all weigh heavily with potential employers. The last item is a mix of 
skills, education, and some intangibles like “work ethic.”

Many municipal governments and development agencies cooperate 
closely with community colleges in order to match instruction with the 
needs of employers. This often includes an emphasis on STEM (Science, 
Technology, Engineering, and Math) education. The author has been told 
by a number of economic development professionals that firms often value 
this highly, perhaps because whether they will be able to hire and retain a 
satisfactory labor force is a prime anxiety for many relocating firms.

For many firms, quality-of-life questions weigh heavily in the loca-
tion choice. This is partly because the executives and owners making the 
location decision care about where they will live and also partly because 
of recruitment considerations. If the recruitment of highly skilled per-
sonnel who are in high demand is critical to the success of the firm, then 
being located in an area that will be attractive to these potential employ-
ees is very important. What constitutes a good quality of life is a sub-
jective matter, but items like climate, an attractive natural environment, 
recreational opportunities, cultural opportunities, the quality of public 
education, and personal safety are likely to be important to a very large 
number of people.

Some of the items listed in this section are entirely beyond the ability 
of a municipality to affect and some can be affected to some degree. To a 
large extent, the municipality and its economic development agency have 
to play the hand that they are dealt.

The importance of these larger questions also suggests that sometimes 
investments that are not directly aimed at economic development may have 
a bigger development payoff than investments that are directly targeted 
to economic development. For example, investment in a museum or 
concert hall, or in public parks, or in a system of bicycle paths by their 
contribution to the quality of life as perceived by potential employers 



278 Economic Development Planning

may have a bigger payoff than, say, direct subsidies for investment in 
the municipality. Similarly, investment in public education may pay off 
in terms of both the perception of and the actuality of labor force quality. 
Two researchers studying employment in U.S. central cities concluded that 
the “only consistent correlate with long term economic success is the level 
of educational achievement of the workforce.”10 This finding is broadly 
consistent with the view of the urban geographer Richard Florida that the 
most important determinant of a city’s economic success in the long term is 
its ability to attract and retain members of what he refers to as the “creative 
class.”

Of course, investing in education will not always have a guaranteed 
economic development payoff. For one thing, people do migrate. Many a 
small town has the unhappy experience of seeing some of its graduating 
high school seniors take their diplomas and head for more promising labor 
markets very shortly thereafter. Formulating an economic development 
strategy that makes the most efficient use of limited municipal funds is no 
easy task.

A Systematic Approach to economic Development Planning

The following is a brief account of how a municipality might approach eco-
nomic development planning.11

1. Needs assessment. In this phase the municipality decides the 
purpose of the program. The two most common goals are providing 
additional employment opportunities and strengthening the municipal 
tax base. If the main goal is jobs, the municipality should consider 
whether the goal is simply to increase the total number of jobs or whether 
it is seeking particular types of jobs, perhaps to address high rates of 
unemployment or underemployment among particular sectors of its 
labor force. Being clear about the goals of the program is particularly 
useful if choices have to be made about the expenditure of public funds 
on competing projects.

2. Market evaluation. In order to develop an effective marketing pro-
gram, the municipality’s economic development agency tries to make an 
objective assessment of the municipality’s competitive strengths and weak-
nesses. This means examining wages and the availability of labor, taxes, 
land and construction costs, utility rates, the composition of its existing 
commercial and industrial establishment, strengths and weaknesses in its 
transportation infrastructure, its educational and cultural establishment, 
and a variety of quality-of-life items. Such an assessment will help the 
municipality target its sales and marketing efforts toward those types of 
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firms that are most likely to be interested in relocating to or expanding in 
that municipality.

3. Assessment of the consequences of an economic development program. Eco-
nomic development will involve fiscal effects, both new revenues and also new 
expenditures. It may also affect traffic flow, environmental quality, housing 
markets, and many other aspects of community life. Anticipating and planning 
for those effects is part of a systematic approach to economic development.

4. Plan formulation. The plan might include some or all of the following 
elements:

•	 An advertising and marketing program.
•	 A plan for the use of subsidies such as property and other tax abatements, 

low-interest loans or loan guarantees, or public absorption of some of the 
costs of site acquisition and development.

•	 A program of capital investments in water, sewer, road, and other facilities 
necessary to support industrial and commercial development. If the munici-
pality decides to adopt an entrepreneurial role, it might include planning for 
the development of a municipal industrial or commercial park, or the con-
struction of a shell building.

•	 A land-use element. This might involve adjusting the municipality’s land-use 
controls to provide adequate industrial and commercial sites and possibly 
also the purchase or optioning of land for future economic development.

SUMMARy

Planning for economic development dates back many decades. Early efforts 
tended to focus on transportation and were generally initiated by the com-
mercial elite of the city.

Beginning in the 1960s the federal government began to subsidize 
local economic planning and development efforts with a view to combat-
ing structural unemployment. This policy continues to the present time, 
though it peaked in the Carter presidency and has become progressively 
less significant under both Republican and Democratic presidents.

Virtually all states strive to foster their own economic growth through 
a variety of programs involving marketing, subsidization, and the use of 
capital expenditures. Many thousands of municipalities also promote their 
own economic development using marketing and subsidization. Very often, 
the community will use its capital budget and its land-use policies to ensure 
the availability of an adequate number of suitable sites.

Steps in a simple systematic approach to planning for economic devel-
opment include the following:

•	 Needs assessment
•	 Market evaluation
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•	 Assessment of the consequences of development policy
•	 Plan formulation
•	 Plan review and updating.
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Growth Management,  
Smart Growth,  

Sustainable Development, 
and Planning for  

Catastrophe

Growth management is generally defined as the regulation of the amount, 
timing, location, and character of development. Since the late 1960s hundreds 
of cities, counties, and towns in the United States have instituted growth 
management programs. Many state plans, too, have large elements of 
growth management.

The goals of these programs vary. Growth management programs 
are often heavily motivated by environmental considerations. A related 
consideration may be ensuring a desirable pattern of land development 
in future years. Preserving an existing lifestyle and community ambiance 
are common motivations, as is ensuring that community facilities such as 
schools, roads, utilities, and recreation will be adequate for future needs. 
In some cases a major goal of growth management will be fiscal, ensuring 
that the community will not be swamped by development-imposed costs. 
Finally, like the exclusionary zoning discussed earlier, growth manage-
ment may have an exclusionary, or “keeping the good things to ourselves,” 
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motivation. Rarely will a program be instituted for a single reason. Untan-
gling the various motivations and saying exactly why a community has 
entered into growth management may be extremely difficult.

In general, growth management plans or systems are made up of ele-
ments that have been well known to planners for years. Growth manage-
ment systems differ from traditional comprehensive planning not in the 
elements that compose them but in the synthesis of those elements. Spe-
cifically, growth management systems are generally characterized by very 
close and long-term coordination between land-use controls on the one 
hand and capital investment on the other. They are often also characterized 
by the use of more modern approaches to land-use control and often by a 
great sensitivity to environmental issues. In that all of these points are to be 
found in planning efforts that are not specifically labeled as growth man-
agement, it must be admitted that no absolutely hard line separates growth 
management from more traditional planning.

When growth management appeared in the late 1960s and early 
1970s, several different terms with overlapping meanings came into being. 
A multivolume anthology of articles on the field, published in 1975, carried 
the title Management and Control of Growth.1 In addition to the terms growth 
management and growth control, the term no growth also came into use.

Growth management might be taken to mean management without any 
implication of limiting growth. Growth control carries the implication that 
growth is not only to be managed or guided but also to be limited. The 
term no growth carries the obvious implication of an intent to stop growth 
entirely. With time, growth management became the standard term covering 
programs that fit all three senses of the term just noted. Growth manage-
ment has its staunch defenders, who see it as a sensible and principled way 
to preserve both community and natural values. It also has its detractors, 
who see it as serving much more selfish purposes, as will be explained 
subsequently.2

Growth management policies are not common in older central cities, 
as there the problem is more likely to be shrinkage or stagnation rather than 
rampant growth. Growth management policies are common in suburban 
areas and in those cities where there is still substantial growth potential. 
They are also common in counties and towns outside metropolitan areas. 
The potential for rapid growth and a high degree of environmental con-
sciousness predisposes communities toward the establishment of growth 
management policies. So, too, does a high degree of general prosperity. If 
people or communities are poor, they are likely to focus first on growth 
because growth implies jobs and revenues. In that case, environmental 
and quality-of-life issues seem less important. Interest in growth manage-
ment was stronger a few years ago than today, as the slowdown in both 
residential and commercial development that followed the 2008 financial 
crisis drained immediacy away from it and shifted attention to economic 
develop ment and fiscal questions.
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The oRIGInS oF GRoWTh MAnAGeMenT

Several strands came together to bring about the growth management 
movement. First was the rush to suburbanize after World War II. People 
moved outward in metropolitan areas partly to obtain relief from central-
city conditions: to breathe cleaner air, to be less crowded, to be safer, and to 
be closer to nature. The person who has made such a move would in many 
cases want to be the last person who does so—thus the “I’m on board, now 
pull up the ladder” syndrome. No one who was active in suburban plan-
ning at the time was unaware of such motivations.

These motivations were joined by the growing environmental con-
sciousness that began around the early 1960s. Growth-control proponents 
could gather strength and respectability from a general climate of environ-
mental concern. Proposals to limit growth could now be supported on envi-
ronmental grounds. At a local level it is hard to refute such arguments, since 
it is undeniable that any development, whether residential or commercial, 
will have some adverse environmental impact.

Whether environmentally based opposition to growth can be 
justified when the physical scale of analysis is expanded is another 
matter. If a town takes some action that keeps a particular area in, 
say, low-density residential use when it might otherwise have gone 
into high-density residential use, it has unquestionably reduced the 
environmental impact on that area. Fewer trees will be cut down, less 
ground will be covered with impervious cover, fewer sources of air and 
water pollution will be present in the area, and so on.3 However, it is 
obvious that much of the growth that was prevented will be displaced 
elsewhere. In that case one cannot say, a priori, whether the total effect 
of the growth limitation has been to decrease or increase environmental 
impact. The environmental impact argument is commonly used by 
proponents of growth limitations, but the issue of displacement effects 
is less often discussed.

Regardless of the displacement effects issue, there is no doubt that the 
growing environmental consciousness of the 1960s and 1970s lent much 
strength to the growth management movement. Even global concern with 
overpopulation lent strength to the growth-control movement because of 
the superficial resemblance between planetary population control and local 
population control.

Undoubtedly this [local effort to stop population growth] has much to do 
with the new Malthusian concern with the consequences of unlimited popu-
lation growth at national and world levels. Some seem to think that the place 
to start controlling the nation’s population growth is at the level of their city, 
metropolis or state. Others hope that, as the nation moves to zero population 
growth (ZPG), so will their communities. Both these views are misleading 
half-truths.4
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Ernest F. Schumacher’s book Small Is Beautiful and similar works that 
railed against the increasing scale and complexity of modern life also lent 
strength to growth-control movements.5

One of the first and best-known growth management programs in the 
United States was that enacted by Ramapo, New York in 1969. The town, 
located about 28 miles northwest of midtown Manhattan, felt itself on the 
verge of being overwhelmed by new development. The town was at the 
very fringe of what was then commuting distance from Manhattan but was 
within easy reach of masses of new commercial development in the outer 
portions of the New York metropolitan region located in southern New 
York State and in adjacent parts of New Jersey. Ramapo was already zoned 
so that only single-family development was permitted, but it then added 
rules that made it possible to turn down development proposals that met 
the zoning requirements if the development did not have enough points for 
such infrastructure as sewers, nearby recreational facilities, public roads, 
and proximity to a firehouse, all items keyed to the town’s 18-year capital 
improvements program. Opponents of the plan saw it simply as exclusion-
ary zoning carried to a new level and took the town to court. On a split deci-
sion by the state’s appellate (appeals) court, the town was sustained. The 
ordinance, which seems very primitive by today’s standards, and which 
probably would not be sustained today, has since been rescinded. But it did 
mark judicial approval of growth management.6

WInneRS AnD LoSeRS In GRoWTh MAnAGeMenT

In principle, many municipalities could slow growth with equal effective-
ness by limiting either residential or commercial development. Slowing 
residential growth would slow commercial growth by limiting the size of 
the labor force and the number of customers. Similarly, limiting commercial 
growth would slow the growth of the housing stock because the presence of 
jobs is a major factor in the demand for housing.

In fact, most growth management systems emphasize limiting resi-
dential growth because such a policy tends to produce tight labor markets 
and high housing prices. That result is much more attractive to the popu-
lation already in place than a commercial limitation policy, which would 
produce higher unemployment and lower housing prices. And, of course, 
it is the population resident at the time who establishes the growth manage-
ment policy.

Assume that a growth management program has the effect of slow-
ing residential growth relative to employment growth. Who wins, and who 
loses? The homeowner wins simply through the workings of the law of 
supply and demand. Restrict the supply of any item, and, all other things 
being equal, its price rises. The owner of rental property benefits in the 
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same manner. A lesser supply of rental units in the long run means higher 
rents, which is capitalized as a higher value for the building in question. Of 
course, by the same token, the renter loses. The nonresident of the munici-
pality, if he or she has the desire to become a resident, is also a loser, as it 
is now more difficult to find housing in the community. In a general sense, 
those who own developed property in the community benefit, and those 
who would like to own property lose. Those who would profit from com-
munity growth (for example, builders, construction workers, and real estate 
brokers) also lose. Owners of undeveloped land within the community are 
losers in the process, since there is a general relationship between the value 
of land and the intensity with which it can be developed. Restrict that inten-
sity, and the value of land is diminished.7

Financial effects will be felt outside the municipality as well. If town X 
and town Y are in the same metropolitan area, they are to some extent part 
of the same housing market. If town X reduces its rate of housing construc-
tion, it deflects some housing demand to town Y. Thus housing prices in 
town Y (as well as in X) will rise, benefiting those who already own housing 
there and penalizing those who seek to buy there. Comparable effects may 
be seen for rental property.

Fiscal effects can also be demonstrated. If town X restricts residential 
development but accepts a new corporate headquarters, its tax rate may 
go down because the tax revenues from the headquarters exceed the new 
expenses that the headquarters will impose upon the town. Town X is cap-
turing the tax surplus from the headquarters while shifting the population-
related costs to other towns. Town Y now has to pay the cost of educating 
the children of people who work in town X and whose place of work con-
tributes handsomely to town X’s tax base.

The “Defense of Privilege” Issue

Beyond the purely financial issue of winners and losers is a larger but less 
demonstrable issue. Much argument over environmental and planning 
issues is bedeviled with the question of “defense of privilege,” with charges 
of hypocrisy by opponents of growth management and protestations of vir-
tue by its proponents. Without trying to pass a blanket judgment over a 
complex situation, let us simply present an argument.

There are some goods whose enjoyment by one party does not dimin-
ish the enjoyment of comparable goods by another party. If I enjoy a fine 
steak, that enjoyment does not diminish your enjoyment of another steak. 
On the other hand, my enjoyment of a day on the ski slope may well dimin-
ish your enjoyment of your day on the slope because my presence makes 
the trails and the lift lines just that little more crowded for you.

When people become more prosperous, the possession of goods of the 
first type becomes less significant as a way of distinguishing between the 
affluent and the nonaffluent. Instead, the distinction increasingly becomes a 
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matter of being able to enjoy goods and services of the second type—those 
whose value is lessened the more that others have access to the same or 
similar items. Increasingly, wealth becomes important not because it buys 
consumer goods but because it buys quiet, solitude, clean air, or access to 
relatively unspoiled nature. We can always produce more consumer goods, 
but the supply of mountain streams is fixed.

If one accepts this argument, it is only a short step toward seeing some 
environmental and planning conflict in terms of the defense of privilege. The 
population of a prosperous, attractive community that seeks to limit growth is 
simply defending its privileges. It is seeking, by means of political action, to pro-
tect or enhance the value of those goods of the second type that it now enjoys. 
One might say that it is using the political process to impose losses on outsiders; 
that is, denying them temporary or permanent access to the community.

An interesting aspect of this argument is the lineup of combatants in 
fights over environmental issues. Very often business and labor will be allied 
in favor of development, and the opposition will be largely upper-middle 
class, perhaps as represented by a coalition of environmental groups like 
the Sierra Club. The lineup of players is not hard to understand. The same 
project that means profit to the developer means jobs to the construction 
worker, and so they make common cause. The upper-middle-class opposi-
tion earns its living neither by investing capital nor by doing construction 
or industrial labor. If one accepts the defense of privilege argument, this 
class opposes the project for the reasons presented earlier.8

A SAMPLInG oF LoCAL GRoWTh 
MAnAGeMenT PRoGRAMS

The city of Boulder, Colorado, which is located in a beautiful physical envi-
ronment and offers what seems to many to be a superior quality of life, 
limits growth in a number of ways. Within the city, building permits for 
residential units are limited to 400 units a year, about 1 percent of the city’s 
total housing stock. If there are applications for more than 400 units, each 
applicant gets a proportional share of what he or she has requested. Given 
the long-term decrease in the average number of persons per unit, the 
400-unit cap means an end to population growth in Boulder.9 This limit is 
becoming moot in that vacant land in the city suitable for residential devel-
opment is in short supply. As of the end of the first decade of this century, 
building permit applications were in the 250–300 per year range.

Ordinarily, growth pressure that cannot be accommodated in the city 
would be accommodated in peripheral development. But that possibil-
ity has been blocked in Boulder’s case because the city, along with some 
other jurisdictions, has bought up land outside the city line for permanent 
open space, in effect a greenbelt. The squeeze on Boulder housing prices is 
further intensified, since Boulder, like many other municipalities, restricts 
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housing development more than it restricts commercial development. Thus 
the workforce grows faster than the housing stock. The Boulder planning 
department estimated a few years ago that about 54 percent of all jobs in 
Boulder were held by workers who commuted from municipalities located 
in the area but beyond the greenbelt.

Boulder, recognizing that its tight housing market produces very 
high housing prices, tries to eliminate this side effect of growth manage-
ment with an affordable housing program. If a new development has five 
or more units, then 20 percent of those units must be “affordable.” That 
means, for example, that a free-standing unit must be within reach of a 
couple earning about $86,000 per year. There are adjustments for household 
size and whether the unit is new or a resale and whether it is free-standing 
or detached. The seller of the units may meet up to half of his or her affordable-
housing obligation by making a payment in cash in lieu of actually provid-
ing the unit. The size of the in lieu payment is substantial, amounting to 
an average of about $120,000 for each detached unit that the seller would 
otherwise have to provide. Since one unit out of every five must be afford-
able, this means that the $120,000 is, in effect, carried by four ordinary units, 
which is a burden of about $30,000 per unit.

For the limited number of low- and moderate-income people lucky 
enough to get an affordable unit, the system works. For the lower-income 
or moderate-income person who is not lucky in this way or the person who 
falls above the income limits for an affordable unit but does not have a big 
income, the Boulder housing market is a tough nut to crack. In 2009 the 
average selling price of a single-family house in Boulder was in the $530,000 
range.

Bucks County, Pennsylvania, in the Philadelphia metropolitan area, 
reacted to growth pressures in a somewhat different manner. Here the 
county has no direct control over local land use since, under Pennsylvania 
state law, zoning powers reside at the municipal level. The county plan-
ning department designates development districts largely on the basis of 
projected population change. Within those districts it recommends infra-
structure (such as sewer lines, water mains, and roads) to facilitate devel-
opment consistent with the natural environment and expected or planned 
population change. It suggests that the county outside those districts be 
considered a “holding zone,” with land-use controls that hold population 
to very low density levels. This purpose is achieved by large-lot zoning 
requirements and tax policies that encourage farmers to keep their lands in 
agricultural use.10

In the areas designated for development, Bucks County uses a per-
formance zoning approach with some Euclidean elements (see Chapter 9). 
Rather than specifying the nature of residential development in great detail, 
as does the conventional or Euclidean ordinance, the county will simply 
suggest zoning districts that specify the amount of permissible impervious 
cover and the number of units per acre. Whether, for example, the units 
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in question are to be single-family or multi-family is a matter for commu-
nity determination. The impervious-cover requirements are cast in terms 
of percentage of the site covered. The intention is to control land use in 
terms of what is really important (in this case, population housed in an area 
and volume of storm-water runoff) rather than to specify a large number of 
details of secondary importance. From a design point of view, performance 
zoning achieves the overall goals of zoning but gives the designer far more 
freedom and should encourage much more interesting and varied designs. 
It relies on the marketplace rather than the zoning ordinance to achieve 
functional, aesthetically sound development.

As in the Boulder case, one side effect of the growth management 
program is higher house prices. The holding-zone approach prevents 
some peripheral growth that would relieve pressure on the housing stock. 
Because residential development is limited more strictly than commercial 
growth, there is also the labor market pressure noted in the Boulder case.

Although the county’s role with regard to zoning is only advisory, 
the county is not entirely toothless. Under state legislation passed in 2001, 
if a municipality’s land-use plans are not in conformity with the county’s 
recommendations, the chance that the municipality will receive state aid for 
infrastructure development is reduced. Thus there is a substantial financial 
motivation for local governments to go along with county plans.

Many jurisdictions have seen the growth management problem as 
a largely financial issue—how to provide the infrastructure for growth 
before growth occurs and how to pay the infrastructure costs that growth 
imposes. As noted in Chapter 9, an exaction is a payment that a jurisdic-
tion demands in return for permitting development to take place. Fairfax 
County, Virginia uses a system of “proffers,” a variation on the exaction 
theme, which requires developers to offer to pay the infrastructure costs 
of major projects. The county is immediately west of Washington, DC, and 
has experienced extremely rapid growth, particularly in office activity. It 
is very concerned with providing the infrastructure to keep up with this 
development. Because demand for commercial space is strong, the county 
has considerable leverage in its dealings with developers.

The county uses the ability to grant or deny rezonings as a means of 
obtaining proffers. For example, in the Fairfax Center area, which, roughly 
speaking, is a 3,000-acre development node in the county, the master plan 
recognizes three levels of development. There is a base level, which is essen-
tially single-family large-lot development; an intermediate level; and an 
overlay level, which permits intensive commercial and multi-family resi-
dential development. Under Virginia state law, government cannot literally 
demand a contribution from a private party. Thus if the developer builds 
“by right” (that is, under the existing zoning), he or she cannot be com-
pelled to contribute to infrastructure or other costs that the development 
may impose upon the county. However, if the developer wants a rezoning, 
the county can choose not to grant the request unless a proffer is made.  
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The making of the proffer is thus, in a sense, voluntary. The developer makes 
it in the hopes of receiving something of value in return, namely the higher 
profit obtainable from developing at a greater density. The proffer may take 
the form of actually doing off-site physical work such as improving an inter-
section or widening a roadway. In other cases it may take the form of a cash 
contribution to a housing, parks, road, or recreation fund. In order to provide 
affordable housing, the county requires that developers of large residential 
projects either include a certain number of low- and  moderate-income units 
within the project or make a contribution to the housing trust fund to help 
build such units elsewhere.

Fort Collins, Colorado uses a technique designed to direct growth 
into specified areas and also to require new development to pay its own 
infrastructure costs first. The city is located within a county, and over 
the years it has grown by annexation. Under the terms of a joint city–
county agreement, a 65-square-mile “growth management area” has 
been defined. The understanding is that all land within the growth area 
is ultimately subject to annexation. Within this area, urban services are 
provided, and urban development standards—paved roads, public water, 
public sewer facilities, and the like—apply. As urban development takes 
place, the city annexes the area. In addition to providing necessary infra-
structure on-site, developers are required to provide off-site infrastructure 
such as roads and sewer and water lines. How much they are required to 
provide is based on traffic and other studies, for which they themselves 
are required to pay.

In the Fort Collins case, rather than contribute to a development fund, 
the developer is literally required to provide the specified infrastructure. A 
subsequent developer may be required to make payments to a prior devel-
oper if he or she makes use of the infrastructure which the former has pro-
vided. For example, if developer A builds a mile of road to serve his or 
her project and developer B subsequently builds in such a manner as to 
make direct use of that road, a compensating payment from B to A may be 
required.

The Fort Collins approach, as seen by the city’s planning agency, is 
“growth management” as opposed to “growth control” in the sense that 
the effort is to shape growth rather than limit it. In fact, in the late 1970s a 
growth limitation initiative analogous to Boulder’s was soundly defeated 
by Fort Collins’s voters.

STATe-LeveL GRoWTh MAnAGeMenT

Many states exercise considerable control over the process of growth, par-
ticularly in environmentally sensitive areas. These controls constitute much 
of Bosselman’s “quiet revolution,” noted in Chapter 9.
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hawaii

The first statewide land-use controls were instituted in Hawaii in the early 
1960s. The motivation behind them was that the land area of the islands 
is small, growth pressures were strong, and agriculture was important to 
the state economy. According to Bosselman, the goal was to keep Honolulu, 
the main center of population in the state, from sprawling out, Los Angeles-
like, into the adjacent Central Valley of Oahu. Under legislation passed 
in 1961, all land in the state falls into one of four major categories: urban, 
rural, agricultural, and conservation. Within the urban areas, county zon-
ing regulations prevail. In effect, counties may (but do not have to) permit 
urban-type development in any area that the state designates as urban. In 
rural and agricultural areas, land uses are controlled by the State Land Use 
Commission, a board set up when the system was created. In the conserva-
tion district, land use is controlled by the state’s Board of Land and Natural 
Resources.

Perhaps it is no surprise that the first statewide system developed in 
Hawaii. A small, scenically beautiful state, subject to major growth pres-
sures and having a limited supply of highly productive agricultural land, 
would appear to be an ideal candidate for such a system. The fact that much 
of the growth pressure came from outsiders, people from the U.S. main-
land, may also have contributed to the passage of the act.

Partly as a result of the limitation on urban growth, Hawaii is char-
acterized by very high housing prices. But is that bad? The person who 
already owns property in the state is likely to take a very different view 
than the person who lives on the mainland but thinks it would be nice to 
buy a condominium in Honolulu for retirement. Again, we see that plan-
ning decisions, no matter how well intended, create winners and losers.

Florida

The story of growth management in Florida is offered here not as a planning 
success story, since it has not been a great success, but rather to illustrate 
some of the complexities of growth management and some of its politi-
cal side. Florida faces serious environmental problems. Population growth 
was very rapid until the 2008 financial crisis and may well resume again 
as the national economy improves and massive numbers of baby boomers 
retire. Its swampy areas are environmentally fragile and in many places its 
groundwater supplies are threatened with salt-water intrusion because so 
much of the state lies very close to sea level.11

In 1972, after considerable lobbying by environmental groups, the 
state legislature passed the Environmental Land and Water Management 
Act, as well as several ancillary pieces of legislation. In “areas of critical 
state concern” and on “developments of regional impact,” the state can 
overrule local land-use decisions if they fail to take into account effects that 
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extend beyond the locality’s boundaries.12 John M. DeGrove quotes the key 
language of the legislation defining areas of critical state concern as:

1.  An area containing, or having significant impact upon, environmental, his-
torical, natural, or archeological resources of statewide importance

2.  An area significantly affected by, or having significant effect upon, an existing 
or proposed major public facility or other area of major public investment

3.  A proposed area of major development potential, which may include a pro-
posed site of a new community, designated in a state land development plan.

The “new community” provision was particularly germane to Flor-
ida because much of its population has been accommodated in major new 
developments, frequently carved out of environmentally sensitive former 
wilderness. Developments of regional impact are defined as projects that 
“because of [their] character, magnitude or location, would have a sub-
stantial effect on the health, safety or welfare of the citizens of more than 
one county.” That included both residential and commercial or industrial 
development.

In 1985 the state enacted the Growth Management Act, which added 
another level of control through “concurrency requirements.”13 These 
requirements stipulated that before new development could occur, local 
governments had to demonstrate to the State Department of Community 
Affairs (DCA) that the infrastructure was in place. For example, before new 
housing was built, it had to be demonstrated that water, sewer, and road 
capacity necessary to support it was in place. Concurrency requirements 
thus constituted a powerful tool both for imposing some higher-level con-
trol and also for avoiding environmental degradation and congestion. But 
the actual workings of the concurrency requirements were complex. One 
goal of state planning was to avoid excessive sprawl. Suppose a developer 
would like to develop on skipped-over parcels in an already developed 
area (sometimes referred to as “infill”). Traffic congestion in that area, how-
ever, is already such that without new road construction the area cannot 
meet concurrency requirements. The developer may then choose to invest 
in a less developed area where traffic flow is not congested and there is 
no concurrency problem. In that case, the concurrency requirements pro-
mote sprawl. To deal with this problem, the Environmental Lands and 
Management Act (1993) contains provisions for the creation of Transporta-
tion Concurrency Exemption Areas (TCEAs). These could be created if the  
local government committed itself to improving public transportation or 
engaging in various transportation demand management initiatives (see 
Chapter 12). The 1993 act also permitted local governments to average traf-
fic conditions over an entire “district” rather than have a project blocked 
because of conditions on one segment or link.

Florida’s growth management program had always faced substantial 
opposition. When a program in effect says to a landowner or a developer, 
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“You can’t do that here” or “Maybe you can do that here someday, but 
not now,” it is imposing a financial loss, and sometimes a very substan-
tial one. In 2009 the Florida legislature passed a bill, SB 360, which sig-
nificantly weakened the state’s growth management abilities. A majority 
of Republican legislators voted for it and a majority of Democrats voted 
against it. Virtually every environmental group in the state, as well as the 
American Planning Association, opposed it and there was hope that the 
state’s Republican Governor, Charlie Crist, who looked to many as having 
a good environmental record, might be persuaded to veto it. But, in the end, 
he went with his party.

It is said that “the devil is in the details,” and in this case one big detail 
is that the new law defines as “a dense urban land area” any area with a 
population of more than 1,000 persons per square mile. Thus an area that 
was developed with, say, single-family houses on acre lots would easily 
qualify as urban, and hence could be exempted from concurrency require-
ments. The act also defined a number of cities and parts of eight counties as 
urban. Clearly, the law was seriously weakened.

In May 2011 the situation took another turn for the worse from the 
planners’ perspective. The state legislature simply rescinded the Growth 
Management Act. The development community had always disliked the 
law and lobbied against it. Those who wanted it rescinded argued that it 
was impeding growth at a time when growth was too slow and the state 
was facing high unemployment and high fiscal stress. Those arguments in 
a state with a politically right orientation carried the day.

If rapid growth resumes at some time in the future and environmental 
problems connected with growth become more severe and the state drifts 
a little leftward politically, perhaps we will see some return of statewide 
growth management.

oregon

Oregon has had a state growth management plan since 1973. At that time 
Oregon was growing at about twice the rate of the United States as a whole, 
with much concern about the consequences of such rapid growth. The 
state, considered as a whole, was not and is not densely populated, but 
growth was highly visible because most of it was occurring in one area, 
the Willamette Valley south of Portland. The phrase “Don’t Californicate 
Oregon” appeared on bumper stickers at about this time. The state’s then 
governor, Thomas McCall, was a strong environmentalist and a proponent 
of limiting population growth. Under the plan, all cities and counties are 
required to make their own land-use plans conform to the goals of the state 
plan. Although the state plan has 19 separate goals, the core elements in 
the plan are closely related ones of preservation of natural resources and 
containment of urban growth. The State Department of Land Conservation 
and Development is required to certify that local plans are in conformity. 
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An important feature of the plan is the use of Urban Growth Boundaries 
(UGBs). Land-use controls and public capital investment are designed to 
encourage growth within the UGBs and to discourage it outside. Local gov-
ernments are encouraged to promote fairly dense development within the 
UGBs to minimize sprawl. By increasing the amount of development proxi-
mate to central areas, growth boundaries contribute to the revitalization of 
central-city areas.14

The effects on housing prices may be a problem. Ordinary economic 
theory would suggest that increasing the demand for land inside the UGB 
(by making development outside the UGB more difficult) should push up 
housing costs. At the same time, reducing the amount of development out-
side the UGB might push up land and housing prices there too.

The 19 goals include, in addition to the items mentioned earlier, a vari-
ety of provisions connected with shoreline preservation, estuary preserva-
tion, economic development, air quality, energy conservation, and citizen 
participation, among others. The goals themselves were evolved in a public 
process involving many thousands of citizens, thus gaining some support 
for the inevitable political and legal battles over limiting growth. The plan 
also receives considerable political support from a nonprofit organization, 
the 1000 Friends of Oregon, an organization that came into being in 1975, 
partly founded by Governor McCall. More generally, the plan gains sup-
port from the strong pro-environmental ethos that characterizes the Pacific 
Northwest in general.

new Jersey

The State of New Jersey has good reason to pursue a state growth manage-
ment program. With approximately 8 million people living on little more 
than 8,000 square miles, it is the most densely populated state in the nation. 
Although the state does not have any very large cities within its borders, it 
is subject to development pressures from the New York metropolitan area to 
its northeast and the Philadelphia metropolitan area to the southwest. The 
resulting suburban sprawl is readily visible, particularly in the parts of the 
state that fall within the New York City commutershed. The state uses a vari-
ety of approaches to pursue the goals of channeling growth into designated 
development areas. The goals are to help protect the natural environment and 
also to minimize the cost of servicing population growth. Meeting those goals 
will also give New Jersey residents convenient access to the natural world.

The state plan is only advisory to municipal governments, but it does 
provide a financial carrot for local governments in that state agencies must 
use the state plan in making decisions about capital investments. Thus the 
state’s power of the purse with regard to roads, water and sewer mains, the 
location of public facilities, and the like reinforces the plan.

Coastal areas of the state fall under the authority of the Coastal Area 
Facility Review Act (CAFRA), passed in 1973. Under this act, development 
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along the state’s Atlantic and Delaware Bay shores and along some of their 
tributaries requires both local government and state approval. Thus the 
state has a say over development on much of the most ecologically fragile 
and desirable land in the state.

Beyond that, there are two areas of the state subject to regional author-
ities. The 30.4-square-mile Hackensack Meadowlands area, best known to 
sports fans as the home of Giants Stadium, falls under the authority of the 
Hackensack Meadowlands Development Commission, established in 1969 
and now renamed the New Jersey Meadowlands Commission. The area 
contains parts of two counties, Bergen and Hudson, and 14 municipalities. 
The area, which is across the Hudson River from Manhattan, is traversed by 
two rivers, the Hackensack and the Passaic. For years much of it was basi-
cally a swampy wasteland and dumping ground for the region. Yet given 
its position in the New York metropolitan area it was obviously a very valu-
able location. Clearly it needed a coordinated planning system, and that 
was provided by the Meadowlands Commission.

The legislature that established the Commission gave it the key 
power to override local zoning. It also let it establish a system of property 
tax sharing. That was important because it meant that development could 
be channeled to the places where it made most sense without other areas 
fighting it because they didn’t want to lose the tax revenues (a somewhat 
similar system has been used in Minneapolis–St. Paul; see Chapter 16). To 
deal with the inevitable problems of intermunicipal rivalry a Meadowlands 
Municipal Commission composed of the Mayor of each of the 14 towns 
was set up, and its concerns are taken very seriously by the Meadowlands 
Commission.

Forty years later the results are impressive. The area is home to much 
commercial development as well as considerable residential develop-
ment, though not quite as much as the Commission would like. Highway 
develop ment and traffic management have been coordinated in the area, 
which experiences a huge amount of commuting, both internal to New Jer-
sey and between New Jersey and Manhattan. Much of the wetland area has 
been restored. Brownfields (see Chapter 15) have been redeveloped, green 
building standards have been promoted and widely applied, and econo-
mies of scale in the provision of various public services have been achieved 
through intermunicipal cooperation.

Further south, about 1 million acres (roughly 1,600 square miles and 
one-fifth of the state’s total land area) fall under the jurisdiction of the Pine-
lands Commission. The area contains 52 municipalities and parts of seven 
counties. Throughout the area, local plans must conform to the Commis-
sion’s plan. Thus the Commission has control over the density of develop-
ment and types of land uses permitted in this large and environmentally 
fragile area.

All of the preceding program does not guarantee that New Jersey will 
be able to control the process of sprawl, as there are very powerful forces 
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behind sprawl—in particular, the economic dynamism of those parts of the 
state near New York and Philadelphia, and the public demand for housing 
and for what H.G. Wells a century ago (see page 14) called that “private 
imperium.” However, this program does give the state a fighting chance to 
contain sprawl and to achieve an orderly pattern of development in those 
parts of the state where there are still substantial blocks of land that remain 
to be developed.

Numerous other states have growth management plans at the state 
level. Most plans have some of the elements noted before. Many designate 
development areas and seek to divert growth into those areas. Many use 
the state’s ability to use capital investments as a carrot to induce municipal 
governments to make their plans conform to the state’s overall plan. State 
plans generally place emphasis on protecting environmentally fragile areas, 
whether they be shorelines, wetlands, estuaries, or, in the case of Vermont 
and other mountainous states, land at high elevations. A number of states 
also seek to protect areas of particular scenic or historic value from exces-
sive development, and they use a mix of regulation and financial incentives 
for this purpose.

GRoWTh MAnAGeMenT: PRo oR Con?

Growth management, like any other planning technique, is subject to use 
and misuse. At best, it can be used to step into the future in a planned man-
ner and emerge with good results—with a sensible and attractive pattern 
of development, with the public treasury in good shape, with community 
services adequate to the tasks demanded of them, and with the natural 
environment disrupted to a minimal degree. At worst, growth management 
techniques can be used to block legitimate growth, to defend the privileges 
of those already privileged, and to displace the inevitable costs of develop-
ment to other jurisdictions.

Quite probably, the best results will be obtained when the govern-
ment doing the managing corresponds in size to a natural labor market or 
housing market. If the primary purpose of the growth management system 
is environmental, it seems likely that, all other things being equal, the best 
results will be obtained if there is a correspondence between the physical 
jurisdiction of the managing unit and the realities of the environmental pro-
cesses. In this case the displacement effects of growth management deci-
sions will be taken account of to a substantial degree. On the other hand, 
if the jurisdiction is small with regard to the economic, social, or physical 
effects resulting from its actions, the temptation to consider only parochial 
interests and to ignore the numerous effects of local decisions on outsiders 
may be hard to resist.
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The ChALLenGe oF SMART GRoWTh

In the mid-1990s the term smart growth appeared on the planning scene and 
rapidly became the buzzword of the day. The term was first used in connec-
tion with the Maryland state plan under then governor Parris Glendenning. 
Whether smart growth is inherently different from growth management as just 
described or whether it is basically growth management under a more attrac-
tive name—who could be in favor of “stupid growth”?—is arguable. In either 
case, smart growth refers to a set of issues that will be with us for years to come.

From 1990 to 2000, the U.S. population grew by about 32 million peo-
ple. That rate of growth, about 3 million per year, continued well into the 
first decade of this century. (It may have slowed somewhat at the end of the 
decade as a weakening U.S. labor market reduced immigration, but that is 
probably only temporary.) Most of that growth has occurred in those parts 
of metropolitan areas outside the central city, what we refer to as the sub-
urbs, even though not all of these areas are suburban in character.

Much of the concern with smart growth has been driven by a concern 
with suburban sprawl, a condition that derives directly from that popula-
tion growth. There is no standard, unambiguous definition of sprawl, but 
many of us may take an I-can’t-define-it-but-I-know-it-when-I-see-it posi-
tion. Reid Ewing suggests that indicators of sprawl are the following:

1.  Leapfrog or scattered development
2.  Commercial strip development
3.  Large expanses of low-density or single-use development (as in sprawling 

bedroom communities).15

He then goes on to argue that these readily observable signs do not 
tell the entire story and that there are some functional indicators as well. 
The most important of these is “poor accessibility.” In an area of sprawl, 
getting around is inconvenient. One must drive past undeveloped areas 
to reach one’s destination. On roads characterized by strip development, 
one must pass many commercial uses before reaching one’s destination. 
Because potential destinations are scattered about, it is difficult to combine 
errands or trips—each destination may be in a different direction.

Ewing also suggests that lack of “functional open space” is also 
an indicator of sprawl. Although the area will have large amounts of 
undeveloped land, most of it is in private hands, perhaps with access 
blocked by other development, and thus unavailable for recreational or 
other public use.

If we use a definition like Ewing’s, then sprawl is not a matter of low 
density alone, though there may be a correlation between sprawl and low 
density of development. A 10-square-mile area with a population of, say, 
10,000 might be an example of sprawl if it met some or all of the preceding 
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criteria. On the other hand, if the same number of people were grouped 
in several centers with jobs, shopping, and other destinations generally 
within short distances of residences and if there were substantial blocks of 
un developed land accessible and open to the public, then, by a definition 
like Ewing’s, we would not call it sprawl. We might, in fact, consider it to 
be an exemplar of desirable low-density development.

The biggest force behind smart growth has been citizen concern over 
one aspect of sprawl, namely traffic congestion. The suburban resident who 
finds that his or her commuting time is increasing because of growing con-
gestion on major roadways and who finds that trips to shopping, to visit 
friends, and to entertainment and recreation are making him or her feel as 
if the car is becoming a second home is likely to feel that something needs 
to be done. Often that something is planning for smart growth. Other forces 
behind the push for smart growth have been concern over preservation of 
the natural environment and concern with what some suburban residents 
may regard as excessive urbanization of their environs. Because smart 
growth does not have a precise definition, the term means different things 
to different people, and it is thus a large political tent that can contain many 
people with different tastes and agendas.

One element in a smart growth agenda may be using land-use con-
trols, tax policy, and perhaps some public subsidies to encourage compact 
development. In the same vein, the smart growth program may place an 
emphasis on infill development and reuse, whether of old buildings or of 
previously used industrial and commercial sites. A smart growth program 
may also involve buying up or acquiring development rights for some 
undeveloped land to ensure a supply of future open space and to channel 
development into selected areas. Urban growth boundaries, such as those 
used around Portland, Oregon, may be part of a smart growth agenda. 
Those who favor smart growth are likely to be fans of the New Urbanism 
(see Chapter 10). New urbanist design emphasizes relatively close spac-
ing between structures and a fine-grained mixture of land uses. Both of 
these should facilitate trips on foot or by bicycle and also reduce the aver-
age length of automobile trips.

Because smart growth is an attractive but not a precisely defined term, 
there will inevitably be disagreement about just which policies really are 
smart. For example, a county in the fast-growing fringe of a metropolitan 
area decides to buy up big blocks of farmland (or the development rights 
for that farmland) in order to channel growth and preserve open space. Pro-
ponents of the move argue that the move is good for the county’s present 
and future residents and also good environmentally because it preserves the 
habitats of many species. But opponents argue that it simply diverts growth 
to further out-locations—in effect, it simply promotes leapfrog development 
at a larger scale. It is not always easy to say who is right. Smart growth, 
because it is such a nice term, may sometimes be used as a flag of conveni-
ence by those whose real game is simply NIMBY (not in my backyard).
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Smart growth policies may be pursued at many geographic scales—
municipal, county, or state. Because the term originated in Maryland, 
we will take a quick look at Maryland’s Smart Growth Program begun 
in 1997. The background conditions that propelled the state into the 
program were twofold. First, Maryland is a small state with a higher than 
average population density—over 500 people per square mile compared 
with somewhat under 100 people per square mile for the average of the 
coterminous (“lower”) 48 states. In fact, only four states—Massachusetts, 
Rhode Island, Connecticut, and New Jersey—have higher densities. 
Second, a large percentage of the state’s population lives within the greater 
Washington–Baltimore area and thus is sensitive to all of the sprawl-related 
considerations previously mentioned.

Maryland defines the goals of smart growth as follows:

1.  Save our most valuable remaining natural resources.
2.  Support existing communities and neighborhoods.
3.  Save taxpayers millions of dollars in the unnecessary building of the infra-

structure required to support sprawl.16

The core of the state’s effort is the creation of Priority Funding Areas. 
The state directs its expenditures on physical infrastructure and also on 
some other categories such as subsidies for industrial development into 
priority areas in order to channel growth there. Priority areas are defined 
by the state as follows:

1.  Every municipality in the state.
2.  All the area of Maryland that lies inside either the Washington, DC  

or the Baltimore beltway. Baltimore is entirely within the State of  
Maryland; and the District of Columbia, not legally a part of any state, is bor-
dered by both Maryland and Virginia.

3.  Enterprise zones, neighborhood revitalization areas, “heritage” areas (see 
later), and industrial areas.

Although the preceding sounds like a lot, it is only a small share of the 
state’s total land area.

The use of the state’s capital budget to concentrate development in 
these areas is backstopped by a number of other programs. The Rural Herit-
age program uses state funds to buy conservation easements on rural proper-
ties with an emphasis on preserving large contiguous blocks. A brownfields 
program (see Chapter 15) seeks to reduce the investment risks on disused 
urban industrial properties and thus to promote infill development. A “Live 
Near Your Work” program assists workers in buying homes near their jobs. 
Its goals are neighborhood stabilization and infill development.

Looking back almost two decades, the program has produced modest 
results. The program works primarily through a variety of tax and other 
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incentives, and working against that are very powerful economic and polit-
ical forces predisposing toward sprawl. Then, too, not all local governments 
synchronize their planning and land-use control decisions with the smart 
growth program. According to Freece and Knapp, it has had more success 
in preserving open space than in encouraging further development within 
existing communities.17 But beyond limited accomplishments in Maryland, 
the program has served as a model for work in other states and helped 
place the concept of smart growth on the nation’s planning agenda.

PLAnnInG FoR SUSTAInABILITy

In recent years there has been much interest among planners in the matter 
of planning for sustainable development. In the United States part of the inter-
est is homegrown, and part comes from Great Britain, the Netherlands, and 
other nations in Western Europe where much higher population densities 
give many planning questions a sense of greater urgency. Most discussions 
of planning for sustainable development hark back to a 1987 report of the 
World Commission on Environment and Development—also known as the 
Brundtland Commission, after the name of its Chair, Gro Harlem Brundt-
land, who was then prime minister of Norway. In its report the Commission 
defines sustainable growth as follows:

Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present 
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 
needs.

That is a very general statement, and much thought and argument 
have been devoted since then to defining exactly what it means. On the sur-
face it may be taken to have a simple environmental meaning. For example, 
in regard to forestry, it may mean not cutting more board feet of timber in 
one year than the forest can grow in one year. However, with the passage 
of time, sustainability has come to be defined more broadly. Although there 
is no single, unambiguous definition for sustainable development, a very 
rough, general agreement appears to have emerged in the past decade or 
so. Most writers define sustainable development planning as planning that 
addresses three overall goals in a coordinated manner. These goals are envi-
ronmental quality, social equity, and economic development, easily remem-
bered as the three “Es.”18

The environmental requirement is readily understood as meaning 
planning for development that does not degrade the quality of the 
environment from one time period to the next. However, it should be 
understood that determining exactly what constitutes degradation is 
not always so easy. For example, suppose years of farming have thinned 
the topsoil somewhat in a particular area, but, at the same time years of 
fertilizer use have increased the nitrate and phosphate content of the soil. 
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Experts might disagree about whether, on balance, the soil is now better or 
worse than it was.

Social equity is more ambiguous. Most proponents of sustainable 
development take it to mean greater equality of wealth and more opportu-
nity for poorer and less advantaged people. To defend the idea that social 
equity ought to be included in the concept of sustainable development, one 
might argue that over the long term, any social or economic system must 
achieve a satisfactory degree of equity or the internal stresses generated by 
inequity will render it unstable. Whether that is really true may be argued. 
There is no question that inequity and the perception of inequity have been 
at the root of many social and political upheavals such as the French or the 
Russian Revolutions. On the other hand, there have been inequitable sys-
tems that have shown remarkable stability. The caste system of India strikes 
most Westerners and many Indians as grossly inequitable. But the social 
and economic order upon which the system rests has shown great stability 
over many centuries and is only now changing at a moderate pace under 
many pressures of modernity. One may even argue that some social and 
economic systems may become unstable as they become more equitable, 
because that change expands people’s perspectives and whets their appe-
tite for more change (“the revolution of rising expectations”). The point 
that equity is a prerequisite for long-term stability may be argued either 
way. The skeptic may contend that equity has been added as a criterion, 
not because it is intrinsically necessary for sustainability, but because those 
who argue for planning for sustainability also, as a group, favor more egali-
tarian systems—that equity has been tacked on much as a rider is tacked 
onto a bill in Congress.

It may be argued that at times, sustainability goals and equity goals 
may be in conflict, just as environmental and equity goals may be in conflict 
(see Chapter 15). Therefore, planning for sustainable development should 
address such conflicts. But that is a separate argument from the question 
of whether equity issues are inherently part of the question of sustainabil-
ity. However, regardless of argument and counterargument, equity is now 
firmly ensconced as one of the three main elements of the term sustainability 
as commonly used in the planning profession.

If one accepts equity as a key element in planning for sustainability, 
then the requirement for economic development makes considerable sense. 
If equity concerns make it desirable to redistribute a certain amount of 
wealth, that goal will be easier to achieve if average wealth is growing than 
if it is stable. In a steady-state situation, any redistribution of wealth would 
necessarily be a zero-sum game and would meet powerful resistance.19 This 
observation is no more profound than saying that it is easier to be generous 
if you are wealthy than if you are poor.

In principle the idea of planning for sustainable development may be 
applied at any scale ranging from the municipality, or perhaps even a part 
of a municipality, up to the planet itself. Actions to promote sustainable 



302 Growth Management, Smart Growth, and Sustainable Development

development at one geographic scale will inevitably have effects on the 
environment at other geographic scales. Then, too, what looks sustainable 
or not sustainable at one scale may look different at another scale. For exam-
ple, the development of Manhattan (the most densely populated urban 
place in the United States) may look very bad from a sustainable develop-
ment perspective, if viewed solely at a municipal scale. Most of the natural 
environment has been paved or built over; the original land form has been 
substantially changed; creeks, streams, and marshy areas have been filled 
in; and biodiversity has been vastly reduced.

On the other hand, when viewed from a larger geographic perspec-
tive, Manhattan looks environmentally virtuous. The 1.54 million people 
living on Manhattan’s 22.7 square miles have much less environmental 
impact than would the same number of people if spread out over, say, 750 
square miles (at a typical suburban density of 2,000 people per square mile). 
Transporting one person to work by subway consumes considerably less 
energy than transporting one person to work by car. It takes less energy 
to heat one apartment than it does to heat one single-family house. Fewer 
trees must be cut down to build one high-rise apartment than would have 
to be cut down to build single-family houses for an equivalent number of 
residents.

The amount of impervious cover is one aspect of environmental 
impact. Manhattan has 508 miles of streets. Multiply that by 5,280 (the num-
ber of feet in a mile). Then divide that figure by the population of Manhat-
tan, around 1,540,000. The result is that there is approximately 1.7 feet of 
street length per Manhattan resident. Contrast that with how many feet 
of street there would be per resident on a suburban street of single-family 
houses built on 100-foot-wide lots. Thus, in considering sustainable devel-
opment, one may come to very different conclusions depending on whether 
one thinks in terms of what happens at a particular location on the map or 
whether one thinks in terms of accommodating a specific number of people 
or a specific amount of economic activity.

With all of the preceding caveats, we turn now to planning for sustain-
able development in a single municipality.

Implementing a Local Sustainable Development Program

Advocates of sustainability are fond of the motto “think globally, act 
locally” with the implication that a multitude of local actions can have 
global effects. If the three Es of sustainability are environmental quality, social 
equity, and economic development, as noted before, what can a locality do to 
promote them?

The municipality can use its land-use controls to protect environmen-
tally fragile areas and, more generally, to provide for its total of residential and 
commercial activity with a minimal footprint. Implementing green building 
standards (see Chapter 15) can reduce the amount of power used for heating 
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and cooling. Solar access zoning and an accommodative rather than a resis-
tive stance toward wind-generated power if it is technically feasible in that 
area can contribute to slowing down the progress of the greenhouse effect. 
Urban design that minimizes vehicular mileage can also help, as can land-
use policy that favors housing types that consume less energy. The potential 
for a district energy system (see Chapter 15) could be considered. Brownfield 
redevelopment may be favored over greenfield development.

In this writer’s opinion there is not a great deal that can be done with 
regard to equity at the local level; the really big questions like the distribu-
tion of income and access to medical care are clearly national issues, but 
a certain amount might be achieved in connection with housing, as dis-
cussed in Chapter 11. As noted there, how much a single municipality can 
achieve in this area is limited by tax rate considerations and the fact of 
inter municipal economic competition. If the municipality has an economic 
development program it may try to tune the program to meet the labor 
market needs of some of its least privileged residents rather than just focus-
ing on total jobs or total additions to the tax base.

So far as economic growth is concerned, the municipality can pur-
sue an economic development program as discussed in Chapter 13. But, 
as implied in that chapter, there is a question as to whether local economic 
development efforts contribute very much to aggregate economic growth 
or whether they largely redistribute a total that is more or less determined 
by other factors at the national and international levels (monetary policy, 
fiscal policy, tax policy, trade policy, and the like).

The following box lists a wide range of categories of local sustainabil-
ity practices in current use.

A LIST oF SUSTAInABLe PLAnnInG TeChnIQUeS

In 2001 Edward J. Jepson, Jr. surveyed some hundreds of municipal 
governments to see what steps they were taking to pursue sustainable 
development.20 He asked them about 39 categories of actions. These 
categories are shown in the list that follows to provide a sense of the 
range of sustainable development. Those whose meaning is not self-
evident or explained elsewhere in this book are explained in the notes 
that follow. The measures listed here address the three Es as well as 
local self-sufficiency and include both direct actions and steps to gather 
information to support subsequent actions.21

1. Agricultural district provisions
2.  Agricultural protection zoning
3.  Bicycle-access plan
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4.  Brownfield reclamation
5.  Community indicators program
6.  Community gardening
7.  Cooperative housing
8.  Eco-industrial park
9.  Ecological footprint analysis

10.  Environmental-site-design regulations
11.  Green-building requirements
12.  Green procurement
13.  Green maps
14.  Green-print plans
15.  Greenways development
16.  Heat-island analysis
17.  Import substitution
18.  Incentive/inclusionary zoning
19.  Infill development
20.  Life-cycle public construction
21.  Living-wage ordinance
22.  Low-emission vehicles
23.  Neotraditional (new urbanist) development
24.  Open-space zoning
25.  Pedestrian-access plan
26.  Purchase of development rights
27.  Rehabilitation of building codes
28.  Right-to-farm legislation
29.  Solar-access protection regulations
30.  Solid-waste life-cycle management
31.  Tax base/revenue sharing
32.  Transfer of development rights
33.  Transit-oriented development
34.  Transportation demand management
35.  Urban growth boundary
36.  Urban forestry program
37.  Urban-system analysis
38.  Wildlife habitat/green corridor planning
39.  Wind-energy development.

Notes: Explanations are for items not mentioned elsewhere in this text and whose mean-
ings are not readily apparent. 5. Use of community social, economic, or environmental 
indicators in making plans. 7. Closely spaced housing with many shared facilities. 8. 
Industrial parks designed to incorporate good ecological practices. 11. Requiring new 
buildings to use practices that minimize energy use and other environmental impacts. 12. 
Taking environmental considerations into municipal purchasing decisions. 14. Municipal 
planning and mapping that show natural areas slated for acquisition and preservation. 
20. Costing public construction to include all phases of the project from inception through 
demolition and disposal. 22. Favoring low-emission types when purchasing municipal 
vehicles. 27. Writing building codes to favor rehabilitation and reuse. 36. Tree planting 
to reduce CO2 in the atmosphere and to facilitate heating and cooling of buildings. (The 
term has also been used in connection with maintaining small amounts of semi-natural 
habitat within a municipality.)

Note that items 7, 18, and 21 specifically address equity concerns. Item 17 addresses local 
self-sufficiency.
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Earlier in this chapter we noted that growth management relies in large 
measure for its implementation on planning tools that were in existence for 
many years before the term came into being. Similarly, many of the techniques 
that are used in planning for sustainable development have also been around 
for some time. For example, many localities have been planning and appropri-
ating monies for open-space acquisition for decades. Another example is that 
many municipalities have had a long-standing commitment to making provi-
sions for affordable housing. To the extent that planning for sustainable devel-
opment is a new idea, it is the overall concept and the long time horizon, not 
the individual techniques, that distinguish it from previous planning efforts.

PLAnnInG FoR nATURAL DISASTeRS

For reasons given at the end of Chapter 4, planning for natural disasters 
has become an increasingly important part of planning. The possibility of 
the event may be anticipated—the Japanese are no strangers to earthquakes 
and tsunamis and the Gulf Coast is no stranger to hurricanes—but the tim-
ing, place, and scope cannot be anticipated. Before the event procrastination 
is easy and day-to-day pressures may cause individuals and governments 
to put disaster planning at the back of the queue. After the event there is no 
time to spare and everything must be done at once. Both planning for and 
recovery from disaster may involve coordination between many bodies of 
government and the costs involved may be huge.

Decisions made in connection with disaster planning may impose 
major losses on some parties and deliver large gains to others. For exam-
ple, a decision about whether or not to allow rebuilding on a flood plain 
may have major financial implications for property owners and investors. 
Where large financial stakes are present powerful political pressures are 
inevitable. In some cases scientific uncertainty is an issue. For coastal areas 
the question of sea-level rise due to global warming is a key factor. But the 
fifth International Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) report projects sea-level 
rise from global warming for this century at 26 to 82 cm, approximately 
10 to 32 inches, a spread that for some places might cover a range from 
relatively minor to disastrous. Some other organizations have made esti-
mates which are similar at the low end but larger at the high end. For exam-
ple, in 2013 the National Oceanographic and Atmospheric Administration 
(NOAA) gave a high-end estimate in the range of 2 meters.

One writer on the subject, Robert Verchick, suggests three basic rules 
for doing adequate planning for natural disasters:

1.  Go green
2.  Be fair
3.  Be safe.22
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The first point, go green, means:

Minimizing physical exposure to geographic hazards by preserving natural 
buffers against them and integrating those buffers into artificial systems like 
levees or seawalls. … Going green also means respecting the limits of natu-
ral geography by discouraging new development in areas that expose people 
and assets to unreasonable risk.

The second item, be fair, refers to the fact that, in the aggregate, some 
groups of people suffer much more from natural disasters, both during and 
for a long time afterward, than others, and that good planning must take 
this into account. This point is discussed further in Chapter 7.

The third point, be safe, expresses Verchick’s view that safety consid-
erations in disaster planning sometimes get pushed aside by other matters 
like financial interest. He suggests that the emphasis be on safety.

Below are brief case studies of the two best-known natural disasters to 
hit the United States so far in this century.

new orleans and hurricane Katrina

On August 29, 2005, Hurricane Katrina struck New Orleans. The storm had 
been building in the Caribbean for a number of days and city residents 
and officials were well aware of it. Two days before it hit, the Governor of 
Louisiana recommended that residents evacuate. The day before it hit, the 
city’s Mayor, Ray Nagin, issued a mandatory evacuation order. A majority 
of the city’s population got out, almost all of them by car, but about 100,000 
out of an estimated 455,000 were trapped. There was essentially no other 
way out, and so those trapped were largely those without cars. Other than 
reversing some highway lanes to speed evacuation by road, the city had 
no evacuation plan. The hurricane was a category 3 storm (the categories, 
based on wind velocity, go up to 5), so the winds, though high, were not 
extraordinary. But the storm moved slowly, allowing lots of time to build 
a very large storm surge and lots of time for the high waters to batter the 
city’s levees and storm walls. These broke in many places and within a 
day or so 80 percent of the city was under water. For several days after the 
storm, TV viewers could watch pictures of people being rescued from roof 
tops and second-floor windows. It was an enormous disaster that claimed 
an estimated 1,500 lives.

Although the event was a shock, it was not entirely a surprise. There 
had for some years been discussion about the city’s vulnerability. In fact, a 
few months before, the city’s main newspaper, the Times-Picayune, had run 
articles pointing with considerable prescience to the potential for disaster. 
Many people prior to Katrina held an “it’s not if, but when” view of the 
city’s situation.

The disaster had a large manmade element to it. In the nineteenth  
century most of the city’s small population lived on the highest ground in 
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the city, what is now the French Quarter and vicinity. As the city’s popula-
tion grew, lower lying ground was drained and developed. By the time 
Katrina struck, much of the city’s population lived at or a few feet below 
sea level.

To the south of the city were some dozens of miles of wetlands or 
Bayou. This offered considerable protection from storm surges. In the 1960s 
the Army Corps of Engineers, using data from previous storms, made a 
rough estimate that on average 2.7 miles of wetlands would reduce storm 
surge by a foot. There was great variation from site to site, and storm dura-
tion is also important, so that the 2.7 figure is only a rule of thumb. But it 
still gives one an idea of the importance of wetlands in this connection.

In the twentieth century human activity began to change this picture. 
The Mississippi River had a long history of flooding and from time to time 
even changed its course after major floods. In 1927 a catastrophic flood 
inundated 23,000 square miles and led Congress to pass the Flood Control 
Act of 1928. The Army Corps of Engineers then embarked upon a massive 
levee-building program which was largely successful in preventing subse-
quent floods.

But the levees had an unintended consequence. They greatly reduced 
the amount of silt the river carried. They also increased the speed at which 
the river flowed.

The wetlands at the mouth of the Mississippi exist in an equilibrium 
between the deposition of silt and the washing away of silt by the waters 
of the Gulf. Thus the wetlands began to shrink. The situation was made 
worse when numerous canals were cut through the wetlands to facilitate 
the movement of ships and barges. That permitted the intrusion of salt-
water into the wetlands, which kills off trees and other plants adapted to 
fresh water. That, in turn, reduces the root system that holds the soil of the 
wetlands together, further increasing the loss of wetlands. By the time Kat-
rina hit, the wetlands had retreated many miles from where they had been 
a century earlier.

The city, like the area around it, sits on compacted silt which is subject 
to some subsidence just from its own weight, but that effect was greatly 
amplified by drilling for oil, gas, and fresh water. The same effect is seen in 
aquifers in many places from the pumping of well water, but it is especially 
consequential in a place that sits as low as New Orleans.

Between the loss of wetlands and subsidence, the city became a little 
more vulnerable each year; hence the “not if, but when” reality. A few weeks 
after Katrina struck, the city began its plans for recovery. New Orleans had 
never had a large planning department, and a while before Katrina it had 
been cut back in size at Mayor Nagin’s initiative. The few planners from the 
city, many planners from the outside, some associated with the American 
Planning Association, some with the Urban Land Institute, some with aca-
demic institutions, and some with planning consulting firms became part 
of the recovery planning scene. So, too, did the population of the city.
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Two planners, Robert B. Olshansky and Laurie A. Johnson, have 
chronicled a very complex planning experience in Clear as Mud: Planning 
for the Rebuilding of New Orleans (listed in this chapter’s Bibliography). One 
phenomenon they noted in connection with catastrophe planning is what 
they called “time compression.” Planning is essentially a sequential process 
just as is putting up a building. Time is needed not just to make plans that 
depend on prior steps but also to establish communications, to share data, 
and to build trust. They observe that the best preparation for planning after 
a disaster is to have a well-functioning planning process in place before 
the catastrophe. That was not the case in New Orleans. A comprehensive 
planning effort in the best of circumstances takes time. But in the aftermath 
of a catastrophe a traumatized population is not in the frame of mind to sit 
quietly as a systematic planning process unfolds.

The first thought of many of the outsiders who came in to help was 
that perhaps the footprint of the city should be reduced. New Orleans had 
been losing population since 1960, and it was immediately clear that many 
people had who fled the city were not going to come back. Perhaps some 
of the more heavily damaged low-lying areas should be written off and 
converted into open space. Perhaps investment in infrastructure should be 
directed toward bringing a new city design into being. The smaller foot-
print sounds sensible and perhaps it really is sensible, but the population 
would have none of it. The reduced-footprint-focus-on-the-areas-with-
most-potential approach was quickly stomped to death by the citizens. 
They knew what they wanted. It was very simple. They wanted all neigh-
borhoods restored. And they wanted everyone who had fled the city to be 
able to return if they wanted to. And they wanted work on restoration to 
start now. Some of the planners wanted to hold back on building permits 
until questions about safety, distance below sea level, and the like were 
resolved. Planners were concerned that if people built or rebuilt where 
they shouldn’t it would limit opportunities for future development. That 
argument carried little weight with the public. They wanted those building 
permits to be issued promptly. By and large, the city’s building department 
complied.

Citizens’ refusal to accept any of the planners’ more comprehensive 
approach was exacerbated by the fact of race. Most of those who were 
flooded out were black, and most of the planners and what that population 
saw as the city’s establishment were white. A black population that had a 
deep sense of grievance going back many decades was, understandably, not 
in a patient, trusting mood.

Almost two years after Katrina a new city plan was completed and 
subsequently adopted by the city council. It is basically what the citizens 
wanted: a plan for what the city was before the storm, only better in many 
small ways.

In planning, there is a dichotomy between comprehensive planning 
and incremental planning, a matter discussed in some detail in Chapter 19. 
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The citizens clearly wanted the imcremental approach, though they didn’t 
use that particular word. The reader might also note the section on collabo-
rative planning in Chapter 19 for an idea of how much time and effort may 
be needed to reach consensus on major issues. Those requirements do not 
square well with the “time compression” after a catastrophe.

As an aside, the smaller footprint issue is now being discussed for 
Detroit.23 The disaster that hit Detroit was not a storm but a multi-decade 
loss of industrial jobs and consequent population shrinkage which led ulti-
mately to the city filing for bankruptcy in 2013. The population of the city 
is less than half of what it was at its peak. Shrinking its footprint may make 
a lot of sense. There, too, the idea has been met with citizen displeasure. 
Whether it will be stomped on as thoroughly as in New Orleans remains 
to be seen.

Looking Back. How has the plan worked out? New Orleans’ population 
numbered about 455,000 before Katrina hit. It is estimated that in 2006 it 
was down to 225,000, about half the pre-storm total. In 2012 the Bureau of 
the Census estimated that it was back up to 369,000, about 81 percent of the 
pre-Katrina total.24 The population is believed to have been rising slowly 
since then.

In 2013, survey data suggested that 79 percent of the homes damaged 
in flooded areas had either been rebuilt or were in the process of being 
rebuilt. Fourteen percent had been demolished and 8 percent were gutted 
or derelict. Of the businesses that had been flooded out, about 68 percent 
were open again.25

Money for restoration had been a problem despite substantial federal 
aid. Thus many areas are not back to normal yet and services in many parts 
of the city are still far from adequate. But, overall, much has been accom-
plished in not very many years. The individual who was most outspoken 
against the comprehensive approach, a resident whose house was flooded 
out, takes the view that what was done was better and fairer than would 
have been the replanning-and-smaller-footprint approach.

The big question is, of course: what about the next Katrina? Here the 
approach has not been the “go green” policy suggested by Robert Verchick. 
Rather, it has been the straight engineering approach. In 2013 the Army 
Corps of Engineers completed $8.7 billion of work rebuilding the city’s 
levees and storm walls. According to the Corps’s calculations, the rebuilt 
defenses will provide an almost total defense against a 100-year storm (a 
storm that has one chance in 100 of occurring in any given year) and an ade-
quate defense against a 500-year storm (Katrina has been estimated as a 150-
year event). The Corps does not claim that there would be no flooding, but 
rather that the area that might possibly flood would be much smaller and 
would flood to much shallower depths.26 Eliminating all flooding is very 
difficult, in part because so much of the city lies so low that just the heavy 
rain that accompanies a major storm cannot be pumped out as fast as it falls.
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Is the Corps’s confront-nature-and-defeat-her-approach better in this 
case than a more accommodative approach? The Corps is confident. Many 
environmentalists are very dubious. They argue that rising sea levels and 
warming air may make what we now consider a 500-year storm more likely 
in any given year. The long-term problems of subsidence and wetland loss 
have not yet been addressed in a major way.27 With the passage of time, 
more of the city will be below sea level and the city’s dependency on the 
Corps’s concrete and masonry defenses will increase. Think of a bowl that 
is held down in water so that only the rim breaks the surface. That rim rep-
resents the levees and sea walls. Each year the cup is pushed down a little 
bit further.

Those who favor the Corps’s approach may argue that the Corps, 
over a period of several years, has given the city a high degree of security 
for many years to come—something that would have taken much longer 
with a more gentle and nature-friendly approach. They may argue that the 
Corps’s actions have bought time, perhaps several decades, in which to 
implement a more green solution.

Planning for new york after hurricane Sandy

Hurricane Sandy hit New York City on October 22, 2012. As with Hurricane 
Katrina in New Orleans, the damage came from the storm surge rather than 
from the wind directly. Some thousands of housing units in low-lying areas 
of Queens, Brooklyn, and Staten Island, three of the city’s five boroughs, 
were damaged or destroyed. But the fraction of the city’s total housing stock 
of approximately 3.4 million affected was quite small compared with that of 
New Orleans. For most New Yorkers the experience was one of disruption 
rather than damage to their housing. The high waters flooded subway tunnels 
and shut down the system. Minimal service was restored in a week or so and 
most of the system was running normally within a month. Electric power was 
knocked out in the lower part of Manhattan and scattered parts of the city but 
was largely restored within a week or so. Many people spent some days with-
out heat or light and in apartment buildings tenants who couldn’t negotiate 
flights of stairs had the experience of being marooned for several days. Many 
businesses were shut down until utilities were restored and, in some cases, 
basements pumped out. But when the U.S. Department of Commerce studied 
the aftermath of Sandy it found the effect on the city’s economy to be minimal.28

As bad as it was, Sandy’s effect on New York City was vastly less than 
Katrina’s effect on New Orleans. Nonetheless, it was not an experience that 
anyone in the city wanted to go through again, and it was also a portent 
of similar or worse events in the future. The administration of then Mayor 
Michael Bloomberg quickly moved into planning mode.

There were three distinct possible approaches, and many combina-
tions thereof.
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One possibility that offered almost complete protection to most of the 
city was to build a barrier across the mouth of New York Harbor, as shown 
in Figure 14–1. Most of the barrier would be rock, but there would be a 
movable gate across the shipping channel (Ambrose Channel) and several 
other gates to allow the tide to flow in and out, and thus maintain the pre-
barrier ecology of the harbor and the Hudson River which empties into it. 
It would be the city’s equivalent of the Army Corps of Engineers rebuilding 
the levees and flood walls around New Orleans. It would offer protection 
to low-lying parts of Brooklyn, Staten Island, Manhattan, and parts of New 
Jersey along the west shore of the Hudson River, and would protect some 
low-lying areas of Queens. The technology for doing this was well estab-
lished. Several such barriers had been built in the Netherlands. Gates were 
installed in the Thames River in 1982 to protect low-lying parts of London. 
They have been opened and closed well over 100 times and have worked as 
planned. The city of St. Petersburg is protected by a long barrier from storm 
surges in the Baltic. The idea for a barrier for New York had been discussed 
some years before Sandy.29

The Bloomberg administration ultimately rejected the idea. The Mayor 
argued that future increases in sea level and possibly storm intensity would 
ultimately render the barrier unworkable. Very probably, cost was also an 
issue.

That left two other approaches: hardening the target and a variety of 
green approaches. The Bloomberg plan called for both: a lot of the first and 
a little of the second.

Hardening the target meant a wide variety of measures both to pre-
vent flooding and to lessen the effects when flooding occurred. For the 
protection of low-lying areas the plan called for dunes, wider beaches in 
some places, levees, and sea walls. To protect buildings when flooding did 
occur the plan called for revised building codes and some funding to help 
property owners make improvements to the building. One improvement 
might be structural changes to keep water out. Another might be to place 
electrical utilities in a sealed, watertight enclosure. Another might be to 
move some mechanical systems up to a higher floor. Another might be to 
install an auxiliary generator so that the building would have power to 
operate lights and elevators if there were an area-wide power loss. Much of 
the disruption the storm caused in Manhattan was due to flooding of elec-
tric power substations. That could be dealt with by making them water-
tight or elevating them. The flooding of the subway system was caused by 
water coming through street-level entrances and air vents. That could be 
addressed with fairly simple structural changes. Several vehicular tunnels 
flooded and had to be pumped out. That could be prevented with gates. 
And so on.

When it came to the question of adjusting the city’s footprint to the 
possibility of future Sandys the Mayor was adamant:
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We will build back stronger. We will build back safer. We will build back more 
sustainably. But we will build back here.30

After the storm the question of what was to be done about destroyed 
housing near the shoreline arose. Many of those with green sensibilities 
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FIGURe 14–1 The barrier, at the bottom center of the figure, is shown by the 
dashed line between Sandy Hook in New Jersey and Breezy Point in Queens. In 
the New York part of the region it would offer essentially complete protection 
from storm surge for Brooklyn, Staten Island, and Manhattan. It would protect the 
Borough of Queens from flooding from Jamaica Bay but would not protect parts of 
Queens that front onto the ocean. The Bronx is sufficiently high that storm surge 
is not an issue here. On the New Jersey side it would protect the low-lying area 
between the west shore of the Hudson River and the Hackensack River, an area 
which sustained heavy damage from Sandy. At present, the plan is off the table, 
but a Sandy-like event in the future may well bring it back to life.
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adopted the position that the areas should not be rebuilt, but rather the 
city’s footprint should be pulled back in these areas. This is no different 
than conventional planning wisdom that building on flood plains is not a 
good idea, and certainly should not be encouraged with public funds (e.g., 
below-cost flood insurance). But the overwhelming resident preference 
was to rebuild, and to get some public help in doing so. The reason that 
they lived in this vulnerable situation was that they liked to live near the 
ocean—a very understandable preference—and they wanted to continue 
doing so. The Mayor clearly stood with the homeowners. This was a very 
different position from that held by the state’s Governor, Andrew Cuomo. 
He proposed to buy up property owners’ land in some flooded areas at 
pre-Sandy values and then to keep the land undeveloped in perpetuity. The 
Mayor did have some proposals for expanding or creating wetland areas 
and for plantings that would reduce rates of water runoff but, overall, his 
plan was to harden the target and tough it out. In that very basic way it was 
not very different from the New Orleans approach.

Sandy is much closer to us than Katrina, and New York’s situation 
in the aftermath was far less urgent than New Orleans’s, so it is not pos-
sible to say at the time of writing what New York will ultimately do. Mayor 
Bloomberg has been succeeded by Mayor De Blasio who has different pri-
orities, and choices between goals have to be made. Up until the time of 
writing he has shown no interest in major steps to protect the city against 
a future Sandy.

SUMMARy

Growth management is often defined as the regulation of the amount, tim-
ing, location, and character of development. Growth management pro-
grams generally use techniques that are common to much of planning. 
Thus such plans are distinguished from more traditional plans by their 
intent and scope rather than by their implementing techniques.

Growth management programs became widespread in the 1960s as a 
reaction to the rapid suburbanization of the postwar period and the growth 
of environmental consciousness and concern. Growth management also 
gained strength from concern with national and global population growth 
even though the logical link with these concerns and local population 
growth is weak. Such programs raise a variety of equity issues, since con-
trolling the rate and character of growth inevitably produces a variety of 
winners and losers, a point discussed in some detail in this chapter.

A number of subsequent growth management plans have been insti-
tuted in various parts of the country. Some, such as Boulder’s, attempt to 
place a cap on growth, or to hold growth to some predetermined annual 
percentage rate. Others, such as Fort Collins’s, seek to shape the pattern of 
growth without attempting to limit the rate.
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Many states have instituted growth management programs, begin-
ning with Hawaii in the early 1960s. In general, state growth management 
programs cover only parts of the state, frequently for environmental rea-
sons. State controls on development usually do not supersede local con-
trols. Rather, they constitute an additional level of control intended to see 
that larger-than-local issues are given adequate weight in the making of 
development decisions.

The term smart growth came into use in the 1990s, first in connection 
with Maryland’s state planning efforts. Interest in smart growth has largely 
been generated by the perception of growing suburban sprawl and, in par-
ticular, by traffic problems associated with sprawl. Whether smart growth 
is a new idea or merely growth management under a more attractive name 
is a matter of some dispute among planners.

The concept of sustainable development harks back to the work of the 
Brundtland Commission in 1987. At the local level it shares many tech-
niques with growth management and smart growth. One way it differs is 
in the very long time horizon, and perhaps another way is that its propo-
nents are concerned with all scales of development from local to global. Still 
another difference is the very prominent position it gives to equity issues, 
though, as noted, whether the link between sustainability and equity is 
entirely logical can be argued either way.

The final section of this chapter cited Robert Verchick’s three princi-
ples for planning for natural disasters—go green, be fair, and be safe—and 
then provided two case histories: New Orleans in the case of Hurricane 
Katrina and New York City in the case of Hurricane Sandy.
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c h a p t e r  15

environmental and 
energy Planning

Environmental planning covers a wide range of concerns having to do, gen-
erally, with minimizing the damage that human activity does to the natural 
environment. The goals may pertain to any of the following:

Minimizing threats to human health and life, for example, by reducing the 
concentration of dangerous pollutants in the air or the water supply or by 
limiting development in hazardous areas like flood plains

Preserving resources for future use, for example, minimizing soil erosion 
or minimizing the emission of greenhouse gases

Achieving aesthetic and recreational goals such as preserving some areas 
in a pristine condition

Minimizing damage to the environment for its own sake rather than 
humanity’s sake, for example, by preserving the habitat of a rare species that 
has no known or readily foreseeable use to us.

Energy planning got off to an abrupt start in 1973 when the Arab–
Israeli War of that year caused crude oil prices to quadruple in a few 
months. The concern was the controlling of energy costs. But over the years 
the field has morphed into one whose prime concern is reducing fossil fuel 
use to slow climate change.

The envIRonMenTAL PLAnnInG PRoBLeM

Environmental problems can be difficult to deal with for several reasons:

1. Environmental processes may be complex and not fully under-
stood. For example, both the physical and chemical pathways a pollutant 
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takes through the environment may not be fully understood, nor may be 
its exact effects as it is dispersed and transformed.

2. Environmental problems are not respecters of political boundaries. 
Agricultural chemicals sprayed on fields in Kansas may find their way into 
tributaries of the Mississippi River and end up in the drinking water of a 
Louisiana community a few months later. Sulfur dioxide from smokestacks 
in Ohio may come down as acid rain in Vermont. In 1985 the United States 
and Canada held talks on acid rain because acid rains in eastern Canada 
result in part from oxides of sulfur and nitrogen released in the American 
Midwest. The ultimate environmental problem is probably the greenhouse 
effect largely resulting from increased levels of carbon dioxide in the atmos-
phere. Fossil fuel burned anywhere on the planet contributes to the prob-
lem, so that it can be fully addressed only at an international level.

3. The solution of one environmental problem may become the cause 
of another. For example, air-quality regulations require “scrubbers,” which 
remove a certain percentage of sulfur from the smokestacks of coal-fired 
electric generating facilities. However, the resulting accumulation of sulfur-
containing sludge can prove to be a source of groundwater pollution.

4. Environmental issues can arouse strong emotions and produce 
formidable political conflict because environmental decisions may deliver 
both large gains and large losses to particular individuals and groups.

In general the approach to environmental problems has been piece-
meal, one pollutant or one source of emissions or one land-use question at a 
time. This approach is not because of shortsightedness or lack of vision. The 
problem of achieving higher levels of environmental quality is simply so 
complicated that a unified approach in which all side effects are considered 
has yet to be devised.

5. Environmental problems can be complicated by the tragedy of the 
commons, a term introduced many years ago by Garrett Hardin. The image 
he used was the village commons on which anyone can graze his animals 
for free. Ultimately, the commons are destroyed by overuse. In this analogy 
the atmosphere and the oceans could be said to be the world’s commons. 
One can also find smaller examples where the party that does the environ-
mental damage either faces no costs or only a fraction of the costs of their 
actions and therefore, acting out of self-interest, overuses the resource.1

The QUeSTIon oF GLoBAL CLIMATe ChAnGe

Including a section on climate change in a book on Urban Planning may 
seem like a bit of a stretch, but both changes in climate and how we respond 
to them will have many effects on what we do and what happens at the 
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local level. Climate change is likely to be the overarching environmental 
problem, and the great majority if not virtually all other environmental 
problems will have to be addressed within its framework.

At the global level changes in climate, particularly changes in 
rainfall, are likely to have big effects on world agriculture, with major 
consequences for war and peace, political stability, and mass migration. 
Within the United States, climate change may prove negative for some 
parts of the nation and positive for others. For example, warming and 
possibly drying may be a net negative for the Southwest. At the same 
time, it may produce what some regard as climate improvement for, say, 
Minnesota and other parts of the north-central region. If, as some cli-
matologists expect, global warming increases the intensity of tropical 
storms, it will likely prove negative for the Gulf Coast region. Changing 
patterns of rainfall affect the spatial pattern of agriculture. In all of these 
ways global warming may affect the distribution of population in the 
United States and perhaps change the patterns of regional growth shown 
in Table 2–1.

What we choose to do to address the problem of climate change will 
affect the work of the planner in many ways. Transportation uses more 
than a quarter of U.S. energy. Thus energy planning and transportation 
policy are inextricably linked and, as discussed in Chapter 13, transporta-
tion technology and the pattern of land use are closely tied. Housing is a 
major consumer of energy, and so choices about energy and about housing 
develop ment are also closely tied. Choices about environmental policy will 
have to be considered both in terms of purely local issues as well as the 
larger issue of global warming. For example, some dams have been torn 
down and some additional ones are slated to go because of local ecosys-
tem considerations such as the survival of particular species of fish. But 
producing electricity by hydropower is very benign in greenhouse terms 
compared to producing it by the burning of fossil fuel. There is clearly a 
trade-off between two desirable but contradictory goals.

The biggest force behind global warming is the increasing level of 
carbon dioxide in the earth’s atmosphere. As Figure 15–1 shows, there is 
no sign that the rate of increase is slowing. While there is near-universal 
agreement among climate scientists about the fact of warming, there is 
considerable uncertainty about just how fast it is likely to proceed. There 
is also much uncertainty about what should be and what will be done. 
One overarching question on which there is no general agreement is  
how much to spend on reducing greenhouse gas emissions versus how 
much to spend on mitigating the effects of increasing temperatures 
and shifting weather patterns.2 Within the context of reducing the rate 
of warming there is disagreement over how much to focus on the larg-
est single cause, carbon dioxide emissions, versus how much to focus 
on smaller causes such as methane or fine carbon particles (“black car-
bon”). Within the context of carbon dioxide there are a large number 
of energy choices, including sequestration of carbon dioxide from coal 
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burning, direct removal of carbon dioxide fr om the atmospher e, solar 
and wind technologies, and expanded use of nuclear energy. One now 
hears a small but incr easing number of voices suggesting that beyond  
emission reductions we should consider positive steps to incr ease the 
earth’s albedo (the percentage of incoming solar energy that the planet 
reflects back into space), a subject that is beyond the scope of this book  
but that the inter ested reader can easily look up by googling the wor d 
geoengineering or climate engineering.

Although there is a gr eat deal that the United States can do about 
global warming, much of the pr oblem is out of U.S. hands. At present the 
United States produces approximately a quarter of the world’s total carbon 
dioxide emissions and that share is shrinking. In about 2006 or 2007 China 
passed the United States as the world’s lar gest carbon dioxide emitter  
and the gap is gr owing rapidly. This country has very little leverage over 
China in this matter. Over 1.3 billion Chinese want their automobiles (China 
is now the world’s largest automotive market with 22 million vehicles sold 
in 2013), central heating, and electric appliances just as Americans do. What 
was just said about China may, a decade from now, apply to India. It has a 
population of 1.2 billion, its birth rate, though lower than it once was, is still 

FIGURe 15–1  Atmospheric carbon dioxide in parts per million, 1960 to 2007.

Note: Preindustrial revolution CO2 levels are estimated from ice core samples to be in the 
260–280 per million (ppm) range.

Source: Measured at Mauna Loa Observatory, Hawaii.
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considerably higher than either ours or China’s, and it is experiencing very 
rapid economic growth.

When a nation cuts back on its emissions of greenhouse gases it ben-
efits the entire world, but it captures only part of the total benefit. Thus 
simple economic theory would suggest that the nations of the world are, in 
total, likely to underinvest in greenhouse gas reduction, the tragedy of the 
commons problem noted above.

At the December 2015 Paris climate summit many nations made non-
binding commitments to reduce carbon dioxide emissions. China’s was to 
halt the rise in its emissions by 2030. Perhaps a near-universal understand-
ing of the seriousness of the problem will enable the world to walk away 
from the tragedy of the commons this once. In the United States the question 
of reducing greenhouse gas emissions is tangled up with the question of 
political ideology. When Americans are questioned on the subject of global 
warming a majority of them say that they believe it is happening, but in 
some surveys at least half of those who do believe that it is happening attrib-
ute it to causes other than human activity.3 Belief in the reality of global 
warming shows little if any correlation with educational level, but it is very 
strongly correlated with political position. Democrats, as a group, are much 
more likely to believe it is happening and that human activity is behind it 
than are Republicans. Perhaps the difference is explained by the implications 
of believing that the problem is serious, since if it is, that implies the need 
for considerable amounts of regulation and for major public expenditures.

Reductions in greenhouse gas emissions are expensive, whether it is 
an expense laid on firms by regulation or an expense laid on government 
through subsidy programs and direct expenditures. Either way, at this writ-
ing it runs afoul of powerful concerns over tax cuts, budget deficits, and our 
ability to compete economically in world markets.

envIRonMenTAL PRoGReSS AT The nATIonAL LeveL 

Much of the attack on environmental problems must be made at the  
federal level, and indeed, the federal government has been very active in 
this area.

The U.S. commitment to environmental quality, as indicated by 
pollution-control expenditures, has grown substantially since the passage 
of the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA). For 1972, pollution-
control expenditures were estimated at about $44 billion in 2004 dollars.4 
Pollution-control expenditures by 2004 were estimated at $200 to $250 billion, 
approximately 2 percent of the gross domestic product, and have undoubtedly 
risen considerably since then.

The figures include both direct public expenditures and expenditures 
by firms to comply with environmental regulations. The costs appear in 
the form of higher taxes and higher prices and, in that sense, represent a 



322 Environmental and Energy Planning

reduction in living standards. However, and more importantly, they also 
represent a contribution to our living standards by improving the air we 
breathe, the water we drink, and the environment in which we live. In a pop-
ulous, industrialized society, environmental quality does not come cheap.

Despite the complexities noted before, considerable environmental 
progress has been achieved in many areas. Figure 15–2 shows trends 
in the emissions of six major air pollutants from 1960 to 2000 (the data 
series from which the chart comes were discontinued shortly after 2000). 
The figures should be viewed in the light of changes in the United States 
since 1960. Specifically, from 1960 to 2000 the U.S. population grew by 57 
percent, U.S. gross domestic product (GDP) by 288 percent, and motor 
vehicle registrations by 200 percent. Had we made no effort at environ-
mental regulation, we would see a picture of sharply increased pollution 
rather than the picture of stabilization and decline shown in Figure 15–2.

In many cases, the imposition of uniform national standards is abso-
lutely necessary. If different standards prevailed, polluting activities would 
simply be shifted from places with tight standards to places with loose 
standards.

Progress is often most rapid when there are a few sources that can be 
clearly identified and a substitute product or technology introduced. Note 
that the most striking reduction shown in Figure 15–2 is that for air borne 
lead, a pollutant that can contribute to, among other maladies, mental retar-
dation and developmental problems in young children. The primary source 
was leaded gasoline. When Congress required automobile manufacturers 
to market only cars that ran on unleaded gasoline, the problem was on the 
way to an almost total solution.

When the pollutant has multiple sources, when substitute technology 
is not available, or when the problem is global rather than local, solutions 
are much more difficult.

Much pollution is, one way or another, a result of the production 
and use of energy—for example, toxic runoff from mining or the release of 
sulfur dioxide from coal burned to produce electricity. Between 1980 and 
2010 the amount of energy used to produce a given amount of real GDP 
(gross domestic product) declined by about 55 percent.5 That drop repre-
sents a major environmental improvement. Much of it represents the effects 
of technological improvement motivated by increases in energy costs, and 
some was the direct result of regulation.

A BRIeF hISToRy oF nATIonAL
envIRonMenTAL PoLICy

For reasons noted at the beginning of this chapter, much of the impetus 
for environmental improvement and planning must necessarily come 
from the federal government. Since 1970, federal legislation has been the 
major shaper of environmental planning and the nation’s efforts to deal 
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FIGURe 15–2  U.S. air pollution trends.

Sources: Data through 1990 are from Environmental Quality; 22nd Annual Report of the Council 
on Environmental Quality, U.S. Government Printing Office, ashington, DC, 1992, p. 11. 
Subsequent data are from the Statistical Abstract of the United States, 122nd edition, 2002, Table 348.
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with environmental problems. In fact, to a large extent the environmental 
planning professions have been brought into being by legislation passed by 
Congress.

As discussed in Chapter 4, environmental consciousness in the United 
States grew substantially during the 1960s. At the end of 1969, Congress 
passed the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA).

The Congress, recognizing the profound impact of man’s activity on the inter-
relations of all components of the natural environment . . . declares that it is 
the continuing policy of the federal government, in cooperation with State 
and Local governments, and other concerned public and private organiza-
tions, to use all practicable means and measures, including financial and 
technical assistance, in a manner calculated to foster and promote the general 
welfare, to create and maintain conditions under which man and nature can 
exist in productive harmony.6

NEPA was signed in 1970 as President Nixon’s first official act that 
year. Subsequently, the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) was cre-
ated by executive action. During the 1970s many states enacted their own 
versions of NEPA, generally known as “little NEPA” acts. Within the next 
few years, a variety of other major environmental acts became law. These 
included the Clean Air Act of 1970; the Clean Water Act of 1972; the Marine 
Protection, Control, and Sanctuaries Act of 1972; the Coastal Zone Man-
agement Act of 1972; the Safe Drinking Water Act of 1974; the Resource 
Conservation and Recovery Act of 1976; the Toxic Substances Control Act 
of 1976; and the Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation, 
and Liability Act (CERCLA) of 1980, more commonly known as “Super-
fund” and discussed subsequently in this chapter.

After this initial burst of legislation additional bills followed at irregu-
lar intervals. In 1990 amendments to the Clean Air Act placed limits on the 
amount of sulfur dioxide that could be emitted in the process of generating 
electricity and permitted the setting up of a permit trading system run by the 
Chicago Board of Trade. The system reduced sulfur dioxide emissions, a major 
cause of acid rain, by approximately 60 percent over the next two decades. 
The amendments also led to an almost total phasing out of chlorofluorocarbon 
emissions which had caused serious damage to the earth’s ozone layer.

The establishment of National Ambient Air Quality Standards (NAAQS) 
provided air quality standards for metropolitan areas and propelled those 
that fell into the non-attainment category into taking a range of steps to 
reduce various kinds of air pollution, in many cases with significant results.

The 1992 energy bill gave a boost to solar and wind power by requir-
ing electric utilities to buy power generated on-site (for example, allowing 
the homeowner who had installed solar panels to sell any excess generated 
back to the utility and, in effect, run his electric meter backward). The act 
also established energy efficiency standards for light bulbs and home heat-
ing systems, a major item, since a substantial part of total U.S. energy use is 
for heating and lighting.
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During the Clinton administration (January 1993 to January 2001) 
there was no one overarching environmental bill passed, though there were 
a number of minor bills pertaining to specific items such as acquisition of 
land for conservation purposes. There was, however, a steady stream of 
regulations, presidential directives, and small steps of a pro-environmental 
nature, many connected with issues such as endangered species, logging, 
mining, and road building on public lands. One program initiated under 
President Clinton that is familiar to millions of Americans is the Energy 
Star program, which promotes energy efficiency in refrigerators and other 
electric appliances. In general, President Clinton got good marks from 
environmentalists.

President George W. Bush (January 2001 to January 2009) was not 
held in high regard by most environmentalists, as their habit of referring to 
him as the “toxic Texan” indicates. He appeared to take a dim view of most 
environmental regulations, seeing them as a burden on economic activity 
and an infringement on freedom. Many environmentalists saw him as a 
man who would appoint to high positions in regulatory agencies people 
who were hostile to regulation and who saw their roles as being to limit 
regulatory action.

The big piece of legislation with major environmental consequences 
that passed during the Bush administration was the Energy Policy Act of 
2005. This was a massive bill oriented toward increasing domestic produc-
tion of energy. It included subsidies, friendly regulatory treatment, and 
preferential tax treatment for almost every sort of energy, including oil, coal, 
nuclear, wind, solar, and geothermal, with an emphasis on the first three. It 
included funds for research on a wide range of energy technologies, includ-
ing both fossil fuels and renewables. The bill also established a variety of 
subsidies for green buildings and for the retrofitting of older structures to 
reduce energy consumption. Although the major weight of the bill was on 
the production side, it did have a significant conservation element too.

The fruits of the bill with which you may be most familiar are the 
“this fuel may contain up to 10 percent ethanol” signs at gas pumps. The 
bill mandated the addition of renewable fuels to gasoline and also provided 
a 45 cents per gallon subsidy for ethanol used as a gasoline additive. The 
move to ethanol seemed like a good idea at the time, both to reduce U.S. 
dependence on imported oil and also to reduce greenhouse gas emissions 
by getting some energy from a renewable source. But it has since come in 
for considerable criticism. Some studies have concluded that when one 
considers all of the petroleum used in the cultivation, fertilization, and 
transportation of corn and all of the electricity used in the plants that 
convert corn to ethanol, the net reduction in atmospheric carbon dioxide 
is negligible. The ethanol program has also been criticized from an entirely 
different perspective. As of 2011 about 40 percent of U.S. corn production 
(about 36 million out of a total of 91 million acres planted in corn) went for 
ethanol to be mixed with gasoline. That, it is argued, drives up food prices 
all over the world, which raises the question of whether in a world where 
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not everyone has enough to eat we should be putting that much corn in our 
gas tanks.

The Obama administration, which took office in January 2009, marked 
a sharp change in the national administration’s stance toward the environ-
ment. President Obama’s choices for top federal posts signaled a much more 
pro-environmental stance. Most notable was his pick for head of the Depart-
ment of Energy, Steven Chu, a winner of the 1997 Nobel Prize in physics. 
Not only were Chu’s scientific credentials outstanding, but his environ-
mental predisposition was very clear. As Director of the Lawrence Berkeley 
National Laboratories in California, he had made the organization one of 
the major players in research on biofuels and solar energy and was clearly 
on record about the necessity of shifting away from reliance on fossil fuels.

Both in his campaign and after his inauguration, President Obama 
indicated a serious concern with global warming and hence a big commit-
ment to the development of alternatives to fossil fuels and an interest in 
energy conservation. Because of the financial crisis of fall 2008, the new 
administration’s first domestic priority was the passage of an economic 
stimulus package, the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009, 
a $787 billion appropriation that became law in March of that year. The bill 
contained substantial sums for scientific research related to environmental 
and energy issues, green buildings, subsidies for alternative energy devel-
opment, and modernization and expansion of the U.S. electric grid. The last 
item was part of a move toward the replacement of fossil fuels by electricity 
to be generated by alternative methods including nuclear, solar, and wind. 
The argument was that such a goal could not be realized without the capac-
ity to move larger amounts of power than is now possible from generating 
sources to distant users. The stimulus package was never renewed, in large 
measure because of the push in Congress for deficit reduction.

Almost from the start of his administration, President Obama pushed 
hard for a “cap and trade” system to limit total carbon emissions. This 
would be a system somewhat analogous to the system that has been used 
in connection with the control of sulfur dioxide (see page 324) but on an 
economy-wide scale. Formally the American Clean Energy and Security Act, 
the bill was also referred to as the Waxman Markey bill after its sponsors, 
Representatives Henry Waxman (Democrat from California) and Edward 
Markey (Democrat from Massachusetts). The basic idea of the bill was to 
limit the permitted carbon emissions of major industrial and commercial 
emitters (the cap) and then to allow those emitters who were under their 
limits to sell (trade) their unused emissions rights to firms that wanted to 
emit more than their permitted amount. That would encourage greater 
efficiency by motivating firms to either accumulate salable rights or reduce 
the number of rights that they would have to purchase.7

The bill was long and complex and had numerous caveats and excep-
tions, many of them accommodations to the realities of legislative politics. 
It was easily attacked on these grounds. Many economists had favored a 
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so-called carbon tax (so many dollars per ton of carbon emitted) on the 
grounds of administrative simplicity and greater efficiency, but that was a 
political nonstarter in the prevailing anti-tax political climate. Opponents of 
cap and trade argued that although the cap and trade was not literally a tax, it 
was one in all but name. They argued that, like a tax, it would push up firms’ 
costs. That would show up in higher prices, which would lead to reduced 
sales, which would, in turn, cause job losses, a powerful point in a time of 
high unemployment. Opponents also claimed that it would cause further 
outsourcing of jobs to nations that did not impose comparable restrictions 
and therefore, in addition to costing jobs, would increase our trade deficit.

The bill passed the then strongly democratic House of Representa-
tives in June 2009 and was then referred to the Senate, but never came up 
for a vote there. In November 2010 the Republican Party took control of the 
House with a large majority and the bill was effectively dead.

Although President Obama’s legislative accomplishments in terms of 
environmental policy are very limited, he has had a very large influence 
through a different route. In 2007 in Massachusetts v. EPA the Supreme Court 
ruled that the EPA could regulate carbon dioxide emissions. Previously 
substances like sulfur dioxide, nitrous oxide, and particulate matter were 
considered to be pollutants and thus subject to EPA regulation, but carbon 
dioxide lay outside of the agency’s purview. The ruling, though it permit-
ted the EPA to regulate carbon dioxide emissions, did not require it to do 
so. Under the Bush administration the EPA steadfastly refused to use its 
power to regulate carbon dioxide as an air pollutant. Shortly after President 
Obama took office in 2009 he and the EPA’s new director reversed that pol-
icy. The EPA imposed regulations on existing electric generating plants and 
more importantly imposed restrictions on the carbon dioxide emissions of 
new electric generating power plants so strict that at the time of writing 
no new coal-fired power plants are being built in the United States. Coal’s 
share of electric power production is declining and that of natural gas is 
increasing. This is important because about two-fifths of all carbon diox-
ide emissions in the United States came from the generation of electricity, 
and per unit of energy natural gas generates only a little more than half as 
much carbon dioxide as does coal. (It also burns much more cleanly so that 
the shift reduces the amount of particulate matter, heavy metals, and other 
pollutants in the air.) In fact over the past several years total U.S. carbon 
dioxide emissions have declined slightly despite population and economic 
growth. The shift away from coal to natural gas in electric power generation 
is the main reason for this.

There is no way that the Obama administration could have achieved 
this shift through legislation because of the political influence of the coal 
industry and the number of legislators who come from coal-producing 
states. Rather, the Obama administration took a regulatory path. EPA regu-
lations on both smokestack emissions and the disposal of the ash from coal 
burning have forced and will continue to force many older coal-burning 
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electric generating plants out of business. It was estimated that by June 2015 
85 coal-burning power plants with about 13 billion watts generating capac-
ity (out of a U.S. total generating capacity of approximately 300 billion watts) 
would be forced to close. Most of these plants are in the Appalachian region.

These regulations are part of a larger plan, the Clean Power Plan, 
which would reduce carbon dioxide emissions by 30 percent from the levels 
that prevailed in 2005. The plan would give each state a target and it would 
be up to the state to choose the manner in which it met that target. Presum-
ably, the total effect would be to reduce the amount of electric power gen-
erated by coal, with that loss made up by the increased use of natural gas, 
renewables such as wind and solar, possibly by some increase in nuclear 
power, and by steps to increase the efficiency of electricity use.

The plan has been a matter of enormous political contention. In August 
2015 the final regulations for the Clean Power Plan were published in the 
Federal Register. Within two months 27 states, primarily those with Republi-
can governors, had filed lawsuits intended to block the implementation of 
these regulations. Similar suits had also been filed by a number of companies 
and business organizations. The suits took the position that the President’s 
attempt to achieve by executive order what he could not achieve legislatively 
constituted an excessive and unconstitutional exercise of his legal powers. 
In explaining their motivations in bringing the suits, his opponents asserted 
that the regulations would push up the cost of electric power, thus reduc-
ing employment and weakening U.S. international economic competitive-
ness. They also pointed specifically to the effect of employment in the coal 
industry. Some more liberal states, including New York and California, filed 
amicus curiae (friend of the court) briefs in support of the administration, 
as did a variety of non governmental organizations. On December 9, 2016 
the U.S. Supreme Court issued a “stay” preventing the federal government 
from implementing the regulations pending a review by a federal appeals 
court. This was clearly a victory for the states but it is probable that the issue 
will someday return to the Supreme Court for a final decision. Once again 
the court was split along ideological lines. The four conservative justices 
voted for the stay and the four liberals voted against it. This time the court’s 
swing vote on many issues, Justice Kennedy, sided with the conservatives.

The sharp disagreement between the Obama administration and most 
of the Republican Party over the climate change/environmental regulation 
issue was highlighted in December 2015 when the House of Representa-
tives voted to prohibit the EPA from enforcing rules that would limit car-
bon dioxide emissions from both existing and future electric generating 
plants. The Senate had passed similar legislation in November. The bills 
had no chance of becoming law because the Republicans did not have suffi-
cient votes to override a presidential veto. They were purely symbolic. The 
House vote occurred during the world climate summit meetings in Paris 
and was clearly intended to make clear that the Republican congressional 
delegations would oppose U.S. participation in any major initiatives that 
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might come from the summit. Senator James Imhofe (R Oklahoma) who 
became Chairman of the Senate Committee on Environment and Public 
Works after the 2014 elections characterized the proceedings at the summit 
as just “hot air.” In 2012 he had published a book, The Greatest Hoax: How 
the Global Warming Conspiracy Threatens Your Future, a title which leaves lit-
tle doubt about his views on the matter. As noted in Chapter 12, current 
regulations now call for 54.5 miles per gallon for automobiles in 2025, an 
approximate doubling of the current CAFE requirement. That, too, could 
not have been achieved legislatively, but rather was achieved through the 
regulatory route.

President Obama has probably been the most activist president on 
environmental matters and is generally well thought of by the environ-
mental movement. Because most of what he has done has been through 
executive order, how much of his environmental legacy survives will be 
heavily dependent upon the results of the 2016 election, since what is done 
by executive order can also be undone by executive order. That which is 
done by legislation is more durable.

Although this section has focused on the actions of the federal govern-
ment it has to be said that some states, most notably California, have taken 
very large steps on their own. California imposed regulations to improve 
ambient air quality well before the federal government did and for a time 
had more stringent requirements on automotive emissions. Its most ambi-
tious environmental initiative was the Global Warming Solutions Act (AB 32) 
passed by the state legislative in 2006.8 This set up a state cap and trade sys-
tem designed to bring California’s carbon dioxide emissions in 2020 down 
to the level that prevailed in the state in 1990. The legislation allowed a long 
lead time with caps for power generation and industrial uses to begin in 
2013 and natural gas and transportation to begin in 2015. At the time of writ-
ing it is too early to make a judgment on its performance. The state belongs 
to a multi-state organization, the Western Climate Initiative, so it is possible 
that other states will follow California’s lead if the program works well.

Carbon dioxide emitted anywhere circulates globally. California’s 
population is less than 1 percent of the earth’s population, so one could 
argue that California’s residents will capture less than 1 percent of the ben-
efit of the program while absorbing most of its costs. Thus the program 
goes far beyond pure self-interested economic rationality and the trap of 
the tragedy of the commons, and expresses commitment to a larger ideal.

The LInK BeTWeen nATIonAL AnD LoCAL
envIRonMenTAL PLAnnInG

If any one act can be said to be the founding event in the evolution of mod-
ern environmental planning in the United States it was the passage of NEPA 
discussed in the previous section. The act required environmental impact 
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statements (EISs) as a precondition for large projects making use of federal 
funds. In brief, the NEPA process works like this:9 The agency consider-
ing an action that may have significant environmental effects must prepare 
an environmental assessment (EA). This is a relatively brief document that 
describes the project in general and includes a “discussion of the need for 
proposed action, the environmental impacts of the proposed action, and 
alternative actions, and a listing of the persons and agencies consulted.” 
The EA either concludes that an environmental impact statement is neces-
sary or that there is “no significant impact,” in which case an EIS is not 
required. The EA is a public document, and it may be expected that if there 
is serious public concern with the issue it will be subject to considerable 
scrutiny. The process is designed for visibility and accountability. Thus an 
agency could not readily rule that an EIS was not necessary if, in fact, seri-
ous environmental effects could be demonstrated.

If an EIS is called for, a complex process begins. Notice of the agency’s 
intent to prepare an EIS must be published in the Federal Register. This is a 
daily newsletter published by the federal government detailing regulations 
and a variety of other federal actions. The first step is a “scoping” process 
involving other federal agencies, lower levels of government, and the public. 
At this time, too, a lead agency, or agency having overall responsibility, is 
designated. Once the scope (hence the term scoping) of the work to be done 
has been determined, a draft EIS is prepared, either by the federal agency or 
by an agency of a lower level of government or a party under contract to a 
body of government. The latter may be a consultant. The draft EIS includes:

a discussion of the purpose of and need for the proposed action, alternatives 
to the proposed action (for example, a highway EIS might include discus-
sion of the merits of expanding mass transit instead), including a no action 
alternative, analysis of the affected environment and of the environmental 
consequences of the proposed action and alternatives, a list of persons who 
prepared the document, a list of agencies, organizations and persons to whom 
the document is being mailed.10

At this point the draft document is circulated for both official and 
public comment. The lead agency, after considering the comments, then 
produces the final EIS. There again ensues a comment period, and follow-
ing this, the lead agency prepares a “record of decision.” This is a summary 
of the agency’s decision and indicates the basis for the decision, alternatives 
that were considered, and so on.

The process is an open one. The turn-of-the-century “muckrakers,” 
who were fond of the expression “sunlight is the best disinfectant,” would 
be quite pleased with the process. It prevents government from acting in 
secrecy, makes the process open to any concerned citizen, and makes it as 
practical as possible for interested parties to comment.

The EIS may be a long document, or in the case of a large project, 
a shelf of documents, often supported by large amounts of data. EIS 
requirements have brought a fair-sized consulting industry into being. EIS 



Environmental and Energy Planning 331

requirements have also provided an enormous amount of employment for 
attorneys. For the individual or group opposed to a particular project, the 
most effective action often is to sue. A common basis for suing is to claim a 
procedural flaw in the environmental review process. The litigant does not 
necessarily have to show that the project is a bad plan. If it can be shown that 
there has been some fault in the process itself (that is, a violation of a law or 
regulation), the project can be stopped until that flaw has been remedied.

To take a well-known example, New York City’s Westway project, 
noted in Chapter 12, was killed by such litigation. In the last chapter of a 
decade-long saga, a federal judge found that state and federal officials had 
“colluded” in concealing information about the effect of the project on the 
Hudson River and, in particular, on striped bass in the river.

Whether the litigants actually cared about the striped bass is a moot 
point. The complexity of the review process presents numerous opportuni-
ties for delaying actions, in this case sufficient delays to kill the project. Crit-
ics of the environmental review process have complained that it provides 
too many legal weapons for naysayers and that it permits small, deter-
mined groups to thwart the will of the majority. Defenders of the process 
argue that the law is meant to be obeyed and that if it has not, the project 
should be delayed until it is.

The field of air quality planning was essentially brought into being by 
the Clean Air Act of 1970 and its subsequent amendments. The preparation 
of SIPs and the evaluation of proposed projects for their effects on NAAQS 
(see page 324) created the demand for air quality planners. For the biggest 
moving source, the automobile, Congress itself set the emissions standards 
rather than delegating that task to the EPA. The emission control equipment 
on all new cars sold in the United States is there because of requirements 
that, although periodically modified, date from this time.

The 1972 Federal Water Pollution Control Act (FWPCA) brought into 
being state and local water quality planning efforts on a massive scale. Spe-
cifically, section 208 of the act requires states to produce water-quality plans, 
either directly or by delegating responsibility to substate governments. 
Accompanying the planning requirements were substantial sums of grant 
money to fund the work. The 1972 Coastal Zone Management Act imposes 
coastal zone planning requirements upon the states. We note that about half 
of the U.S. population lives in counties that border on a coast, that coastal 
areas are often ecologically fragile, and that for many reasons, coastal areas 
can be extremely attractive for commercial and residential development.

eConoMIC AnD PoLITICAL ISSUeS In 
envIRonMenTAL PLAnnInG

Environmental protection and environmental planning are inevitably conten-
tious for a number of reasons. Environmental legislation and regulation often 
impose major losses on some parties and deliver large gains to others. Consider 
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shoreline protection. Suppose that protecting a certain stretch of beachfront 
requires that further residential development be stopped or sharply curtailed. 
People who already have beachfront properties are winners. Their privacy 
will be protected and the market value of their houses will rise because no 
more can be built. Conversely, people who own beach-front property that they 
can no longer develop are losers (see the case of Lucas v. South Carolina Coastal 
Council in Chapter 5). People who would like to buy beachfront houses but 
cannot do so because no more can be built are also losers.

In many places it is difficult to get a permit to open a marina. This 
difficulty is understandable because the dredging necessary to keep chan-
nels open, spilled fuel, and boat exhausts all damage the marine environ-
ment. This situation makes winners out of those who already own a marina 
because it protects them from the emergence of new competition. People 
who might like to open marinas are losers. So, too, are boat owners because, 
with less competition, prices for space at marinas will be higher.

Environmental regulations that mandate additional pollution-control 
expenditures for a firm will increase that firm’s costs and thus decrease its 
profitability, clearly a loss to its stockholders. In the extreme, the costs of 
complying with environmental regulations may put the firm out of busi-
ness, a loss to the stockholders and an even larger loss to the employees. 
But those same regulations will deliver benefits to firms in the business of 
making pollution-control equipment. Perhaps production of the product 
in question will go overseas to a country where environmental protections 
are weaker, the so-called export of pollution. Any pattern of laws and regula-
tions that delivers gains and losses on a large scale will inevitably produce 
controversy and provide much employment for attorneys.

The Special Case of “Superfund”

Environmental regulation can produce unpredicted side effects. Superfund 
(more formally, CERCLA, the Comprehensive Environmental Response, 
Compensation, and Liability Act of 1980) is a case in point. The act pro-
vided authority to the Environmental Protection Agency to designate con-
taminated sites. Owners of these sites are required to bring them up to EPA 
standards. The law requires this “remediation” even if the actions that pol-
luted the site were legal at the time they were taken. For example, a site 
may have been contaminated by the dumping of paint solvents when such 
dumping was not prohibited. Beyond that, present owners of the site may 
be held responsible for contamination caused by previous owners of the 
site. Thus by buying a site that subsequently turns out to have been con-
taminated by a previous owner, a firm or individual may be inadvertently 
“buying” a liability that is much greater than the value of the site. That pos-
sibility will make potential buyers of used industrial or commercial sites 
very hesitant. But it goes still further than that. Suppose XYZ Corp. goes 
bankrupt while still owing $1 million to the bank that holds its mortgage. 
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Normally, the bank would foreclose the property, sell it, and thus recover 
some of its loss. But if the site has been in industrial use for, say, the last 
century, Superfund’s liability provisions will make the bank hesitate. If the 
site subsequently turns out to be contaminated, the bank may now become 
the unhappy owner of a site that costs $10 million to bring it up to stand-
ard. Maybe it would be wiser just to accept the loss and not foreclose. But 
the next time the bank is asked to make a loan to a firm on an old, possibly 
contaminated site, it will remember what happened when the XYZ Corp. 
went under and say no.

The liability provisions of Superfund have brought into being the 
terms greenfields and brownfields. A greenfield is a site, usually suburban or 
rural, that has never been used for industrial or commercial purposes. A 
brownfield is a site, usually urban, that has been or is in commercial or 
industrial use. Greenfields pose no threat of unforeseen liability under 
Superfund, but brownfields do. This will bias the market for industrial 
and commercial sites against urban areas in favor of suburban and rural 
sites.11 For cities struggling with problems of structural unemployment (see 
Chapter 13) and inadequate tax bases, that bias is very unfortunate. It was 
also completely unintended.

After perhaps a decade, these anti urban side effects became widely 
recognized, and some steps were taken to nullify them. For example, 
some state environmental agencies devised arrangements that, in effect, 
immunize firms against Superfund liability for contamination that comes 
to light in the future, if firms will agree to appropriate remediation of 
presently known contamination. Banks can sometimes protect themselves 
against the sort of risk described earlier by making mortgage arrange-
ments such that, in the event of default, they can foreclose on property 
other than the potentially risky brownfield property. In the previous 
example, this would mean that the bank could foreclose on some non-
brownfield property owned by the XYZ Corp. Of course, doing that pre-
sumes that XYZ Corp. has such a property and that said property is not 
encumbered by other liens. Insurance arrangements against Superfund 
liability risk have also emerged. Thus the side effects of the law have been 
dealt with, at least to some extent. The point of the digression, though, 
is that environmental legislation and regulation can create powerful and 
unintended side effects.

Friendly Criticism

Current environmental policy has been subject to what we might term 
friendly criticism from economists, policy analysts, risk analysts, and others 
who take a rationalistic, quantitative approach to environmental issues. The 
economist, the benefit–cost analyst, and the policy analyst would, if they 
could, have us balance the costs and the benefits of environmental regula-
tion at the margin—the last dollar spent on conforming to environmental 



334 Environmental and Energy Planning

regulations would yield exactly one dollar of benefit. In a rational system, 
they would argue, proposed environmental regulations (or at least major 
ones) would be subject to benefit–cost analysis. Unless it could be shown 
that the proposed regulation would yield benefits at least equal to the costs 
that it imposed, it would not be accepted.

However, environmental policy is not always made that way. Benefit–
cost studies are required for some projects, and are sometimes required of 
new regulations before they can go on the books. But it is also the case 
that laws are often written with fuzzy terminology such as “best available 
technology” or “adequate margin of safety.” In some cases, laws and regu-
lations may direct that the regulated industry strive for a zero-risk stand-
ard without any adjustment for the relationship between costs and benefits. 
Nor, generally speaking, is there any balancing between the benefit that 
could be obtained by expenditures on one environmental problem or haz-
ard as against another problem or hazard. William Reilly, a former head of 
the EPA, noted:

No law has ever directed that [the EPA] seek out the best opportunities to 
reduce environmental risks in toto; nor that we employ the most efficient, cost 
effective means of addressing them.

But, of course, that global, rationalistic approach is exactly what the 
academic critic of present policy would favor. Present environmental policy 
offers the critic some fine targets.

Although relatively low in total costs, EPA’s rule regulating wood preserva-
tives costs at least $5 trillion [not a misprint] per life saved and is estimated to 
avert only one case of cancer every 2.9 million years.12

If one thinks about environmental quality purely from the perspec-
tive of human health and well-being, it turns out that environmental 
expenditures that have a very high ratio of costs to benefits can actually 
increase human mortality and morbidity (illness). Statistically, more pros-
perous people live longer and are healthier than poor people. This is true if  
we compare the populations of rich and poor countries and also if we com-
pare rich and poor people within the same country. Suppose that we require 
more effective but also more expensive emission controls on automobiles. 
We will then breathe cleaner air, which will contribute to our health. But the 
increased price of automobiles will leave us less to spend on medical care, 
more healthful food, bicycle helmets, and other things that contribute to 
health and safety. Which effect will predominate? One cannot answer that 
question a priori. Answering it takes careful study as well as the econo-
mist’s balancing of benefits and costs at the margin. From the economist’s 
perspective, then, one can both favor substantial or even increased environ-
mental regulation and expenditures, and also be critical of some aspects of 
current environmental policy.
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Unfriendly Criticism

After the 1994 congressional elections that gave the Republicans temporary 
control of both houses of Congress for the first time since 1948, national 
environmental policy came under sharp attack. Based largely in the House 
of Representatives and presaged in the “Contract with America,” the attack 
came from a general animus to regulation, a feeling that the federal govern-
ment was simply too large and powerful, and had a strong preference for 
the rights of private property. Much of the force behind the attack came 
from congresspersons from western states. They were often influenced by, 
and spokespersons for, a loose coalition of antiregulatory forces referred to 
as the “Sagebrush Rebellion.” As discussed in Chapter 17, a large part of 
all land west of the Mississippi is owned by the federal government and 
managed by federal agencies such as the Bureau of Land Management. As 
a result, logging interests, grazing interests, mining interests, and others 
whose incomes derive from the use of public lands constitute a powerful 
antiregulatory force. This force gains support from a general ethos of rugged 
individualism which figures heavily in the political culture of many west-
ern states. An extreme manifestation of this attitude occurred on January 
2, 2016 when a group of armed protestors seized land and buildings on the 
federally owned Malheur National Wildlife Preserve in Oregon. The inci-
dent ended several weeks later with one death, a number of arrests, and the 
likelihood of subsequent prosecutions.

Many groups and individuals interested in scaling back federal  
environmental regulation in the West organized as the “Wise Use” move-
ment. The movement, well named from a public relations standpoint, took 
positions on a variety of regulatory and control issues, claiming “wise use” 
to be a combination of commercial use and environmental conservation. 
Clearly the movement was not beloved by environmentalists. In controver-
sies such as the one in the northwest over the needs of the timber industry 
versus the preservation of the habitat of the spotted owl, the movement 
could be counted on to adopt a relatively pro-industry position. The Wise 
Use movement was another weight on the antiregulatory side of the balance.

The wave of referenda and legislation on takings (see Chapter 5) that 
came in the wake of the Kelo decision is part of the same antiregulatory 
mindset. Environmental regulation tells people what they must do and 
what they must not do with their property and their businesses, and that 
will often occasion great resentment. After the Internal Revenue Service 
(IRS) it is quite possible that the EPA is more often resented and vilified 
than any other agency of the federal government.

LoCAL envIRonMenTAL PLAnnInG

Planning at the local level can make a contribution to the quest for environ-
mental quality in several ways, including the following:
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1. Control of the intensity of development
2. Control of the type of development
3. Control of the location of development
4. Public capital investment
5. Control of the operation once development is complete.

An example of Local environmental Planning

The issue of what to do about solid waste has bedeviled many communi-
ties. Typically, solid waste just from households averages several pounds 
per person per day. To this is added solid waste from manufacturing, com-
merce, and the like. Basically, it can be disposed of in landfills, burned, or 
dumped (though ocean dumping is being phased out under pressure of fed-
eral legislation). In general, landfills are not popular with people who have 
to live near them. Such sites involve truck traffic and may be unsightly or 
odiferous. Beyond these essentially aesthetic issues, they can often engen-
der real fear in nearby populations. If solid waste is buried in landfills, there 
is fear of groundwater contamination because acids in surface water or 
rainwater dissolve pollutants in the waste and carry them into the ground-
water. Fears, quite obviously, are even greater if the landfill is to contain 
toxic wastes. Siting landfills is often more difficult as a political problem 
than as a technical problem. (This kind of controversy can also occur at 
the national level; witness the decade-long controversy over nuclear waste 
storage at Yucca Mountain, Nevada.)

Incineration causes fears regarding air quality. Reassurances from 
experts often do not carry much weight with nearby residents. For one 
thing, it takes a certain amount of technical background to interpret 
figures cast in terms like “parts per million” or “micrograms per liter.” 
Then, too, there is often some fundamental distrust of the expert. If the 
town government hires a consultant who tells the citizenry that the 
planned incinerator poses no threat to their health, there is always the 
suspicion that he or she is singing the song of those who pay the con-
sulting fee.

Having admitted that the decision on how to dispose of solid waste is 
politically sensitive, let us look at how the more technical side of the process 
might be carried out. Very often, a community is propelled into solid-waste 
planning when the present system begins to look as though its days are num-
bered. If the community is now using landfill disposal, it may be that the 
landfill area is now nearly filled to capacity. It may be that the community is 
shipping its solid waste to a landfill in another municipality, which has indi-
cated that when this waste disposal contract expires it will not be renewed. 
Or, perhaps, the cost of upgrading the municipal incinerator to meet air qual-
ity standards appears to be more than the community can manage.

A planning approach might be as follows.
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1. The dimensions of the problem are established. Population and em-
ployment projections are used to estimate the probable load of solid waste 
that must be handled. The present disposal system is examined to see how 
long it can be expected to function adequately. For example, pounds of solid 
waste would be converted into cubic yards, and that figure laid off against 
the remaining capacity of the community’s landfill.

2. A preliminary reconnaissance of alternative disposal methods might be 
undertaken. These are likely to include landfill, incineration, and rail haul. 
The latter essentially means shipment out of the area to someone else’s 
landfill or incinerator. This alternative is becoming less available as the cry 
of NIMBY, an acronym for Not in My Back Yard, becomes more common. 
Within the incineration alternative there are several possibilities. Inciner-
ation may be combined with power generation. The heat might be used  
for generation of electric power or simply to produce steam for heating.  
In both cases a big question is whether there is a good market for the energy. 
In the case of steam, the market has to be close by because generally it is not 
practical to pipe steam for more than 1,000 yards or so. After incineration, 
various material recovery schemes might be considered. For example, mag-
netic separation might be used to extract ferrous residues. Other systems 
might be used for glass and nonferrous metals. Some schemes for disposal 
of the residue after separation need to be considered. The residue might be 
buried in landfills. It may be possible to process the unburned residue into 
a useful product such as construction aggregate if a user who will enter into 
a long-term contract can be found.

At this stage a final selection cannot usually be made because the costs 
and risks of each alternative may not be fully known. However, it may be 
possible to eliminate some possibilities and find some other possibilities 
that look promising. Consider, for example, the landfill alternative. A com-
mon way to approach it would be to make a list of criteria and then find all 
the sites in the jurisdiction that qualify. Such a list might include minimum 
site size; minimum distance from residential population; minimum dis-
tance from schools, hospitals, or other institutions; minimum distance from 
streams and aquifer recharge areas; minimum distance from wetlands; area 
outside of 100-year flood plain; maximum distance from main road; accept-
able site geology; and soil characteristics.

3. Cost estimates are developed. For example, site-acquisition costs 
might be estimated by examination of assessed values of land and consul-
tations with assessors, appraisers, or real estate brokers. Operating costs on 
the site itself might be estimated by obtaining figures from presently oper-
ating sites. Transportation of solid waste to landfills can be a major cost, so 
this too might be estimated. Recent experience from the municipality itself 
or nearby communities could be used to obtain an average ton-mile figure. 
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The community can be divided into a number of “wastesheds,” and the 
distance from the center of each wasteshed to a given site measured. The 
population and commercial activity are then estimated and hence the ton-
miles estimated.

4. Site selection is made. A common way to approach this final step is 
with some sort of scoring system. A system might assign so many points for 
cost, so many points for environmental impact, so many points for traffic 
impact, and so on. Thus potential sites identified in step 3 could be ranked 
from most to least acceptable. Such scoring systems are not entirely ob-
jective, as the matter of what weight one assigns to each consideration is 
necessarily judgmental. Nonetheless, a point system is a step in the direc-
tion of rationality. Then, too, the person who chooses to call its results into 
question has to state what attributes he or she thinks have been weighted 
incorrectly. That act in itself forces the participants in the process to be ex-
plicit and thus helps clarify discussion of the issue.

These steps are a fairly straightforward technical process. The next 
step—actually designating a site—is often the most difficult. Even if one 
site is clearly superior, the process of site selection is far from over, and 
the choice of site not necessarily determined. In general, opposition from 
nearby residents may be expected. The opposition may take the form of 
political and public relations activity—neighborhood organization, protest 
meetings, letters to newspapers and legislators, and the like. It may also 
take the form of litigation. The state has an environmental permit system, 
and groups opposed to the plan may mount legal challenges either on pro-
cedural or substantive grounds.

In practice, the location of such sites is often determined by a political 
process that bears some resemblance to a game of hot potato. In a multi-
jurisdictional body (for example, a county made up of a number of munici-
palities), such a site may end up in that municipality which is least able to 
resist it.

Public participation in such a decision is likely to be substantial. State 
legislation pertaining to the granting of permits for such facilities is likely 
to require that plans be made public, that hearings or public meetings be 
held, and that the public be given an opportunity to comment. But even in 
the absence of any such legal requirements, public participation is likely to 
be high simply because of a high degree of interest and concern. In recent 
years many states have passed so-called sunshine laws, which make many 
government meetings and internal documents open to the public. Thus as 
a practical matter, most local governments could not get very far in siting 
such a facility without the process becoming public knowledge. In many 
cases, the best policy for a local government seeking to choose a site may 
be to conduct the entire procedure in a very open way. Doing that will not 
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prevent conflict or even feelings of victimization on the part of the “losers,” 
but it will at least protect the government against charges of secrecy and 
impropriety. A basic rule of politics is that no one likes surprises.

The reader may well ask, “Why go through the procedure outlined if 
politics is likely to figure so heavily in the outcome?” One answer is that the 
process, though not entirely rational, is not totally irrational either. One role 
for the planner—and not just in this situation—is to lay out options clearly 
and accurately in order to move the decision-making process in the direc-
tion of rationality as much as possible. In a democratic society, the planner 
is only advisory to the elected political body, and it is unrealistic for the 
planner to expect that his or her advice will necessarily be followed exactly 
as given. At a practical level, if the actions of local government are chal-
lenged in court, there is no better defense than a well-documented, well-
researched, systematically arrived-at position.

eneRGy PLAnnInG

As noted earlier, the field of energy planning came into existence abruptly 
after the Arab–Israeli War in the fall of 1973 caused crude oil prices to quad-
ruple in the space of a few weeks. The main purpose of energy planning 
was to accommodate the increase in fuel costs and the prospect that further 
increases looked likely. In recent years the focus has largely changed to con-
cern with the greenhouse gases released by fossil fuel use.

Table 15–1 shows the big picture on U.S. energy use and production, 
and it also shows the substantial changes that have occurred over the past few 
years. The largest single use for petroleum, a little over half, is for transporta-
tion. Most of the remainder is used for industry, agriculture, as a raw material 
for various petroleum-based products, and heating. A little over two-thirds 
of natural gas is used for space heating and for some industrial processes. 
The rest is used for the generation of electric power. About nine-tenths of coal 
is used for the generation of electric power. Nuclear and hydroelectric are 
used entirely for electric power. In the renewables category the major share of 
energy comes from bio-waste. About 1 quad comes from wind and solar. That 
sum, though still small, is increasing rapidly in percentage terms.

The difference between consumption and production is America’s 
energy import. As Table 15–1 shows, there was a substantial decline in net 
energy imports from 2009 to 2013 because of increased domestic produc-
tion of both natural gas and petroleum. The decline has continued since 
then. Hydraulic fracturing breaks up shale and makes it possible to recover 
oil and natural gas from “tight” formations that were previously inacces-
sible. Horizontal drilling makes it possible to reach out for great distances 
in many directions from a single bore hole.

The improvements in oil and gas technology have made it a new 
game in a very short period of time. Several years ago there was much talk 
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of “peak oil,” the idea that world oil production was at or close to its all-
time high and would soon be heading down, with an obvious implication 
of higher oil prices. One hears little talk of it at present, since new drilling 
technology has greatly expanded readily exploitable reserves. If there is 
peak oil in our future it is now very far off.

From the perspective of the national economy increased oil and 
natural gas production is very positive. It reduces expenditure on petroleum 
imports and holds out the prospect of substantial earnings on the exports 
of natural gas. That reduces the balance of trade deficit and, all other things 
being equal, increases the GDP and employment. Reducing dependence 
on imported oil has obvious geopolitical advantages. Low-cost natural gas 
makes U.S. manufacturing, which has lost employment in recent years, 
more competitive. But fracking has some very determined opponents.

Fracking involves pumping huge amounts of fracking fluid (water, 
grit, and a variety of chemicals) underground, and opponents of fracking 
argue that this fluid may contaminate groundwater. It is also argued that 
methane from fractured shale formations can rise into overlying aquifers 
and from there into households’ water supply. The industry asserts that 
there are no documented cases of drinking water contamination. That is 
vociferously denied by homeowners and environmentalists, and the indus-
try has received a great deal of bad press on the subject. Disposing of mil-
lions of gallons of fracking fluid after use can be a serious problem. Because 
many fracking operations run 24 hours a day and involve large amounts 
of trucking, they can produce strenuous resistance from nearby residents.

The regulation of fracking is a complex and changing situation. The 
Energy Policy Act of 2005 in a clause subsequently referred to as the Hal-
iburton Amendment (after the drilling and oil well services company of 
which George W. Bush’s vice-president Richard Cheney had previously 
been CEO) excluded materials injected into wells from the definition of the 
term pollutant. That was just one line in a long and complex bill, but it effec-
tively prevented the EPA from regulating fracking. Thus the regulation of 
fracking was essentially left to the individual states.

The various states have taken very different positions on the matter. For 
example, Pennsylvania was so eager to promote fracking that Act 13 signed 
by Governor Tom Corbett in 2012 prohibited local zoning laws from contra-
vening state regulations on fracking. For example, if the state laws specified 
a minimum distance between a fracking operation and a certain type of land 
use, a locality could not require a greater distance. That portion of the law was 
struck down by the State Supreme Court in December 2013 and is therefore no 
longer operative, but it does make the state’s basic pro-fracking attitude very 
clear. At the other extreme New York State, which shares with Pennsylvania a 
long border running through the huge Marcellus shale field, does not permit 
any fracking at all. For a state’s governor his or her stance on fracking can 
constitute a tough political choice. An anti-fracking stance will please many 
environmental groups but opens the Governor up to obvious charges that he 
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or she is passing up a great opportunity to bring in jobs and tax revenues—
just look at the boom conditions fracking has brought to North Dakota.

There is much uncertainty in the future of fracking. There have been 
moves in Congress to rescine the Haliburton Amendment which would 
permit the EPA a role in establishing national standards. It seems very likely 
that at some point a fracking case appeal will come before the U.S. Supreme 
Court, and that may change the rules of the game in some important way. 
One way or another, controversies over fracking will be consuming a great 
deal of planners’ and attorneys’ time. 

energy Planning at the Local Level

In the United States, about 21 percent of all energy is used in the residential 
sector. That is primarily energy for heating, cooling, lighting, and utilities. 
The commercial sector uses another 19 percent, of which at least half is for 
the same items just listed. Thus, in total, at least one-third of all U.S. energy 
consumption can be directly affected by the actions of local government. 
Of course, in many cases local action will be affected by federal grants, tax 
credits, regulations, and the like.

Steps that a municipality can take to conserve energy can be divided 
into four general categories:

1. Land-use planning
2. Changes in building characteristics
3. Changes in transportation
4. Community energy sources.

TABLe 15–1 U.S. energy Consumption and Production in Quads, 2009 and 2013

Total Consumption Total Production

2009 2013 2009 2013

Petroleum 35 35 11 16

Natural gas 23 26 22 28

Coal 20 18 22 20

Nuclear  8  8  8  8

Hydroelectric  3  3  3  3

Renewables  5  6  5  6

Total 95 96 73 81

Note: Figures may not add up to totals due to rounding, minor adjustments, and omissions of 
small amounts. Renewables include geothermal, solar, wind, and biomass. Of these, biomass is the 
largest item. A quad is 10 to the 15th power (1,000,000,000,000,000) BTU. A BTU (British Thermal 
Unit) is the energy needed to raise the temperature of a pound of water 1 degree Fahrenheit.

Source: U.S. Energy Information Agency, Annual Energy Review, available at energy.gov.
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Land-use planning can be used to reduce energy consumption in a 
variety of ways; the most obvious is by minimizing transportation require-
ments. One way to do this is by favoring development that reduces the 
average distance between the origin of a trip and the destination. However, 
the long-term trend in the United States, as noted in Chapter 2, has been to 
lower urban densities. An alternate, and probably more feasible, approach 
is to encourage mixed-use development. For example, mixing commercial 
and retailing uses with residential uses may permit shorter average com-
muting and shopping trips than would be the case if the three uses were 
strictly separated. (See neotraditional planning in Chapter 10.) Another 
way that land-use planning can encourage energy efficiency is by making 
nonautomotive modes convenient. This might mean providing separate 
bus lanes along major thoroughfares. In a major metropolitan area, it might 
mean designing major highways with a median that would be suitable for 
future installation of rail lines. For example, Route I–66, which extends 
westward from Washington, DC, was laid out in this way. In the mid-
1980s the Washington Metro was extended into adjacent parts of northern  
Virginia along that routing. In a smaller community, planning for energy 
efficiency might mean providing bikeways to separate bicycle from auto-
motive traffic, thus eliminating a major discouragement to bicycle use. The 
community in the United States best known for this plan is Davis, California. 
There, approximately 25 percent of all passenger miles, as opposed to about  
2 percent statewide, are made by bicycle. In general, land-use planning can 
facilitate the development of public transportation by arranging residential 
and nonresidential uses to reduce the “collection” and “distribution” prob-
lems noted in Chapter 12. Transit Oriented Development (TOD) discussed 
in Chapter 10 is one example. A community might also decrease the use 
of private automobiles by greater expenditures for public transportation, 
setting up new initiatives in public transportation such as van pooling and 
dial-a-ride systems, and encouraging carpooling.

Building characteristics can be altered to produce very sizable reduc-
tions in energy expenditures. In some cases these changes are closely linked 
to land-use planning decisions; in other cases they can be effectuated inde-
pendently. A land-use plan might encourage row housing as opposed to 
free-standing single-family units. This choice need not mean higher den-
sity in the development but it may, for example, mean clustering, with the 
provision of common open space. Row or attached housing, in general, 
reduces energy used in heating because it reduces the amount of building 
surface exposed to the elements. To see this, just imagine two free-standing 
units moved into a side-by-side position. The two side walls that have been 
brought together become interior walls and can no longer conduct heat to 
the outside.

Siting buildings with regard to the sun will affect the ease with which 
sunlight can be used to supply part of the energy used for heating. Streets 
that run east–west facilitate placing houses so that they face south for 
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maximum solar exposure. A number of communities have adopted solar 
access zoning, which prevents structures or trees from being placed in such 
a position that they block the direct access of other buildings to the sun.

There are also building-related steps that are unrelated to overall land-
use planning. A number of communities impose minimum insulation require-
ments on new houses. Some municipalities have implemented programs 
designed to encourage property owners to retrofit old buildings. These may 
be limited to giving technical advice or may also include low-interest loans 
and other financial incentives. A few communities require that before a house 
can be resold it must be brought up to some minimum standard of insulation, 
a technique that gradually forces a retrofitting of the existing housing stock.

The number of municipalities that have “green building codes”—
codes that mandate a variety of energy saving and other environmentally 
friendly features in new buildings—is increasing rapidly. Many municipali-
ties now build or retrofit their own structures with energy-conserving features 
such as solar heating or photovoltaic panels.

The LeeD Program

Much of the effort toward more environmentally superior buildings is 
structured around the Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design 
(LEED) program now run by a nonprofit organization, the United States 
Green Building Council (USGBC), headquartered in Washington, DC.

The USGBC has established a set of LEED standards for green 
building under which points are awarded for various green features in six 
major categories: sustainable sites, water efficiency, energy and atmosphere, 
materials and resources, indoor environmental quality, and innovation and 
design process. For example, in the sustainable sites category, points are 
given for density of development and what the USGBC terms “community 
connectivity,” meaning ease of access to other parts of the community. 
Points are also given for redevelopment in a brownfield, for access to public 
transportation, provision for use by bicyclists, open-space restoration, 
storm-water management, and a variety of other items. The water efficiency 
category essentially pertains to water quality and water conservation issues. 
The energy category pertains to energy-efficient construction and renewable 
energy systems, and so on.

The USGBC certifies buildings in three categories, platinum, gold, and 
silver, depending on how many points they achieve under the LEED rating 
system. Building to LEED standards is more expensive than ordinary con-
struction, but there are paybacks. For one thing, certification is appealing 
to the organization or individual who is environmentally conscious and 
wants to achieve a minimal environmental footprint.

A LEED platinum rating is something that a residential developer can 
use as a selling point to environmentally conscious buyers and that a cor-
porate advertising department might relish for corporate image purposes. 
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Then, too, there is a long-run cost issue, since a LEED-certified building will 
be less expensive to operate over the years and thus recover some, all, or 
more than all of the initial cost difference.

LEED certification may be required by a municipality for tax breaks, den-
sity bonuses, or other financial incentives. Where a municipality is purchas-
ing a building, it could make LEED certification a contractual requirement.

The USGBC runs training programs to certify a variety of profession-
als in LEED standards and technology and, as of 2007, had certified about 
54,000 people in this way. There are now LEED standards for a variety of 
building types, and the standards evolve as building and energy conserva-
tion technology evolves. The USGBC has links to numerous organizations 
outside the United States, including the World Green Building Council, 
Canada Green Building Council, and a number of others.

At the national level, the move to green buildings has been assisted 
by a variety of tax incentives. These include tax credits for home insulation 
and for renewable energy-generating devices.

The green building movement in the United States received a powerful 
push from the Obama administration and the passage of the economic 
stimulus package, noted earlier in this chapter. The bill includes funding for 
green building construction and retrofitting for public schools, public and 
publicly assisted housing, and a variety of other building types. It also provides 
substantial funds for training to prepare workers for green building jobs.

Local energy Production

A number of communities have begun community energy production systems. 
These do not literally represent energy conservation, but by their nature 
they tend to, and are intended to, conserve traditional energy sources. 
Many communities have developed or are developing so-called low head 
hydroelectric systems; for example, using a source that was used for power 
but subsequently abandoned when relatively low-cost power from central 
sources became available. One factor that makes such development practical 
is state laws that require utilities to buy power from small-scale generators 
and thus create a market for the output of such facilities. New England, 
with a large number of dams dating from the period when many mills and 
factories ran on waterpower, is the national center for such activity.

In many communities, solid waste, which was once disposed of in 
landfills or burned in incinerators, is now used as the fuel for power gen-
eration. The power is either used locally or sold back to the area utility and 
distributed through the utility’s transmission grid. A number of municipal-
ities have looked at the possibility of cogeneration, a system in which waste 
heat from one process is put to a second use rather than simply discharged 
into the atmosphere. For example, waste heat from a municipal power-gen-
erating facility might be converted into steam and used to supply heat for 
municipal or other buildings.
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There is now considerable interest in recovering heat from wastewater. 
How does it work? Assume water in the municipal sewer system is at  
60 degrees Fahrenheit (16 degrees Celsius), a typical temperature. It is  
30 degrees outside and we want to maintain the air temperature in buildings 
at 70 degrees. A heat exchange system captures the heat of the sewer 
water and brings water for building heating systems up to 60 degrees. 
The amount of heat required to go from water at 60 degrees to a building 
air temperature of 70 degrees is much less than would be required in the 
absence of this boost from the sewer water. The sewer water thus carries 
most of the base load. The remainder of the load can be carried in various 
ways. For example, there might be roof-mounted solar heaters for daytime 
supplementation and natural gas heat (the most efficient fossil fuel from a 
greenhouse perspective) for peak loads. Viewed as a whole, the system is 
basically a means of capturing the waste heat from showers, dishwashers, 
washing machines, and all of the other household or commercial devices 
that use hot water.

It is not practical to pump heating water over distances greater than 
a few hundred yards. Therefore an energy district based on recovered heat 
from sewer water fits in well with some design concepts discussed earlier 
such as transit-oriented development that provides a large amount of resi-
dential or commercial floor space in a small area. The energy district offers 
advantages of cost, reduced greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, and space 
savings in buildings because the building does not need to have its own 
heating plant. Like other systems, it is more practical to design the energy 
system in from the beginning rather than to retrofit it later.

On-site solar power generation has considerable potential to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions and a potential which should grow as solar panel 
prices fall further. California has gone furthest in this direction following 
the passage of the Solar Roofs Bill in 2006, now the Go Solar California 
campaign. One big obstacle to roof-top solar was the front-end costs that 
confronted homeowners. The main business model that has evolved to deal 
with this problem is for the installing firm to put up the front-end costs 
and then recover its investment in either of two ways. One is for the com-
pany to sell the electricity produced to the homeowner at a price below 
that which the state’s electric utilities charge. That works well in California 
where electric rates are high. The other alternative is to lease the system to 
the homeowner and recover the investment as a landlord recovers the cost 
of the property from the monthly rents.

As of 2013 California had about 2,000 megawatts (2 million kilowatts) 
of roof-top solar in operation and the number of installations was grow-
ing rapidly. Assuming a typical house to use an average of several kilo-
watts across the day, that suggests the ability to provide daytime power for 
perhaps half a million or more homes, not a trivial number. If you google 
a few words like “California roof-top solar,” one item that will come up 
is ads for a number of solar installation firms, a clear sign of a vigorous 
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and competitive market for the product. Roof-top solar is also growing 
rapidly in a number of other states, particularly in the Southwest. A local 
government can help that trend along through solar access zoning building 
codes that are friendly to solar panel installation, and requiring subdivision 
requirements that place houses in such a way as to facilitate solar energy 
systems.

SUMMARy

Much environmental planning and regulation must be done at the national 
level because of the scale of the problems and the great distances pollutants 
can travel through the environment. Local environmental planning often takes 
place within a framework of federal grants and regulations. Concern with 
environmental problems grew rapidly in the United States during the 1960s, 
culminating in the passage of the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) 
in 1969, the creation of the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) in 1970, 
and the passage of a number of other major pieces of national environmental 
legislation in the 1970s. The passage of NEPA produced a massive increase 
in the number of planners and firms specializing in environmental planning 
because of NEPA’s requirements for environmental impact statements (EIS) as 
a prerequisite for the federal funding of large projects.

At the national level, environmental planning involves the establish-
ment of standards and the funding of such activities as the construction of 
wastewater treatment facilities. At the local level, much activity is related to 
federal legislation and funding (for example, EISs), or to planning for pro-
jects that involve joint local and federal funding, such as wastewater treat-
ment. However, much to enhance environmental quality can also be done 
at the purely local level, including controls on the intensity of develop ment, 
the type of development, the pattern of public capital investment, and regu-
lation of the character of development and operation.

Energy planning arose with the oil price increases that followed the 
1973 Arab–Israeli War. The original concern of the energy planner was 
largely a matter of energy costs. In recent years the focus has shifted to the 
reduction of fossil fuel use to limit the production of greenhouse gases.

At the local level, reductions in the consumption of nonrenewable 
energy may be achieved by urban design that reduces trip lengths and 
facilitates public transportation or the use of nonautomotive modes (foot 
or bicycle). Energy savings can be achieved by site design, doing new con-
struction to high standards of energy efficiency, and retrofitting older struc-
tures. The green building movement has gained strength as concern with 
climate change has increased and was given a substantial push by federal 
funding provided in the 2009 economic stimulus legislation. Fossil fuel con-
sumption can also be reduced by the development of community energy 
systems and the promotion of alternative sources such as roof-top solar.
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c h a p t e r  16

Planning for 
Metropolitan 

Regions*

Most of the planning discussed in this book is that done by the individual 
municipality. But there are many planning issues that transcend municipal 
boundaries and are much better addressed at a larger-than-municipal scale. 
In this chapter we discuss planning at the metropolitan-area level.

The PoLITICAL PRoBLeM

The key problem in planning for a metropolitan area is the political one. By 
themselves, city governments are generally too small to address adequately 
metropolitan-area problems. Yet it is at the municipal level that much of the 
power and responsibility lie. The problem, then, is to set up a metropolitan 
area-wide mechanism that has the capacity to do effective planning. This 
means an organization that can obtain sufficient support and cooperation 
from the established institutions of government, municipal and state. This 
is not an easy task. Politicians, like most other people, do not readily cede 
power and authority to others. They need to be convinced that they and 
their constituents have a community of interest with the regional organi-
zation. Metropolitan planning organizations succeed only to the extent 
that the local and state political establishments—elected officials and their  

  *  Portions of this chapter pertaining to Minneapolis–St. Paul were written by the late C. David 
Loeks, who was Professor Emeritus in Urban Affairs and Planning at Virginia Polytechnic 
Institute and State University, and a former Planning Director of the city of St. Paul.
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constituents—see the regional organization as useful in meeting their needs. 
This is necessarily so, since metropolitan-area planning takes place within 
the U.S. federal system, in which large amounts of authority and responsi-
bility, such as the power to control land use, reside with local governments.

What, specifically, are the planning issues that demand a regional 
rather than a local approach? The listing that follows is not complete, but it 
includes the main items that would make most lists.

1. Transportation. Because large numbers of people cross municipal lines to 
work, shop, or take part in social and recreational events, a regional approach to 
transportation is necessary. Then, too, many transportation facilities, such 
as airports, by their very scale must be regional facilities.

2. Water supply, sewers, and sewage treatment and solid-waste disposal. Water 
supply systems must be designed with regard to topography and hydrology, 
not to political boundaries. Where municipal populations are small, econo-
mies of scale in water and sewer treatment facilities may make multijuris-
dictional plants more efficient. Locating a solid-waste disposal facility means 
taking account of soil characteristics, groundwater flows, road access, and 
population distribution. In most cases these design requirements will not cor-
respond to municipal boundaries. The same is true for flood control.

3. Air quality. A single municipality within a large metropolitan area 
cannot by itself solve its own air quality problems. There must be coopera-
tive action within the metropolitan area or within the “airshed.”

4. Parks, outdoor recreation, and open space. Because population 
densities and land values in the core of a region are vastly greater than on the 
periphery, it makes sense for outlying areas to provide more of their share of 
open space and parkland, creating a need for multijurisdictional planning.

5. Economic development. If the region unites for this purpose, it can sell 
itself as a single entity to the rest of the world rather than expend funds on com-
petition between municipalities that are all part of the same regional labor mar-
ket. Thus some zero-sum game activity can be avoided. A regional approach 
may also achieve marketing economies of scale; for example, in having a single 
development office represent the entire region in London or Frankfurt or Tokyo.

6. Housing. Housing and land-use policies in one municipality 
affect housing prices, rents, and vacancy rates in the entire metropolitan 
area. Employment growth in one municipality affects housing demand 
in many other municipalities. Thus housing is a regional as well as a local 
issue. It must be admitted, however, for a variety of reasons noted in the 
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last section of Chapter 11, that regional housing planning is still more of a 
gleam in the planner’s eye than a major force in urban and metropolitan 
housing markets. Beyond these planning issues there are many services 
for which a regional approach makes sense, often because the former 
permits greater economies of scale. Thus we also see regionwide efforts 
in workforce training and the provision of various social services. But 
these services take us beyond the realm of planning as the term is used 
in this book.

A BRIeF hISToRy oF MeTRoPoLITAn-AReA PLAnnInG

In this section we discuss three institutional approaches to planning at the 
metropolitan level: the authority, the regional planning agency, and the 
Council of Governments. Although they are separate approaches, they 
have many points in common.

The need for metropolitan-area planning was recognized at least as 
far back as the turn of the twentieth century. Recall that the 1909 Plan for 
the City of Chicago contained regional elements for both transportation and 
open space. However, the first big surge of interest in regional planning 
came in the 1920s. The primary cause was the huge increase in automobile 
ownership that occurred during the 1920s and the related growth of the 
suburbs. As the compact city of the nineteenth century gave way to the 
metropolitan area of the twentieth century, the need for metropolitan-area 
planning became evident, particularly in regard to transportation and 
utilities.

One response to this need was the regional planning agency. One of the 
first, and probably the best known, of these organizations was the Regional 
Plan Association in New York. The plan, described in Chapter 3, covered 
more than 5,000 square miles in three states: New York, New Jersey, and 
Connecticut. By the end of the 1920s, there were about 15 regional plans in 
the United States. Many of them, like the plan for the New York region, were 
done entirely under private auspices. Such plans had absolutely no official 
sanction or any force of law. They affected the region only to the extent that 
they influenced the opinions of public officials and their constituents. Other 
regional plans of the period were governmentally chartered and funded, so 
they had a certain statutory relationship to the political establishment. But 
even then, the power of such a group was essentially only the power of per-
suasion, since it is only the legislative and executive branches of states and 
municipalities that can make laws and appropriate monies.

The Public Authority

Another path to regional planning, also of 1920s origin, was the creation of 
authorities. An authority is an organization that is generally created by state 
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government or in some cases by the joint action of two or more state govern-
ments. Rather than being a general purpose government like that of a town 
or city, it is a quasi-governmental organization with some of the usual pow-
ers of government. For example, an authority often has the power to raise 
money through the issuance of tax-exempt bonds. It may also have the power 
to take property through condemnation or to override local land-use controls. 
In general, it has a single task or set of tasks assigned to it. In modern adminis-
trative jargon, it is set up to be very “task oriented.” Authorities were not and 
are not created to do general purpose planning in the sense that a regional 
planning agency is. However, the decisions of an authority may well shape a 
region and constitute planning decisions under another name.

The authority exists “at the pleasure” of the state legislature(s) that 
created it, and it can always, at least in principle, be abolished by the 
same legislative body or bodies. Its board of directors is appointed by 
the same legislature(s). That feature, too, constitutes a powerful element 
of legislative control. Yet authorities do sometimes become a force of their 
own and achieve a substantial degree of autonomy. Although ultimately 
under legislative control, authorities are much further from political control 
than, say, a city agency such as a public works department. They operate 
separately from municipal and state governments, and they are further 
from the reach of the voter because he or she does not vote for the board 
members directly. Rather, the voter votes for the legislators, who then 
choose the authority’s board.

The first authority in the United States was the Port of New York 
Authority, subsequently renamed the Port Authority of New York and New 
Jersey. It was created jointly by the legislatures of New York and New Jersey 
in 1921. As discussed in the next section of this chapter, it has been a power-
ful force in shaping the New York region.

The fact that both regional organizations mentioned thus far, namely 
the Regional Plan Association and then Port Authority of New York, were 
created in the New York region is not entirely coincidental. Regional 
planning and development efforts come into being where the disproportion 
between the size of the real city—the economic and social city—and the 
political city is great. The New York region was by far the nation’s largest 
metropolitan area in the 1920s, and the problems of achieving coordinated 
action were compounded by its being a multi-state region divided by a 
mile wide river. It is not surprising that much of the apparatus of regional 
cooperation should have evolved where the need for it was greatest.

Regional Planning After World War II

Regional planning in the United States after its promising start in the 1920s 
developed only slowly over the next several decades. But the pace of develop-
ment accelerated sharply in the 1960s. One reason for the acceleration was the 
long period of rapid suburban growth that began after the end of World War II  
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and continues to the present time (or, at least, until very recently). This was a 
resumption of the same force that had started the trend toward regional plan-
ning in the 1920s. A second factor was that we began to give environmental 
issues more weight, and environmental problems by their very nature tend 
to be multijurisdictional. But perhaps most important was that the federal 
government began to offer state and local governments irresistible induce-
ments to regional planning.1 In the 1960s the flow of federal money for high-
ways, urban redevelopment, and environmental projects increased greatly. 
But to get federal grants, local governments had to meet federal requirements 
for regional planning. For example, the 1962 Federal Highway Act provided 
matching funds for highway construction, but to get those funds, the appli-
cants had to show that their application was consistent with a regional plan. 
The Urban Mass Transit Act of 1964 authorized billions of dollars for mass 
transit systems, but again, the applicant had to show that the funds being 
applied for would be used consistently with a regional plan. Not only did 
these and other acts make regional planning a requirement for funding, but 
many of them also provided funds for the making of regional plans. The car-
rot of federal funding was a major factor in bringing into being the Councils 
of Governments (COGs), which today are the main instrument for inter-
municipal cooperation in the United States, and which often incorporate 
regional planning and former regional planning agencies within themselves.

Councils of Governments. The term Councils of Governments is used 
generically in this section, but numerous other names for the same type of 
organization are in use, such as regional councils, associations of govern-
ments, planning districts, and area development district associations.

According to the National Association of Regional Councils, there are 
about 450 COGs, by one name or another, in the United States today. They 
range in size from three employees to over 3,000 employees. In the South 
and the Southwest, virtually all local governments are members of COGs, 
and in the rest of the nation the great majority of local governments are 
members. Some municipal and county governments may belong to more 
than one COG. For example, every county in the State of Virginia belongs to 
one of Virginia’s 17 Planning District Commissions. But Virginia counties in 
the northeast portion of the state are also physically part of the Washington, 
DC metropolitan area. Those Virginia counties such as Fairfax and Prince 
William, which are part of the metropolitan area, also belong to the Metro-
politan Washington Council of Governments (MWCOG).

To meet the National Association of Regional Council’s definition of 
a COG, at least 51 percent of the organization’s board of directors must 
be elected officials of its constituent municipalities. In practice, local 
elected officials usually make up much more than 51 percent of board 
membership. Those members of boards who are not elected officials 
are often persons who have some appointed relationship to one of the 
constituent municipalities, such as being a member of a planning board. 
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The board of the COG sets policy and hires the full-time director, much as a 
city council hires a city manager. The director is the day-to-day director of the 
COG, but he or she serves under the direction of the board. Thus the COG is 
very much the creature of its constituent municipalities. What responsibilities 
it has and how far it can go in any direction are thus determined by the 
municipalities it represents. For a COG to do effective work, it must have the 
support of its member municipalities; that is, that they perceive it as serving 
their purposes—as being a help and not as being a rival.

The COG serves as a venue for communication and negotiation 
between municipal governments. For example, imagine that the COG in 
its role as Metropolitan Planning Organization is putting together a grant 
application for highway funds. The approximate total that the region will 
receive is known, but the cost of every project that each municipality would 
do if it could is vastly greater. The collective “wish list” must thus be pared 
down to approximate the total of funds available. Thus there must be bar-
gaining and compromise among the municipalities making up the COG. 
The COG serves as a venue for such activity and in that way helps bring 
about some meeting of minds among the governments of the metropolitan 
area or region.

COGs are not always well understood by the citizens of their 
member municipalities. The city or town or country government is 
much more visible to the citizen. Its actions tend to be much better 
reported in the local press or covered on the 6 o’clock news. Then, 
too, the citizen votes for municipal officials. The COG, as a creation 
of the various municipal governments, is much less visible. Politicians 
want visibility because they have to stand for election, and to do that 
successfully, they must be known. The director of a COG may take a 
different view. He or she may prefer to simply get on with the work of 
the COG outside the light of publicity. Thus many COGs function in 
relative obscurity.

In the following sections we present three case histories to illustrate the 
previous general discussion: the case of Minneapolis–St. Paul, for regional 
planning agencies; the case of the Port Authority of New York and New 
Jersey, for authorities; and the Atlanta Regional Commission, for Councils 
of Governments.

MInneAPoLIS–ST. PAUL: A TALe oF TWo CITIeS

At the turn of the twentieth century, Minneapolis and St. Paul were two 
separate cities with a combined population of about 460,000. But by the 
1950s their combined population had risen to about 1.2 million, and the two 
once-separate cities had coalesced into a single urban area bisected by the 
Mississippi River. Both cities, like many others of the period, were rapidly 
suburbanizing.
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The problems of suburban expansion as well as those of rebuilding 
the two cities’ downtowns focused the attention of civic and government 
leadership on the question of how to guide the continuing growth of the 
Minneapolis–St. Paul region. The issue was brought to a head by problems 
connected with the expansion of the metropolitan sewer system and by 
the advent of the Interstate Highway System (see Chapter 17). The sewer 
problem required a regional approach if duplication of facilities was to be 
avoided and if the efforts of one municipality were not to complicate the 
efforts of other municipalities. Since in that region all sewer systems ulti-
mately empty into the Mississippi River, it would not be helpful to have one 
municipality’s discharge pipes located immediately upstream of another 
municipality’s intake pipes. Similarly, it was understood that the highway 
system, which would serve the entire region, would be best designed if the 
region were viewed as a whole.

In 1957, after two tries and much bargaining and compromise, the 
Minnesota legislature passed a bill creating the Metropolitan Planning 
Commission (MPC). The law that created the MPC provided for a 28-member 
governing board, of which 21 members represented local governments. The 
other seven members were appointed by the Governor to represent civic, 
business, and community interests. The law also specified that the Com-
mission’s authority was limited to planning and recommending. It had no 
powers to implement. The MPC had been structured to be as nonthreaten-
ing as possible to the existing political establishment.

For the next decade the MPC worked on developing a regional plan. A 
large part of the time was spent on developing information and promoting 
public consciousness of the issues and of the need for planning. The plan 
that emerged was a development policy designed to minimize sprawl and 
to concentrate urban development in the two central cities and in a number 
of large-scale, self-contained satellite communities. These would be sepa-
rated by open space and farmland but would be linked by the metropolitan 
transportation system.

One obstacle to achieving intermunicipal cooperation about land-use 
planning is the matter of property taxes (see Chapter 9). All municipalities 
want land uses that return more in property taxes than they cost the munic-
ipality to service. Thus there will be intermunicipal competition over attrac-
tive commercial development. Therefore, the plan called for a tax-sharing 
arrangement. A portion of the property tax revenues from new nonresi-
dential development would go into a common pool to be shared by all the 
municipalities in the region. This arrangement meant that there would be 
less motivation for municipalities to compete for fiscally desirable develop-
ments and more chance of achieving a land-use pattern that made sense in 
regional terms.2 By 1966 the planning phase was just about complete, and it 
was time to begin implementation.

In 1967 the Minnesota state legislature created the Metropoli-
tan Council to move from plan to reality. Within several years the 
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Metropolitan Council was responsible for policy in a number of areas, 
including sewers and sewage treatment, solid-waste disposal, open 
space, sports facilities, public transportation, and highways. The tax-
sharing arrangement was set up in 1971. In 1975 a “Metropolitan Frame-
work” law was passed, stipulating that the Metropolitan Commission 
would establish the following:

1. Urban service areas in which housing subdivisions would be concentrated
2. Commercial/agriculture areas in which free-standing subdivisions would not 

be allowed
3. Rural development zones that would not provide urban services  

(such as public water and sewers) except around pre-existing development.

Note that this approach is similar to that of many growth manage-
ment systems, some of which are described in Chapter 14.

In addition to this planning work, the Metropolitan Commission 
also functioned as a management and service-delivery agency for various 
federally mandated programs in criminal justice, health care, the arts, and 
services for the aging. In this regard it functioned in the same way as many 
other Councils of Government.

In recent years much of the council’s work has been on transportation. 
The Hiawatha line, a light-rail link connecting the Minneapolis downtown 
with the Minneapolis–St. Paul International Airport and the Mall of 
America, opened in 2004 and, unlike a number of other rail projects, its 
ridership, now over 30,000 per weekday, is well ahead of initial projections. 
Work has been completed on the Central Corridor Light Rail route, 
which runs 11 miles to link downtown Minneapolis with downtown  
St. Paul. In addition, the council has done work on bicycle trails and bus–
bike linkages, to facilitate both bicycle commuting and recreation. The 
council has also worked on parkland acquisition and park development, 
among other projects.

What has Been Accomplished?

The council by itself does not literally put bricks on mortar, but it has 
created the framework in which regional planning takes place. The 
region benefits from a better transportation system and better public 
utilities, a well-planned system of open space, and higher environmen-
tal quality.

There are also economic benefits. The region has benefited greatly 
from investment by such organizations as the 3M (Minnesota Mining and 
Manufacturing) Corp. The corporation’s willingness to commit itself to the 
region stemmed in part from its recognition that problems that affected it 
and its employees would be effectively addressed. The revitalization of 
the downtowns of Minneapolis and St. Paul has been facilitated because 
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investors have had confidence that transportation and other problems of 
the downtowns would be addressed.

More generally, the Twin Cities area is widely regarded as having a 
high quality of life as measured by things like public services, employment, 
education, and recreational and cultural amenities. There is a widespread 
“pride of place.” Some of that emanates from a raised regional conscious-
ness and a sense of national leadership in urban planning, development, 
and governance.

The PoRT AUThoRITy oF neW yoRK AnD neW JeRSey

The first authority formed in the United States was the Port of New York 
Authority, which was created in 1921 by the legislatures of New York and 
New Jersey and was subsequently renamed the Port Authority of New York 
and New Jersey. In the following discussion it is simply referred to as the 
Port Authority.

The authority’s original mission was to improve the transportation of 
rail freight in the region. The port area is divided by the New York–New 
Jersey boundary, which lies in the middle of the Hudson River. The interstate 
problem was compounded by commercial rivalry between the business 
establishments on the New Jersey and the New York sides of the port. On the 
New Jersey side, the problem of political coordination was further complicated 
because the area is divided into a large number of municipalities. An authority 
looked like a way to cut through the problems of multiple competing political 
jurisdictions. The authority also offered a way to get the public’s work done 
without tax increases. In the words of Al (Alfred E.) Smith, then Governor of 
New York, such an authority would be

the one method we have discovered of getting work done expeditiously and 
without overtaxing our people to get it done.3

At first the Port of New York Authority concentrated on rail freight 
improvements, but it quickly became apparent that the future belonged 
much more to the automobile and the truck than it did to the train. The 
authority’s basic mission soon expanded to that of building in a coordi-
nated way the river crossings that would meld the New York and New 
Jersey sides of the New York region into a single metropolitan area.

The decisions about what to build and where emerged from a mix of engi-
neering, planning, and political considerations. The decision to let the entire 
problem of river crossings be handled by a single public agency was a political 
one, driven in part by the conviction of Governor Smith that such an important 
public task should not be left to separate groups of investors formed for each 
project but should be handled publicly as a single undertaking.
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The first major project was the George Washington Bridge, which 
spans the Hudson River from the Palisades in New Jersey to 179th Street in 
northern Manhattan. The decision to build there rather than to build either 
a bridge or a tunnel to midtown Manhattan was made for a variety of rea-
sons. The Governor of New Jersey and a variety of interests in northern 
New Jersey wanted the crossing in that location to open up the northeastern 
part of the state. Part of the decision-making process turned on a particu-
lar personality. One of the great civil engineers of the twentieth century, 
Othmar H. Ammann, a Swiss immigrant to the United States, was taken 
with the idea of such a crossing to northern Manhattan. The bridge that he 
conceived would be the longest single span in the world. In the late 1920s a 
suspended center span of over 3,000 feet was an engineering challenge that 
would push the bridge-builder’s art to the limit. Ammann was convinced 
that it could be done, and he wanted to be the one to do it. A persuasive and 
energetic man, he was a major force behind the scenes in bringing about a 
consensus that the bridge could be built within a reasonable budget, that it 
would quickly pay for itself, and that it could be completed in a relatively 
short period of time. He proved right on all counts, and the bridge was fin-
ished in 1931, in less than two years and under budget.4 Ammann, who had 
some of the artist in his makeup, as well as being a talented engineer, was 
very concerned with bridges as works of art. Commenting on the bridge in 
1936, Le Corbusier said,

The George Washington Bridge over the Hudson is the most beautiful bridge 
in the world. Made of cables and steel, it gleams in the sky like an arch 
upturned, blest. It is the only seat of grace in a disheveled city.5

The bridge was a major planning decision for the region. The direct, 
continuous, high-capacity link for motor vehicles provided by the George 
Washington Bridge gave a tremendous impetus to the growth of northern 
New Jersey. The effect might not be so great today, since suburbs are much 
more economically self-sufficient than they once were. But in the 1930s the 
economic role of the metropolitan core, Manhattan in the case of the New 
York region, was proportionally much greater than it is today. If one says 
that regional planning to a large extent consists of intervening at a few stra-
tegic points, the building of the bridge was clearly one such decision. In 
subsequent years the Port Authority of New York and New Jersey contin-
ued to build, producing many of the links that bind the New York area, cut 
up as it is by bodies of water, into a unified region.

In addition to building bridges and the Lincon Tunnel connecting 
New Jersey with midtown Manhattan, the Port Authority has also played 
a role in mass transit. It operates bus lines, and much of the bus traffic 
between New York City and the New Jersey part of the region uses the Port 
Authority’s bus terminals. It also operates a commuter rail service from 
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New Jersey to lower Manhattan. Although it did not build them, the Port 
Authority operates the region’s three major airports, La Guardia, Kennedy, 
and Newark.

The Port Authority has also played a major part in shaping the role of 
New York City as a port. In the period after World War II, the Manhattan 
docks lost their ocean freight business. The city’s congested streets drove 
up the cost of moving freight, and lack of available land made it impossible 
to expand docking facilities to handle containerized freight, which made its 
appearance during that period. The Port Authority responded by develop-
ing the Port Newark–Elizabeth Marine Terminal (Port Newark) on the New 
Jersey side of the region. Covering over three square miles, the terminal is 
set up to handle containerized freight and provides very quick access to 
the Interstate Highway System as well as to railroads and Newark Airport. 
Although its construction did nothing to keep freight handling at its tradi-
tional Manhattan location, it does enable the region to retain considerable 
ocean freight business that would otherwise have gone out of the region 
entirely.

All organizations, like living creatures, have a drive to survive and 
grow. By 2012 the Port Authority had grown to a workforce of 7,000, 
including its own police force of 1,800. In that year it had revenues of 
$4.1 billion and made $3.3 billion in capital expenditures.6 From its ini-
tial mission of improving rail transportation in the metropolitan area it 
had experienced a considerable amount of what in the Pentagon is called 
“mission creep.”

The Port Authority was not the only authority that shaped the New 
York region. On the New York side of the Hudson River, a number of bridges 
and tunnels have been built by the Triborough Bridge and Tunnel Author-
ity (TBTA), directed for many years by the late Robert Moses.7 Together, the 
two have built a large share of the bridges and tunnels that tie New York 
City itself and the larger metropolitan area together.

The main instrument for financing an authority such as the Port 
Authority is the tax-exempt bond (see Chapter 9). The monies received 
from the sales of bonds are used to build facilities, and charges like tolls are 
used to pay off the bonds. For the government, whether city or state, that 
created the authority, this is an attractive arrangement. The bonds are not 
an obligation of the government, nor do they count in determining whether 
that government has reached its debt limit. The agency can accomplish 
the purposes of the government that created it without obligating 
or burdening that government. If the agency has sufficient revenue-
generating assets within the total mix of services that it provides, it can  
be entirely self-financing, as is the Port Authority. Not every activity must 
be self-supporting, since the more profitable ones can “cross-subsidize” the 
money-losing ones. For example, surpluses on bridge tolls might subsidize 
losses on bus operations.
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Above, the George Washington Bridge, shown looking west from the New York 
side of the Hudson River, which was the first major project built by the Port 
Authority. To accommodate rising traffic volumes, a lower deck was added to the 
bridge after World War II. Below, Port Newark, built by the Port Authority on the 
New Jersey side of New York Harbor near the confluence of the Hackensack and 
Passaic Rivers. Note the strategic location. Immediately to the west of the port is 
the New Jersey Turnpike, a part of the Interstate Highway System, and beyond 
that is Newark Airport, visible at the very top of the photo.
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Is There a Downside?

The picture presented thus far is that of the authority cutting the Gordian 
knot of multiple jurisdictions and doing its work in a condition of relative 
isolation from the city or state finances. Is there a downside to this other-
wise attractive picture?

Because the authority is isolated from direct involvement in electoral 
politics, it may be able to operate with a somewhat longer time frame than 
the two- or four-year cycle that necessarily looms so large in the minds of 
those who have to stand for re-election. Thus its relative political isolation 
may enable it to accomplish some tasks expeditiously. But because it is 
somewhat outside the political process it may make decisions that the 
body politic as a whole would not choose to make. In the case of the 
Port Authority its transportation decisions were, in effect, huge planning 
decisions, but they were made at least partly outside the usual planning 
process. That is not a statement about whether, in retrospect, they were 
good or bad decisions, but simply that they were very big decisions 
made by a relatively small number of people who stood outside the usual 
political process.

The Problem of Politicization. One potential risk with an authority 
is that it may become politicized and behave in a manner that is at 
odds with the neutral-servant-of-the- public-interest model implied 
previously. The Port Authority provided a spectacular example of this in 
2013. The story takes some explaining. The authority is run by a board 
of 12 directors. Six are appointed the the Governor of New York and six 
by the Governor of New Jersey, both sets subject to confirmation by the 
respective legislatures. The Governors have enormous control over the 
policies of the Port Authority.

In the summer of 2013 two entry lanes to the George Washington 
Bridge in Fort Lee, NJ were closed by Port Authority police for four days, 
resulting in enormous traffic jams in Fort Lee. At first, it was claimed that 
the closures had been done in connection with a traffic study, but that claim 
was soon falsified. The closures were apparently ordered by a member of 
Governor Chris Christie’s staff and a Christie loyalist employed by the 
Port Authority. The Governor claimed that he had no prior knowledge of 
this act and only learned about it after the fact. That claim has never been 
disproved. The generally accepted explanation for the action was that it 
was political payback. Governor Christie, though a Republican, had been 
endorsed by a number of Democratic mayors in New Jersey. Fort Lee’s 
Democratic Mayor, Mark Sokolich, was not one of them. The “smoking 
gun” was an e-mail from a Christie staffer saying, “Time for some traffic 
problems in Ft. Lee” sent shortly before the closings. This episode, soon 
to be termed “bridgegate” by the media, prompted a number of official 
inquiries and also a great deal of investigative journalism, some of which 
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went far beyond bridgegate itself. An article in The New York Times in March 
2014 asserted:

But long before the gate closings, the Port Authority . . . had already been 
turned into a de facto political operation for Governor Christie, a review of 
the agency’s operations since Mr. Christie took office suggests. . . . If New 
York got something, New Jersey had to get something, too. In exchange 
for the World Trade Center [rebuilding], for example, New Jersey secured 
projects including the $1 billion raising of the Bayonne Bridge and the Pulaski 
Skyway—an unusual undertaking for the Port Authority, because it does not 
connect the two states.8

Note that there is no accusation of criminality here. But there is an 
accusation of a very considerable misallocation of agency money for politi-
cal reasons. A major authority has great power to accomplish important 
tasks, but also the potential for being misused by its political masters.

The ATLAnTA ReGIonAL CoMMISSIon

Councils of Government are now the predominant mechanism for 
metropolitan-area planning, as well as for multi county and other multi-
jurisdiction efforts outside metropolitan areas. The Atlanta Regional 
Commission, which bills itself as the “oldest and largest publicly supported, 
multi-county planning agency in the United States,” is also one of the most 
respected.

The history of metropolitan-area planning in the Atlanta region began 
in 1938. Recognizing that growth beyond municipal borders was producing 
problems, the city of Atlanta, Fulton County, which contains most of the city, 
and the city’s Chamber of Commerce commissioned a consultant to study 
and make recommendations regarding intermunicipal cooperation in the 
Atlanta region. The consultant, Dr. Thomas Reed of the National Municipal 
League, came out strongly in favor of a regional planning agency:

We feel that the institution of a metropolitan planning commission would 
be the beginning of a new day in the growth of the Atlanta region. Planned 
development is the only sure development. No man today trusts himself to 
build a structure much bigger than a chicken coop without a set of blueprints. 
How can such a vast and complicated affair as a great metropolitan commu-
nity have orderly growth without a plan?9

This quote from Thomas Reed perhaps shows a little more faith in our 
ability to shape the future through planning than the modern planner, with 
the benefit of hindsight into the unplanned effects of major programs like 
Urban Renewal and the Interstate Highway System, might have. In that 
sense it is very representative of the 1930s outlook (see Chapter 3).

The region’s move toward regional planning was delayed by World 
War II. However, in 1947 a Metropolitan Planning Commission (MPC) was 
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created by act of the Georgia state legislature. The membership of the Com-
mission was small: only the city of Atlanta and two counties, Fulton and 
DeKalb. The Commission focused primarily on transportation and open 
space, which appeared to be the critical issues in a growing region. As the 
region gained population, the initial organization grew. In 1960, Clayton, 
Cobb, and Gwinnett Counties joined, approximately doubling the land area 
in the planning region, and a new organization was formed, the Atlanta 
Region Metropolitan Planning Commission (ARMPC). During the 1960s, 
regional planning for a variety of purposes grew, largely as a result of the 
flow of federal funding noted earlier. The result was that there were several 
regional planning agencies operating within the Atlanta region. Beyond the 
ARMPC were separate regional agencies for health, crime, and highways. 
To bring order out of the situation, the Georgia legislature in a bill titled 
Act 5 combined these various agencies into a unified agency, the Atlanta 
Regional Commission, which began operations in 1971. At this point, these 
separate regional efforts had been transformed into a full-blown Council of 
Governments.10

At present the Atlanta Regional Commission represents ten counties 
and a population of over 3 million. The city of Atlanta, with a population 
estimated at 426,000, represents only about 14 percent of the metropoli-
tan population and, of course, a much smaller percentage of the land area 
under the purview of the Atlanta Regional Commission. As is true of all 
other COGs, control of the board of directors is firmly vested in the munic-
ipalities that constitute the COG. Twenty-three members of the board of 
directors are elected officials, mayors, and county commissioners. In addi-
tion, there are 15 members at large who cannot be elected or appointed 
officials or employees of the political subdivisions of the COG. However, 
they are not elected by the public but chosen by the 23 elected officials on 
the board.11

What does the Atlanta Regional Commission do? Its organization 
chart shows its staff divided among five main areas: Communications, 
Community Services, Comprehensive Planning, Development Services, 
and Support Services. From the perspective of this book, the two areas of 
major interest are Comprehensive Planning and Development Services.

As is the case with many other COGs, the Atlanta Regional Commis-
sion provides a database for the region’s planning efforts. Thus popula-
tion, water use, traffic, and other projections made by the council provide 
a common denominator for planning throughout the region. Having such 
a shared picture of the future is fundamental to being able to cooperate. 
Many of the council’s planning efforts over the years have been devoted 
to transportation issues. The city of Atlanta was founded as a rail ter-
minal in the 1830s, and its function as a transportation hub has been a 
key element in its economy ever since. Over the years its efforts in trans-
portation have included planning for the I–285 beltway around Atlanta; 
Hartsfield Atlanta International Airport; and the region’s commuter rail 
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system, the Metropolitan Atlanta Rail Transit Authority (MARTA). After 
Congress passed the Intermodal Surface Transportation Efficiency Act 
(ISTEA) in 1991, which included money for so-called enhancements, the 
council participated in planning for bicycle and pedestrian pathways as 
well.

The council has also been active in water planning. This has included 
planning for reservoir development and for the protection of watersheds 
in the Atlanta region. A 1972 study by the council of the Chattahooche 
River corridor formed the basis for intermunicipal efforts to protect the 
river and for the designation of river and environs as a National Recreation 
Area by the Carter administration in 1978. The council has also engaged in 
collaborative efforts with the States of Alabama and Florida, which share 
watersheds with Georgia.

The Development Services section of the Atlanta Regional Commis-
sion has taken a modest role in economic development. The agency pro-
duces and supplies data and, most recently, a Geographic Information 
System (GIS) for firms interested in an Atlanta region location. It also seeks 
to assist the efforts of municipal economic development agencies and 
chambers of commerce. It does not, by itself, spend monies on economic 
development projects such as industrial parks.

As is the case in Minneapolis–St. Paul and other metropolitan areas, 
the chief contribution of a regional planning agency is to be found in a spirit 
and process of intermunicipal cooperation. In the case of the Atlanta region, 
the Atlanta Regional Commission has played a significant role in a variety 
of regional initiatives, particularly in transportation, open space and envi-
ronmental quality, and water supply.

SUMMARy

The first major wave of planning for metropolitan areas occurred in the 
1920s. The primary force behind it was the great increase in automobile 
ownership and the related increase in suburbanization. As the area of 
urbanization spilled out of municipal boundaries, the need for planning at 
an intermunicipal level became apparent.

In the 1920s two types of organization appeared in response to this 
need. One was the regional planning agency, of which the best known was 
the Regional Plan Association (RPA) in the New York metropolitan area. Some 
agencies, like the RPA, were entirely private organizations with no official 
aegis at all. Others were created by legislative act. But in either case regional 
planning agencies had no power to implement. Instead, they existed purely 
to advise, with implementation left entirely to the governments of the region. 
The second type of organization that appeared in the 1920s was the authority. 
These were organizations created by state legislatures with a definite mission 
(in transportation, utilities, and the like), and with some, but not all, of the 
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powers of government. Although authorities were not specifically “tasked” 
with overall metropolitan-area planning, decisions they made about public 
infrastructure often turned out to be major planning decisions. In the post-
World War II period, a third instrument for cooperation at the intermuncipal 
level appeared. This was the Council of Governments (COG). Today there are 
about 450 COGs in the United States, and most municipalities in the United 
States belong to one. Some belong to more than one. The growth of COGs 
was promoted in large measure by the federal government’s regional plan-
ning requirements for funding bills in transportation, urban redevelopment, 
environmental improvement, and social services.

This chapter concludes with three case studies: the evolution of 
regional planning in the Minneapolis–St. Paul region, the origins and 
growth of the Port Authority of New York and New Jersey, and the history 
of the Atlanta Regional Commission.
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c h a p t e r  17

national Planning  
in the United States

IS TheRe nATIonAL PLAnnInG In The UnITeD STATeS?

Does national planning exist in the United States? In one sense the answer 
is no, since there is no person or organization charged with drawing up 
a physical plan for the nation. There is no national master plan corre-
sponding to the master plan that a city or town or county may have. In 
fact, when Congress terminated the National Resources Planning Board 
(NRPB) in 1943, it expressly prohibited any other agency in the federal 
government from assuming the board’s national planning functions (see 
Chapter 4). No national planning agency comparable to NRPB has been 
set up since then.

One reason that we do not have a national plan is simply ideological. 
A national master plan sounds like socialism, and for most of our history 
that has not been a welcome sound. Another reason may be the formidable 
nature of the task. A national land-use plan for a small country is feasible. 
The Dutch do national land-use planning very well. But the Netherlands 
has a land area of a little more than 13,000 square miles, not much bigger 
than the State of Maryland. That is quite different from the 3 million square 
miles of the “lower 48.”

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, we have a federal system of 
government in which a great deal of power resides with the states’ con-
gressional delegations. That dispersion of power makes the formation of a 
unified national plan extremely difficult. Dutch-style top-down planning 
is simply not possible in the U.S. political environment. This is not a mat-
ter of democracy versus autocracy, since the Netherlands is just as much 
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a democracy as is the United States. Rather, it is a matter of the degree of 
centralization of political power.

Although there is not now nor has there ever been a master plan for 
the settlement pattern of the United States, there is no question that the 
federal government has engaged in a number of acts that have had a major 
effect upon the pattern of development in the United States. This chap-
ter briefly describes some of the acts that, to an extent, constitute de facto 
national planning.

All these acts do not fit together neatly as parts of a single grand 
design, but there are some commonalities. The federal style, in most cases, 
has not been to command but to permit and to encourage. In most cases 
there has been more carrot than stick, the carrot being federal money or 
federal land. The general direction is set by a system of federal guidelines 
and incentives, but the details are decided at the state or substate level. 
Where the federal government actually does the work, as in an Army Corps 
of Engineers’ project, much of the initiative is local.

In general, the federal hand in shaping the pattern of development 
looms larger as one moves west. Federal ownership of land necessarily 
made the federal government a major player in determining the pattern of 
land development. In the immediate postrevolutionary period, most of the 
land east of the Mississippi was claimed by the 13 colonies, though much 
of that land came into the union as other states. However, west of the Mis-
sissippi, the Louisiana Purchase, lands obtained from Mexico as a result of 
the Mexican War, lands ceded by Great Britain in the Oregon Compromise, 
the Gadsden Purchase from Mexico, and the Alaska Purchase from Russia 
made the federal government a landowner on a huge scale. Climate has also 
favored a larger federal role in the west. In most of the United States west of 
the 100th meridian (a line that runs roughly from North Dakota southward 
through the Texas Panhandle), rainfall is generally under 20 inches a year 
and is not sufficiently reliable to support agriculture other than grazing.1 
Thus agriculture in most of the western half of the country is dependent on 
irrigation. That dependency makes federal water policy a key shaper of the 
development of the region.

The PATTeRn oF LAnD SeTTLeMenT

The Ordinance of 1785, passed by the Continental Congress under the Arti-
cles of Confederation, laid out the basic pattern of landownership in what 
was then the Northwest Territory, a tract extending from the western bor-
der of Pennsylvania westward to the Mississippi, bounded on the south 
by the Ohio River and on the north by the Great Lakes. The act established 
the six-mile-by-six-mile-square township and the one-square-mile section 
as the basic units for land division. In the original plan, land was to be 
auctioned off in blocks of one square mile (640 acres) at a minimum price 
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of $1 per acre. The money was to provide Congress with revenue, and the 
process of auctioning land in relatively small pieces would people this vast 
area with small, independent farmers. When the $1-per-acre price proved 
to be too high, Congress backed away from the plan to some extent by sell-
ing off large blocks of land to investors and speculators at a much lower 
price. The area then developed in a manner largely determined by the rate 
at which these buyers could create new settlements and resell land to indi-
vidual holders. The effect of the act was to permit the rapid peopling of 
the area and to lay down a basic grid pattern that is still readily seen on a 
map of Ohio, Indiana and other parts of the upper Midwest. The decision 
to sell farm-sized plots of land to individuals reinforced the rural American 
pattern of scattered farmsteads as opposed to a pattern commonly seen in 
Europe in which a rural population lives in hamlets or villages surrounded 
by the fields farmed by its residents.

In the latter half of the nineteenth century, the settlement of the west 
was very much influenced by a few other decisions of the federal govern-
ment. The Homestead Act of 1862 permitted settlers to claim 160-acre blocks 
of public land at essentially no cost if they would reside on the land for 
five continuous years.2 Ultimately, about 80 million acres, roughly 125,000 
square miles, were homesteaded. Most homesteading occurred west of the 
Mississippi and much of it in areas that did not have adequate and pre-
dictable rainfall to support agriculture. This situation, some decades later, 
helped propel the federal government into taking a major role in water 
development throughout the west.

In the same year, Congress passed the Morrill Land Grant Act, which 
granted each state 30,000 acres of federally owned land for each member 
of the state’s congressional delegation. The states were to use the monies 
from the sale of these lands to establish at least one college that would have 
as its primary role the teaching of “agriculture and the mechanic arts.” A 
great many of the state universities in the United States today are land-
grant colleges. The suffix A&M in a university’s name dates from the act. 
In the case of many other schools, the “A&M” has subsequently been lost. 
Again, the federal government’s actions were all carrot and no stick. No 
state was required to create an A&M college nor told where such a college 
should be located. The states were simply offered an attractive option, and 
most of them made use of it. The scattering of major state universities in 
small towns across the United States is, in part, a legacy of the Morrill Act.

eSTABLIShInG The RAIL neTWoRK

The railroad network that facilitated and shaped the rapid development of 
the United States during the nineteenth century was itself shaped, and its 
construction greatly accelerated, by the actions of Congress. In 1850 there 
was no national network of railroads. There were fewer than 10,000 miles 
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of track in the eastern United States, mostly connected to large cities but not 
forming a unified system. For example, the farthest west one could continu-
ously travel by train from New York City was Buffalo. Other than along the 
East Coast, there were no major north–south links. Yet by 1860, national 
rail mileage had tripled, and most of the major cities east of the Missis-
sippi were tied together in a network so that people or goods could travel 
between any two major cities entirely by rail.

A major factor in this expansion was federal land grants to railroad 
companies. The grants provided the right-of-way plus large amounts of 
land adjoining the right-of-way that the company could sell or use as col-
lateral against which to issue bonds to pay for construction. The first such 
grant, totaling 3,736,000 acres (5,837 square miles), was to build a continu-
ous link from Chicago to Mobile, Alabama. By 1860 Congress had granted 
a total of 18 million acres for railroad construction.3 That area, about 28,000 
square miles, is approximately the area of Vermont, New Hampshire, and 
Massachusetts combined.

With the rail system of the east relatively complete, the next obvious 
task was to span the continent with railroads. The First Pacific Railway Act 
of 1862 provided both the authorization and the financial incentives for a 
transcontinental railway.4 The act authorized the Union Pacific Railroad to 
build westward from St. Joseph, Missouri, and the Central Pacific Railroad 
to build eastward from Sacramento, California. The act granted the railroads 
a 400-foot right-of-way and five square miles of land for each mile of track 
built (a figure that was doubled by Congress two years later). In addition, 
the federal government issued bonds to provide construction funds. Thus 
investors in the project bore relatively little of the total risk. The building 
of the lines was accompanied by considerable corruption and malfeasance.

Their bookkeeping was, to say the least, primitive, and such records as existed 
were destroyed, possibly by design, in a fire in 1873. But there can be little 
doubt that the profits were enormous.5

Construction proceeded rapidly over formidable obstacles, and the 
two lines met at Promontory Point near Ogden, Utah in 1869, making coast-
to-coast rail travel possible.

Within a decade or so, other lines crossed the continent, both north 
and south of the Union Pacific route. Here, too, congressional aid played 
a major role. In 1863 Congress granted the Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe 
10 square miles of land for every mile of route constructed, and in 1864 the 
Northern Pacific railroad was given lands that totaled more than the entire 
area of New England.6

Grants of public lands to railroads continued until 1873, by which 
time approximately 160 million acres (250,000 square miles) of land had 
been given to railroads either directly by the federal government or indi-
rectly by the federal government through the states.7 It is hard to imagine 
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a more powerful stimulus to railroad building. The grants provided a clear 
and an uncontested title to the route, and the potential sale of land to sett-
lers and speculators made the financial prospects very attractive. U.S. rail 
mileage grew from about 30,000 miles in 1860 to about 200,000 in 1900, by 
which time the rail network as we now know it was essentially complete.8

WATeR AnD The WeST

The combination of the Homestead Act and the spanning of the continent 
by railroads greatly accelerated the peopling of the western states, and this 
brings us to the question of water. In the eastern United States, where rain-
fall is generally adequate to support farming, water policy is rarely the most 
important public issue. In much of the west, water policy is an absolutely 
vital issue. In the years immediately after the Civil War, the populations of 
the Plains states grew very rapidly, for reasons noted above. These years 
were wetter than usual, and if many western farmers did not thrive, they at 
least survived. The favorable weather, in fact, caused some to believe that 
the very act of cultivating large areas of land would cause rainfall, a notion 
then expressed in the phrase “rain follows the plow.”

In the 1880s the weather turned drier, and it became apparent that 
rain does not follow the plow. In a number of Plains states, both the farm 
population and the total population fell sharply as farmers abandoned their 
barren lands. By the end of the nineteenth century, of somewhat over 1 mil-
lion families that had tried homesteading, only about 400,000 had made a 
successful go of it.9

The failure of rain-fed agriculture in the western half of the nation 
promoted a great interest in irrigation to “reclaim” the desert lands for 
agriculture. But private irrigation efforts, by and large, were not very suc-
cessful. Inadequate technical knowledge, undercapitalization, and, in many 
cases, fraud and chicanery doomed a majority of private irrigation projects. 
Pressure mounted for federal action.

The Reclamation Act of 1902 established the Reclamation Service 
(which became the Bureau of Reclamation in 1923). Under the act, funds 
from the sale of public lands were to be used to pay for irrigation projects 
and the investment repaid (without interest) by the parties using the water. 
At first the repayment period was to be 10 years, then 20 years with a five-
year grace period, and subsequently was extended even further.10 The prin-
ciple of federal subsidization of water development thus became firmly 
established. From the act’s passage to well into the 1920s, the federal role in 
providing water in the west was modest. But in the late 1920s, a combina-
tion of events propelled the nation into almost a half-century of dam build-
ing and water projects that shaped much of the modern west.

In the period around World War I, people in the rapidly growing Los 
Angeles region recognized that growth would be brought to a halt by water 
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shortages if a new source were not found. The nearest major source was 
the Colorado River, which begins in central Colorado more than two miles 
above sea level and follows a tumultuous southwesterly course, ending 
in the Gulf of California between Baja California and the main land mass 
of Mexico. But the river does not flow through California itself, and thus 
California could not make a direct claim on it. Californians took the initia-
tive, and after much negotiation the Colorado River Compact to divide the 
waters of the Colorado was signed by the seven states of California, Ari-
zona, New Mexico, Colorado, Nevada, Utah, and Wyoming. In 1928 Con-
gress authorized the construction of Boulder Dam (subsequently renamed 
Hoover Dam), smaller dams downstream, and the All-American Canal. The 
latter was to run westward from a lower point on the river, Lake Havasu, 
to be formed by Parker Dam, to Los Angeles. The centerpiece of the project 
was Boulder Dam, on which construction began in 1931 under the auspices 
of the Bureau of Reclamation. Completed in 1936, the dam was a massive 
testimony to the civil engineer’s art. It was 726 feet high, almost a quarter of 
a mile across the crest, and contained 66 million tons of concrete. A system 
of canals and aqueducts was then constructed to carry the waters of the 
Colorado across the width of California to serve the city of Los Angeles. 
Further south, the All-American Canal carried the Colorado’s waters west-
ward just north of the California–Mexico border and turned the desert of 
California’s Imperial Valley into one of the nation’s most productive agri-
cultural areas.

The dam was a spectacular demonstration of what could be done 
both to supply huge quantities of water and produce enormous amounts 
of cheap, hydroelectric power. At the same time, the Great Depression had 
left a quarter of the nation’s labor force unemployed, and federal job crea-
tion appeared to be the best way to deal with the problem. Dam building 
and reclamation projects were a way to soak up unemployed labor and 
produce a useful product. The dust bowl of the early 1930s (a result of dry 
weather and overcultivation) drove hundreds of thousands of farmers off 
their land in states such as Oklahoma (hence the term Okies) and sent them 
westward toward California. Another use, then, for funding reclamation 
work was to open up lands for farmers displaced by the dust bowl. A great 
era of dam building was soon underway. The prime agency for this work 
was the Bureau of Reclamation, though some dams were also built by the 
Army Corps of Engineers.

In connection with the dam building and associated construction 
done on the Colorado, one writer states,

If the Colorado River suddenly stopped flowing, you would have two years 
of carry-over capacity in the reservoirs before you had to evacuate most 
of Southern California and Arizona and a good portion of Colorado, New 
Mexico, Utah and Wyoming. The river system provides over half the water 
of greater Los Angeles, San Diego and Phoenix; it grows much of America’s 
domestic production of fresh winter vegetables; it illumines the neon city of 



372 National Planning in the United States 

Las Vegas . . . whose annual income is one-fourth the gross national product of 
Egypt—the only other place on earth where so many people are so helplessly 
dependent on one river’s flow.11

What was done on the Colorado was not unique but only a harbinger 
of what was soon to be done elsewhere. By the start of World War II, Grand 
Coulee and Bonneville Dams (built by the Army Corps of Engineers) on the 
Columbia River and Shasta Dam on the Sacramento River in northern Cali-
fornia had been completed. The process of damming and controlling the 
rivers of the west continued with great speed after World War II. By 1971, 
Hoover Dam ranked only 47th in size among dams built or under construc-
tion by the bureau.12 The largest of these, the earth-filled San Luis Dam in 
California, had an interior volume of over 77 million cubic yards, more than 
30 times that of Hoover Dam.

Construction of water projects peaked in the 1960s with the addition 
of about 29 million acre-feet of storage per year and then slowed in the 
1970s. It has since come to an almost complete stop. What happened? First, 
most of the best dam sites had already been developed:

In the 1920s, a cubic yard of dam produced 10.4 acre feet in reservoir capacity. 
The average declined in each decade, and by the 1960s only .29 acre feet of 
storage was produced per cubic yard of dam.13

Thus newer projects showed lower benefit–cost ratios than older ones, 
and it became increasingly difficult to justify major federal expenditures for 
them.

Then, too, our notions of conservation have changed. To Theodore 
Roosevelt, the greatest turn-of-the-century conservationist, the idea of reclaim-
ing the desert and making it bloom made perfect sense. The conservationist of 
today might ask just what prior claim we were “reclaiming.” We have come to 
question how much sense it makes to deliver water to the farmer at 10 cents on 
the dollar in a nation that uses billions of federal dollars to pay farmers else-
where to take land out of cultivation. Does it really make sense to grow rice, as 
is actually done, in the California desert? Then, too, it has become apparent that 
the great Bureau of Reclamation and Corps of Engineers’ projects of the past 
make both friends and enemies. Farmers and the industrial users of hydro-
power love them. But environmentalists become concerned about converting 
wetlands into reservoirs, since wetlands serve as breeding areas, as sources 
of biodiversity, and as stopping areas for migrating birds. They are concerned 
that changing the flow of a river by damming it may drive some species to 
extinction. Fishermen and others want rivers left in their natural state. Archeol-
ogists do not want to see historic sites submerged forever. In short, the growing 
strength of the environmental movement helped bring the era of great water 
projects to an end.

In 1986 Congress passed the Water Resources Development Act (WRDA). 
The law mandated much higher local contributions to federal water projects 
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and higher user fees for federal water projects. By shifting a substantial 
part of the cost downward, it ended the era when state and local govern-
ments would lobby for inefficient projects simply because the project would 
bring them some benefits while imposing almost no costs on them.14 The 
law applied to the Corps of Engineers and not the Bureau of Reclamation, 
but it affected the bureau nonetheless. At present both the bureau and the 
Corps are much more attuned to issues of conservation and efficient use of 
resources rather than massive new projects. In the west the key issues in 
regard to water conflicts are likely to involve water rights and water pric-
ing, and balancing the needs of growing urban and suburban populations 
with the prior claims of agriculture.

In the west, water rights have generally been determined on the basis 
of “prior appropriation,” meaning on the basis of who first claimed the 
right and used the source.15 Agriculture, which employs a very small part 
of the total population of the region, uses a very large share of the region’s 
total water supply. It has a grip on this supply because of the doctrine of 
prior appropriation. If water is to be allocated on a more economic basis, 
whether it be competitive bidding or simply pricing water at its true cost of 
delivery, that change will favor urban and industrial users over agricultural 
users.16 Decisions on this apparently technical issue of how to price water 
will have a major effect on the future development of the west.

The United States west of the Mississippi and particularly the South-
west has experienced drought conditions since 2000 and some students 
of long-term climate trends consider it possible that we may be in for a 
much longer period of drought—a so-called mega-drought. Evidence from 
tree rings indicates that mega-droughts have occurred in the past. If so, 
the pressure for rationalized water pricing and conservation will grow ever 
stronger.

Western Water Policy in Retrospect

Looking back on the era of reclamation, what is one to make of it? Some, 
like Marc Reisner, the author of Cadillac Desert cited earlier, regard much 
of the damming and reclamation work in the west as a giant combination 
of hubris, delusion, and scandal. But millions of Westerners who like their 
region and the life they lead in it take a very different view. They will tell 
you that even if mistakes were made along the way, they are, by and large, 
pleased with what was done and what it has made possible. Some of them 
may also tell you that it is not right to judge actions in the past by the sensi-
bilities of today. One should not condemn those who dammed the Colorado 
and the Columbia in the 1930s because they lacked the particular sensibili-
ties of the Sierra Club members of today.

Projects, some by the Bureau of Reclamation, some by the Army Corps 
of Engineers, and some by state or municipal public authorities, made the 
modern U.S. west vastly different than it otherwise would have been. Dams, 
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aqueducts, and canals provided the water for vast metropolitan areas like 
Los Angeles. Hydroelectric power at a fraction of the cost of fossil fuel-
generated power in the east provided a basis for western industry. Western 
agriculture is largely a product of public water policy. California is first 
among the 50 states in value of farm output.17 In California’s Imperial Val-
ley rainfall averages two to three inches a year. Without the waters of the 
Colorado, it would be as dry as the Sahara.

Were it not for the great water projects, the population of the Ameri-
can west would be much smaller than it is, and it would be strung out along 
the region’s rivers. Los Angeles could not exist at anything close to its pre-
sent scale. Reno and Las Vegas would, at best, be small towns depending 
on whatever water could be brought up from the wells. The west would 
be a food-importing rather than a food-exporting region and its industrial 
base far smaller than it currently is. People would not be able to water-ski 
on artificial lakes in the desert.

The rest of the nation would be different too. The population of the 
eastern United States would be substantially larger than it is today, and the 
centroid of U.S. population would be farther east than it now is, as there 
would have been much less east-to-west migration.18 The eastern United 
States would have considerably less forest than it now has, for without so 
much food production in the west, there would have to be much more land 
cultivated in the east.

SySTeMATIC ReGIonAL PLAnnInG

The sort of systematic planning for an entire region that one might call 
national planning has been done only once. That project was the work of 
the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA). The Tennessee River originates in the 
Cumberland Mountains of the eastern part of Tennessee, flows westward, 
turns southward into northern Alabama, and then swings north, emptying 
into the Ohio at Paducah, Kentucky, a few miles upstream from the conflu-
ence of the Ohio and the Mississippi. Over half of its drainage basin is in 
Tennessee, but the basin also includes parts of Virginia, North Carolina, 
Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi, and Kentucky.

The natural regime TVA of the Tennessee River is characterized by large 
spring flows that produce destructive floods and low summer flows that 
inhibit navigation. The intensity and frequency of these events discouraged 
development and contributed to persistent poverty in the valley.19

The idea for integrated development of the valley originated shortly 
after World War I and was persistently and skillfully backed by Senator 
George Norris of Nebraska. One selling point for a project on the Tennes-
see, aside from the poverty of the region, was that there was already some 
federal investment in the valley. Toward the end of World War I, the federal 
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government had started to build a dam at Mussel Shoals on the Tennessee 
River to generate hydroelectric power and an industrial facility to use that 
power to make nitrates for explosives. The nitrate plant was tested and then 
“mothballed” in 1919. The dam was completed in 1925. The presence of that 
wartime investment provided a rationale for more development to prop-
erly utilize the original public investment. The nitrates that would have 
been used for explosives in war would be used for fertilizer in peacetime. In 
1928 Congress passed legislation that would have created an organization 
similar to TVA, but it was vetoed by President Calvin Coolidge.

The Great Depression changed the political equation. In April 1933 
President Franklin D. Roosevelt requested passage of legislation creating an 
authority, and Congress quickly complied.20 Both job creation and alleviat-
ing the persistent poverty in the region were motivations. The act created a 
single authority to deal with all aspects of the project.

The river was dammed at a number of points to control flooding, and 
the same dams were used to produce hydroelectric power. The hydropower 
made possible electrification and furnished power for industry. In time the 
economic growth of the region raised the demand for electricity beyond 
what could be produced from the river, and, in the years after World War II, 
TVA branched out into fossil fuel and nuclear-generated power as well. The 
building of locks rendered the river navigable from Knoxville, Tennessee to 
the Missouri and thence to the Mississippi, thus contributing to the com-
mercial growth of the region. Lakes created by the water projects provided 
recreation for the residents and brought in income from tourism.

As a project and an experiment, TVA has both its critics and admirers. 
From the political right it has been criticized as socialistic and as permitting 
government to compete unfairly with private power companies. In fact, 
early in its history, electric power companies brought suit to enjoin it from 
selling electric power. The appeal went to the Supreme Court, which upheld 
the right of the governmental body to produce and sell electric power. TVA 
has been criticized from the left for being too cautious and sticking to an 
excessively narrow agenda. The agency has concentrated on a few areas—
flood control, navigation, and power—and has eschewed a more compre-
hensive planning and social engineering role. Its admirers will argue that 
the agency performed yeoman service for the region by ending flooding, 
rendering the Tennessee River navigable (over a 652-mile stretch from Pad-
ucah to Knoxville), and providing the region with low-cost power. It let the 
region compete rather than languish in a state of underdevelopment.

Congress has never duplicated the TVA, though many “little TVAs” 
have been proposed. One reason clearly is ideological. A writer who 
worked for TVA for some years suggests that another reason is bureau-
cratic rivalry.21 In the TVA, various functions are all the responsibility of 
a single commission. Thus, she asserts, little TVA proposals have been 
opposed by the Corps of Engineers, the Bureau of Reclamation, and other 
agencies because the proposals would take functions out of the hands of 
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those agencies. Although the TVA experiment has never been duplicated 
in the United States, the project has been the object of study for planners, 
economists, and administrators from developing nations all over the world 
as an example of how to handle regional development.

Although the TVA has never been duplicated there have been less 
comprehensive efforts made at multi-state planning. Of these, the big-
gest and best-known effort is that of the Appalachian Region Commis-
sion (ARC). Set up in 1965, the Commission was designed to combat the 
problem of lagging development in Appalachia noted in Chapter 13. The 
region, defined by statistics on poverty and unemployment, extends from 
the southwest corner of New York State to the northeast corner of Missis-
sippi and includes parts of 13 states. It is run by a director appointed by the 
President of the United States and the Governors of the 13 states. The basic 
function of the Commission is to channel federal funding to projects in the 
region to make it more competitive with other regions and also to amelio-
rate some of the social effects of underdevelopment.

After the Commission was set up it was concluded that the biggest sin-
gle factor holding back economic development in the region was inadequate 
transportation, a result of the region’s mountainous topography. The largest 
expenditure of federal funds coming through the Commission has been for 
highway construction, and accessibility in the region has been very much 
improved. Funds have also been spent directly on economic development 
(for example, the community-owned industrial park that offers firms sites at 
below cost). Funds have also been spent on workforce training to improve 
the quality of the labor force and on medical care as well as a variety of social 
services. Good work has been done by the ARC, but in terms of compre-
hensiveness and the remaking of a region, it is not comparable to what was 
accomplished by TVA. There was no single project comparable to the con-
trolling of the Tennessee River that could serve as the defining element in a 
plan, nor was there a comparable level of funding and political commitment.

The InTeRSTATe hIGhWAy SySTeM

The design and construction of the Interstate Highway System represent a 
major act of national planning. In cubic yards of earth moved or cubic yards 
of concrete poured, the system, taken as a whole, may well be the largest 
construction project in human history. The construction of a coordinated 
system of highways all built to the same standards and linking every major 
city and more than 90 percent of all cities down to a population of 50,000 or 
more residents, across a land of about 3 million square miles, was a major 
act of planning. It was done as a cooperative venture between the federal 
government and 49 states.22

The federal presence in highway construction began with the Federal 
Aid Road Act of 1916. This act provided federal funds to assist states in the 
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construction of intercity highways. It established a basic pattern of shared 
funding responsibility and local consent to and participation in highway 
planning that persists to the present time.

In the 1920s and 1930s, the increase in the number of automobiles 
and the dispersal of population, largely owing to widespread automobile 
ownership, outpaced the rate at which the states and municipalities could 
build roads. In 1934 federal legislation authorized funds for state highway 
planning in addition to supplementing the states’ construction expendi-
tures. This set in motion a variety of traffic studies and placed the idea of a 
national highway grid on the national political agenda.

In 1938 Congress requested the Bureau of Public Roads (BPR, a federal 
agency that subsequently became the Federal Highway Administration) to 
study a proposal for a system of six superhighway toll roads, three to cross 
the country from east to west and three from north to south. Toll roads were 
suggested because the federal government and the states were starved for 
revenues during the Great Depression, and tolls appeared to be a way to 
make the highways self-financing. BPR studied the matter and decided that 
this proposed 14,000-mile system would not be able to generate enough 
toll revenues to be self-financing. Instead, in 1939 BPR came back with a 
proposal that recommended a national highway system of 26,700 miles. A 
succession of planning studies over the next decade and a half produced a 
vision of a national highway system of approximately 40,000 miles.23 The 
system would be jointly planned by the federal government and the states, 
would be built to the same design standards across the nation, and would 
be a system of limited-access roadways. Limited access was necessary to 
maintain a smooth, high-speed flow. The concept had been proved on a 
very small number of parkways beginning with the Bronx River Parkway 
in the late 1920s (see Chapter 3).

Although the vision of a single, integrated, limited-access system was 
compelling, the passage of legislation that would bring it into being was 
stalled by the problem of how to finance it. Studies indicated that tolls, 
despite their financial success on a few roads such as the Pennsylvania 
Turnpike, could not generate the revenue required to build and maintain a 
national system. It took a decade after the end of World War II before that 
problem could be resolved.

In 1956, at the urging of the Eisenhower administration, Congress 
passed the Federal Aid Highway Act of 1956. Title I of the act called for 
uniform design standards across the nation, established methods for appor-
tioning highway funding among the states, and dealt with questions of pro-
cedure and administration. But the crucial part of the act was title II, which 
provided for a mechanism that would deliver massive funding for high-
way construction. The act set up the Highway Trust Fund, which would 
receive money from excise taxes on new vehicles and sales taxes on motor 
fuel. These funds would be dedicated, meaning that they could be used 
only for highway construction. Since the passage of the act, motor vehicle 
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ownership, miles driven, and fuel consumed have risen rapidly, providing 
a growing tax base to sustain highway construction.

The design of the system was a joint effort between the Federal High-
way Administration and state officials. The overall plan of the system was 
worked out by the federal people, but the exact routing within the states 
was largely determined by state officials. Design standards were uniform. 
There were four 12-foot lanes to be separated by a median and provided 
with shoulders at least 10 feet wide. The highways were designed for maxi-
mum speeds of 50, 60, or 70 miles per hour depending on topography. Early 
on, it was decided not to permit any services on the highways themselves, 
in contrast to the practice on toll roads. The argument given for this was to 
preserve competition and avoid the granting of “monopoly positions.” But 
one might speculate that this decision had the fortuitous effect of increasing 
support from local businesspeople, who would see the highway as a source 
of additional customers rather than as a source of additional competition.24

The system, at this writing, covers about 42,500 miles and is virtually 
complete. The total cost of the system is estimated at about $129 billion. In 
that the entire system is a single entity built to a single set of standards pro-
viding high-quality connections between virtually all of the major urban 
centers in the United States, it is a huge act of planning. It has shaped the 
development of the nation to an enormous degree, but it must be said that 
there were unanticipated effects.

From the beginning it was recognized that there would be a choice 
between whether the interstates would go through cities or would bypass 
them with a circumferential road. It was understood that this choice would 
have important urban design consequences, and the 1956 legislation pro-
vided that where such a decision was to be made, a public hearing would 
be required. Within a few years enormous public opposition to cutting 
interstates through cities developed, and the decision was almost always 
to bypass.

The decision to bypass brought into being the familiar beltway pattern 
that we see around most major cities. And that is a profoundly de urbanizing 
design. The beltway creates a major locus for economic activity around the 
city. People who work for businesses on the beltway no longer need to live 
within commuting range of downtown. The beltway, in effect, becomes the 
new downtown. The “edge city” of which Joel Garreau writes (see Chapter 
10) is made possible by the beltway design.

Proponents of the Interstate Highway System believed that it would 
strengthen the economy of the city by providing better access to the city’s 
central business district both from other cities and from the city’s hinter-
land. But it was not foreseen that this effect would be overshadowed by the 
larger effect of creating huge masses of highly accessible commercial space 
outside the central business district and outside the city itself.

In the cases of the largest metropolitan areas, congestion on the belt-
way and the areas around it, in time, creates demand for a second beltway. 
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The New York metropolitan area has, in effect, a double beltway system, 
though it has breaks in it due to topographic considerations and bodies of 
water (Long Island Sound and the lower reaches of New York Harbor). In 
the Washington, DC metropolitan area there has been much discussion of 
a second beltway 10 or 15 miles farther out. This would bring many hun-
dreds of square miles of exurbia into the metropolitan area.

The building of the Interstate Highway System accelerated the shift 
of U.S. manufacturing from rail-borne to truck-borne freight by provid-
ing a road network that greatly increased the efficiency of trucking. That, 
of course, was also a decentralizing force. It probably also accelerated the 
growth of the sunbelt relative to the rest of the country by tying formerly 
remote rural southern areas into a single, highly efficient national highway 
system.

One might wonder how different America would look if, instead 
of taking the path we did, we had attempted to keep cities compact and 
spent much of the money devoted to interstates on a high-quality, heavily 
subsidized rail system. But although one may wonder about this, there 
was no real possibility for such a choice. The American love affair with 
the automobile and the process of suburbanization were well underway 
by the time the interstate system was begun. The rail-served, compact city 
configuration has its appeal, and it certainly can make a claim for environ-
mental virtue. But it never had the mass support that might have made it 
a real possibility.

The system accomplishes what it was intended to do. It provides 
rapid, safe, high-quality automotive transportation between cities, and 
between cities and their hinterlands. It has also accomplished much that 
was not intended.

FInAnCInG The SUBURBS

Few acts of the federal government have had more effect upon the physical 
form of metropolitan areas than legislation concerning the financing and 
taxation of housing. Prior to 1935, mortgage lending was very different 
from what it is today. To protect themselves from losses when the borrower 
defaulted on a mortgage loan, banks required very large down payments. 
That, by itself, prevented many people from becoming homeowners. There 
were other barriers as well.

Lenders considered a ten year mortgage to be long term. Many mortgages ran 
only one, two or three years, with most of the loan amount due in one large 
payment at the end of the short term. At the end of this short period, the home 
purchaser faced great uncertainties. Could he persuade the lender to renew 
his mortgage? At what interest rate? If he failed to get a renewal, he often lost 
his home. The standard plots in melodramas of the time [the villain about to 
foreclose on the hapless widow] were not entirely fiction.25
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This situation was radically changed by a single act of the federal gov-
ernment. In 1935 the Federal Housing Administration (FHA), which had 
been created the previous year, began to offer mortgage insurance. The 
insurance fund consisted of a small fee paid by each borrower (the buyer 
of the house). The fund reimbursed banks should the borrower default on 
the mortgage. Federal mortgage insurance effectively eliminated the risk 
of default and thus made banks willing to lend for 25 or 30 years and with 
little down payment. Shortly thereafter the federal government created the 
Federal National Mortgage Association (FNMA, often referred to as Fannie 
Mae) to buy mortgages from banks. The bank could sell the mortgage to 
the FNMA, thus converting the mortgage into cash. The homebuyer would 
continue to make mortgage payments, but they would go to the FNMA, 
with the bank acting as intermediary. By creating a secondary market for 
mortgages, the federal government further increased the willingness of 
banks to issue mortgages because the bank could now get out of the com-
mitment if and when it saw a more profitable use for its funds. In other 
words, the operations of FNMA removed much of the “opportunity cost” 
risks of mortgage lending.26 After World War II the Veterans Administration 
further encouraged home buying by insuring veterans’ mortgages that car-
ried little or no down payment.

Congressional intent in passing the required legislation was primar-
ily to increase homeownership, something that is generally considered to 
be a central element of “the American dream.” Another goal during the 
Great Depression was to reduce unemployment by stimulating residential 
construction. The stimulating effect during the Great Depression was not 
very large, but the effect on both construction and homeownership in the 
prosperous years that followed World War II was enormous. So far as is 
known, there was no spatial intent behind Congress’s actions. In fact, there 
is no evidence that members of Congress were aware early on that these 
actions would have any spatial effect. But the effect of making homeowner-
ship more accessible was to promote rapid and extensive suburbanization, 
since the suburbs rather than the cities were where the mass of land avail-
able for building single-family houses was located.

As noted in Chapter 11, both Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac were 
placed under a federal conservatorship and are not long independent. Both 
agencies required huge federal bailouts and many in Congress became very 
critical of the GSE (Government Sponsored Enterprise) model they repre-
sented. Although the federal government did not explicitly guarantee their 
debts it was widely assumed that the federal government would rescue 
them if necessary, as in fact it did. The idea that independent, profit-making 
agencies could, in effect, obligate the federal government to huge repay-
ments offended many legislators. Then, too, the assumption that the federal 
government would come to their rescue if needed seemed to give them an 
unfair competitive advantage because it let them borrow at lower rates than 
other mortgage lenders. By 2014 both Fannie and Freddie were profitable 
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again and had repaid all of the federal bailout money they had received. 
But the hostility of many in Congress remained, and there has been some 
discussion, particularly on the political right, of abolishing the agencies  
and leaving the matter of mortgage lending to the banking system with-
out GSEs and with a much smaller federal presence. Significant change in 
mortgage financing is quite possible but exactly what form it will take is 
not clear.

Suburbanization and Tax Policy

The federal government has also contributed to suburbanization through 
tax policy. If you own a house, you can deduct from your taxable income 
both interest on the mortgage and property taxes on the house and the lot. 
If you rent a house or an apartment, you implicitly pay mortgage interest 
and property taxes because the landlord must cover these taxes through 
the rent. However, you cannot deduct these expenses from your taxable 
income. This favorable treatment of the owner vis-à-vis the renter creates a 
powerful push toward homeownership.

There was no spatial intent to this favorable tax treatment. One can 
take advantage of it just as well by buying an apartment in a high-rise con-
dominium or cooperative in the city as one can in the suburbs. But because 
most of the land available for new construction is in the suburbs and exurbs, 
the net effect is deurbanization.

One should not underestimate the force of this favorable tax treatment 
acting year after year. For 2012 the federal government’s Office of Manage-
ment and the Budget (OMB) estimated the federal government’s revenue 
loss (tax expenditure) on mortgage interest deductibility at $99 billion and 
the loss on local property tax deductibility at $25 billion.

Even that is not the end of the story. Since the Taxpayer Relief Act of 
1997, a couple selling their house can exempt up to $500,000 of capital gain 
(basically, what they sell the house for minus what they paid for it) from 
federal taxation. For 2012 that tax expenditure was estimated at $35 bil-
lion.27 The three tax expenditures, totaling $159 billion, have a huge effect 
on people’s decisions about whether to buy or rent and how much hous-
ing to buy. To the extent that the tax deductions increase the demand for 
owner-occupied housing, they also have a substantial effect on the price of 
housing.

The homeowner tax deduction has strong political support from 
homeowners who are able to benefit from it (you must be able to itemize 
your deductions in order to do so) and from the real estate industry because 
it increases the total demand for housing. The Obama administration has 
suggested scaling it back by limiting the maximum deduction that can be 
taken. The argument is that most of the tax expenditure goes to wealthier 
people because they tend to own more expensive homes and because they 
are in higher tax brackets and thus a given amount of deduction is worth 
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more to them. But regardless of any modifications, it seems unlikely that 
the deduction will disappear entirely.

For at least four decades planners and others concerned with hous-
ing markets have noted that the homeowner’s deduction tips the housing 
market toward ownership. Renters pay property taxes implicitly because 
it is a cost their landlord must cover. It is periodically suggested that the 
deduction be extended to renters to level the playing field. Although that 
idea makes good sense, it has never gained much political traction.

But Is It Planning? The question is whether one should refer to the 
federal government’s actions just described as “planning.” In the matter 
of restructuring mortgage lending there was, in a loose sense, a plan. The 
goal of the plan was to promote homeownership. In this regard the federal 
government was highly successful.

The issue is less clear with regard to tax treatment. Provisions exempt-
ing interest and local taxes have been part of the IRS code since its incep-
tion. The Tax Reform Act of 1986 took away the exemption on most other 
local taxes and most other types of interest payments (for example, interest 
on credit card debt or on a car loan is not tax-exempt). But Congress left 
the homeowner treatment untouched. One reason was that trying to elimi-
nate it or scale it back would have provoked a political firestorm, as about 
two-thirds of all occupied housing units in the United States are owner 
occupied. Some feeling in Congress that homeownership was an important 
national goal to be pursued through continued favorable tax treatment was 
probably also a factor.

The idea that the widest possible homeownership is necessarily a 
good thing has changed in the last several years. The most obvious reason 
in that homeownership has proven to be a financial disaster for many mil-
lions of people. A more subtle insight is that widespread homeownership 
makes labor markets less flexible because someone who cannot sell or rent 
out his or her home is often locked in place and cannot move to take a 
job somewhere else. In that way, widespread homeownership may at times 
contribute to higher unemployment rates. Thus it will not be surprising if 
Congress someday decides to take a serious look at the tax treatment of 
owner-occupied housing.

LAnD MAnAGeMenT

The federal government is involved in land management on a grand scale. 
As of 1989 the federal government owned 662,158,000 acres, about 1.035 
million square miles of the United States, most of it west of the Mississippi. 
The Bureau of Land Management (BLM) manages hundreds of millions of 
acres. Much of that land is low-value land for reasons of low rainfall, poor 
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access, or the like. Its role is, therefore, more one of stewardship than of 
planning for development.

In the United States, 231 million acres (about 361,000 square miles) 
are designated as National Forest, of which almost 83 percent is actually 
owned by the federal government. Again, the role of the federal govern-
ment is largely one of stewardship. Shaping the pattern of settlement in 
the nation is not a primary intent. Nonetheless, decisions about how much 
development to permit in national forests and where to permit the cutting 
of timber have economic consequences that exert some influence on the pat-
tern of settlement. And, of course, in the long term, decisions by BLM and 
the Forest Service about how hundreds of millions of acres are to be used 
cannot help but have an effect on the environmental quality of vast areas. 
The National Park system, often considered to have begun with the setting 
aside of Yellowstone National Park in 1872, now covers an area of about 
119,000 square miles.

For many years this system of land management has seemed a fixed 
feature of the American scene. In recent years, however, particularly since 
the Republican Party took control of both houses of Congress in the 1994 
elections, there has been pressure on the federal government to divest itself 
of some of its landholdings and turn these back to the states. This may be 
regarded as another part of the “sagebrush rebellion” noted in Chapter 15. So 
far the pressure has been greatest to change the ownership of lands managed 
by BLM. There has been somewhat less pressure regarding lands managed 
by the National Forest Service and much less regarding lands managed by 
the National Park Service. The pressure comes largely from grazing, mining, 
and lumber interests.

The federal position is that the legality of federal ownership has 
been upheld before by the courts and is beyond doubt. Federal land 
management agencies and many environmentalists argue that land is 
being held in stewardship for future generations and it is important that 
this stewardship continue. Many environmentalists fear that if land is 
turned over to the states, transfers from state hands to private hands 
will follow, partly as a result of local political pressures and partly 
because sales of land will ease pressures on state budgets. Commercial 
considerations will then, they fear, take precedence over the interests of 
future generations. But arguments can be made on both sides of the issue. 
Against the federal stewardship position it may be argued that the states, 
being closer to the situation, may do a better job of land management. It 
may also be argued that if some land (for example, grazing or timberland) 
comes into private ownership, the owners will have a powerful financial 
interest in its long-term management and thus will do a better job than, 
say, BLM. On purely legal grounds the consensus is that the federal 
government’s position is not likely to be shaken. If change occurs, it 
will happen because sufficient political force has developed to cause the 
Congress to change the laws.
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WhAT’S neXT?

If there is to be another great act of national planning comparable to those 
previously discussed, what might it be? One widely discussed possibility 
is a major remaking of the national electric grid. Concerns about climate 
change and about a range of issues loosely grouped under the term energy 
security have led many to visualize a clean electric energy economy that is 
much less dependent on overseas energy sources and less dependent on 
fossil fuels in general. Major sources of energy for this new regime would 
be natural gas and nonfossil fuel modes such as nuclear, solar, wind, geo-
thermal, and biomass. If the technology for carbon sequestration proves out 
(an unknown at this time), “clean coal” may also be part of the solution.

Conversion of major segments of the economy, like transportation, to 
electric power would require much more grid capacity than we now have 
and might also require new pathways from places of production to places of 
use. Other goals that have been mentioned include greater system reliability 
and reduced energy losses from long-distance transmission of power. If 
the past is any guide, the federal role would involve a general setting of 
directions and a combination of sticks and carrots, probably more of the 
latter, with detailed planning and implementation done primarily by state 
or local governments and the private sector. One very loose parallel might 
be the massive and very successful rural electrification program begun by 
the Rural Electrification Administration during the Great Depression.

A noted in Chapter 15, the United States has large supplies of natural 
gas, and the present cost is a fraction of that of petroleum. If the environ-
mental problems connected with extraction (the pollution of ground-
water by fracking, referred to earlier) can be resolved, liquefied natural gas 
(LNG) might replace a large part of the petroleum now used for transporta-
tion. The reduction in the U.S. balance of trade deficit and the increase in 
employment could be very large. For that replacement to occur, a nation-
wide system for making LNG as available as gasoline is now would be 
required. Developing such a system may well be a major act of national 
planning analogous to that discussed earlier for electric power.

SUMMARy

The United States has never had a national plan nor, since the termination of 
the National Resources Planning Board in 1943, a national planning agency. 
However, the federal government has, through a variety of programs and 
policies over the last two centuries, played a major role in shaping the pat-
tern of settlement in the United States. In general, the federal style has been 
to provide guidelines and funding and to let the states, localities, and pri-
vate parties fill in the details. The federal actions and legislation discussed 
in this chapter include the Northwest Ordinance of 1785, the Homestead 
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Act, the Morrill Land Grant Act, land grants to railroads, the work of the 
Bureau of Reclamation, the Tennessee Valley Authority, the building of the 
Interstate Highway System, and federal mortgage insurance and the tax 
treatment of owner-occupied housing. It is also noted briefly that today the 
federal government owns and manages somewhat over 1 million square 
miles of the United States, primarily west of the Mississippi River.
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Planning in  
other nations

With co-authors Sonia hirt  
and Johann Jessen*

In this chapter we look briefly at planning in other nations. Much of the chap-
ter focuses on Europe, not out of “eurocentricity” but because planning prac-
tices in the United States and Europe share many common elements and have 
exerted considerable influence on each other. Thus European experience can 
be an enlightening reflection on planning in the United States. We look first 
at several Western European cases and then briefly at the present situation in 
Eastern Europe. The chapter concludes with a brief note on planning in Asia. 
It is clearly not possible to present a systematic review of planning practice 
around the world in a single chapter. This chapter is just a sampling.

PLAnnInG In WeSTeRn eURoPe

Before we look at particulars, let us note a few background differences 
between the United States and the Western European planning scenes. 
These differences are generalizations, and not all apply to every country.

1. To understand the history of European planning in the second half of 
the twentieth century, one must take into account the effects of World War II. In 
many nations there was enormous destruction of urban areas. Thus in the early 
postwar period, there was a big emphasis on reconstruction and on rebuilding 
the housing stock destroyed in the war, particularly in inner-city areas.

  *  The section on Eastern Europe was written by Professor Sonia Hirt of Virginia Polytechnic 
Institute and State University, and the section on Germany by Professor Johann Jessen of the 
University of Stuttgart.
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2. In the last two decades or so of the twentieth century, the planning 
scene in Europe was affected by another continent-wide force, this time a 
peaceful one. This was the coming of European unification. The European 
Community (EC) is increasingly becoming a single nation economically, at 
least until the European debt crisis of 2011. (Items 1 and 2 are related, since 
it was the experience of two world wars beginning only a quarter-century 
apart that provided much of the push for European union.)

3. Socialism was a major political force in many European nations 
at various times in the second half of the twentieth century, whereas the 
United States has never had a powerful socialist movement. That ideo-
logical difference carries with it a different set of ideas about what are the 
proper prerogatives and obligations of government. Another way to make 
this point is to note differences in the share of gross national product (GNP) 
spent by the public sector.1 In the United States that percentage is in the low 
to mid-30s. For most of the states of Western Europe, it is up in the 40s or 
50s. That larger role for the government in the general life of the nation usu-
ally also includes a larger role for planning in particular.

4. Most European nations have higher population densities than has 
the United States. The “lower 48” states have an average population density 
of about 100 persons per square mile. Great Britain and Germany have over 
600 people per square mile, the Netherlands almost 1,200, France about 280, 
and Switzerland about 470. Thus in many European nations, there is more 
of an emphasis on concentrating development and on using land more effi-
ciently simply because there is less land per capita.

5. Most, if not all, European nations take a less expansive view of the 
rights of property owners than do we in America. Thus a degree of control 
over the use of private property that would not be tolerated politically or 
legally in the United States is tolerated in Europe. Recall the safeguards 
for property rights embedded in the U.S. Constitution (see Chapter 5). The 
greater degree of control that government can exercise over the use of pri-
vate property in Europe clearly strengthens the hand of the planner.

6. In the United States only a very small part of the housing stock is 
publicly built and owned (see Chapter 3). By contrast, in many of the nations 
of Western Europe, a very substantial share of all housing is publicly built 
and owned. (Generally it is referred to as “social housing.”) This ownership 
gives government a powerful role in shaping the human-made environment.

7. In a number of Western European nations, particularly in Scandi-
navia, large amounts of urban land are publicly owned, thereby giving the 
municipality absolute control over when and how that land is developed.
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8. In many Western European nations large numbers of middle- and 
upper-class people seem content to live in apartments rather than in the 
single-family suburban or exurban house which, at least until recently, has 
been the preference of very large numbers of Americans. Then, too, Euro-
pean tax systems are not structured to favor homeownership as is the case 
in the United States (see Chapter 17).

9. In Europe there is generally more reliance on administrative deci-
sion and less reliance on the courts to adjudicate planning disputes than is 
the case in the United States. Thus municipal governments in Europe are 
less inhibited by fears that their actions in regard to regulating the use of 
privately owned land will be reversed by the courts.

10. In most European nations, with the exception of Germany, Aus-
tria, and Switzerland, political power is much more centralized than in the 
U.S. federal system. The higher degree of political centralization in Europe 
allows national governments to require that local plans be in conformance 
with the national plan.

11. Finally, there is the matter of physical size. The greater land area of 
the United States makes the development of a national plan more difficult 
than would be the case in a smaller country.

Planning in Great Britain

One might think that given many similarities in culture and in law (much of 
American law is derived from English common law), planning in the United 
States and Great Britain might be done in a similar manner. But this is not 
the case. In Britain the national government is much more powerful relative 
to subnational governments than is the case in the United States. For one 
point, Britain does not have a written constitution. Parliament can thus act 
with much more freedom than can the U.S. Congress. During the prime min-
istership of Margaret Thatcher, Parliament temporarily abolished a number 
of municipal governments, including that of Greater London, and placed 
oversight of the affairs of these municipalities directly in its own hands.

Two other features of the British system should also be noted. In general, 
citizen participation and media coverage of the actions of local government 
are much more limited than in the United States.

The British elect their politicians and then expect them to get on with the job: 
that is what they have been elected to do.2

That is a very different approach from the American tendency to elect 
the politicians, suspect that they are rascals, and watch them like a hawk.
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Another feature of the British system is that questions that in the 
United States would be settled in court are settled administratively. A prop-
erty owner who is displeased with a decision of a council (a unit of local 
government) may appeal it to the national level, but he or she does not take 
it to court. Since the passage of the Town and Country Planning Act in 1947, 
there has been no zoning in Great Britain. Even a project that conforms in 
every detail to the land-use plan of the council must have specific council 
approval before construction can begin. A builder cannot “build by right” 
as in the United States (see Chapter 9).

Planning in Great Britain Since World War II. In the 1930s, Great 
Britain, like much of the Western world, suffered from the high unemploy-
ment rates of the Great Depression. The problem had a strong geographic 
dimension. The London metropolitan area suffered moderately, but many 
of the more peripheral parts of the nation experienced real economic disas-
ter. This was particularly so where the economic base was heavily depend-
ent on manufacturing, ship building, or mining. Thus British officials and 
planners in the late 1930s saw much of the national planning problem as 
limiting the growth of the London metropolitan area and diverting eco-
nomic growth to other parts of the nation.

Little could be done to effectuate this vision during World War II 
(1939–1945), but even in the early stages of the war, when it was far from 
certain who would win, planning continued. The strategy that emerged 
was embodied in a series of laws passed by Parliament in the decade after 
the end of the war. The main thrust of the plan that emerged in the early 
postwar period was to:

1. Limit the growth of London and a few other major cities.
2. Preserve as much as possible of Britain’s remaining farmland and countryside 

from development.
3. Strengthen the economy and prevent population decline in lagging outlying 

areas.

To effectuate these goals, the national plan had three main elements:

1. A system of greenbelts surrounding London and other major cities.3

2. The creation of new towns.
3. The use of subsidies and regulations to divert economic growth from London 

to lagging areas of the nation.4

The last element, namely the use of subsidies and regulations to divert 
growth, was never very successful, but elements 1 and 2 were carried out 
vigorously and have changed the face of Britain.

The concept of the greenbelt was enunciated in the Town and Country 
Planning Act of 1947 and remains policy up to this time. The greenbelts are 
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the most striking manifestation of British planning. The American planner 
making an automobile trip from, say, the city of Oxford to the city of Lon-
don, located about 40 miles to the east, encounters a very “un-American” 
sort of landscape. Oxford (population about 100,000) is densely developed 
by American standards, yet the instant a traveler leaves the city, he or she 
is in the countryside. There is no transitional suburban or exurban zone. 
The motorway into London passes through countryside. There are fields, 
woods, and an occasional house or hamlet in the distance. At the Lon-
don end of the trip, the transition back from countryside to city is equally 
abrupt. One moment the traveler is passing through fields and pastures, 
and the next moment the traveler is in a dense urban environment.

Clearly, the spreading and scattered development that would have 
been produced by the natural working of market forces was blocked. How 
was this done? The Town and Country Planning Act simply froze devel-
opment in the greenbelt areas. The development that already existed was 
permitted to remain, but new development was simply forbidden. A lim-
ited amount of compensation was paid to some landowners for losing the 
development potential of their land. Basically, though, the government had 
“nationalized development rights.” Parliament had, in effect, ruled that the 
property owner does not have the automatic right to profit from increases in 
land value, nor the right to be compensated should the government prevent 
him or her from developing the land in the most profitable use. Although 
the political pendulum has swung back and forth from left to right in the 
intervening seven decades, the basic greenbelt plan has held.

One might ask what happened to all the population and housing 
growth that would otherwise have gone into the areas designated as green-
belts. Part was absorbed in existing urban centers. British planners have 
used the term “town cramming.” As demand for housing and business loca-
tions in already urbanized places increases and property values rise, there 
is an understandable tendency for denser development to occur in town 
and for every available parcel of land to be used. The trade-off is inevitable. 
The more congested town and the unspoiled expanse of the greenbelt are 
the flip sides of the same coin.

Another portion of the population growth deflected by the greenbelts 
was housed in new towns. Between the end of the war and 1980, over 30 
new towns were begun in Great Britain. The first wave, started in the 1946 
to 1951 period, included both towns located around London and towns 
located in lagging areas of the nation. In the period after 1960, additional 
towns were begun in order to relieve population pressures around other 
urban areas. By 1990, according to Peter Hall, new towns that were begun 
since the end of World War II contained about 700,000 housing units and a 
population of about 2 million.5 Although new towns absorbed some of the 
population growth that might have gone into the greenbelt, the part that 
they did not absorb led to an increase in long-distance commuting, a result 
that was not part of the plan.
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The British system of strong central government and relatively 
weak local governments facilitated the building of new towns. The pro-
cess was set in motion by Parliament in 1946 by the passage of the New 
Towns Act. The building of a new town was the responsibility of a group of 
directors appointed by a national official, the Minister of Town and Coun-
try Planning. The committee, in turn, hired staff to do the planning and 

Milton Keynes, located about 60 miles north of London, is one of the new towns built 
in Great Britain after World War II. The commercial center is located proximate to the 
train station. Most housing is in small hamlets separated by open space. The town 
has a dual circulation system with roads for automobiles and an extensive parallel 
system of bicycle and footpaths. Above, a view of the commercial area seen from across 
a roundabout (rotary) at the intersection of two bicycle paths. Note the underpass 
for these paths under the automobile road at upper left. Below, a view of one of the 
hamlets from the path. Automobile access is from the other side of the hamlet.
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administrative work. The Commission had broad powers to acquire land 
either by purchase or by condemnation, and to construct housing, commer-
cial and public buildings, and the infrastructure such as roads and sanitary 
facilities necessary to support the town.6 The law called for consultation 
with local councils (governments), but the real power was in the hands of 
the directors appointed by the national government, and the wishes of local 
governments could be overruled. The money to support these expenditures 
came from long-term bonds issued by the national government, subsidized 
in part by some deferred payment arrangements. The reader might com-
pare this process with the building of planned communities in the United 
States as described in Chapter 7. In the United States, the planned com-
munity, whether it is small or covers thousands of acres as in the cases of 
Reston, Virginia (see Chapter 10), and Columbia, Maryland, occurs on land 
owned by the developer and is done as a profit-making venture. The capital 
involved is entirely or almost entirely private. The community is built pur-
suant to the permission of local government. If the necessary rezonings and 
other adjustments in land controls are not granted, then the project cannot 
be done. The land involved is acquired through voluntary sale by private 
landowners. In some cases, like that of Columbia, Maryland, built by the 
Rouse Corporation, land was purchased very discreetly through a variety 
of dummy organizations, since, if Rouse’s intentions had been known, land 
prices would have risen sharply, making the project impossible.

The building of the new towns was influenced in many ways by the 
ideas of the turn-of-the-century planner Ebenezer Howard (see Chapter 3). 
Howard argued that land values were created by public investment and 
should be captured by the public, not by individual property owners.7 In 
the new towns much of the land and many of the structures were owned 
by the commission that built the town, and so as land and property values 
increased, the commission could capture that increase either as rents or, 
from time to time, sales of property. The monies realized from increases in 
property value were, in turn, used to pay off the bonds that underwrote the 
development of the new town.

The physical planning of the town also reflected Howard’s thinking. 
The original town plans generally aimed for populations in the 30,000 to 
60,000 range, which was similar in size to what Howard had suggested. 
(Some new towns, like Milton Keynes, which is about an hour’s train ride 
north of London, have been much larger.) He favored a population size 
large enough to sustain a significant amount of economic activity so that  
the town would be more than just a bedroom community. On the other hand, 
he favored a small enough size so that places of business could be reasonably 
close to people’s homes and so that an ample amount of the natural world 
would survive within the town. He also favored a ring road (a rail line in 
the original conception) that took traffic out of the town and also connected 
the town to the central city and the rest of the metropolitan region. Finally, the 
original Howard vision called for the location of some industrial activity 
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outside the ring road to keep it from impinging upon residential areas. All 
these design elements showed up in many new town plans.

Although greenbelts and new towns are the most distinctive features 
of post-World War II British planning, there were other important elements 
as well. Like all other nations with advanced economies, the British had to 
confront the postwar explosion in automobile ownership. Thus an impor-
tant part of British planning in the last several decades has been a system of 
high-speed limited-access motorways similar in overall design to the U.S. 
interstate system. One of the persistent British planning problems is traf-
fic congestion. The high rate of automobile ownership coupled with high 
population density make that problem inevitable.

In the years immediately following the end of World War II, much sub-
sidized housing was built in central areas, and as part of that process there 
was also a great deal of slum clearance. New housing was needed both to 
replace housing destroyed by bombing during the war and to make up for 
the slow rate of construction during the Great Depression and war years. 
Clearance was needed to replace much very-low-quality housing that had 
survived the war. Urban housing conditions in Britain had been worse than 
those on much of the continent for a simple historic reason. The industrial 
revolution began in Great Britain, and so the process of rapid urban growth 
got started there much sooner than in other nations. For example, the com-
ing of rapid industrialization in Germany trailed that of Great Britain by 
more than half a century, and in Scandinavia the process lagged by approx-
imately a century.8 Thus Great Britain had masses of densely developed, 
low-standard urban housing dating from early in the nineteenth century. 
As measured by physical indexes like overcrowding and poor plumbing 
facilities, considerable improvement in housing quality was achieved by 
this combination of building and clearance.

British Planning Since the 1970s. Although a great deal had been 
accomplished by the 1970s new needs were becoming apparent, and some 
dissatisfactions with the results of the early post-World War II planning 
were being voiced. Then, too, Great Britain was changing politically. There 
was considerable dissatisfaction with the British welfare state, what some 
have termed the “nanny state,” and there was also a feeling that the British 
economy would perform better if more were left to the market and less to 
the state. In short, Britain was moving to the right politically. In 1979 the 
Conservatives, led by Margaret Thatcher, assumed power. Thatcher her-
self enjoyed the longest period in office of any British prime minister in a 
century and was then succeeded by the less colorful but quite conservative 
John Major. The Conservatives did not relinquish power until 1997, with 
the election of a Labour prime minister, Tony Blair (1997–2007). By that time 
the British political center of gravity had moved far enough to the right that 
on most domestic policy issues the Blair government looked remarkably 
like the Conservative government of a few years earlier.
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But even before Thatcher took office, the planning agenda had begun 
to shift. It had become apparent that none of the accomplishments previ-
ously noted did much for the problems of depressed inner-city areas. In 
fact, it could easily be argued that the building of new towns and new hous-
ing developments (called “housing estates” in Great Britain) in peripheral 
areas actually increased blight in inner cities. This situation is analogous 
to that in the United States, in which post-World War II suburbanization 
sucked income and jobs out of the inner cities, leaving behind a stranded 
underclass that was not capable of participating in the general prosperity of 
the nation. Then, too, there was the issue of national economic competitive-
ness. Britain was growing economically at a slower rate than a number of 
nations on the continent and elsewhere, a fact that many attributed to the 
effects of regulation and heavy taxation.9

The Thatcher government essentially stopped making grand national 
plans. To use the terminology that will be introduced in Chapter 19, there 
was a shift from a comprehensive to an incremental planning philosophy. The 
British government began to focus on deteriorated urban areas and to try to 
involve private capital as much as possible. One Thatcher initiative was the 
Enterprise Zone, a concept developed by British planner Peter Hall, cited 
earlier in this chapter. A depressed part of a city would be designated as an 
Enterprise Zone, and within that part, builders and firms would be eligible 
for a variety of tax breaks and would be free from many ordinary planning 
restrictions. This idea later crossed the Atlantic and appeared in the United 
States in the form of Enterprise Zones in a number of states and then later 
at the federal level in the Clinton administration’s Empowerment Zones.

Another closely related Thatcher administration initiative was the 
Urban Development Corporation (UDC). These organizations were desig-
nated and funded by the national government. In their designated areas 
they had the power to take property and to override the plans of local gov-
ernment. Their boards of directors were heavily weighted toward business-
people to give them a pro-business focus. The goal of the UDC was to make 
the area attractive to private investment by establishing the precondi-
tions for development, such as providing cleared sites and infrastructure 
improvements. The parallel with U.S. urban policy, particularly Urban 
Renewal, is very strong.

The most visible single result of the Enterprise Zone and UDC 
approach is the Canary Wharf development on the Isle of Dogs, a part of 
the London Docklands area. Within the Isle of Dogs Enterprise Zone, an 
enormous amount of capital, most of it private, has been invested to pro-
duce a massive office and retail development. The path was not a smooth 
one. In fact, the Canadian development firm Olympia and York, which did 
a great deal of the actual construction, went bankrupt during the building. 
Nonetheless, Canary Wharf is a very impressive development. At least for 
a time, it was the largest office development in Europe, with work spaces 
for about 45,000 people.
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In brief, planning in Great Britain moved in the direction of what is 
often termed “property-led” development, meaning that the pattern of 
development was largely shaped by the competition for private capital 
investment in property. When government seeks private capital investment 
and a development depends on private investment, compromise becomes 
necessary, and some of the decision-making power necessarily shifts from 
public to private hands. As discussed subsequently, the trend toward 
“property-led” development made itself felt at about the same time in a 
number of nations on the continent. The cause was basically the same—
strain on the public purse and the desire to be economically competitive. In 
its emphasis on private investment and in the competition between places 
for private investment, the British planning scene became more similar to 
the American scene.

The Thatcher government also introduced a variety of American-style 
programs designed to foster competition and to integrate construction pro-
grams with schemes designed to attack underlying social and economic 
problems. Among these were some grants for which cities had to com-
pete and some investment in manpower training programs to increase the 
employability of the residents of poorer areas.10 Again, the parallel with 
U.S. policy is very strong. Planning policy in Great Britain did not change 
substantially under the subsequent Labour governments of Tony Blair and 
Gordon Brown.

However, under Conservative prime minister David Cameron, elected 
in 2010, there has been a devolution of planning authority downward and a 
further emphasis on growth. Some of this may be ideological, but some also 
stems from Great Britain’s economic situation in the wake of the 2008 finan-
cial crisis. At this writing the British government faces large budget defi-
cits and has responded by laying off many public sector employees, raising 
tuition at public universities, and cutting back on the “social safety net” 
in general. All of this is driven by a desire to reduce government deficits 
and defend the British pound. It is clearly not a situation that favors major 
planning initiatives. Within the three tiers of the British planning system, 
responsibility has been pushed down from the national level to the regional 
level and from the regional level to the local level.

In 2011 Parliament passed the Localism Act which abolished the mak-
ing of Regional Spatial Strategies (RSS).11 These had been part of an attempt to 
influence the rate of housing construction and hence the rate of population 
growth in various parts of the nation. Instead, a great deal of power was 
ceded to local housing authorities and the idea of a national housing plan 
discarded. New rules permit a group as small as three—what one British 
planner characterized as “mom, dad and the dog”—to set up a neighbor-
hood forum that can bring planning proposals forward at the local level. 
But, in keeping with the big priority of the Cameron government, such pro-
posals must promote growth.
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Perhaps the biggest planning problem today in Great Britain is hous-
ing supply and price. The rate of new construction is about half that of new 
household formation. One result is that housing prices are climbing much 
faster than incomes and faster than prices in general. This has been going 
on for some time. The Economist (a British weekly published on both sides 
of the Atlantic) notes that “If since 1971 the price of groceries had risen as 
steeply as the cost of housing, a chicken would cost £51 [$83].”12

The British, like the Americans, favor homeownership. Across the 
twentieth century homeownership rose dramatically, peaking at 69 percent 
of all households in 2001. Since then it has dropped to 64 percent, largely 
because construction has been limited. One would think that high home 
prices would evoke much construction activity, but that has not been the 
case. Predictably, homeownership is being priced out of reach for many 
Britons, many families double up, and increasing numbers of people occupy 
substandard or illegal spaces.

The problem has much to do with land-use controls. In the parts of 
Great Britain where the demand for new housing is greatest, the more 
southern parts, and, in particular, the London metropolitan area and its 
surroundings, the greenbelt keeps masses of land out of development. The 
“town cramming” mentioned previously has reduced the supply of avail-
able land in cities and towns. Where there is developable land, local govern-
ments often resist development under the pressure of NIMBYism. When the 
Localism Act mentioned above was passed, it was hoped that devolving 
power to lower levels of government would reduce bureaucratic delays and 
substitute the wisdom of the marketplace for centralized decision making. 
But the results have been meager at best.

Clearly the situation is unsatisfactory and pressure is building. It will 
have to be resolved somehow. One obvious solution is to chip away at the 
greenbelts. But they have been there, sacrosanct since 1947, and understand-
ably many people are very attached to them as they are. How the matter will 
be resolved remains to be seen.

Planning in France

A number of European nations have seen planning as a way to address 
regional imbalances. One such nation is France. Since the nineteenth cen-
tury, the Paris region has grown more vigorously than the rest of the nation, 
and it contains disproportionate amounts of the nation’s higher educa-
tional establishments, cultural resources, and administrative activities. It 
even contained a disproportionate share of the nation’s total manufactur-
ing employment. In many periods the Paris region accounted for a large 
share of the nation’s total population growth. Shortly after World War II, a 
French geographer, Jean François Gravier, wrote the very influential Paris 
et le désert Français [Paris and the French Desert]. His main point was that 
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Two views of La Dēfense, a major public–private office development about four 
kilometers from the center of Paris. La Grande Arche (top), built to commemo-
rate the 200th anniversary of the French Revolution (1789), is intended to be a 
 twentieth-century version of the Arc de Triomphe. It is a cube 106 meters (347 feet) 
on edge. The sides contain offices whose windows face the interior of the cube.
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the disproportionate growth of the Paris region left the rest of the nation 
impoverished and that something ought to be done about it.13

In response to this problem of Parisian dominance, the French govern-
ment identified eight growth poles.14 The actual term is métropole d’équilibre, 
denoting the idea that these regions will balance the economic and demo-
graphic mass of the Paris region, the ÎIe de France. Each of these poles con-
sists of a city or two or three closely located cities.

These cities form a ring several hundreds of miles in diameter. The 
eastern part of the ring lies close to the French–German border, and the 
western part extends to France’s Atlantic coast. The northern part extends 
to the English Channel, and the southern part to the Mediterranean, 
France’s Côte d’Azur. For the last five decades it has been national policy to 
strengthen these poles relative to the Paris region.

Since the late 1960s, successive French governments have systematically 
sought to divert public investment into these poles, thus strengthening their 
economic potential and acting in turn as a device to attract private capital.15

Specifically, Peter Hall notes that investment in higher education 
facilities, in the nation’s limited-access highway system, and in its high-
speed passenger rail system has all been used to favor the growth of these 
regional centers.16

In addition to strengthening other regions relative to the Paris region, 
French planners also sought to divert growth from the city itself into other 
parts of the Paris region. Thus public funds were invested in building satel-
lite towns and peripheral development areas. The plan was supported by the 
building of a regional rail system, the RER, and a circumferential highway.

The sort of national approach to planning just described, in which 
the planning authorities consciously make national economic and demo-
graphic (in the sense of where people will live) policy, is feasible only in a 
very centralized state. Historically the French central government was very 
strong, and local governments, though very numerous, were very weak. 
In fact, many local administrators, called préfets, were appointed by the 
central government. Planning was a top-down process, with the national 
government laying out the big picture and the local governments filling in 
the details, pursuant to approval by the national government. In the early 
1980s there was major political reorganization in France, and some political 
power was decentralized.17 For example, appointed préfets were replaced 
by elected officials. But compared with that of the United States, the French 
system is still highly centralized. The United States has had no national 
planning body since the abolition of the NRPB in 1943 (see Chapter 4).

Not only is planning much more centralized and the power of gov-
ernment to control land use much greater than in the United States, but 
the government also exercises power over development in another way. A 
great deal of urban development is handled by development organizations 
of mixed private and public ownership, the Société d’Économie Mixte (SEM). 
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The new town of Créteil. Built at the end of one line of the Paris Metro, it is within 
easy commuting range of the center of the city. Above, the town center. Below, mixed 
residential and commercial development along the shore of an artificial lake.
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The historic district of Annecy, France. Above, the canal, once used for transpor-
tation of freight, is preserved as a scenic attraction. Below, preservation of old 
buildings and protection from vehicular traffic help keep street life lively in this 
commercial area.
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Thus there is not the separation between development interests on the one 
hand and government on the other.

Normally the public partner has a majority shareholding in the company. 
Thus political control is retained [by government] while the company struc-
ture allows for greater operational flexibility, free from the bureaucratic rules 
of town hall. The SEM may be set up by the commune [local government] or 
by a private party.18

The arrangement is consistent with the French vision of the proper 
relationship between state and private sector—a mixed system in which the 
relationship between government and capital is a cooperative one. In the 
decades after World War II, the French national planning style was termed 
“indicative planning,” in which government and industry jointly set goals 
and policies.

At the local level, urban planning in France, as in many other 
nations of Western Europe, often has a somewhat different emphasis 
than in the United States. There is often more emphasis on the fine tex-
ture of the urban fabric—on historic preservation, on the details of urban 
design, and on pedestrian-friendly environments. There is often more 
emphasis on spaces that promote interaction between people. Where the 
design choice must favor either the pedestrian or the automobile, there 
is more of a tendency to favor the former than is usually the case in the 
United States.

In recent years observers of the French, like those of the British, have 
seen an increase in “property-led development.” In France several factors 
have contributed to this increase. The decentralization of political power in 
the early 1980s made local governments more important decision makers in 
the development game. At the same time there were cutbacks in the flow of 
revenues from the national to the local governments. The response of local 
governments was to begin competing for commercial investment. The anal-
ogy with the American situation (see Chapter 13 on economic development 
planning) is quite strong.

The Problem of the Banlieues. France’s largest planning problem 
at present is probably that of the banlieues.19 This term translates literally 
as suburbs but, as generally used, refers to an area outside of the city 
characterized by a large amount of subsidized housing, much of it high 
rise, and a high rate of unemployment, crime, and drug use—an area where 
much of the population is disaffected from the larger society. Banlieue to 
a considerable degree translates into “urban ghetto” in American usage, 
except that the banlieue, though urban in character, is not located inside 
the city. In many banlieues a majority of the residents are not French born, 
but are African, a majority Muslim. Thus to the alienation that comes from 
poverty and unemployment is added an alienation that comes from ethnic 
and religious differences.
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The African connection is in large measure due to France’s colonial 
history. In the post-World War II period France was the colonial power 
in all or part of Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, and Libya in North Africa. 
South of the Sahara France was the colonial power in all or part of Benin, 
Mali, Niger, Senegal, Burkina Faso, Chad, Central African Republic, and 
Republic of Congo. Even after decolonization, primarily in the 1950s and 
1960s, France retained strong economic and political ties with many for-
mer colonies.

Much of the housing in many banlieues was built in the period 1950 to 
1970 and originally occupied by members of the French working and mid-
dle classes. They have since moved out to more prosperous places and a 
poorer and largely immigrant population has moved in behind them.

In 2005 riots occurred in many banlieues and were put down by 
strict policing, but they put the banlieue question on the political agenda 
in an unmistakable way and subsequently a large amount of funding was 
appropriated to improve conditions. There have been riots in the banlieues 
since then but not on the same scale. Rioting and other disturbances in the 
banlieues have been referred to as the “French Intifada” by analogy with 
Palestinian resistance to Israeli rule in the West Bank.

There is a clear parallel with the United States after the wave of urban 
riots that occurred there in the mid- to late 1960s and the U.S. response. 
Some of the most dysfunctional high rises were torn down and funding was 
provided for a range of social services.

The banlieue problem has not gone away. One thing that would reduce 
it would be increasing employment for banlieue residents, particularly 
younger ones who now run at extremely high unemployment rates. But in 
France, going back well before the recession that followed the 2008 financial 
crisis, employment growth has been slow. One might think that perhaps an 
American-style affirmative action program for the employment of banlieue 
residents would help somewhat, but that idea violates strongly held politi-
cal beliefs in France that are opposed to the idea of group rights as distinct 
from individual rights. One possible approach is trying to physically break 
up the concentration of social problems in the banlieue, by analogy to tech-
niques like scattered site housing in the U.S. But the banlieues are very large. 
France’s African population, which makes up much of the banlieue popula-
tion, is estimated at about 5 million and is growing both through immi-
gration and a higher birth rate than for the French population as a whole. 
Dispersal seems like a very small instrument for dealing with such a large 
and complicated issue.

The problem of the banlieue transcends the traditional scope of plan-
ning and raises questions for the whole society about immigration, macro-
economic policy, labor market policy, and many other social issues. At the 
extreme it is not a big stretch to say that alienation, isolation, and unem-
ployment in the banlieues have a link to terrorism and horrific acts like the 
Charlie Hebdo killings in January 2015 and the even larger terrorist attack in 
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November 2015. Banlieue-type problems are not unique to France, but are to 
be found in many Western European nations. The difference is largely one of 
scale. In France it is particularly large for the historical reason noted above.

Planning in the netherlands

Another European nation with a strongly centralized planning system and 
a commitment to national-level planning is the Netherlands. The Nether-
lands’ population density is about 13 times that of the U.S.’s “lower 48.” 
The nation’s land form has been substantially changed by a long-time pol-
icy of reclaiming land from the North Sea. Thus some of the nation’s popu-
lation lives on land that lies a few feet below sea level and is protected from 
the sea by dikes. It is no surprise that the Dutch take a different attitude 
toward planning than do Americans. When it comes to the use of land, the 
Dutch have learned to cooperate with each other. They have no alternative. 
Then, too, with a land area only a little larger than that of Connecticut and 
no major physical barrier that divides the nation, planning the entire nation 
on the basis of a unified vision is much easier. Peter Newman and Andy 
Thornley note that the Netherlands has been called the “most planned” 
nation in Europe. The American planner traveling in the Netherlands is 
very likely to feel that this description is true.

As in many other parts of Europe, there is a very sharp separation 
between town and country. Urban development and farmers’ fields meet 
abruptly with no intervening suburban development. The first impres-
sion one gets of the Dutch landscape is of great order, of a landscape 
in which very little space has been wasted, and in which every acre is 
earmarked for some purpose. The nation’s largest city, Amsterdam, is 
densely developed but also orderly and charming. It is very modern and 
functional, yet a great deal of the old survives. The core of the city is not 
big; there is essentially no vacant land left, and the city is a major magnet 
for businesses and tourism, as well as for permanent residential use. It 
is clear that if the land and property market were allowed to work with-
out interference, the effects of extremely high land values would quickly 
transform the core of the city. Buildings of five or six stories, the typi-
cal height, would quickly be torn down and replaced with much taller 
structures. The street system would soon be overwhelmed, as it has an 
essentially pre-automobile-era layout. In very little time the charm and 
the delightful pedestrian character of the city would be gone. Part of the 
city’s charm comes from a well-preserved system of concentric canals that 
once performed a central transportation function but are now primarily 
scenic and recreational. The canals, too, would not survive if land uses 
were determined purely by the market. Planning controls are obviously 
very strict and effective.

The Dutch planning system is a top-down one. The national gov-
ernment produces both the laws that govern planning and, periodically, 
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a national plan. Provincial governments, the middle layer in a three-tier 
system, interpret the national plan and prepare directives and the like for 
local governments. Local government plans must be in conformity with the 
national plan. At the local level there is a structuurplan that lays out the over-
all picture. The U.S. counterpart would be the master plan. To implement 
that, there is a detailed plan (bestemmingsplan) that specifies the expected 
and acceptable use of every parcel. The U.S. counterpart would be the zon-
ing ordinance and map.20 The system as described here may sound rather 
more rigid and autocratic than it is. In actuality there is a great deal of com-
munication up and down, and there is opportunity for the public to com-
ment on plans. But when the period for comments and adjustments is over, 
the plans are binding. Some years ago I attended a presentation by a Dutch 
planner to a group of American planning professors. When the planner 
had finished explaining the system described here, one of the Americans 
asked, in effect, “But does it really happen that way?” The Dutch planner 
answered that indeed it does, and he seemed puzzled by the question. The 
Americans understood the question perfectly, for they all knew about the 
role of politics, the process of litigation and appeal, and our love affair with 
private property. But they had difficulty believing the answer.

The most conspicuous example of Dutch planning at the national  
level is the Randstad Holland, the urban heart of Holland. As shown in 

A section of a canal about a mile from downtown Amsterdam.
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Figure 18–1, this urbanized area consists of a grouping of six cities around 
an open core. This arrangement will not happen naturally, for if events are 
left purely to the market, the central core will fill in because locations inside 
the core will offer good access to all the cities and thus become very valuable. 
Rather, the arrangement is made to happen through large-scale planning and 
strict controls on land use. The arrangement has several advantages. First, it 
gives the residents of the Randstad much better access to the natural world 
than they would have if the same 4.5 or so million people were all contained 
in a single city. The arrangement also reduces commuting times, as the aver-
age trip in a small city will be shorter than the average trip in a large city.21 
There are environmental advantages as well; for example, the ring of cities 
will, all other things being equal, have better air quality than would a sin-
gle city containing the equivalent number of people and economic activity. 
Peter Hall notes that there is a considerable degree of specialization among 
the three larger cities of the Randstad. Rotterdam, at the mouth of the Rhine, 
is a port city, in fact, the largest port in Europe. The Hague is the seat of 
the Dutch government and also contains some international organizations 
including the World Court. Amsterdam is a commercial, financial, and cul-
tural center. Much of that specialization is historical accident or is decreed 
by geography. But some is planned and makes the cities more efficient eco-
nomically than they would otherwise be. In an economic sense, the group of 
cities, because they are physically close and linked by a very effective trans-
portation system, constitutes a single economic entity and achieves some of 
the advantages of large scale that a single metropolis would have.22 But the 
group also achieves some environmental and quality-of-life advantages that 
we normally associate with smaller places.

Planning in Scandinavia

Unlike the case of the Netherlands, planning in Scandinavia has been less a 
national matter and more a matter for the municipality and the region. One 
reason for this tendency is that local governments have been stronger relative 
to the national government than is the case in many other European nations.

In Sweden a very high level of municipal and regional control over 
the pattern of development has been achieved in two ways that render 
Swedish planning practice very different from American practice. First, 
municipal governments often own a sizable percentage of the land within 
their own borders. In fact, the central government encouraged municipal 
governments to own (land-bank) a 10-year reserve of developable land. 
Legislation permitted municipal governments to take privately owned land 
for purposes of land banking.23 Doing this would be the equivalent of a U.S. 
municipal government condemning private property not for a specific pub-
lic use but simply to hold it for unspecified purposes at an unspecified time. 
It is doubtful that any U.S. court would sustain this action or that many 
municipal legislatures would appropriate funds for it.
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Public ownership of land gives government a very strong grip on the 
process of development. It controls the timing of development through the 
release of land for sale or lease. It also provides total control over the way in 
which the land is developed because the developer of the land is bound by 
whatever contracts are part of the sale or lease agreement.

FIGURe 18–1 The cities in the ring form the Randstad Holland described in the text. The 
diameter of the Randstad, about 50 miles, is similar to that of the London or New York 
metropolitan area. About 70 miles north of the Randstad is a huge dike behind which are 
polders (shaded areas), flat low-lying agricultural lands reclaimed from the North Sea.
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Vallingsby, a new town located in the Stockholm metropolitan area. The town is 
laid out around a stop on the city’s metro, providing its residents easy access to 
employment in the city’s central business district. Above is a pedestrian-oriented 
shopping area proximate to the metro station. Below, a short walk from the station, 
is a residential area fronting on a combined pedestrian and bicycle path. Automobile 
access is on the other side of the buildings.
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Skarpnack, another new town in the Stockholm metropolitan area, located about  
20 minutes from downtown Stockholm via the metro. Essentially an in-town 
bedroom community, it is oriented toward families with children. A system of 
interior paths connects groups of apartments located around courtyards. Parking 
is located in a multilevel structure several blocks away from where the pictures 
were taken. Most housing is low-rise multi-family. As in Vallingsby, there are no 
single-family houses.
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The second way in which Swedish municipal governments achieved 
tight control over the pattern of development was through a very exten-
sive role in the production of housing. For many years of the post-World 
War II period, housing was essentially a nationalized industry in Sweden. 
The national government provided the financing, and local governments 
directed the what and the where of residential construction. Although most 
construction was done by private firms, the firms were, in effect, acting as 
contractors to local governments.

The government adopted a strong social housing policy for the whole popu-
lation and believed that people had the right to a good home regardless of 
income. In contrast to most other developed countries the Swedish govern-
ment sought to control the whole housing stock and not just that for low 
income earners. A massive programme of suburban high rise took place 
called the Million Homes Programme and large numbers of existing town 
centers were also redeveloped. An organisational structure was set up to deal 
with the huge programme. This resulted in wide-ranging controls on resi-
dential development which extended far beyond the traditional planning sys-
tem. The production of housing was steered by the public sector with the aim 
of removing speculation from land and housing. Central government was 
responsible for regulation and the supply of resources while municipalities 
ensured that the building took place.24

This approach was very much in accordance with Swedish political 
ideology in the postwar period. Sometimes this has been referred to as 
the “social democratic” model and sometimes as a “third way,” one that 
is more socialistic than the capitalist model and more capitalistic than the 
socialist model.

As noted elsewhere in this book, housing is the largest single land 
use in most cities. In some cities it is a larger use than all other uses 
combined. Thus government’s tight control over almost the entire hous-
ing market easily translates into great influence on the entire pattern of 
development.

In and around the capital city of Stockholm, the basic plan, which 
has been carried through and is widely admired, was to deal with growth 
pressures and the spreading of the city by concentrating further growth in 
planned communities centered around stops on an underground railroad 
system. Development was to be concentrated and new towns separated by 
green areas to be used for recreation and summer housing. In recent years 
the scheme has been extended somewhat with smaller developments linked 
by road rather than by rail. But the basic scheme of tight development sur-
rounded by greenbelt has held. The resemblance to Ebenezer Howard’s 
vision is strong. Since the 1980s the Swedish planning system has become a 
little more freeform for many of the same reasons noted in connection with 
Great Britain and France. Dissatisfaction with some aspects of the welfare 
state has caused some rightward movement along the political spectrum. 
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Slowing economic growth has caused fiscal pressures. In short, there has 
been some turn toward property-led development. As noted before, where 
government courts private investment, there must necessarily be negotia-
tion and compromise.

Many elements of the approach just described can be found elsewhere 
in Scandinavia. For example, in Helsinki, the capital city of and by far 
the largest city in Finland, planners have exercised a fairly tight control 
over the pattern of development through the mechanism of public land 
ownership. As of the mid-1990s, about half the land in the city was owned 
by the city.

Perhaps the best-known Finnish planning accomplishment is the new 
satellite town of Tapiola, located a few miles outside Helsinki and linked 
to the city by a frequent, high-speed bus service. The town has a linear 
commercial core with housing and open space on each side. There is some 
single-family housing but a predominance of multi-family housing. This 
arrangement permits a moderately high population density to coexist with 
a considerable amount of open space within the town. The entire town is 
automobile accessible, but it is also very pedestrian and bicycle friendly. 
Distances from residences to the commercial core are short, and there are 
numerous pedestrian and bicycle paths. The resident of Tapiola can reach 
downtown Helsinki in half an hour or so by bus, and then at the end of the 
business day can return to an environment that offers real closeness to the 
natural world.

Planning in Germany

Modern urban planning in Germany dates back to the last decades of the 
nineteenth century, when the first planning laws were enacted and plan-
ning agencies were established. The first planning textbook was published 
in 1879. Regional planning emerged during the early 1920s when the Ruhr 
Coalfield Settlement Association (Siedlungsverband Ruhrkohlenbezirk, or 
SVR) was formed to protect the landscape in the Ruhr area, which was 
almost completely devastated by the rapidly expanding mining and steel 
industry. The SVR is said to be the world’s first regional planning agency, 
pre-dating the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) in the United States by 
about a decade.

General Features. Germany is a federal state with three levels of 
government: the federal government (Bund), the states (Länder), and the 
municipalities (Gemeinden). The Constitution, written after World War II, 
clearly defines the division of power among the three levels. The planning 
system in Germany is characterized by a strong legal framework and a 
decentralized decision-making structure. On the national level, there are 
only general legal guidelines. The legal framework consists of the Federal 
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Spatial Planning Act (Raumordnungsgesetz) and the Federal Building Code 
(Baugesetzbuch), which provide the legal instruments for spatial planning 
on the state level and for urban planning on the local level. This framework 
ensures a degree of consistency of planning on the lower levels (Länder and 
Gemeinden). However, each Länd has its own regional planning system. 
Municipal governments enjoy a high degree of autonomy in planning 
and have fervently defended this against all demands for centralization of 
power.

The overall objective of planning and spatial policy in Germany is 
sustainable development—as it is in many other countries since this concept 
became popular worldwide after the UN Conference in Rio in 1992. Since 
1997, it has been fixed in the Federal Building Code. The code includes the 
following:

•	 Improving the economic competitiveness of city regions: efficient transport systems, 
modern infrastructure, dynamic and vibrant metropolitan regions, excellent 
universities and research facilities, etc.

•	 Protecting the natural resources: saving energy; reducing land consumption; 
reducing pollution of air, water, and soil, and so on; adapting to climate 
change: “brownfield development before greenfield development”

•	 Supporting social and cultural cohesion: affordable housing and an adequate 
supply of education and health care for all social groups

•	 Obtaining living conditions of “equal value”: reducing the gap between, or dis-
parities in, both urban and rural areas and between declining and prospering 
regions.

These objectives contain many contradictions. Therefore, urban 
and regional policies are mostly compromises by nature, as they are in 
every other country. Although the objectives are the same, the strate-
gies selected and pursued may be completely different depending 
on whether you find yourself in a prospering region or in a declining 
region—whether you are in a small town in a rural environment or in 
a vibrant metropolitan region. Munich and the Stuttgart Region in the 
south, with their modern industries such as automobiles and electronics, 
are very prosperous. By contrast, the Ruhr area in the west and Ober-
lausitz in the east, with their declining mining and steel industry, suf-
fer from high unemployment and little, if any, economic growth. There 
are also very large differences between non metropolitan areas. Some 
are prosperous and booming, attracting modern industries (for example, 
Oberbayern (Upper Bavaria) and Oberschwaben (Upper Swabia) near 
Lake Constance and some are remote and rural areas, with poor agricul-
ture and no prospects for new industries and/or tourism (for example, 
parts of Lower Saxony in the west or Vorpommern in the far northeast 
of the country). Since the reunification of Germany, differences among 
regions in former West Germany have been overshadowed by the much 
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greater differences between the poorer former East Germany and the rest 
of the nation.

Planning in Germany After the Reunification in 1989. When World  
War II ended in 1945, Germany was divided into two states, the Fed-
eral Republic of Germany (West Germany) and the German Democratic 
Republic (East Germany), the former becoming part of the Western Alli-
ance and a member of NATO and the latter becoming part of the Soviet 
Bloc and the Warsaw Pact. These two countries were separated not only 
by the iron curtain, but also by antagonistic political systems. Thus, the 
context, the objectives, and the instruments of planning widely differed. In 
the decades after World War II, planning in West Germany followed very 
much the same lines as in other Western European countries, whereas in 
East Germany collective planning on all levels was a central feature of the 
communist regime, as it was in all other countries of Central and Eastern 
Europe.

The breakdown of communism and the fall of the iron curtain in 
1989 led to the reunification of West and East Germany. This completely 
changed the political geography of Europe and the regional context 
of almost every city in Central Europe. The reunification was a unique 
historical experience. It called for policies to solve problems for which there 
was little precedent: how to bring together two countries that, although 
having a common language, had very different political, economic, and 
social structures; different cultures; and different social attitudes. These 
questions were addressed at the political level by fully applying the legal, 
organizational, administrative, and political structures of West Germany 
to East Germany. There has also been tremendous investment in the former 
East Germany by the German government. Much of it has been in the cities: 
urban renewal of the inner-city areas, maintenance and modernization of 
the public housing areas from the socialistic period (Plattensiedlungen), 
extension and modernization of the road network and railway system, 
and the like. But despite the huge efforts, the task of reunification is far 
from completed. The former East Germany remains much poorer than the 
rest of the nation, and unemployment rates there are much higher than 
elsewhere.

In the first years after reunification, many East Germans moved to 
West Germany because of the better job opportunities. The urban regions in 
West Germany thus faced a new boom. Urban growth and the elimination 
of housing subsidies at the end of the 1980s were responsible for a dramatic 
housing shortage. At the beginning of the 1990s, the municipalities were 
again confronted with the necessity of planning and building extended 
urban areas in the peripheries, even though, for environmental reasons, 
there is consensus that untouched green areas should be preserved.
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One feature of the German planning scene that appeared in the 
1990s that has no parallel in the United States or much of Western 
Europe was the opportunity to redevelop a vast amount of land once in 
military use. The end of the Cold War and the subsequent withdrawal 
of the Soviet and American and Allied Forces bestowed upon many 
German municipalities and states a substantial planning opportunity: the 
conversion of former military areas into urban development. Some of the 
garrison towns in former East Germany even now have an abundance of 
abandoned military land at their disposition. Extended areas, once shut 
off from the public for decades, are now ready to be integrated into the 
existing urban structure.

Strengthening the ability of metropolitan areas to accommodate 
growth by continuously improving the infrastructure through extending 
and renewing airports, extending the high-speed train net (ICE) while 
integrating it more closely with the trans-European net, modernizing the 
motorway system, and the like are important and costly parts of the Ger-
man planning system.

For about the last 20 years we have seen contradictory trends in the 
organization of planning in Germany: On the one hand, there is a growing 
concern for the natural environment, which is reflected in laws for the pro-
tection of ground, water, and air; for energy saving; and for reducing CO2 
emissions. This concern introduces more and more regulatory elements 
into the planning process. On the other hand, there is the general trend 
toward a more property-led development, as noted earlier in this chapter in 
connection with Great Britain, France, and Sweden. As the financial situa-
tion of the municipalities (Gemeinden) became more and more difficult, big 
urban projects had to be carried out largely with private capital. In order to 
attract private investment, deregulation necessarily became a major issue in 
German planning policy.

Since the turn of the century several major social and political trends 
have had a substantial impact on urban development in Germany: First, the 
economic, social, cultural, and political ties among the different European 
countries have become closer and closer in the last decade. As a result of 
this European integration process, a significant part of the agenda of urban, 
infrastructural, and environmental policy is no longer determined on the 
national level, but on the European level.

Second, the population of Germany is beginning to decline and will 
decline more steeply in the future. Germany now has a population of 82 
million people. The 2050 population is projected at 67 to 73 million people. 
This demographic change goes back to a consistently low birth rate (fertility 
is about 1.4, compared with a replacement level of 2.1). This means that not 
only will there be fewer people, but there will also be a significantly higher 
number of elderly people. That is why constantly high immigration of 
qualified workers from other countries is considered a crucial precondition 
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for the economic future of Germany. Today, more than 5 million people 
from other countries live in Germany. In the city of Frankfurt, every third 
inhabitant carries a foreign passport.

Third, despite the tremendous political efforts and financial support 
for East Germany, there is still a big social, economic, and spatial divide 
between Eastern and Western Germany. Whereas most of the West Ger-
man cities are still growing and prospering, a vast majority of the cities in 
Eastern Germany are continuously shrinking. The permanent loss of popu-
lation and jobs has had dramatic impacts: an unemployment rate in the 17 
to 20 percent range, a very large number of people depending on social 
welfare, a rapidly aging population, impaired housing markets, decreasing 
land prices, reduced purchasing power, and reduced local tax revenues. 
The effects become more and more visible. The cities are marked by exten-
sive wasteland and derelict commercial sites, streets with many vacant 
shops and offices, dilapidated factory and residential buildings, underuti-
lized or abandoned social and technical infrastructure, and neglected parks 
and squares.

In the prospering cities such as Munich, Hamburg, or Stuttgart, 
planning efforts still concentrate on managing urban growth without 
compromising environmental goals. Complex projects of urban 
restructuring are considered crucial elements that contribute to the 
cities’ economic and cultural competitiveness in a globalized world. 
At present, the HafenCity project in Hamburg is one of the most 
outstanding examples. It is the largest waterfront project underway in 
Europe right now.

The shrinking cities in the East face completely different planning 
problems. How to create a new local economic base? What to do with 
an abundance of housing and public infrastructure? Toward the end of 
the 1990s, the vacancy rates in housing rose to a level that was no longer 
tolerable and in the long run would have led to a total collapse of the 
housing market and the bankruptcy of major housing companies. In 2002, 
the Federal Ministry of Transportation, Building and Urban Development 
initiated a subsidy program titled Stadtumbau Ost (urban restructuring in 
East Germany). In fact, most of the money goes into so-called Rueckbau 
(demolition measures). Today, the housing companies obtain a subsidy 
of between 50 and 60 euros per each square meter of ground floor that 
is demolished ($8 to $9 per square foot). Between 2002 and 2007, nearly 
200,000 housing units were removed from the market in East Germany by 
demolition. These activities are incorporated into regeneration schemes 
and accompanied by various measures to improve the conditions of the 
residual housing stock. Among other things, the restructuring of shrink-
ing cities includes refurbishing public space, creating green spaces on der-
elict land, and adapting the existing technical and social infrastructures to 
changing demands.
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PLAnnInG In eASTeRn eURoPe

Eastern Europe includes an amalgam of states with different histories, 
cultures, economies, and political structures—a fact that makes any 
attempt to generalize across the region difficult. The term Eastern Europe, 
as used in this section, applies primarily to the nations that were often 
referred to as the Satellite Nations or the Warsaw Bloc during the Cold 
War period and to the three Baltic nations. The former group was 
composed of Poland, East Germany (now reunited with the former West 
Germany), Czechoslovakia (now divided into the Czech Republic and 
Slovakia), Hungary, Bulgaria, and Romania. This group came under 
Soviet domination in 1944 and 1945 as the Soviet armies pushed the 
Germans back in the end stages of World War II. The three Baltic nations 
are Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia, which had been forcibly incorporated 
into the Soviet Union in 1940 and did not emerge as independent nations 
until the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991.

HafenCity Hamburg—A former harbor area very close to the CBD is turned into a 
vibrant new urban area for 12,000 new inhabitants and 40,000 jobs, with signature 
architecture and high-quality design of public spaces.
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The Soviet Planning Style

The Soviet planning style was highly centralized. Public participation as we 
know it in the West was almost nonexistent for most of the Soviet period, 
though there was some citizen involvement in planning initiatives in the 
1980s, when most communist regimes were weaker and, arguably, more 
liberal. Communist planners emphasized the needs of industry, which 
often came at the expense of the environment. Frequently, more land than 
necessary was reserved for industrial facilities. This was possible because 
communist economies functioned under command (rather than market) 
principles, and the state typically owned the majority of urban land. Thus 
there were no cost pressures or land ownership conflicts to resolve when des-
ignating land for large industrial uses. On the positive side, the command 
economy and state ownership of land allowed communist governments to 
provide their citizens with vast amounts of public space, including parks. 
The grand scale—of both industrial enterprises and public facilities—was 
in itself a virtue for party ideologues eager to prove communism’s triumph. 
The most telling example was perhaps in Romania, where the late dicta-
tor, Ceausescu, was so megalomaniacal that he built the People’s Palace in 
Bucharest as the second largest public building in the world, smaller than 
only the U.S. Pentagon. This communist legacy of spatial generosity creates 
both problems and opportunities today. While many East European cities 
with postindustrial economies struggle with the liability of vast derelict 
industrial sites, their citizens often enjoy better access to parks and public 
spaces than do residents of Western cities.

The communist model of housing provision was also distinct. The 
state considered itself obliged to provide a decent minimum of housing 
to all. This commitment translated into innumerable massive, state-built 
apartment blocks, which today form the outskirts of most large East Euro-
pean cities, from Prague to St. Petersburg. While such spatial grandeur cer-
tainly seemed to fit the Soviet taste, some pragmatic reasons also made it 
more or less imperative. Specifically, the policy of rapid industrialization 
that marked the Soviet period demanded that extraordinary numbers of 
rural residents move to cities. To fulfill their commitment to the new work-
ers and prevent mass housing crises, communist regimes had little choice 
but to construct new housing as efficiently, quickly, and cheaply as possible, 
which meant building large, uniform apartment blocks with prefabricated 
panels. The fact that the majority of new housing development occurred in 
such a manner—as opposed to the more scattered, private sector-led fash-
ion typical of free-market countries—led to one of the most fundamental 
differences between communist and many capitalist cities. While U.S. cit-
ies are typically surrounded by sprawling suburbs, communist cities were 
relatively compact and dense, and had an urban contour clearly defined by 
the last towers of the communist housing districts.
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Two other features distinguished communist from capitalist cities. 
First, because of the communist emphasis on industry, the production of 
commercial goods and service activities was neglected. As a result, commu-
nist cities had significantly fewer commercial spaces than capitalist cities—
a difference that was strikingly visible to any visitor who compared East 
and West Berlin. Second, because of the lower purchasing power of com-
munist citizens (which translated into lower car ownership, among other 
things), and because of the higher urban densities, communist cities func-
tioned with very fully developed mass transit systems.

The Transition to a Market economy

With the collapse of Soviet power, the nations of Eastern Europe necessarily 
had to make the transition from a command to a market economy. In the 
first years, this transition was often painful. Output and already low living 
standards declined, unemployment was sometimes widespread, and the 
spread between the highest and lowest incomes increased greatly.25 Recov-
ery started in the mid-1990s for some countries and post-2000 for others. 
Over the last few years, until the 2008 financial crisis, most East European 
states enjoyed GDP growth of 5 to 10 percent a year, which is much higher 
than the growth rates typical of Western economies.

Within a context of rapid social and political change, East European 
cities are undergoing substantial transformations. In short, they are gradu-
ally losing the typical features of communist spatial structure and acquiring 
those characteristic of capitalist structure. The increase in personal income 

Massiveness was one hallmark of the Soviet planning style. This is a Soviet-era 
housing project in the former East Berlin.
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has resulted in a major increase in automobile ownership. One result is that 
most large East European cities have by now developed suburban periph-
eries, comprising not only single-family homes but also Western-type com-
mercial facilities like malls and hypermarkets. The proportion of commercial 
uses has skyrocketed, in both downtowns and the Soviet-style housing dis-
tricts. While rapid commercial development has brought about economic 
benefits, it has also caused problems. Downtowns have lost significant por-
tions of their residential populations. Few cities, aside from Prague, have 
managed to protect their historic centers from the pressure of market forces.

Since 1990, the role of the public sector in urban development has been 
greatly reduced. Most new development is now initiated by private inves-
tors, in large measure because it is private developers rather than municipal 
governments that have the necessary funds. Large amounts of urban land, 
which were previously under public ownership, have been privatized. 
Unfortunately, this has led to great losses in public space. In the Bulgarian 
capital of Sofia, for example, an estimated 15 percent of public green space 

Part of the main square in 
the old center of Prague. 
Such areas need some 
protection from the free 
play of market forces to 
survive. Providing this 
may be a problem in 
parts of Eastern Europe, 
because half a century of 
Soviet domination gave 
all forms of planning a 
bad name.
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was lost in 15 years. The trend of privatizing urban space is also evident 
in neighborhood design patterns. While Soviet-style apartment blocks are 
located amid free-flowing greenery accessible to all citizens, new housing 
developments are often walled and gated.

The planning response to these dramatic urban changes has been 
uncertain. Doubtless, the planning process has experienced several posi-
tive developments, such as increased citizen participation. However, 
shrinking public spaces, threatened historic landmarks, and Western-type 
sprawl hardly provide evidence of good planning. The 1990s were difficult 
for planners because of the unstable economic, political, and legal con-
ditions, and because of the legitimacy crisis that plagued the profession. 
This legitimacy crisis came in part from the experience of half a century of 
Soviet domination. Most East European governments made a sharp turn 
to the political right and some viewed planning as a suspicious, quasi-
communist activity. As a result, enthusiasm for the sanctity of private prop-
erty overshadowed concerns for advancing the overall public interest—a 
concern at the very foundation of planning.

With the collapse of communism and large increases in many people’s incomes, there 
has been a wave of peripheral single-family construction in many Eastern European 
countries. Here, a development outside of Sofia, the capital of Bulgaria.
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The Problem of Privatization

One major problem throughout Eastern Europe and the Baltics is that of pri-
vatization, the return to private ownership of vast amounts of land and build-
ings that became public property during the period of Soviet domination. 
Problems of unclear titles, incomplete records, of inflicting major gains and 
losses upon people who may be the children or grandchildren of the origi-
nal owners, and the like are very substantial. The transfer of wealth that the 
process of privatization inevitably involves opens up major opportunities 
for corruption. For example, in Russia the so-called oligarchs, a very small 
number of individuals who have become billionaires since the collapse of the 
Soviet Union in 1991, to a substantial degree made their fortunes by receiv-
ing industrial, commercial, and other state assets at bargain basement prices.

In all countries, one difficult puzzle has been what to do with the land 
under and in between the apartment blocks built during communism. Typi-
cally, this was once private agricultural land. However, it cannot simply 
be returned to its pre-communist owners, as this will lead to the loss of all 
green spaces between the apartment buildings. Thus in most countries this 
land continues to be municipal and various schemes have been devised to 
compensate its pre-communist owners.

eU Membership and the Future of Planning in eastern europe

One factor favoring economic and political stabilization has been the incor-
poration of all of the East European and Baltic nations mentioned in the first 
paragraph of this section into the European Union (EU) beginning in 2004. 
This has integrated them into a group of nations with much more prosper-
ous economies and older and more established political and economic insti-
tutions. As noted earlier in this section, planning in these newly admitted 
EU members faced a legitimacy crisis that was rooted in the bad experience 
these nations had suffered at the hands of the Soviet Union. In the EU there 
is much concern with egalitarianism and much willingness to restrict the 
market in the service of the public interest, but unlike the case in the former 
Soviet Union, there is also a high degree of political and personal freedom 
as well as a vastly higher standard of living.

An important indicator for the re-establishment of urban planning 
in Eastern Europe has been the increased attention to urban and regional 
sustainability issues. The new Central and East European members of the 
European Union have by now largely harmonized their national environ-
mental legislation with European Union standards. Poland, for example, 
adopted its pioneering Concept on National Spatial Development in 1999. 
This document heavily emphasizes the principles of concentrated poly-
centricity and restraining development overspill into the metropolitan 
hinterlands—principles that are closely allied with the prescriptions of the 
European Spatial Development Perspective. However, depending on the 
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perceived and real costs of adopting strict environmental standards and 
public support, implementation varies widely across the region.

PLAnnInG In ASIA

Diverse as the planning scene is in Europe, it is much more so in Asia. One 
reason is the huge difference in income among the nations of Asia. Table 
18–1 compares GDP (gross domestic product) per capita for a few Asian 
nations and the United States. Note that the wealthiest Asian country on 
the list, Japan, has approximately 20 times that of the poorest, Bangladesh.

The range of differences in national growth rates is also much greater 
than in Europe. Prosperous South Korea has a fertility rate of 1.2 (2.1 is 
replacement level). Its population has more or less topped out and will 
begin to decline shortly unless there is a major increase in fertility. In far 
less prosperous albeit rapidly developing India the fertility rate is 2.7. The 
country experiences approximately 25 million births per year, and grows at 
about 16 million people per year (Figure 18–2).26

The variety of political regimes in Asia is huge. A democratic and 
efficient regime in South Korea shares a border with North Korea, whose 
dysfunctional and impoverished regime is one of the most tyrannical on 
the planet. India’s soft democracy contrasts sharply with the efficient, hard-
edged democracy of places like Singapore. China’s government—which 
is autocratic, repressive in the realm of ideas (for example, Internet cen-
sorship,) and political disagreement, and yet accepting of a great deal of 
economic freedom—has been spectacularly successful as an engine of eco-
nomic growth.27

For the previously mentioned reasons it is even harder to generalize 
about planning in Asia than in Europe. Consider, for example, South Korea. 
The nation enjoys a high living standard and is a powerful international 
competitor in manufacturing. Its 48 million people, who own perhaps  

TABLe 18–1 Per Capita GDP of Selected nations, 2010

Bangladesh $1,660

India $3,400

Indonesia $4,300

China $7,400

South Korea $30,200

Japan $34,200

United States $47,400

Note: Figures are based on purchasing power parity.

Source: CIA World Factbook, www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-worldfactbook/.

http://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-worldfactbook/
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20 million automobiles, live on 38,000 square miles, somewhat less land 
area than the state of Virginia. Korean planners’ concerns will all seem very 
familiar to European or U.S. planners. Given the high population density 
and the high rate of automobile ownership there is a great emphasis on both 

FIGURe 18–2 South Korea’s population (top) now has a heavy concentration of 
people in middle age, a favorable situation for economic growth. But in another two 
decades or so it will be heavily weighted toward retirement age population, a much 
less favorable situation. Note that the population age 40–44 is almost twice the size 
of the population age 0–4. The present population stability will be replaced by one 
of substantial decline unless there is a large increase in fertility. In India (bottom) the 
youngest age cohorts are the largest, so population shrinkage, if it happens at all, is 
many decades away. The changing slope at the bottom of the pyramid indicates that 
India’s still high fertility rate has been declining.

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census International Data Base, www.census.gov/population/
international/data/idb/.

Male Korea, South 2010 Female

3 2.4 1.8 1.2 0.6 0 0 0.6 1.2 1.8 2.4 3

Population (in m illions)

Male India 2010 Female

65 52 39 26 13 0 0 13 26 39 52 65

Population (in m illions)

100+
95-99
90-94
85-89
80-84
75-79
70-74
65-69
60-64
55-59
50-54
45-49
40-44
35-39
30-34
25-29
20-24
15-19
10-14
5-9
0-4

100+
95-99
90-94
85-89
80-84
75-79
70-74
65-69
60-64
55-59
50-54
45-49
40-44
35-39
30-34
25-29
20-24
15-19
10-14
5-9
0-4

http://www.census.gov/population/international/data/idb/
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424 Planning in Other Nations 

highway and public transportation planning. Seoul, the capital city, with a 
population of 10 million, has the world’s third largest subway system and 
an extensive network of bus and light-rail transport. The Seoul capital dis-
trict contains almost half the population of the nation, and it continues to 
grow even as the nation as a whole has reached population stability. Thus 
new town planning is of major concern for Korean planners.

International economic competitiveness is also an issue with plan-
ners. The Songdo “intelligent city” developed on 1,500 acres of reclaimed 
land on the Incheon waterfront about 40 miles to the west of Seoul was 
expressly planned in part to help the nation compete in international trade 
and finance. Much of the city looks rather Western and, in fact, its mas-
ter plan was done by the New York architectural and planning firm Kohn 
Pedersen Fox. American planners and engineers who spend time in South 
Korea are often impressed with the speed with which the Koreans go from 
concept to detailed plans to completed project. In a parallel with the Ger-
man situation (discussed earlier in this chapter) the huge uncertainty that 
hangs over the planning situation in South Korea is what will happen with 
North Korea. Just as Germany was divided between East and West at the 
end of World War II, Korea was divided between North and South. In the 
case of the Koreas the story is far from over.

Songdo, South Korea.
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Among other prosperous Asian states including Taiwan, Malaysia, 
and Singapore, many concerns are similar. In Japan, there has been an 
emphasis on public transportation and infrastructure development. There 
has also been much interest in urban growth boundaries (UGBs) and in 
channeling urban growth to preserve open spaces between places, much 
as in parts of the United States. Of course, at present Japan is primarily 
focused on recovery and rebuilding following the 2011 tsunami.

In faster-growing and less prosperous parts of Asia the planning concerns 
may be very different. Where rural areas are densely populated, the marginal or 
additional productivity of one more worker is necessarily very small and that 
leads to substantial migration to urban areas, even though economic opportu-
nities for most rural migrants there are limited. That migration often shows up 
as large squatter settlements, both on the periphery and inside of cities.

Providing even the most minimal sort of housing is a tremendous prob-
lem in much of Asia. Some nations have tried public housing, but the scale of 
the problem has overwhelmed the funds available. A number of nations have 
taken a sites-and-services approach. Funding comes from the municipal gov-
ernment, sometimes the provincial or national government, and sometimes 
from international donor agencies. Typically the municipal government pro-
vides the site with utilities, often only a community tap, and with sewerage, 

A sites-and-services project some years ago in Chennai (formerly Madras), India. 
The city government provides utilities and plots of land at nominal prices. Some of 
the construction is with indigenous materials such as reeds, sticks, and dried mud. 
Other construction is with modern materials such as concrete blocks.
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or sometimes only with drainage and electricity. The prospective homeowner 
gets the site for a nominal fee and then builds his or her shelter on it. The shel-
ter may be only indigenous materials like sticks, mud, and whatever scraps 
the owner can scavenge. In some cases more substantial materials are used. 
In time, larger and more substantial structures tend to replace the original 
ones. The house may serve as a store of wealth for the original occupant, per-
haps being sold to obtain other housing or to start a small business venture. 
The sites-and-services approach has generally worked out better than direct 
provision of housing but it, too, often does not match the scale of the problem 
of housing large numbers of poor rural-to-urban migrants.

For a planner concerned with providing the residents of a squatter 
settlement with clean water so that they don’t get water-borne diseases like 
cholera, concerns such as green spaces, sustainability, and walk ability that 
engaged the interest of planners in Songdo may seem quite secondary.

In China and India huge middle classes have emerged along with 
modern economic sectors, the Chinese emphasizing manufacturing and the 
Indians emphasizing advanced services like information technology. These 
modern sectors and large and prosperous middle classes coexist with huge 
amounts of rural poverty and underdevelopment.

While some planners focus on the problems of poverty, others are 
involved with an entirely different set of problems. At this time more com-
mercial and residential high-rise construction is going on in Shanghai than 
in any other city in the world. Its planners will necessarily be preoccupied 
with questions of urban design, public transportation, and coming to terms 
with the nation’s exploding automobile population. In China and to a lesser 
degree India, rapid industrialization has exacted a huge environmental 
price. Thus many planners will be concerned with environmental questions 
that will seem quite familiar to their Western colleagues. Conflict over pri-
orities and the allocation of resources is inevitable.

Planning for the Great Migration. The most ambitious planning initiative 
in Asia is currently taking place in China. In 2013 The New York Times reported:

China is pushing ahead with a sweeping plan to move 250 million rural resi-
dents into newly constructed towns and cities over the next dozen years—a 
transformative event that could set off a new wave of growth or saddle the 
country with problems for generations to come.28

In 2014 The Wall Street Journal reported that the plan had been offi-
cially approved, though the journal indicated a 2020 rather than a 2025 date 
and a correspondingly smaller number of moves.29

The plan involves the taking of millions of farmers’ properties and the 
demolition of their homes, some payment as compensation, and rehousing, 
primarily in newly built high rises. At least some assistance with the prices 
of apartments will be provided. Reports on these details vary. The plan also 
involves massive expenditures on infrastructure of all sorts.
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The Government of China, though far less oppressive than it was in 
the days of Mao Tse Tung, is not an elected government and so is far less 
transparent than governments in, say, North America or Europe. Decisions 
are made high up by a limited number of people and then announced. 
There is thus much that no one outside of this limited circle can know.

The reason given for the plan commands a brief explanation. The eco-
nomic model that has given China enormous rates of economic growth has been 
built on huge and growing exports of manufactured products, a very high rate 
of investment, and correspondingly a very high savings rate by the Chinese pop-
ulation. That model is not sustainable indefinitely. Most economists who have 
considered the matter believe that the nation must shift to a more consumer-
oriented model—less dependence on exports and much more consumption of 
both services and manufactured products by the mass of China’s population.

In 2014 a government website explained:

Domestic demand is the fundamental drive [sic] of our nation’s economic 
development, and urbanization has the greatest potential to expand domestic 
consumption.

If carried out at anywhere near the numbers mentioned, the program 
would be the largest act of social engineering ever carried out in the history 
of the human race, with the possible exception of China’s disastrous “Great 
Leap Forward” (1958–1962) under Mao Tse Tung. The movement of rural 
population to the cities would be inevitable in any case if the history of many 
nations, including China, is any guide. The decision to accelerate it, and also 
to structure it by building a large number of cities and towns in formerly 
rural areas is what is new. Will that work out better than allowing a continual 
unplanned drift of population into existing huge metropolitan areas like 
Shanghai and Beijing? Would it be better to build new cities and towns at a 
pace necessary to accommodate the rural-to-urban shift when and where it 
occurred naturally rather than to control and force it? I make no claim to know.

Earlier in this chapter we noted that recent planning decisions in Great 
Britain were a move away from the comprehensive model (see Chapter 19) 
to a more incremental approach. The Chinese approach is very much the 
opposite, a full-blown embrace of the comprehensive model on a huge scale.

This section started by discussing the great differences between Asian 
nations in income and demography. Perhaps the coming years will see 
some convergence. We noted India’s high fertility rate, 2.7. But 15 years ago 
it was 3.4. Another drop like that and India will be down to replacement 
level, though it would take several more decades for population to stabilize. 
India and China are both still very poor by Western standards, but both are 
experiencing extremely rapid economic growth. Perhaps in several decades 
they will achieve the levels of prosperity that now prevail in South Korea or 
Japan. So too may that other very populous Asian nation, Indonesia.

Up until now the flow of planning ideas and technique has largely 
been from the West to Asia. The planner who travels to Indian cities cannot 
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miss signs of the British town planning tradition in matters like parks, pub-
lic spaces, and street layout. Some of Chandrigah in India was planned by 
the French planner Le Corbusier. Parts of Islamabad, once part of India and 
after the 1947 partition of India the capital of the newly created Pakistan, 
were planned by the Greek planner Constantine Doxiadis. A great many 
Asian planners have been trained in European and American planning 
schools. And American and European planning and architectural firms pro-
vide consulting services to numerous clients in Asia. But as Asian sophis-
tication in planning continues to grow, the flow of ideas and expertise will 
almost certainly become more balanced.

SUMMARy

This chapter begins by noting some differences between the situation of 
planning in Western Europe and in the United States. Among these differ-
ences are the destruction of urban areas in Europe during World War II, the 
unification of Europe, different attitudes about the role of government, the 
generally greater strength of the national government vis-à-vis provincial 
and local governments, and, generally, a greater willingness in Europe to 
regulate the uses of private property.

The chapter notes the building of new towns and the creation of green-
belts in Great Britain, and the French effort to reduce the dominance of Paris 
and the Île de France by supporting the development of regional centers. We 
note the relatively centralized Dutch planning system and the creation of 
Randstad Holland. In the case of Sweden we note the use of public owner-
ship of land and the dominant role of government in the housing market 
as the means by which Swedish municipal governments have shaped the 
pattern of development.

Throughout much of Western Europe in the 1980s and 1990s, there 
was an increase in property-led development so that the European plan-
ning scene came to resemble the American scene rather more than had pre-
viously been the case. Among the reasons for this change were a general 
political shift to the right, an increase in economic competition between 
places, and fiscal pressures that made public monies less available.

In Eastern Europe we note the priority given the needs of industry, the 
construction of massive housing projects, and the relatively low emphasis 
on the needs of service activities during the period of Soviet domination. 
In the decade since the end of Soviet domination and the breakup of the 
Soviet Union, the planning situation has been uncertain. What sort of plan-
ning tradition will emerge is unclear. There has been some public suspicion 
of planning simply because the term is associated with the period of Soviet 
domination. Now that the nations of Eastern Europe are part of the Euro-
pean Union (EU), that attitude may begin to change.

In connection with planning in Asia, we note the great differences 
in income among nations, large differences in population growth, and the 
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wide varieties of political structures. The chapter also notes the inevitabil-
ity of conflicts over goals and resources where large modern sectors coexist 
with large numbers of rural and urban poor.
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c h a p t e r  19

Planning Theory

In this chapter we discuss planning theory from two perspectives: (1) theories 
of planning as a process, both how it ought to be done and how it is done, 
and (2) some ideological issues. But first, a legitimate question to ask is this: 
Is planning theory necessary? Cannot the planner simply apply his or her 
intelligence to a particular situation and proceed without theory?

IS TheoRy neCeSSARy?

The question of whether theory is not simply a waste of time is the question 
with which the “practical” person derides the philosopher. But theory 
cannot be avoided. We all possess theories that form the basis upon which 
we act. Everyone has ideas about how things are and how the world works. 
One difference between the practical person and the theorist is that the 
former takes these ideas for granted, whereas the latter thinks about them 
consciously and makes them explicit. But when one acts, one inevitably  
acts on the basis of some theory about how things work. On what other basis 
can one act?

In 1936 John Maynard Keynes, whom some regard as the greatest 
economist of the twentieth century, wrote,

Ideas of economists and political philosophers, both when they are right and 
when they are wrong, are more powerful than is commonly understood. 
Indeed, the world is ruled by little else. Practical men, who believe themselves 
to be quite exempt from intellectual influences, are usually the slave of some 
defunct economist. Madmen in authority, who hear voices in the air, are distill-
ing their frenzy from some academic scribbler of a few years back.1
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Keynes’s reference to “madmen in authority” has particular reference 
to Europe of the 1930s—especially to Hitler, Stalin, and Mussolini. But the 
point that even the most powerful are themselves ruled by the ideas they 
hold is as valid today as it was then.

We noted in Chapter 6 several alternative roles the planner might play. 
How is a person to decide whether he or she favors an advocacy position, 
or a neutral civil servant position, without some theories of how society 
works, how decisions are made, and what constitutes right and wrong? At 
a more concrete level, assume the city is beset with housing problems. The 
planner is asked to comment on whether a rent control ordinance would  
be a good idea. How can he or she even begin to think about the issues 
without some theory of how housing markets work? To the extent that con-
trols would deliver benefits to some individuals and losses to others, how 
can we decide whether these effects would be good or bad unless we have 
some theory of what constitutes social justice? If theory is inescapable, per-
haps it is best to make it explicit.

It is common to make a distinction between theory and practice, 
and it is easy to exaggerate this difference. To a large extent, theory 
is developed and tested on the basis of the experience acquired in 
practice. As stated, every practitioner is, to some extent, a theoretician. 
Conversely, the experience of practice is likely to make the theoretician 
better at his or her chosen work. The theoretician who has had no contact 
with practice has not subjected his or her theorizing to the test and has 
little basis to assert its validity. Without the experience of practice, it is 
hard to separate good theory from bad theory and useful theory from 
useless theory.

A DISTInCTIon BeTWeen PUBLIC AnD
PRIvATe PLAnnInG

It is true that public planning and nonpublic planning, such as that done by 
corporations, have much in common. However, there is at least one impor-
tant difference. Public planning is often more difficult than private plan-
ning, and its results may sometimes appear to be less rational. The reason 
is very simple. Public planning must usually satisfy many different ends, 
some of which may be in conflict with one another. Private planning, very 
often, is directed toward satisfying a single or a very small number of ends. 
It thus often admits of more coherent solutions.

Consider the builder who is planning to build an apartment house. He 
or she is likely to have one major goal: profit.2 No one reasonably expects a 
builder to consider the effect of one building on the city as a whole. Society 
has formulated a variety of rules regarding zoning, construction standards, 
taxation, and the like. Within these rules the builder is free to follow his or 
her own interests.
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Now consider a public body that is building housing. It has cost and 
revenue estimates to make, as does the private builder. But it has numerous 
goals to consider that the private builder does not. How does the project 
affect community goals regarding integration? How will the project affect 
the process of gentrification? If the project involves demolition, where will 
the residents of the soon-to-be-demolished housing live? How does the rent 
structure of the project square with what is known about the income distri-
bution of the city’s population? And so on.

There is also the political imperative. The public body operates in the 
open and is accountable to the entire body politic of the city—voters, labor 
unions, neighborhood groups, civic groups, tenant organizations, landlord 
organizations, ad infinitum. The plan that the public body finally settles on 
must satisfy many of these groups. The plan does not have to have some-
thing for everybody, but it must have something for a number of parties if 
it is to have a chance of survival.

The PRoCeSS oF PLAnnInG

Sometimes a distinction is made between “substantive” theory and 
“procedural” theory. Substantive theory in this usage is theory in planning; 
for example, the gravity model mentioned in connection with transportation 
planning. Procedural theory is theory about the act of planning. The various 
theories of planning to be discussed fall under the heading of procedural 
theory. Note, however, that the two types of theory are related. We have 
to have substantive ideas (ideas about how the world works) to form 
procedural theories.

Here, we address four approaches to the process of planning:

1. The rational model
2. Disjointed incrementalism
3. Middle-range models
4. Collaborative rationality.

The Rational Model

The rational model has been prevalent for several decades and might be 
considered to be the orthodox view.3 It is the philosophy reflected in the 
comprehensive plan. Although its proponents will readily admit that in 
the real world it cannot be carried out precisely as described, many would 
argue that it still constitutes a kind of holy grail to be approached as closely 
as possible. The idea behind the model, as its name suggests, is to make the 
planning process as rational and systematic as possible. A listing of steps in 
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the model follows. Not every writer might list exactly this sequence, but the 
general idea would be the same.

1. Define the problem. Obviously if more than one party is involved, then it is 
necessary to reach an agreement.

2. Clarify values. Suppose the problem is stated as an inadequate housing stock. 
Before we can formulate policy, we have to agree on how highly we value cer-
tain conditions. How important is the physical condition of housing? Is physi-
cal condition more or less important than the cost of housing? How important 
is it that housing be racially integrated? How important is good traffic circula-
tion in residential areas? How important is growth in the number of housing 
units? Often we will find that an action that takes us toward one goal takes us 
away from another. Tearing down substandard units will certainly improve 
housing quality. But by reducing the number of units on the market, demoli-
tion will push up rents. Should we do it? We cannot answer that question 
unless we have our values sorted out.

3. Select goals. Having gone through steps 1 and 2, we are now presumably in 
a position to choose one or more goals relative to the problem.

4. Formulate alternative plans or programs.
5. Forecast the consequences of the alternatives developed in the previous  

step.
6. Evaluate and select one or more courses of action (alternatives).
7. Develop detailed plans for implementing the alternatives selected.
8. Review and evaluate. Once implementation has begun, it is necessary 

periodically to review the process and results to date with a view to decide 
whether the original plan should still be followed or whether—as is usually 
the case—changes and adjustments are necessary.

Although the steps are presented in sequence, there is a great deal 
of going back and forth. For example, if step 4 suggests that a certain goal 
selected in step 3 cannot be reached or can be reached only at an exorbitant 
price, the planners may go back to step 3 to select an alternative goal. Obvi-
ously, defining the problem and clarifying values are closely intertwined. 
Very often, we do not know how much we value something until we learn 
its price and then have to decide whether to pay it. In that case, the insights 
that come out of the latter steps will often carry us back to the first three 
steps.

Criticisms of the Rational Model. Although the rational model seems 
eminently sensible, it has been subject to a great deal of criticism. Some 
critics assert that the steps described are simply not how things are actually 
planned. If the model does not describe reality at least very roughly, what 
good is it?

Consider the first four steps. Few real problems can be approached as 
if there were a clean slate in front of the planner. Legal, political, and other 
constraints eliminate some possibilities and necessitate others. In fact, it has 
been argued that the mandatory requirements and limitations that legislative 
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bodies impose upon boards, commissions, local governments, and so on are 
intended precisely to constrain those organizations. They are there to pre-
vent them from going back to square one and rethinking and hence resolving 
the problem from the beginning.

Critics also argue that value clarification sounds logical but often 
cannot be done. If agreement is necessary for action and the various parties 
have different values, making value clarification a requisite for the next step 
would make further progress impossible. During World War II the United 
States, Great Britain, and the U.S.S.R. agreed on the necessity of cooperating 
to defeat Germany. But their values and goals were radically different. 
Cooperation was achieved only by suppressing, ignoring, or denying these 
very deep differences. Had honest value clarification been required as a 
first part of the planning process, no progress would have been made.

The critic of the model might also argue that the latter steps in the 
process do not describe reality very well. The laying out and studying 
of a number of alternatives is often simply not possible because of time 
or resources. In many cases the planner quickly arrives at a short-list of 
alternatives and then focuses on implementation. The look-at-everything-
to-make-the-optimum-choice approach is not possible.

A final point critics make is that the goal of the rational model is 
optimization—making the best choice from a substantial array of possibilities. 
These possibilities have themselves been developed by a systematic and—
as far as is possible—an all-inclusive process. It has been said that in most 
situations, organizations do not optimize but rather “satisfice,” meaning that 
they strive for solutions that are satisfactory or adequate.4 Optimization is 
simply too difficult.

So far the arguments against the rational model are essentially argu-
ments from practicality. Charles Lindblom has suggested that even in the 
ideal, the rational model may not be best. He notes that it presumes that the 
participants in the planning process each consider the totality of goals and 
objectives and think of which courses of action produce the greatest good. 
But, he argues, this is just unrealistic. Let us admit that we live in a world 
of partisanship, constituencies, and special interests, and therefore cannot 
expect the participants to act like candidates for sainthood. May we not, 
then, get a better result?

The argument Lindblom makes for a less highly structured and cen-
tralized approach is quite simple. Assume that the participants come into 
the planning process from various vantage points and that they, to some 
extent, represent special interests (as opposed to the public interest as a 
whole). Then it is doubtful that the interests of any major group in the pub-
lic will be ignored.

The virtue of such hypothetical division of labor is that every important inter-
est or value has its watchdog. … In a society like that of the United States in 
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which individuals are free to combine to pursue almost any possible com-
mon interest they might have and in which government agencies are sensitive 
to the pressures of these groups, the system is approximated. Almost every 
interest has its watchdog. Without claiming that every interest has a suffi-
ciently powerful watchdog, it can be argued that our system often can assure 
a more comprehensive regard for the values of the whole society than any 
attempt at intellectual comprehensiveness.5

In support of the “watchdog” argument, we note that it has been dem-
onstrated beyond doubt that well-intentioned members of the majority often 
do not know what is important to members of minorities or how strongly 
members of minorities may feel. In the 1950s, how many whites knew quite 
how anguished blacks were about the constraints society placed on them? 
More recently, how many men understood how angry many women were 
about their limited job opportunities? How many heterosexuals perceived 
how frustrated gays felt about their second-class status? One can make a 
credible argument that no group’s concerns can be completely understood 
by anyone other than members of that group itself. If this is true, an adver-
sarial and a pluralistic planning process may give better results than a non-
adversarial one, no matter how well intentioned. And, of course, the phrase 
well intentioned carries a heavy burden of assumption.

Lindblom’s argument for an adversarial process is quite consistent 
with the Anglo-Saxon judicial and political tradition in the United States. 
Our courts function on an adversarial basis. We do not expect each party’s 
attorney to present the facts objectively. Rather, within the constraints of the 
law, we expect an attorney to present the strongest possible case for his or her 
client. We assume that truth will best emerge from this clash of adversaries, 
and we are extremely suspicious of judicial systems in which the roles of 
judge, prosecution, and defense are combined in a single individual.

Party politics as practiced in the United States and other Western 
democracies are clearly adversarial. We are highly dubious of any political 
system in which there is no real clash of adversaries, for we suspect that the 
outward harmony is a mask for oppression.

In Defense of the Rational Model. The defender of the rational model, 
of which there are many among practicing planners and planning educa-
tors, might answer some of these points as follows.

Of course values cannot always be clarified fully; but to the extent that 
they can be clarified, it is wise to do so. Not all parties will always be will-
ing to reveal their real goals in the planning process, but again to the extent 
that goals can be clearly formulated, it is wise that this be done. We have 
no shortage of public programs with contradictory and unstated goals and 
purposes. Perhaps conscientious resort to the rational model might help.6

Perhaps the point about going back to square one is not such a damn-
ing criticism after all. In considering any problem, of course we must always 
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take some things for granted. How far back we go depends on the impor-
tance of the problem, the time and resources available, and other practical 
considerations. The rational model suggests simply going as far back to 
square one as is practical.

The argument regarding the watchdog effect of an adversarial process 
is not easily countered. However, the defender of the rational process might 
argue that the need for representation of conflicting views can, in some 
measure, be accommodated by requiring adequate diversity of interests in 
the body that does the planning. Given that the planning body is ultimately 
selected and empowered by the political structure of the community, that 
responsibility lies with the executive and legislative branches.

Disjointed Incrementalism

Having expressed strong doubts about the rational model, in terms of both fea-
sibility and underlying theory, its critics have suggested an alternative view of 
the planning process. The terms incrementalism, disjointed incrementalism, mud-
dling through, and successive limited comparisons have been used for an alterna-
tive approach, of which Lindblom has been the most prominent advocate.7

Lindblom believes that value clarification at the outset, though it 
sounds attractive in principle, is usually not practical. Rather, what counts 
is achieving agreement on goals. Politics is, after all, “the art of compro-
mise,” not the art of optimization. He suggests that the range of possible 
courses of action should not include the full-blown comprehensive model. 
Rather, he argues, planners should quickly come down to a short-list of 
serious possibilities and focus on these. He argues that planners and policy 
makers should be strongly influenced by precedent and by experience and 
that they should recognize the advantages of policy options that represent 
marginal or incremental changes from previous policies. The argument for 
an emphasis on marginal change is twofold. First, a policy that is simply an 
adjustment or fine-tuning of a previous policy is much more likely to gain 
acceptance than one that is a radical departure. Second, marginal or incre-
mental adjustments require less knowledge and theory. Even if we do not 
really know why a policy or a program functions as it does, we can often 
see that if we adjusted it this way or that, it is likely to function better. In 
Lindblom’s phrase, the rational model is “greedy for facts”:

It can be constructed only through a great collection of facts. … In contrast, the 
comparative [incremental] method both economizes on the need for facts and 
directs the analyst’s attention to just those facts which are relevant to the fine 
choices faced by the decision-maker.8

The greed for facts is not a small point. Gathering facts takes time and 
costs money, and sometimes the facts cannot be had no matter how much 
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effort is expended. Similar observations can be made regarding theory. 
Building theory takes time and money, and sometimes, when all is said and 
done, alternate theories will prove equally plausible. What is one to rely on, 
then? Perhaps it is best to rely on the fine-tuning of disjointed incremental-
ism. Piano tuning is an incremental process and it seems to work.

The arguments for the incremental, or muddling-through, approach 
are powerful, and most advocates of the rational model will admit that 
there are times when incrementalism is the most practical route. But it 
must be said that there is one important situation in which the incremen-
tal approach is not good—the situation in which a decision to move in a 
new direction must be made. If the problem is new, it is hard to see how 
an incremental approach can work. In the 1960s the United States began 
to confront the problem of nuclear waste disposal. There simply was no 
existing program that could be incrementally adjusted to deal with a 
problem that had not existed a decade earlier. Perhaps the reason we have 
hundreds of thousands of “hot” fuel rods in temporary storage at dozens 
of sites around the country is precisely because we took the incremental 
approach.

The critic of the incremental model might also argue that excessive 
reliance on the incremental approach can make one excessively dependent 
on precedent and past experience and thus blind to worthwhile new ideas. 
Thus heavy reliance on incrementalism can lead one into excessive caution 
and missed opportunities.

To some extent the choice between the rational model and the incre-
mental model may be an expression of one’s willingness to take risks. The 
rational model may hold out the hope of big gains because going back to 
the beginning may yield a new and much superior approach. But if one 
goes back to the beginning and gets things all wrong, there is the possibil-
ity of big losses. The incremental approach, by holding fast to the handrail 
of experience and precedent, reduces the chances of both big gains and big 
losses. Table 19–1 summarizes the circumstances in which one might favor 
one model or the other.

TABLe 19–1 Which Model to Use

Favors Rational Model Favors Incremental Model

Adequate theory available Adequate theory lacking

New question Modification of old question

Resources generous Resources limited

Substantial time for study Limited time for study

Numerous relations to other policy issues Few relations to other policy issues

Wide range of policies might be politically 
acceptable

Policy options highly limited by political 
realities
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Middle-Range Models

The rational model and disjointed incrementalism represent opposite poles. 
Various intermediate approaches have also been proposed, perhaps the 
best known of which is “mixed scanning” by sociologist Amitai Etzioni.9

The idea is quite simple. Etzioni advocates a two-step process. First, 
a general scanning process is conducted to get the overall picture and to 
decide which elements merit more detailed examination. Etzioni uses the 
analogy of a weather monitoring system utilizing space satellites.

The rationalistic approach [rational model] would seek an exhaustive survey 
of weather conditions … by scheduling reviews of the entire sky as often as 
possible. This would yield an avalanche of details, costly to analyze and likely 
to overwhelm our action capabilities.

He then goes on to contrast the rational model approach with his 
mixed scanning approach.

A mixed scanning strategy would include elements of both approaches … a 
broad angle camera that would cover all parts of the sky but not in great detail 
and a second one which would zero in on those areas revealed by the first 
camera to require more examination. While mixed scanning might miss areas 
in which a detailed camera could reveal trouble, it is less likely than incremen-
talism to miss obvious trouble spots in unfamiliar areas.

Etzioni elaborates on his model by pointing out that the scanning pro-
cess might actually have more than one stage. We might scan a large field 
quickly and then, depending on what we had learned, scan a smaller field 
somewhat more thoroughly. When we have located the area that deserves 
fine scrutiny, a systematic approach such as that of the rational model is 
appropriate.

Etzioni argues that his model avoids the excessive commitment to 
precedent and past experience inherent in the incremental model. At the 
same time, it is far more feasible than a doctrinaire rational model approach: 
“The strategy [mixed scanning] combines a detailed (‘rationalistic’) exami-
nation of some sectors—which, unlike the detailed examination of the entire 
area, is feasible—with a ‘truncated’ review of other sectors.” Etzioni’s advice 
resembles that given to strategic planners, sometimes summarized under 
the acronym SWOT, which stands for Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, 
Threats. The advice is quickly to characterize the organization’s overall posi-
tion under those four general categories. When that general reconnaissance 
is done, then detailed planning following a structured, rational model-like 
approach can begin, with less fear of being blindsided by important factors 
that were overlooked in a rush to premature closure.

Mixed scanning has generally received a favorable response from 
planners interested in how-to-plan or what-is-planning questions. It seems 
to describe a fair amount of what planners actually do. The working planner 
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is likely to spend a little time looking around very broadly, narrow his or 
her options quickly, and focus intently on a small range of possibilities. 
Etzioni’s synthesis appears to allow the user the strengths of both models 
while minimizing their weaknesses.

Collaborative Rationality

Collaborative rationality is a more recent approach to complex and often 
multi jurisdictional planning problems, which its advocates see as supe-
rior to the rational model discussed earlier. Booher and Innes, two of its 
most prominent academic proponents, characterize its basic requirements 
as diversity, interdependence, and authentic dialogue.10

Diversity means that a wide range of interests and viewpoints are rep-
resented in the process or, to say it another way, as many stakeholders as 
possible are represented in the process. If, after the planning process has 
started, other stakeholders emerge, the idea is to bring them in rather than 
close the process.

Interdependence means that the nature of the problem is such that the 
stakeholders understand that a mutually satisfying solution to the problem 
is in their own best interest. If they think they will be better off by getting 
their own way than with any likely compromise, they may conclude that it 
makes more sense to fight hard to be the winner rather than to seek a com-
mon solution.

The term authentic dialogue means that there must be an extensive and 
honest sharing of information, viewpoints, interests, and values. Where 
meetings have a facilitator, an important task of the facilitator is to bring 
about as compete a sharing as possible and not to close off exchange or push 
the process to a predetermined outcome. That is a very different stance than 
one sees in some hierarchical situations where control of knowledge and 
perhaps the limiting of the flow of information on a need-to-know basis 
is a technique by which an interested party pushes the decision toward a 
predetermined outcome.

The underlying philosophy behind collaborative rationality is some-
what different than that behind the rational model. The advocate of col-
laborative rationality might well deny that there is a single best plan toward 
which the stakeholders should strive. Rather, he or she might assert that 
there is no objective reality with regard to the “best plan” and that the goal 
should be to come to an understanding that is acceptable to a substantial 
majority of the various stakeholders. He or she might take a relativistic view 
of knowledge, arguing that it is “socially constructed” and therefore it is 
often not possible to say that one position is necessarily truer than another. 
This is different from taking the position that “there is an objective truth 
out there; now let’s try to come as close to it as possible.” The proponent of 
collective rationality is likely to argue for placing relatively more weight on 
feelings, attitudes, and intuitions and less weight on scientific analysis than 
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the proponent of the rational model. That may partly come from the view 
that knowledge is socially constructed and partly from the view that scien-
tific analysis is often used to support or justify an already chosen position 
rather than to determine what position to take. Those who favor collabora-
tive rationality tend toward a more horizontal rather than a hierarchical 
view of the planning process. They tend to favor extended dialogue and 
a great deal of cross-communication among many parties, rather than just 
communication between various parties and a small central group.

Collaborative planning can be a very slow process. In fact, given the 
need for authentic dialogue among a large number of stakeholders it can-
not be rapid. Booher and Innes cite the Sacramento Area Water Forum as 
an example of a highly successful collaborative planning effort. For this 
complex, multi jurisdictional situation the planning phase took six years 
and produced a 400-page document that served as the basis for subsequent 
implementation. They assert that the results on the ground were good, and 
the resolution of previously unresolvable conflicts was achieved because 
the process ultimately produced widely accepted understandings of the 
problems and widespread consensus about what should be done.

The philosophical roots of collaborative rationality are numerous. 
Booher and Innes cite Jurgen Habermas and various members of the “Frank-
furt School” who clearly lend a relativistic and anti-establishment tone to 
it. They also cite chaos theory, which suggests that our capacity to predict 
is more limited than we once believed, which gets at the very roots of the 
rational model—that we can pick the best option and then head toward it 
with some degree of confidence. An exposition of underlying philosophy 
is beyond our purview here, but the interested reader can pursue it in their 
book. For the working planner the philosophic roots may be of little inter-
est. The question is: does collaborative rationality work as a process for 
addressing complex multiparty, multi-stakeholder issues? It has worked 
in a number of cases, and a substantial number of planners take it quite 
seriously.

Of the four planning models presented, the first three—the rational 
model, disjointed incrementalism, and the middle-range model (or mixed 
scanning)—clearly form a continuum. In fact, whether one views a plan-
ning effort as, say, an example of the rational model or of incrementalism 
may be partly a matter of scale. The decision to undertake a particular pro-
ject might be made in an incremental way and then the details of doing 
that project (for example, using benefit–cost analysis to select which one 
of several possible ways to accomplish the project) might be approached 
using the rational model. Collaborative rationality is somewhat different in 
character, in part because of its different philosophical roots. But still, there 
are many similarities. For example, both the rational model and collabora-
tive rationality may be time-consuming processes, and both may involve 
a huge amount of factual material and the examination of many different 
alternatives. Collaborative rationality and the incremental model espoused 
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by Lindblom have big differences, but when Lindblom argues that every 
interest should have its own watchdog, this is not entirely different from 
the basic idea in collaborative rationality that it is important to include 
as many stakeholders as is feasible. The collaborative rationality position 
that there may not be one objectively best solution resembles an old notion 
expressed earlier in this book that because the public is composed of many 
parties with different interests, it may be difficult to define “the public inter-
est.” Different models are appropriate to different circumstances, and the 
thoughtful practitioner may draw from all of them as circumstances require.

ADvoCACy PLAnnInG: The QUeSTIon oF FoR WhoM

The four approaches to planning just described do not specify for whom 
the planning shall be done. Absent any specific statement on that point, 
you would naturally assume that the object of the planning is to serve some 
general public interest. In the 1960s a rather different strand of planning 
theory appeared. Its focus was not on how to plan so much as for whom to 
plan and to whom the planner should give his or her loyalty.

Paul Davidoff is the founder of advocacy planning.11 His career in 
planning began in a conventional way, and for a time he was a planner for a 
small town in Connecticut. But he soon decided that his real loyalties lay in 
a different direction from serving an affluent suburban population. Much of 
his subsequent career was devoted to attacking what was termed exclusion-
ary zoning in the suburbs. He did this through a combination of speaking, 
writing, and litigation.

Beyond the specific issue of suburban zoning, he developed the much 
more general concept of advocacy planning. In this view the proper role for 
the planner is not to serve a general public interest but rather to serve the 
interests of the least fortunate or least-well-represented groups in society, 
which he identified as poor and minority groups.12 He denied that planning 
could be value free or that it could be a primarily technical and objective 
process:

The justice of the present social allocation of wealth, knowledge, skill and 
other social goods is clearly in debate. Solutions to questions about the share 
of wealth and other social commodities that should go to different classes can-
not be technically derived; they must arise from social attitudes.

The Davidoffian view clearly comes from the left-hand side of the 
political spectrum. He was not willing to allow the distribution of wealth 
and privileges to be settled by the marketplace, as someone on the right 
would be. The view embodied in the language—that there are distinct 
classes and that which classes get what should be a matter of collective 
decision—is itself a distinctly left view. So, too, is the idea that knowledge 
and skills are socially allocated, rather than individually acquired.



Planning Theory 443

The planner in the Davidoffian scheme would represent not a general 
public interest but a client, much as an attorney does. He or she would take 
the view that there should be a plurality of plans rather than a single plan:

There is or should be a Republican and Democratic way of viewing city devel-
opment; that there should be conservative and liberal plans, plans to support 
the private market and plans to support greater government control. There 
are many possible roads for a community to travel and many plans should 
show them.

Davidoff’s view disturbed many planners. The notion that there was 
no central public interest to be served was hardly the way the profession 
had traditionally seen its role. What did a multiplicity of plans mean in 
practice? One cannot build a building or a machine from a welter of con-
trasting plans.

The idea of serving a client rather than the public at large also raises 
some issues of personal ethics. Suppose you are committed to the idea of 
advocacy planning but you are hired as a town planner. How much loyalty 
do you owe the group for whom you think you should be the advocate, and 
how much loyalty do you owe the taxpayers, who are paying your salary? 
If you work for a consultant hired by a town, the question is essentially 
the same. How much loyalty do you owe the political body that pays your 
consulting fee rather than some other group or cause? If you cannot give 
full loyalty to the client who pays your fee, is it right that you take that fee? 
These are not easily answered questions.

The advent of advocacy planning should be viewed in the context of the 
1960s, a time when the Civil Rights movement was confronting America with 
the history of racism and the Vietnam War was splitting the nation in half. 
At present there are still a certain number of planners who see themselves as 
advocacy planners, but the movement passed its peak many years ago.

PLAnnInG FRoM RIGhT AnD LeFT

In this section we discuss ideologically based criticisms of planning—both 
the idea of planning and planning as actually practiced. The reader will 
note that there is a certain amount of national or systemwide material in 
this section. This larger focus is necessary because much of the ideological 
debate about planning, even as practiced in small jurisdictions, is based on 
different views of the nation’s political and economic system.

The right-wing criticism that falls on city, town, or regional planning 
does so largely because planning in that particular sense happens to be 
in the general target area. Specifically, almost any sort of public planning 
requires some replacement of signals from the marketplace with the calcu-
lations of planners, technicians, bureaucrats, and others. For example, we 
noted earlier how zoning may interfere with the workings of the market by 
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preventing those uses that, in a pure market situation, the property owner 
would choose on the basis of profitability. The person on the right, almost 
by definition, is one who is convinced of the wisdom of markets and of the 
efficacy of Adam Smith’s “invisible hand.” He or she is likely to see the 
inefficiency and loss of personal freedom in centrally planned economies 
not as accidents but as inevitable concomitants of excessive central control 
and of insufficient reliance on markets. With such a general worldview, one 
is likely to view specific instances of planning with a degree of suspicion.

The criticism from the left, in contrast, has not been directed at the 
idea of planning. The replacement of some market decision making by 
political decision making is part of the agenda of the left. A preference for 
planning and collective decision making as opposed to markets is one of 
the left’s defining characteristics. Rather, the left’s criticism has often been 
directed at municipal planning as currently practiced.

There is also another difference in the attacks from the right and the 
left. The criticism from the right, by and large, comes from people who are 
not trained as planners and who have not practiced as planners. This is 
hardly surprising, since if one disdains the idea of planning one is not likely 
to become a planner. On the other hand, much of the criticism from the left 
comes from within the profession, not so much from practitioners but from 
planning educators—people who are trained in planning and who often 
have some experience as practitioners.

The view from the Right

The right-wing criticism makes two main points. First, it is argued that the 
marketplace does a better job of allocating resources than does  planning. 
A modern economy involves thousands of different intermediate and final 
goods and, every day, millions of transactions. For this vast activity to 
be planned would require a degree of competence and foresight that it is 
un realistic to expect from any organization. Then, too, it may be argued that 
performing this great task of planning would, beyond the issue of technical 
competence, make the virtually impossible demand that the planners know 
the preferences and interests of all those for whom they plan. The opponent 
of planning will argue that the market, because it is decentralized, requires 
no such knowledge of either objective facts or personal preferences. He or 
she would also argue that the decentralization of the marketplace permits 
more rapid adjustment to changes than does a centralized system. Sur-
pluses and shortages, price rises and falls send quick and unambiguous sig-
nals to suppliers of goods and services. Can anything unplanned provide 
both stability and easy adjustment to changed conditions? The free-market 
proponent would answer yes and might ask the doubter to consider an 
ecosystem such as a forest. No one planned it, yet it displays great stability 
over time, and should some external condition (say, the amount of rainfall) 
change, the ecosystem will change smoothly and quickly.
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These arguments might be supplemented by comments on the admin-
istrative costs of central planning and the general slowness of bureaucratic 
decision making. Finally, the opponent of planning (the term here is used 
in its generic sense) might ask those who doubt his or her argument to 
consider the real world. Which economies seem to function smoothly, and 
which seem bedeviled with shortage and dislocations?

Perhaps more important to the proponent of the free market than 
efficiency is the view that economic and political freedom are insepara-
ble. The conservative economist and Nobel Prize winner Milton Friedman 
argues:

The kind of economic organization that provides economic freedom directly, 
namely, competitive capitalism, also promotes political freedom because it 
separates economic power from political power and in this way enables one 
to offset the other.

Historical evidence speaks with a single voice on the relation between 
political freedom and a free market. I know of no example in time or place of 
a society that has been marked by a large measure of political freedom, and 
that has not also used something comparable to a free market to organize the 
bulk of economic activity.13

Note that Friedman’s claim is a limited one. Although he states that 
the marketplace is necessary for political freedom, he does not state that it 
guarantees freedom—only that its absence guarantees the absence of free-
dom. Note, also, the phrase bulk of economic activity. He does not argue that 
all economic activity must be in the market sector for political freedom to 
prevail.

How might the planner of centrist political persuasion respond? One 
line of argument would be to grant the generality of the argument but to 
point to two important caveats.

1. Public goods. Some goods and services must be provided outside 
the market because it is either impractical or impossible to create markets 
for them. National defense cannot be provided through market mechanisms 
because either everyone is defended or no one is defended. Therefore the 
nonpayer or “free rider” is as well served as the individual who pays. The 
lighthouse is often cited as a good that must be provided publicly because 
one is equally able to see the light whether one pays or does not pay. Since a 
market cannot be created, the good or service is either provided publicly or 
not at all. Other goods, such as city streets, could, in principle, be provided 
through market mechanisms. But the difficulty of doing so renders the idea 
impractical.

2. Externalities or spillovers. If the good or service in question visits 
substantial effects on parties who are not represented in the transaction, the 
market, even though it produces optimal results when we consider only 
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the interests of buyer and seller, will produce suboptimal results for society 
as a whole. As noted earlier, third-party effects related to land use are one 
of the principal justifications for zoning.

These ideas about public goods and externalities or spillovers are 
hardly radical and may be found in any standard economics text. They sug-
gest that the market necessarily has its limits and thus that some degree of 
planning is inevitable. The issue, then, is not whether to plan or not to plan 
but rather how and how much to plan.

The planner may further argue that the conservative ought to favor 
timely public planning efforts on the grounds that dealing with problems 
early on will alleviate the pressure for radical change later.14 As we will see, 
some radicals have castigated planners for performing exactly that function.

With regard to the issue of political freedom, the centrist might also 
grant the basic conservative argument but still raise an important caveat, 
namely that the sort of planning described in this book is hardly comparable 
to the sort of centralized planning that was practiced in the former Soviet 
Union. The difference in degree is so great as to constitute a real difference 
in kind. The word planning is applied to both, but we should not be misled 
by that semantic similarity.

In summary, the centrist could argue that he or she can agree with the 
right in its general view of central planning and the relationship between 
economic and political freedom. Yet he or she may still argue that in a capi-
talist democracy like the United States, planning is a necessary and useful 
activity.

The view from the Left

In the 1970s the planning profession and planning as practiced began to 
come under heavy criticism from the political far left. Much of the attack 
came from what might loosely be called neo-Marxism. Marxist theories 
made a comeback in academe during the 1970s and 1980s. The radical 
might argue that this was due to their inherent virtue. The skeptic might 
respond that the cause was historical, namely the radicalizing effect of the 
Vietnam War.

The radical position was not a majority position among planning 
educators, but it was much more common among planning educators than 
among planning practitioners. One reason is that in a great many plan-
ning jobs, although not all, radicals would feel uncomfortable because they 
would be cooperating with a system that they did not respect and achieving 
ends to which they could not feel committed. That sort of psychological dis-
sonance is not easy to live with.

What was the radical view? America’s liberal capitalism, or welfare 
capitalism as it has been called, is regarded rather dimly (though many rad-
icals will concede it to be more humane than the capitalism of earlier years). 
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Radicals saw it as containing vast and inexcusable extremes of wealth and 
poverty and as largely dominated by and therefore run for the benefit of the 
capitalist class (bourgeoisie). They also believed that the working class, or 
the “masses,” accept the system largely because they have been prevented 
from seeing the truth by those who control the flow of information and 
ideas. In this view the media and the educational system disguise real-
ity and convey a picture that is favorable to the interests of the capitalists 
because they are owned or controlled by or in some way beholden to the 
capitalists. Planners, inadvertently or otherwise, cooperate in this process 
by depoliticizing (that is, converting what should be political issues into 
technical questions), thus co-opting those with serious grievances against 
the system.15 It is therefore a view that is profoundly cynical about planning 
and about our society as it now exists.

How might the centrist respond? He or she might begin simply by 
questioning the most basic assumptions of the critique. For example, he 
or she might assert the basic goodness rather than badness of the system, 
perhaps by comparing it with other systems. He or she might argue that 
the amenability of the system to a long series of reforms and ameliorative 
measures, from the abolition of child labor to food stamps for the poor, says 
something very positive about the system. If one finds the system to be 
good, on balance, then one should have no overarching problems of con-
science in cooperating with it. The centrist might attack the radical critique 
by asserting the pluralism of society. Although admitting that capitalists 
do indeed exercise much influence over the state, the centrist might note 
that other groups, including labor, academe, federal and local government 
workers, and so on, also exercise major influence over the actions of the 
state. He or she might thus deny the basic Marxist postulate that the state is 
the “executive committee” of the bourgeoisie. If it is true that the state, by 
virtue of this pluralism, does not confine its services in the main to a single 
small class, there is little reason to be troubled about serving it.

The centrist might argue that the radical critique regarding the plan-
ner as a co-opter or a disarmer of discontent is not a very strong argument. 
Rather, it is an obvious truth cast in a negative way. If one satisfies griev-
ances, whether they be about poverty, housing, or some much smaller mat-
ter such as street noise or the need for a new stop light at the corner, of 
course one is reducing discontent. But what is wrong with that? Should we 
deny food to the hungry lest, when their stomachs are full, they will lose 
their righteous anger about being hungry?

The centrist may also agree with the radical that the planner does 
indeed depoliticize and cast what could be political issues in technical 
terms. But does not reducing the political heat and introducing some facts 
and numbers increase the chances of rational solutions? In short, is not 
depoliticizing a good thing to do?

Finally, the centrist might note that the radical academic who takes 
the planning profession to task for not waging the fight for radical change 
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is asking the working planner to take risks that he or she is not required to 
take. As planning educator Michael Brooks has said,

Certainly the progressive spirit thrives more readily in the halls of academe—
where there is virtually no risk attached to its espousal—than it does in the 
nation’s city halls.16

The radical critique has unsettled many planners, since many people 
go into the profession out of idealism. Thus a critique that accuses the pro-
fession of allowing itself to be used as the tool of an unjust system tends to 
cause some soul-searching and psychic pain. To the extent that such pain 
causes productive introspection, it is useful. To the extent that it demoral-
izes, it is destructive. The critique just described never gained much ground 
with practitioners, for reasons noted earlier. Its heyday among academi-
cians is also past, though one still hears echoes of it. The tide of academic 
Marxism peaked sometime in the late 1970s or perhaps in the early 1980s 
and has receded since then. The overwhelming popular repudiation of the 
socialist dream in Eastern Europe during the 1980s, and then the collapse 
of the Soviet Union in 1991, drained much conviction out of Marxism in 
the West.

In the last three decades or so, the political pendulum in the United 
States swung to the right. At least some planners were happy simply not to 
lose ground, whether that was in court, in property rights-type referenda, 
or in the public anger after the Kelo decision. At this time the radical critique 
is more a matter of historical and theoretical interest than one of immediate 
practical concern.

SUMMARy

Approaches to the act of planning are (1) the rational model, (2) disjointed 
incrementalism, (3) a middle-range approach as exemplified by “mixed 
scanning,” and (4) collaborative rationality.

The rational model prescribes a comprehensive approach, which 
begins with problem definition and proceeds through value clarification to 
selection of goals, formulation of alternative possible actions, forecasting 
the consequences of those actions, selection of a course of action, detailed 
plan formulation, and evaluation and modification. The model is compre-
hensive and systematic. It is designed to begin at square one and proceed to 
an optimum choice of actions. The model may be regarded as the orthodox 
view. It has been subjected to a variety of criticisms. Some have asserted 
that it is unrealistic and may ignore valid interests and considerations that 
would be taken into account in a planning process that placed less empha-
sis on system and optimization and more on reaching agreement among 
disparate and contending parties.
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The incremental approach, of which Charles Lindblom is the best-known 
proponent, stresses reaching agreement, making incremental adjustments, 
and relying on precedent. For reasons discussed at length, he suggests that 
the use of the rational model is often neither possible nor wise.

The mixed scanning introduced by Amitai Etzioni is essentially a syn-
thesis of these two approaches. It involves a less than complete scan of the 
situation followed by the application of a comprehensive approach to only 
parts of the total problem. It has been generally well received by planners, 
in part because it appears to describe a process that many planners actually 
follow.

Collaborative planning, the newest of the four approaches, empha-
sizes inclusion of as many stakeholders as possible and an extended period 
of “authentic dialogue.” Its proponents see it as less hierarchical than the 
rational model process and as giving somewhat less weight to technical 
expertise and more to the interests, feelings, experience, and intuitions of 
stakeholders.

Criticism of planning from the right has generally been based on a 
view that market mechanisms are more efficient allocators of resources than 
are administrative decisions. Some antipathy on the right also stems from 
the view that political freedom is most likely to flourish in an environment 
in which decisions about the allocation of resources are made privately 
rather than collectively.

Criticism of planning from the left has not been directed at planning 
as an idea but rather at the manner in which planning is perceived to be 
done in the United States. Specifically, radicals have claimed that planning 
as practiced supports the interest of the capitalist class (which the left sees 
as the dominant class) and that it papers over major injustices and dispari-
ties in wealth and power with minor reforms and palliatives.

The chapter suggests the manner in which the planner of a more or 
less centrist ideological persuasion might respond to criticisms from right 
and left. How one views planning cannot be separated from one’s overall 
political and ideological position.
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