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Introduction

By 2050 the population of the United States is expected to grow to 430 million, a 40% increase 
over current levels. Consequently, in less than 50 years we will need to build half-again as much 
housing and as much commercial development and infrastructure as we have over the past two 
centuries. Where is all of this new growth going to go? What will it be like to live amongst it all? 
What will it look like? How will it all fit together?  These are the questions that planners, develop-
ers, and smart growth advocates everywhere are grappling with. Since redevelopment of underuti-
lized urban and inner ring suburban land will only be able to accommodate a portion of this new 
growth and because greenfields are a nonrenewable resource, the challenge will be accommodat-
ing growth in the most efficient way possible.  

This course briefing book will take a closer look at growth and development trends facing the na-
tion and the southwest. It will examine the trend toward developing greenfields and suggest how 
this type of new growth can use land and other natural resources most efficiently. Arizona, the 
second fastest growing state in the country, has implemented a number of strategies on the state 
and local levels to grow smarter. These efforts are relatively new and their effectiveness has yet to 
be proven. Using the Houghton area, an area slated for new development outside of Tucson, you 
and your team will examine how new developments at the fringe can fit sustainably into the fragile 
southwestern landscape.   
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Source:  Woods & Poole 2002, ESRI

Population Change, 2000-2050 (by county)
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In the Brookings Institution Metropolitan 
Policy Program’s 2004 report, “Toward 
a New Metropolis: The Opportunity to 
Rebuild America” author Arthur Nelson 
succinctly summarizes the population 
and development trends in the US and 
surmises how changing demographics 
may lead to new preferences for more 
compact, pedestrian-oriented develop-
ment in the future. 

 “In the one hundred years 
between 1900 and 2000, America’s 
population shifted from being mostly 
rural (60 percent) to mostly urban 
(80 percent). Between 1960 and 
2000, urbanized population grew by 
about 80 percent and urbanized land 
area grew by 130 percent resulting 
in urbanized land density dropping 
from 3,100 persons per square mile 
to 2,400. Between 1985 and 2001, America added 
19 million housing units but 8 million or 40 percent of 
them were on lots of more than one acre (U.S. Census, 
1985 and 2001). 
 “And while population grew about 20 percent dur-
ing this period, vehicle miles traveled grew more than 
50 percent. Data from the American Housing Survey 
indicate that more than 3,000 square miles of land 
annually is converted to residential development over 
one acre in size.1  If this pattern is sustained for an 
additional 30 years, this would equal development of 
land area the size of the entire state of Colorado. Un-
less managed wisely, much of this development could 
occur on prime farmland and forest land, in ecological-
ly or environmentally sensitive areas, and perhaps on 
hazardous landscapes. This low-density development 
is also the most expensive density to serve with infra-
structure, which is estimated to be about $90,000 per 
home.2  Between 1997 and 2001, roughly 350,000 
such homes were built annually, implying a cost ap-
proaching $1 trillion in 30 years.
 “However, this is an unlikely scenario. Society is 
changing and so must its development patterns. Dur-
ing the 1990s, most central cities that lost population 
since 1950 gained residents and urbanized land den-
sity increased 15 percent (HUD, 2000). And, between 
1997 and 2001, the share of new homes built on lots 
of one acre or larger fell to 27 percent, down almost 
half from the share seen between 1985 and 1997 
(50 percent).3  These small changes may be further 
influenced by more significant changes yet to come. 
For example, between 2000 and 2030, the number of 
people aged 65 and over will more than double (U.S. 
Census 2000).
  “More interesting are the indications that house-

hold’s location preferences may be changing. There is 
growing evidence that the market demand for housing 
is shifting toward more compact forms. For example, 
data from the National Association of Realtors (NAR) 
indicate that for the first time ever sales prices of 
attached homes is now on par with detached homes, 
a strong indicator of changing market demand for 
higher density, owner-occupied housing (NAR, 2004). 
A recent survey of home buyer preferences conducted 
also by the NAR indicates that one-third of the respon-
dents have a strong preference for “new urbanism” 
housing options and up to half may be attracted to 
these options once they see them (NAR, 2001). Since 
another third of all households have always rented 
(usually apartments), indications are that half to two-
thirds of the demand for housing in the next genera-
tion may be for higher density opportunities, nearly a 
complete reversal of trends seen in the 1970s.
“Moreover, real estate tracking services advise inves-
tors to focus on centrally-located, mixed-use opportu-
nities with multi-modal access to realize the best re-
turns (ULI, 2004). Another recent market study found 
that nearly 15 million households will demand housing 
near transit by 2025. That’s double the demand that 
exists today (Center for Transit-Oriented Development, 
2004).”
  “The wild card in reshaping development pat-
terns is new residential construction. More of it 
appears headed to central cities, downtowns, and 
suburban mixed-use developments than seen in the 
past but no one really knows whether this trend will 
continue or accelerate, or even become a significant 
factor. As noted earlier, changing demographics espe-
cially among the elderly may reorient housing markets; 
their number will double between 2000 and 2030, hit-

National Growth Trends 

Las Vegas, Nevada
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ting 70 million by then. This will be the fastest growing 
segment of the housing market. With about 25 million 
new elderly households (assuming about 1.4 persons 
per elderly household), it will account for about half 
of the 40 million new households projected between 
2000 and 2030.”

A closer evaluation of the trends shows where growth is likely 
to occur; how households and family size will continue to 
evolve; the challenges this growth presents for cities, suburbs, 
and rural areas; and what the role of transportation is in these 
development trends. 

Locations of Major Population Increases/Decreases

Outside of a handful of growing metropolitan areas and ame-
nity regions, very little of the nation’s rapid growth expected by 
2050 will occur in the Plains and other isolated rural regions. 
As younger residents move out of the Plains and similar rural 
regions, their populations will become increasingly elderly. Be-
tween 2000 and 2025, counties in the Great Plains that lost 
population between 1990 and 2000 are projected to show a 
further loss of 6%. Based on the forecasted trends between 
2000 and 2025, the trends for 2025 to 2050 show a continu-
ing population loss, amounting to a 13% projected population 
decline in these counties. 

Fast-growing Sunbelt states, such as Texas, California and Flor-
ida, are expected to see sustained rapid population growth, 
with an additional 6 million people in each state projected 
by 2025. Assuming that the trend of immigrant populations 
settling in the Southeast, West and Southwest continues as 
people follow the work opportunities and established fam-
ily ties in these areas, these numbers will continue to grow 
by 2050. Particularly, several counties in Georgia, Nevada, 
Arizona and other states in these regions may see population 
increases upward of 35% by 2025. 

While most central cities will continue to grow only at a moder-
ate pace, many metropolitan regions around these urban 
cores are expected to experience remarkable growth over 
the next 50 years. As the city of Philadelphia continues to 
lose population, for example, its adjacent suburbs and areas 
further outside of the city continue to grow in population. 
While not all cities are projected to lose population, counties 
adjacent to cities will see a large increase in population in the 
coming 50 years. In general, however, the number of people 
living in urbanized areas as opposed to rural areas is projected 
to continue rising, signaling an increase in the amount of 
urbanized land in the coming decades.4 

Household trends and cultural trends in household size 

Over the past fifty years, the country has witnessed significant 
changes in household composition and size that will continue 
to impact living patterns for years to come. Today, less than 
one-quarter of all households are composed of the traditional 
‘married with children’ family structure. However, average 

household size appears to be leveling off at 2.6 people per 
household. This means that the number and type of housing 
units necessary to accommodate the needs of smaller average 
households will increase. A variety of housing types will also 
be required to accommodate the personal choices of various 
sub-groups within the population. For example, as the baby-
boomers age, housing changes will have to reflect the retire-
ment needs of this large cohort. 

The overall trend toward smaller household and family size, 
however, is not reflective of the composition of immigrant 
households: over 70% of recent immigrant households are 
headed by married couples. Immigrant households are also 
likely to have larger families: twice as many foreign-born 
headed households as native-born headed households had 
five or more people living in them. The traditions and patterns 
of foreign-born populations will certainly affect the household 
trends through 2050.5

Housing Construction and Values 

Between 1990 and 2000, the nation’s housing inventory 
increased by 13%, most of that in the fast-growing West and 
Southwest. Housing construction through the next 50 years 
will continue to mirror this trend, as these two areas of the 
country are expected to continue growing faster than other 
areas of the country. 

Even with the continuing trend towards smaller household siz-
es newly constructed housing has not decreased in size to re-
flect such trends. In fact, new houses are larger than ever. The 
number of homes with four or more bedrooms has increased 
from 1990 to 2000 by 17%, with over 37% of new houses 
providing more than four bedrooms, even as the average 
household size hovers around 2.6 people. This trend has been 
driven in part by local zoning measures and housing markets 
that promote larger single-family housing units and discourage 
smaller single and multi-family units. Without significant policy 
change, aging baby boomers will find their choice of smaller 
housing units limited, and growing numbers of metropolitan 
residents will continue to commute longer distances to larger, 
less expensive homes on oversized lots.6 

The Building out of Suburban America

Since 1970 the vast majority of the nation’s economic and 
population growth has occurred in 30 large metropolitan re-
gions, mostly in their sprawling outer rings. Many of these plac-
es are approaching “build-out,” increasing traffic congestion, 
limiting housing production and creating conflicts between 
development and “green infrastructure,” such as public water 
supplies and wildlife habitat.

In less than three centuries, 46 million acres of America’s vir-
gin landscape have been converted to urban uses. In only 25 
years, that number will more than double to 112 million acres. 
If current growth and land consumption rates continue, an-
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other 100 million acres of America will become urbanized by 
2050. We will urbanize land at a rate seven times faster than 
our population will grow. Considering that it takes $100,000 to 
urbanize one acre of land, this future growth will cost $14 to 
$17 trillion dollars. 

While many cities and inner-ring suburbs are now experiencing 
infill development and renewed population growth, if present 
trends and policies continue, the vast majority of expected 
growth will occur in new outer rings of low-density metropolitan 
sprawl. The building-out of America will take a toll on more 
than just the national treasury – it will have dramatic effects 
on the nation’s economy, environment and quality of life. Our 
sprawling pattern of growth is contributing to inescapable 
road congestion, which leads to increased shipping times and 
costs. Farmland near urban areas is constantly disappearing 
underneath residential subdivisions and big-box retail outlets 

while ozone alerts threaten almost every large metropolitan 
area. Every year, commuters will have to drive farther to work 
and children will become trapped by the need to be escorted 
everywhere by automobile.7  

 
Uneven and Inequitable Growth Patterns: Urban and Rural 
Decline 

Since 1970 virtually all US population and economic growth 
has been in large metropolitan regions, and within these 
regions, most growth has been in the outer suburban rings. At 
the same time, many areas of the country have experienced 
decline, a trend that is expected to continue. These include:

Large rural regions. Where resource-based economies or 
ground water reserves are in permanent decline, leaving 
them without the means to support even basic services.

Declining major and second-tier cities. Across the 
country, a number of large urban centers and second-tier 
cities have experienced decades of decline. Several of 
the nation’s largest urban centers, including Philadelphia, 
Baltimore, Pittsburgh, Cleveland, Detroit, St. Louis and 
New Orleans, have lost a third or more of their populations 
since 1960, as their economic base has eroded.

Inner-cities and inner-ring suburbs. Even as the outer 
ring suburbs of most metro regions have grown, many 
inner-cities and inner-ring suburbs have lost residents, 
tax base and economic activity, and poverty has become 
highly concentrated.

In many parts of the country, recent growth patterns have 
exacerbated inequalities that threaten the sustainability of our 
communities. High housing prices and limited stock of afford-
able housing in cities, rural areas and the suburbs in-between 
have created long commutes, traffic congestion and a more 
economically-segregated population. Recent research provides 
evidence that problems associated with inner cities are follow-
ing growth into suburbs and rural areas. Lack of investment 
in schools and other community infrastructure, as well as 
inadequate planning to accommodate attainable housing for 
the nation’s workforce will exacerbate local conditions. Future 
development needs to proceed in a more equitable way, so 
that the needs of all parts of the country are more fairly met 
as the nation grows.8 

The Trend: Increasing Mobility

Over the last 50 years, Americans have become increasingly 
mobile. The increase in miles traveled per person has been 
most pronounced in car and aircraft travel. This increase in 
mobility has led to growing challenges in keeping transporta-
tion corridors congestion-free. Vehicle miles traveled (VMT) 
has increased from 8,685 per person in 1969 to 13,476 in 
1999, the equivalent of driving from New York to Kuwait and 
back. While population, drivers and vehicles have increased 

Congestion is a Nationwide Problem 
(excerpt from Regional Plan Association’s “Toward an American Spatial 
Development Perspective,” 2004)

Congestion has become a major national problem. 
In 1999 the Texas Transportation Institute (TTI) did a 
nationwide study on congestion. They looked at the 
nation’s 68 largest urban areas and found that: 

• Traffic congestion costs motorists $78 billion 
annually — the average motorist lost $625 a year in 
wasted time and fuel sitting in traffic. 
• From 1982 to 1999, the amount of time wasted 
in these areas due to traffic congestion rose from 
1.9 to 4.5 billion hours. 
• Even with increasingly fuel-efficient engines, 6.8 
billion gallons of fuel were wasted in these cities in 
1999 alone due to traffic congestion.
• 94% of Americans believe it is important to have 
uncongested roads.

Along with the realization that America does not have 
enough capacity to support increasing car usage, the 
Department of Transportation reported that a 93% 
increase in investment by all levels of government would 
be needed to meet the $94 billion a year estimated cost 
to maintain and improve highways and bridges. This is a 
frightening realization when 97% of surface transporta-
tion in America is on highways and over bridges. 
 Another segment of our transportation infra-
structure that is becoming congested is air travel. Airline 
flight delays cost Americans 142 million hours in lost 
productivity and $9.4 billion in annual costs in 2000 
alone. Given current investment plans airline flight 
delays are projected to rise to 231 million lost hours and 
$15.2 billion in annual costs in 2012.1 
 2001 saw a decrease in congestion levels due 
to the 9/11 terrorist attacks, but the FAA (Federal Avia-
tion Administration) expects air congestion to return to 
pre 9/11 levels by 2005.
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Housing-jobs dislocation in the northwest Minneapolis metro region, entry level 
workers’ housing (top), entry level jobs (bottom.)
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dramatically, new miles of road have increased by only 6%. 

The U.S. Department of Transportation has estimated that 
since 1970:
 
 Population has increased by 30%
 The number of licensed drivers increased by 64%
 Registered vehicles have increased by 87%
 Vehicle miles traveled have increased by 125%

If the significant increase in road congestion experienced 
throughout the country in the last decade continues, it will 
eventually lead the system to a breakdown. The trends are 
unmistakable and are predicted to continue if significant policy 
measures that channel more resources into high capacity 
transportation systems are not implemented.

Highways are not the only mode experiencing congestion 
related delays. If flights are delayed at any of several key 
airports, delays are felt throughout the nationwide system. 
The Federal Aviation Administration recently forced airlines at 
Chicago O’Hare airport to reduce the number of flights they 
offer or face stiff penalties. In the face of highway congestion, 
UPS and FedEx have begun shifting their transcontinental 
traffic onto trains. While the railroads appreciate this influx 
of new business, they are often unable to meet the stringent 
timetables demanded by global logistics providers. Decades 

of underinvestment have left the national railroad network 
congested and in a poor state of repair.9 

Job Sprawl, transportation demand, and inequity.

The dramatic increase in transportation demand described 
above is consequent to many factors; but most analysts at-
tribute much of the problem to America’s increasingly chaotic 
pattern of job sites. In America, jobs are increasingly located 
far from residential centers, and in patterns that are impossi-
ble to effectively serve by transit. Pre WWII communities were 
more or less radially or linearly ordered, with job sites at the 
center of the hub or on transit arterials. Residential districts 
were typically located within reasonable distance. In the post 
WWII era this has changed. The Brookings Institute recently 
published a study measuring “job sprawl” (Stoll, Michael A. 
2005. Brookings Institute, Metropolitan Policy Program, Job 
Sprawl and the Spatial Mismatch between Blacks and Jobs) 
which charts this disturbing trend. Of large US cities, Detroit 
had the highest disparity between jobs and residential loca-
tions, while blacks were especially disadvantaged relative to 
whites. Interestingly, Las Vegas, had amongst the lowest dis-
parity between jobs and residential locations and low disparity 
between job locations and  black and Latino residential loca-
tions. (Tucson ranked in the middle range for job sprawl gener-
ally and lower than average disparity between black and Latino 
residential locations and job locations). In Vancouver B.C. job 
sprawl was, by itself, responsible for missing the transporta-
tion and land use targets set out in its otherwise successful 
Livable Region Strategic Plan. No amount of infrastructure re-
investment in the plan’s designated job centers was sufficient 
to induce office park developers to locate in transit nodes. 
Consequently road congestion, which would have otherwise 
been reduced, has increased instead.

The phenomenon described here is occurring everywhere, 
but is most extreme in places like Detroit and St. Louis, where 
center cities are hollowing out at the same time that exurban 
areas are expanding. Tucson and other quickly growing west-
ern cities confront significant decisions in the face of this grow-
ing transportation and social equity threat. 

Section Notes:
1Brookings Institution Metropolitan Policy Program, “Toward a New Metropolis: 
The Opportunity to Rebuild America.”  2004. Calculated by author from the 
2001 American Housing Survey, Table 2-3. (U.S. Census, 2001).
2Ibid. Figures updated to 2004 by the author from figures provided in Frank 
(1989). The figure uses only costs for a 1 acre lot; costs for a five acre fully 
served lot are $130,000.
3Ibid. Calculated by author from the American Housing Survey, Table 2-3. (U.S. 
Census, 1997, 2001).
4Regional Plan Association, et. al. Toward an American Spatial Development 
Perspective. September 2004. p. 8.
5Ibid. p. 9.
6Ibid. p. 9.
7Ibid. p. 9.
8Ibid. p. 12.
9Ibid. p. 14.

Looking at the Effects of Congestion on the 
U.S. Economy
(excerpt from Regional Plan Association’s “Toward an 
American Spatial Development Perspective,” 2004)

Along with affecting travel time and overall quality of 
life, congestion poses a serious threat to manufacturing 
and freight sectors of the US economy. In 1999, trans-
portation-related goods and services generated 11% of 
our total Gross Domestic Product. With the exception of 
the World War II period, growth in the Gross Domestic 
Product and vehicle miles of travel have grown in direct 
proportion to one another – evidence of the strong link 
between transportation and the economy. 

The US Department of Transportation has found:

• In the last 30 years, vehicle miles of truck travel 
have increased by 225%. 

• By 2020, experts believe that there will be 
nearly a doubling of trucks on the road over current 
numbers. 

The effects of doing little to combat highway congestion 
have tremendous impacts on freight delivery and its 
role on the nation’s productivity and performance in the 
global economy. These effects include slower shipments, 
higher costs and less reliability.
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America’s Preferences for Suburbia vs. Smart Growth

Developers, smart growth advo-
cates, and researchers are all try-
ing to better understand people’s 
preferences for different types 
of development. What is driving 
sprawling suburban development, 
people’s preferences or an over-
abundant supply of what develop-
ers think they want?

Researchers at the University of 
Southern California, Dowell Myers 
and Elizabeth Gearin, assessed 
future demand for compact, pe-
destrian-oriented neighborhoods, 
in their 2001 article, “Current 
Preferences and future Demand 
for Denser residential Environ-
ments.” In analyzing numerous 
surveys conducted by the building 
trade and real estate industry, 
they found that while smaller than 
the number of people who want 
stereotypical suburban housing is 
a growing number of people who 
want to live in more urban neighborhoods which, through their 
urban design, offer more conveniences and require less travel. 

According to Myers and Gearin, the majority of housing con-
sumers are looking for a housing product that meets five es-
sential criteria: suburban location and design; single-family de-
tached unit style; location within a low-density neighborhood; 
ease of automobile use, including driving and parking; and 
lowest cost given these criteria.10 And maybe most importantly, 
people are willing to drive further for a house that offers these 
characteristics at a lower cost that one closer to downtown 
even if adds indirect costs associated with commuting.11 

Even though the surveys examined by Myers and Gearin show 
that the majority of people favor suburban housing, the same 
data shows a “small but substantial demand for an alternative 
to the stereotyped convention.”12 The 1998 National Home 
Builders survey and the 1995 American LIVES survey found 
17 percent and 33 percent, respectively, would prefer living in 
an urban setting characterized by narrower streets, sidewalks, 
and shared recreational spaces. A 1998 survey conducted 
by Professional Builder found 37% wanted to live at higher 
densities and have smaller lots. A 1996 NAHB found that 57% 
wanted the same.13 In addition, homebuyers are willing to pay 
a premium, $5000 to $30,000, for mixed use, higher-density 
housing.14 Currently that demand is being met by an existing, 
older housing stock, generally predating 1950. With each 
passing year, these “resale units” are accounting for a smaller 
share of the housing stock. 

And while a the majority still prefers lower densities, a 1998 

American LIVES survey found that 49 percent want less 
auto-dependent neighborhoods.15 This conflict in preferences 
illustrates a problem that is more complex that do people like 
or not like living in the suburbs. Surveyors, often similar to the 
way people both for and against suburban sprawl, describe 
the choices is to over simplify the options by bundling housing 
characteristics into stereotypical descriptions. Myers con-
cludes that the “conflicting preferences suggest that neither 
traditional neighborhood design nor conventional suburban 
development may be the housing consumers ideal.” More like-
ly is that people’s ideal home is falls somewhere in between 
on the housing spectrum.16  

As many others have also suggested including, Arthur Nelson, 
in the previously mentioned Brookings report, “Toward a New 
Metropolis: The Opportunity to Rebuild America” age is strong-
ly correlated with housing preferences. Myers and Gearin say 
that while young parents attracted to suburban schools, older 
adults are attracted to urban amenities and that after age 45, 
people put favor living in central locations.17   

In addition to age, according to Myers and Gearin, trends 
shaping preferences for density include:18  

Traffic congestion, is considered a major detraction to living 
in urban areas.

Decreased crime, which has been historically, the primary 
reason for not living in cities. However, crime is continually de-
creasing in urban areas which may leave people more in favor 
of living in cities and more densely urbanized areas. 

“Privatopia”, a phrase coined by author Evan McKinzie, describes exclusive communities ruled by homeowner 
associations.  These may be very dense but they add to the disaggregated landscape of sprawl.  (A Field guide 
to Sprawl, Dolores Hayden, W.W. Norton & Company, 2004.) 
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New immigrants, while increasingly more and 
more are found locating in outers suburbs, still 
primarily locate in urban areas. Not only are immi-
grants a source of population for urban areas they 
attract cosmopolitan housing consumers who 
regard ethnic communities as vital, pedestrian-
oriented districts. 

A growing café culture is seen as, essentially, a 
new social institution and is the signature of more 
pedestrian-accessible retail districts.

Fashionable design of higher density for the 
middle class has removed the stigma of higher 
density which was previously regarded as lower 
income, too noisy, and ridden with crime. 

The increasing number of positive examples of 
higher density, more urban style housing, the 
higher the demand. Myers and Gearin further ex-
plain that “housing supply in turn affects demand. 
Experience with successful housing environments 
built at higher densities is instrumental in building 
awareness about and demand for that type of 
housing...In the current case of walkable neigh-
borhoods, evidence suggest that preferences are 
expanding in advance of supply and that revealed 
demand is constrained by supply opportunities. 
With the supply of denser alternatives anticipated to grow, ex-
perience may stimulate further expansion of consumer prefer-
ences for this alternative. Thus the adoption curve will acceler-
ate upward in the fashion suggested by the S-shaped curve. 
The creation of alternative housing environments helps break 
‘the peculiar self-referential inward spiral’ where the existing 
supply of conventional housing is used to estimate demand for 
more of the same.”19    

Myers and Gearin conclude that “homebuyers who prefer a 
centrally located town house – fully 17 percent of the 1999 
NAHB survey respondents – find themselves with limited 
supply relative to demand. Town houses and condominiums 
amount to less than 10 percent of the available stock (US 
Bureau of the Census 2000) and yet 30 percent of the same 
respondents also said they would support townhouse con-
struction in their neighborhood. This contrast between political 
support, market preference, and actual supply is illustrated in 

figure 5. The forecast presented here highlights 
a definite shift underway. Despite widespread 
awareness of the importance of the aging baby 
boomers in the housing market, housing ana-
lysts do not seem to have grasped the implica-
tions for building more compact cities that in-
clude walkable neighborhoods…Thus, housing 
preferences, new-supply, and actual demand 
are mutually evolving, with preferences driving 
potential demand, rising demand spurring new 
supply, and visible new supply potentially spur-
ring greater preference. Underlying this whole 
dynamic is the inexorable aging of the baby 
boomers into age brackets whose preferences 
for compact-city housing alternatives are great-
est and where the financial means to support 
their ideal new homes is also the greatest.”20   

Similar to the demand for urban housing types, 
is for conservation minded greenfield develop-
ment. At the Urban Land Institute (ULI) Land 
Use Policy Forum, “The Practice of Conserva-

 Mashpee Commons is one of the new urban demonstrations of interest in higher density, 
mixed-use environments (The New Urbanism, McGraw-Hill, 1994.)
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tion Development: Lessons in Success” Jeff Kingsbury, 
vice president of sales and marketing at McStain 
Neighborhoods in Boulder, Colorado, reported that 
when his company’s development, Hidden Springs, in 
Boise, Idaho opened in 1999 houses were selling at 
a 10% premium. By 2002, they were selling at a 20 to 
30% premium. And Prairie Crossing, also in Boise, origi-
nally sold at a 15 percent price premium; and in 2002 
sold at a 33 percent premium. “He said developers 
are beginning to recognize the power of being a green 
builder. His company is continually working to raise the 
bar on green building because it has found it to be a 
profitable niche that appeals to at least a quarter of the 
population, he said.”21 

Section Notes:
10Dowell Myers and Elizabeth Gearin. “Current Preferences and 
future Demand for Denser residential Environments.” Housing Policy 
Debate. Vol. 12, Issue 4. Fannie Mae Foundation, 2001. pp. 635-6.
11Ibid. p. 637.
12Ibid.
13Ibid. p. 638.
14Ibid.
15Ibid.
16Ibid. p. 639.
17Ibid. pp. 641-2.
18Ibid. pp. 649-50.
19Ibid. p. 651. Cited within to Volk and Zimmerman 2000, 3.
20Ibid. p. 657.
21ULI Land Use Policy Forum Report in Partnership with The Conser-
vation Fund.  “The Practice of Conservation Development: Lessons in 
Success.” Prepared by Edward T. McMahon, The Conservation Fund 
and Michael Pawlukiewicz, Urban Land Institute. December, 2002

Figures 1, 2, and 5 from Dowell Myers and Elizabeth Gearin show growing 
prefernces for higher density housing especially among aging baby boomers.
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In 2004, ULI convened a forum, “Smart Growth on the Fringe” 
where participants, who included ULI leaders, elected offi-
cials, and members of both private and nonprofit sectors were 
agreed that smart growth on the fringe has the same char-
acteristics as smart growth anywhere—including connectivity, 
walkability, a mix of uses in proximity, housing and transporta-
tion choices, a deemphasized use of the automobile, a mix of 
income and age groups, and access to recreation and green 
space. The differences lie in how these features are applied 
and at what scale.

These experts concluded that suburban growth can create 
and maintain a sense of place, enhanced by architecture and 
design in which density is a natural and acceptable outcome. 
Design solutions should be flexible in form and plans, allow-
ing communities to evolve on their own. The preservation 
of recreation and environmentally sensitive resources, rural 
heritage, wildlife, and open space should be encouraged; 
interconnected green spaces and trails will provide communi-
tywide benefits. Individual communities on the fringe that are 
socially and economically integrated will encourage a mix-
ture of housing types within the community as well as within 
neighborhoods. Finally, any smart growth development must 
be economically viable for developers and fiscally sustainable 
for the community. 

Participants identified the following as barriers to growing 
smart at the fringe: 
local politics including short-terms, inexperience, and closed 
mindedness; 
difficulty in controlling factors external to the community 
such as rapid population migration and decisions and pro-
grams from higher levels of government; 
uncoordinated and disjointed planning which is exacerbated 
by the fact that jurisdictional boundaries do not coincide with 
ecological boundaries and a lack of regional cooperation when 
it comes to major infrastructure projects ultimately leading to 
uncontrolled, unmanaged growth; 
risk-averse capital markets pressure developers to under-
take projects they believe to be without risk and cheaper land 
further out encourages leapfrogging; 
lack of shared community vision makes it difficult to un-
derstand and visualize growth and its impacts and to create 
shared goals for the future, compounded by NIMBYism, can 
prevent good development from being approved; 
land fragmentation impedes land assembly for large-scale 
development projects and hinder the preservation of open 
space; 
sprawl-inducing local development regulations or “bad zon-
ing” like premature zoning, excessive zoning, single-use zon-
ing, and large-lot zoning, can hinder high-quality growth; and
competition among jurisdictions to capture ratable devel-
opment, due in part to a reliance on property and sales tax 
revenue, is a major obstacle to regional planning. 

Participants suggested several potential solutions including: 

sustained education and community involvement including 
visioning future growth and how it can be appropriately accom-
modated and planned for;  
development regulations that encourage smart growth on 
the fringe including agricultural zoning designations, conser-
vation easement programs, transfer of development rights or 
purchase of development rights systems, context-sensitive 
tools, form-based zoning codes, and new transportation stan-
dards and rules;
comprehensive local planning, for instance, transportation 
planning should precede development and road plans should 
focus on publicly designed street grids, developers and plan-
ners need to consider the long-term impacts and preserve the 
broader ecological systems historic sites, rural character, and 
build an infrastructure system which guides growth;  
regional planning and coordination to develop a regional 
plan, identifying growth and non-growth areas on a regional 
basis and local planning must be consistent with regional 
planning; 
incentives for smart growth development provided by 
governments can help develop high-priority growth areas and 
preserve no-growth areas such as density bonus systems, 
transferable development rights programs, conservation ease-
ments, and land banking programs, public investment in infra-
structure development in growth areas; fast tracked approvals 
process that reward smart growth; 
agglomerating land through the establishment of land banks 
by which communities could allow ground leasing and appro-
priate development.

Beyond Density:  Some performance measurements for 
“Smart Growth Communities”

Whatever the successes and failures may be of the “New 
American Urbanism”, the Congress for New Urbanism (CNU) 
has been completely successful in at least one way –  market-

What is Smart Growth at the Fringe?

This illustrative plan for Celebration, a flagship New Urban community, is 
dense and mixed-use, but also an isolated “greenfield” development. (Great 
Planned Communities, ULI, 2002.)



14    Redesigning the Edgeless City

ing, to a broad public and to the general consciousness of the 
design and development communities, the concept of “tradi-
tional neighborhood design” (TND).  There is a now too familiar 
list of features typically associated with TND and its relation-
ship to smart growth.

• Densities of between 4 and 8 housing units per acre
• An extensive street network
• A “town center” which is typically a concentration of 
stores and sometimes a mixed-use area organized around 

some kind of public space 
• Traditional, conservative architectural forms

Unfortunately, the success in marketing the new urbanism 
label is not matched by a commitment to the core principles. 
Indeed, many developers of new communities exploit the 
“branding value” claiming that their developments offer 
prospective buyers the opportunity to live in a “traditional 
neighborhood” or “new urbanist community.” They can claim 
that their developments meet the criteria above. On closer 
examination most of these places do not really adhere to the 
fundamental ideas behind the movement even as the tradi-
tional neighborhood label helps developers sell density, which 
is in their self-interest.  

Because density is so closely linked to land consumption, 
initially it might seem that as long as certain thresholds are 
achieved, say six to eight dwelling units to the acre, we have 
achieved the primary regional goal of preserving open space 
through relatively compact development.  But, as explained 
below, a true smart growth community would have to do much 
more than achieve certain density thresholds.

Rather than trying to re-define new urbanism, traditional 
neighborhood design or sustainable communities, the discus-
sion below tries to highlight the differences between what is 
often billed as a “traditional neighborhood design” and what is 
called here a “smart growth community.”   The “smart growth 
community” is defined here as one that meets several perfor-
mance measures elaborated on below:

1.  Regional Context: Is the new community both located in a 
place, and designed in such a way , that it creates continuity 
with the existing urban and suburban pattern? 
2. Natural Systems: Is the new community designed in a way 
that support and extends underlying natural systems?
3. Street Network: Does the design of the street network 
connect to, and respond to, the street networks in adjoining 
urbanized areas and does the street design respond to envi-
ronmental constraints?
4. Architecture: Does the architecture in the new community 
reflect local traditions?

These performance measures highlight the ways in which a 
very dense but otherwise conventional residential community 
will fall short of smart growth community goals. 

Beyond Density: The Relationship to Regional Patterns

While “sprawl” continues to defy absolute definition -- and it 
cannot be described purely in terms of density -- it can at least 
be said that a fundamental characteristic of sprawl is discon-
tinuity - of natural systems, of infrastructure and built form. In 
fact, the “Transect” model from the Lexicon of the New Urban-
ism contemplates that there will be low density areas but 
these are part of a unbroken continuum extending, in order of 
descending density, from the highest density areas at the Core 
and Center Zones, through an intermediate density General 

While the land-use plans for Reston, Virginia (1962, bottom) and for Cel-
ebration, Florida (1995, top) differ in many ways, they share some of the 
same problems of “panned communities”:  limited access, disaggregated 
land-uses, and disconnected neighborhoods.
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Zone, to a transitional Edge Zone, and finally to a low-density 
Rural Zone. 

Critics and skeptics charge that because the flagship new 
urban communities such as Seaside and Kentlands are green-
field developments, largely disconnected from the larger urban 
or suburban pattern, they are, however beautifully designed, 
never the less, stand-alone gated communities that from a 
regional land consumption perspective are not a vast improve-
ment over conventional subdivision practices. This critique is 
not without some justification. (To counter this, the movement 
has promoted successful redevelopment and infill projects. 
Mashpee Commons in Massachusetts, where a dead mall was 
redeveloped into a mixed-use neighborhood, is the flagship for 
this part of the movement.) 

If  metropolitan “smart growth”” is the lens through which we 
are considering new community design, then the relationship 
of the community design to larger regional systems is key. This 
is conceived as a set of nested concerns and inter-related 
issues in which the logic for neighborhood design is created 
at the regional scale. Telescoping down from the metropolitan 
area to the individual house the following smart growth prin-
ciples guide development patterns:

• At the metropolitan scale, new growth is directed to 
sub-regional areas, driven largely by the constraints of 
regional open space and natural systems.
• At the sub-regional scale, new growth is organized 
around transportation corridors and green systems.
• At the scale of the municipality within sub-regions, 
opportunities for higher density mixed-use development 
are identified, such as Transit Oriented Development (TOD) 
nodes.
• At the scale of these higher density mixed-use 
neighborhoods, street and block networks are mapped 
to provide the highest levels of both internal and external 
connectivity. Land use patterns are promoted that reflect, 
both in intensity and character, a relationship to transpor-
tation and open space resources.
• At the scale of individual parcels, buildings have a 
interactive relationship to the street and pedestrians. They 
are sympathetic in scale and character to the adjacent 
buildings.

One clear diagram of this nested relationship to regional trans-
portation infrastructure is articulated by Calthorpe Associates’ 
studies for metropolitan San Diego, or to use Patrick Condon’s, 
James Taylor Chair in Landscape and Livable Environments 
at University of British Columbia, metaphor, “the site is to the 
region, what the cell is to the body”.

“Continuity” is the litmus test for smart growth community 
planning at several scales.  At the scale of the region and sub-
region, it provides several tests:

1. Is the new community, regardless of its design or 
density, located within a sub-regional growth area, the 
logic for which has been clearly established in terms of 

transportation corridors and natural resource protection? 
This performance measure is meant to determine whether 
the right thing is being built in the right place.

2.  Is the new community connected with existing urban 
fringe development? Connecting new developments to 
existing ones has several benefits including: efficient 
extension of infrastructure systems, efficient extension 
of transportation services, opportunities to link to and 
reinforce existing communities, minimization of disjointed 
open space.

Beyond these locational performance measures, the sub-
regional setting should inform community design.

3.  Does the hierarchy of the road network within the new 
community maximize the opportunities to connect to the 
existing urbanized areas and does it anticipate connec-
tions to future growth areas?  This performance measure 
is meant to highlight the difference between providing 
a single point of access off of a regional-scale road (the 
gated community) and creating a network of connecting 
streets of different scales between developing areas (the 
“fabric extended”).

4.  Does the intensity and disposition of land uses within 
the new community reflect the hierarchy of the regional 
road network, regional transportation infrastructure 
and the location of major open space resources?  This 
performance measure is meant to highlight the difference 
between a completely inward-looking and self-contained 
plan in which the logic for locating public facilities or areas 
of higher density is completely internal to the design of the 

Discontinuity with the rest of the urban fringe, not lack of density, is the 
hallmark of sprawl. (A Field guide to Sprawl, Dolores Hayden, W.W. Norton 
& Company, 2004.)
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new community (however 
beautiful) and a plan which 
responds to a variety of 
external influences. 

In a smart growth neigh-
borhood, for example, a 
neighborhood elementary 
school may belong at the 
approximate center of 
the new residential area, 
while a shopping area or 
employment center may be 
best located on a regional 
transportation corridor or 
major connecting corridor 
to other communities. Simi-
larly, the interior logic of 
the plan may call for higher 
density around the edges 
of new public spaces within 
the community. But beyond 
this, the smart growth com-
munity should provide for 
higher density along impor-
tant regional roads which 

may provide transit connections now or in the future, or at 
the edge of regional open space resources, such as the 
edge of a regional greenway or riparian corridor.

Beyond Landscape Design: Green Infrastructure

5. Does the new community design respond to natural 
systems?  This performance measure is meant to make 
the distinction between landscape design and “Green 
Infrastructure” and is another way to distinguish a self-pro-
claimed new urban community from a true smart growth 
community.  

In conventional development practice “landscaping” is thought 
of largely as a disconnected kit of parts which starts with the 
amenities for each parcel – front lawns, backyards, founda-
tion plantings. The long-term maintenance of these lot-by-lot 
amenities is simply passed on to the new owner.  The uniform 
and indiscriminate application of street trees is the default 
response to landscaping the public realm.  

By contrast, the green infrastructure design solution is derived 
by extending the surrounding natural systems into the new 
development area; revealing and then using them to shape 
the development.  In this way, the new community is integrated 
into the landscape rather than imposed upon it.

• Stormwater management strategies support local 
drainage patterns and aquifer recharge. 
• Isolated landscaped areas are avoided in favor of 
continuous networks of pervious surfaces.
• Streets play an integral role in stormwater manage-

ment through retaining, detaining, cleaning and infiltrating 
storm water.  
• Streets become green corridors and are seen as op-
portunities to extend surrounding natural systems into the 
new community.

• While backyards may remain private spaces from an 
ownership and use point of view, they are considered an-
other opportunity to conserve or create continuous natural 
corridors in the new community and clean and infiltrate 
storm water.
• Plantings consist of native species whenever possible, 
conditioned to local environmental, providing habitat for 
native species of birds and the food insects they thrive on, 
and requiring little maintenance and watering.

Beyond Density: Streets and networks

The standard critique of conventional subdivisions contrasts 
its cul-de-sac or lollypop roads with the dense, connected 
street grid of urban neighborhoods. However, many conven-
tional developments will have an extensive street network, 
necessary to provide frontages for large numbers of units. 
Therefore, these performance measures are meant to high-
light the difference between road networks that are solely 
aimed at creating density with street networks that provide 
a hierarchy for development by providing the framework for 
landuse and density. As with the disposition of land uses, the 
question becomes, “to what extent does the design of the 
community respond to external influences.”
  

6.  Is the hierarchy in the street network derived from 
the larger suburban context?  Pursuant to the discus-
sion above, an otherwise uniform grid should respond, in 
configuration and scale, to the potential connections to 
adjacent communities, extensions of transportation cor-
ridors, and regional roadway networks.

Civano in Tucson raises the ques-
tion as to whether elements of this 
planned community, in particular the 
mixed-use “town center”, would have 
been more successful if the plan had 
been less inward-looking.

“Parsley on the Pig” is landscape architect Martha Schwartz’s expression 
for decorative plantings that have no relationship to local natural systems, 
another hallmark of sprawl.  (A Field guide to Sprawl, Dolores Hayden, W.W. 
Norton & Company, 2004.)
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Region, municipality, neighborhood, house; continuity of natural and built 
systems is the antithesis of sprawl.  (Urban Landscapes: the Surry Char-
rette, Patrick Condon, editor, University of British Columbia, 1996.)
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7.  Is the hierarchy in the street 
network derived from a clear 
public realm strategy?  One of 
the distinguishing features of 
the new urban community is 
that it is organized around an 
armature of clearly defined and 
well connected public spaces. 
These are the boulevards, vest 
pocket parks, town squares and 
village greens that have become 
a staple of new urban plans. 

In some of the flagship plans, includ-
ing Seaside, this armature of public 
spaces is highly figural and both 
superficial and true new urbanist 
town plans fall back on a set of 
familiar formal devices, for example, 
the imposition of diagonal or radial 
streets over the grid, or the crescent 
shaped space at the terminus of a 
view corridor. In some plans these 
gestures seem to be almost baroque 
in scale and have led critiques to 
charge that this is the imposition of 
a particular plan aesthetic derived 
from European models more than 
North American town planning tradi-
tions. (Most of these formal devices 
can, in fact, be found somewhere 
in North America, even if they are 
the exception). In less idiosyncratic 
plans, the public spaces may simply be squares and plazas 
created by leaving a block un-built, allowing the grid to con-
tinue around the edges of the new park. The essence of the 
New Urbanist strategy is to prioritize public space over pri-
vate space, making the public realm of streets, squares and 
greenways the community “front door”  – as opposed to stand 
alone “recreational” or “natural” spaces considered in purely 
functional or ecological terms. 

Regardless of these differences in approach, the strategy of 
creating a clear public realm should not create an inward-look-
ing design that is so complete in and of itself that the exten-
sions to the larger suburban fabric are compromised.

8. Is the hierarchy in the street network derived from 
natural systems?  In keeping with “green infrastructure” 
principles, certain streets may become green corridors or 
if they are adjacent to natural resources may have special 
requirements for stormwater management. In addition, 
the street system should respond to topography and solar 
orientation. 

Beyond the Pitched Roof: Product versus Architecture

9. Does the architecture in the new community reflect lo-
cal traditions? In an effort to capitalize on the nostalgia for 
the traditional neighborhood, the default house product 
has several essential features that the market seems to 
value: the 2-car garage, the articulated entry vestibule or 

A compact and extensive street grid, without the hierarchy created by responding to the regional natural 
and man-made context, is still sprawl. (A Field guide to Sprawl, Dolores Hayden, W.W. Norton & Company, 
2004.)

Civano, in Tucson, demonstrates how a new community can successfully 
incorporate local architectural traditions.
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Creative storm water management and 
landscaping transforms the asphalt 
expanse of the conventional subdivision 
street network into part of the “green 
infrastructure” of the place. (Urban 
Landscapes: the Surry Charrette,  Patrick 
Condon, editor, University of British Colum-
bia, 1996)
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porch, and a pitched roof.  In aggregate this results in a 
very conservative and generic attitude towards the house 
that is both overly aggressive in the way it accommodates 
the automobile and unsympathetic in its relationship to 
the street.  

The house in the “smart growth community” differs in several 
ways.

• The architecture considers local building traditions.
• The orientation and fenestration of the house re-
sponds to local environmental conditions, particularly 
solar orientation.
• A wide range of house types and densities are provid-
ed in order to respond to the variety of contextual issues 
described above.
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The Truth about the “Sprawling” West

The media and many smart growth advocates criticize the 
West as one of the worst offenders when it comes to unbridled 
suburban sprawl. If you define sprawl as an aesthetic, than it 
might be true. However, if you define sprawl as a function of 
density than the accusation would be false.  In the Brookings 
Institution Center on Urban & Metropolitan Policy report, “Who 
Sprawls Most? How Growth Patterns Differ Across the U.S.” 
authors William Fulton, Rolf Pendall, Mai Nguyen, and Alicia 
Harrison debunk conventions about what parts of the U.S. 
sprawl the most (See inset – below – for the major findings of 
this report.) Their results “challenge the conventional wisdom, 
which believes that Western cities are sprawling because they 
are auto-oriented, and older Northeastern and Midwestern 
cities are dense because they are dense in the aging core. 
In some sense, the conventional wisdom is correct. Western 
cities are auto oriented—that is, they do not have extremely 
dense old cores and they are built at densities that make 
it difficult to provide public transit alternatives. And in the 
Northeast and Midwest, older core areas continue to func-
tion at very high densities by national standards. They contain 
densely developed neighborhoods and business districts, and 
they often include a very high level of public transportation rid-
ers compared to national averages.

“But at the scale of the metropolitan area, the conventional 
wisdom is wrong—at least so far as consumption of land for ur-
banization is concerned. Metropolitan areas in the Northeast 
and Midwest are consuming land at a much greater rate than 
they are adding population, and so their “marginal” density is 
extremely low. (Although they are adding population, Southern 
metro areas also have low marginal densities.) At the same 
time, the auto-oriented metropolitan areas of the West have 
overall metropolitan densities that are comparable to those in 
the Northeast and the Midwest. Furthermore, they are current-
ly growing at much higher densities than their counterparts 
anywhere else in the nation. In that sense, the Western metro 
areas—whatever else their characteristics may be—are using 
less land to accommodate population growth than metro areas 
in any other part of the nation.

“The West is experiencing a fundamentally different type of 
metropolitan growth than any other region of the country. Al-
though much of the West is auto-oriented and characterized by 
single- family residential development, the region is consum-
ing land far more efficiently than any other part of the nation. 
In 1997, the West as a region had the highest metropolitan 
density (4.85 persons per urbanized acre) of any region in the 
nation, exceeding even the average metropolitan density of the 
Northeast (4.51 persons per urbanized acre). However, it is 
worth noting that most metropolitan areas in the Western Unit-
ed States are hemmed in by mountains and other topographi-
cal constraints and usually by federal land ownership as well. 
The region’s heavy reliance on public water and sewer systems 
is another important density-inducing factor. Still another 

 Arizona and the Southwest

“Who Sprawls the Most? How Growth Patterns 
Differ Across the U.S.” 
William Fulton et. al. The Brookings Institute, Center on Urban & Metro-
politan Policy, July 2001.

Summary Findings: 

“An analysis of the density trends in every metropolitan 
area in the United States between 1982 and 1997 reveals:

Most metropolitan areas in the United States are add-
ing urbanized land at a much faster rate than they are 
adding population. Between 1982 and 1997, the amount 
of urbanized land in the United States increased by 47 
percent, from approximately 51 million acres in 1982 to 
approximately 76 million acres in 1997. During this same 
period, the nation’s population grew by only 17 percent. Of 
the 281 metropolitan areas included in this report, only 17 
(6.0 percent) became more dense.

The West is home to some of the densest metropoli-
tan areas in the nation. In 1997, ten of the 15 densest 
metropolitan areas in the nation were located in Califor-
nia, Nevada, and Arizona. The South is accommodating a 
great deal of population growth but is urbanizing a large 
amount of previously non-urban land to do so, while in the 
Northeast and Midwest, slow-growing metropolitan areas 
have consumed extremely large amounts of land for urban-
ization in order to accommodate very small quantities of 
population growth.

Metropolitan areas tend to consume less land for 
urbanization—relative to population growth—when they 
are growing rapidly in population, rely heavily on public 
water and sewer systems, and have high levels of im-
migrant residents. Our analysis revealed that fast-grow-
ing regions urbanize far less land per new resident than 
slow-growing or declining ones. Regions are less likely to 
consume large amounts of land (relative to population 
growth) if they have more immigrants—this finding was 
one of the strongest and most consistent relationships we 
found, both at one point in time (1997) and as a change 
over time (1982-97).

Metropolitan areas tend to consume more land for ur-
banization—again, relative to population growth—if they 
are already high-density metro areas and if they have 
fragmented local governments. Regions that were very 
dense in 1982 tended to urbanize more land in relation to 
population growth. That is, a region that was dense already 
had a harder time retaining its density during this period. 
We also found that regions with fragmented local govern-
ment structures urbanized more land to accommodate 
population growth.”
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factor may be production homebuilding practices throughout 
California and the desert Southwest, which encourage master-
planned developments at fairly high densities compared with 
new suburban development elsewhere in the nation. Metropol-
itan density in the Western United States is especially notable 
in three geographical areas—the California coast, California’s 
Central Valley, and the desert states of Nevada and Arizona.

Future Demand for Residential, Commercial and Industrial 
Development in the Southwest 

The Brookings Institution Metropolitan Policy Program’s 2004 
report, “Toward a New Metropolis: The Opportunity to Rebuild 
America” highlights trends in residential, commercial, and 
industrial development expected to occur in southwestern 
states.

For instance, “among the states, the greatest growth in 
residential units will be in Nevada because of rapid growth 
on a relatively small base. In Nevada, more units will be built 
between 2000 and 2030 than existed in 2000. Arizona will 
see the second fastest rate of growth with the construction of 
nearly 2.1 million new units, or about as many units that cur-
rently exist in the state today.”22 

“As with residential development because of its small base, 
the state projected to have the largest rate of change in com-
mercial and institutional development will be in Nevada where 
new space will be about 137.6 percent of that existing in 
2000, and 70.0 percent of all such space projected for 2030. 
Arizona will have the second largest percentage change; it will 
see construction of about 2.2 billion square feet of commer-
cial and institutional space or 131.8 percent of the square 
feet we estimate was in-place in 2000. This will be about 69.1 
percent of all square feet projected for 2030.”23 

“The West will see new industrial square feet being about 
71.9 percent of all such space existing in 2000; 64.3 percent 
of the industrial square feet projected for 2030 will be built 
between 2000 and then.”24  Nevada, Utah, and Arizona  are 
rank first, third, and eighth respectively for industrial square 
feet demand by the percent of square feet in 2030 built since 
2000.25 

Arizona: State-level Initiatives

The American Planning Association’s 2002 State of the States 
credits Arizona for the nearly unrivaled attention it has devoted 
to land-use planning reform and smart growth. “The amount of 
political and legislative activity, however, should not come as a 
surprise given that two of the 10 fastest-growing metropolitan 
areas in the country are in Arizona. The Phoenix metropoli-
tan area alone added more than a million residents between 
1990–2000 while Yuma added 53,000.26 

“Substantive statewide planning reform began in 1998 when 
the state legislature passed a statute authorizing munici-

palities to establish procedures for transfer of development 
rights27 and passed the Growing Smarter Act. The act mandat-
ed local jurisdictions to give greater thought to how and where 
growth would occur, and how it would be financed.”

The act also created the Growing Smarter Commission which 
resulted in the Growing Smarter Plus Act of 2000 and revised 
the state’s municipal zoning policies by: 

• “requiring large or fast-growing communities to estab-
lish voter-approved general plans that include designated 
growth areas; 
• granting counties the same power as cities to assess 
developer impact fees, provided the county adopts a capi-
tal improvements plan; 
• requiring local general plans to have an analysis of 
how water supplies will serve future growth; 
• prohibiting municipalities, without approval of the 
landowner, from designating private lands or state trust 
lands as open space, recreation, conservation or agricul-
tural lands in order to meet a general plan’s open space 
and growth elements; 
• requiring municipalities to adopt a citizen review pro-
cess for rezonings; 
• authorizing municipalities to designate infill incentive 
districts and adopt an infill incentive plan to encourage 
redevelopment in such districts; and 
• requiring authorization for subdivision and split parcel 
review involving five or fewer lots. 

However, the state also experience opposition to some more 
progressive smart growth measures. “In November 2000, 
voters defeated two high-profile ballot initiatives on planning 
and growth management. Proposition 100, the governor’s 
proposal for a constitutional amendment to create the Arizona 
Conservation Reserve, was rejected by a 52-48 percent mar-
gin.28  The reserve would have designated up to 70,000 acres 
of state trust land for permanent conservation and provided 
a framework for designating up to 200,000 additional acres. 
And Proposition 202, the Citizens Growth Management Initia-
tive sponsored by the Sierra Club, was defeated by a 70 to 
30 percent margin.29 Among other things, this constitutional 
amendment would have required most cities and counties to 
adopt 10-year urban growth boundaries.30 
 

Arizona’s Best Practice Case Studies31 

Over the next 25 years, it is estimated that the United States 
will grow by another 50 million residents. The American West, 
with its wide-open spaces and desirable lifestyle, is predicted 
to absorb a large share of that growth, with some projections 
indicating that the West could grow by as many as 25 million 
people. Rapidly growing metro areas like Phoenix, Arizona, 
can anticipate 3 million new residents on top of its existing 3 
million residents. By all accounts, the West can expect to see 
much of the explosive growth that has characterized the last 
20 years, extend to the next 20 years. 
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Advocates of smart growth point toward the need to encourage 
infill and redevelopment within our existing developed areas 
to ameliorate the impacts of a rapidly growing society on our 
natural landscapes and conserve limited resources – such 
as fossil fuels – more responsibly. However, it is becoming 
apparent that even the most optimistic infill or redevelopment 
scenarios will accommodate less than half of the projected 
increase in households over the next 25 years. Development 
at the edge of urban areas will continue to be the predominant 
aspect of our future growth. 

While development at the edge is frequently described as 
“sprawl” and dismissed as undesirable, a number of encour-
aging trends in master-planned communities suggest that 
development at the edge is growing smarter. In a variety of 
communities across the West, the following basic elements of 
smart growth are being accommodated within master-planned 
communities and more importantly, are increasingly seen as 
factors providing a market advantage: 

•   integrated, accessible, natural open space; 
•   mixed commercial and residential uses; 
•   pedestrian orientation and other mobility options; and 
•   a range of housing densities and prices. 

These core aspects of many new communities are pointing the 
way to smarter growth at the edge. 
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