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“Livability" is the hot new pre-campaign issue. But is it a genuine campaign for environmental preservation or just the latest excuse for prosperous folks to keep aspiring homeowners out of their neighborhoods? 

The case for sprawl 

The ideal restaurant would have terrific food, moderate prices, and would be unpopular, so lines would never inconvenience diners. Legislatures could make restaurants less crowded by, say, mandating that some tables be kept vacant even when customers are queued. Those already seated would surely benefit. But others would stew over being denied service, while business and jobs would be lost. 

It's worth remembering this as politicians begin to tackle the issue of suburban "sprawl," currently emerging as a primary topic in the run-up to Campaign 2000. Polling data and focus groups show that sprawl has hot political q-scores; last fall, state and local voters approved nearly 200 ballot measures to limit development or preserve green space. Vice President Gore has unveiled a "livability agenda" to ease traffic and other frustrations of suburban commuters. As Gore notes, "Parents want to spend more time with their kids and less time stuck behind a steering wheel." And Gore is hardly alone. New Jersey Governor Christine Todd Whitman, a Republican, is leading the charge for a $1 billion program to set aside half the state's remaining wildland. Even Ralph Reed is touting sprawl politics. 

Of course, everybody wishes there were fewer cars on the road, fewer strip malls, and less demand for living space or commercial square footage. But how do you discourage such things without denying a place at the table to those who have not yet been seated--especially in a country whose population is growing? If suburbs are where Americans choose to live--and that verdict is in, the suburban class now constituting the majority of Americans--then brainpower should be applied to making burbs as livable as possible. It's a good sign that policy organizations such as the Brookings Institution are turning their attention to such tasks as planning for "smart growth." 

But, as an issue, sprawl can also sound awfully similar to exclusionary zoning and other pull-up-the-ladder ideas that comfortable communities have used in the past to keep out unwanted arrivistes--often minorities and immigrants. One person's greenspace preservation is another's denied housing permit. So here are a few qualms about the emerging national buzz on sprawl: 

Sprawl is infuriating but not statistically significant. The footprint of the United States reflects an ever-bigger shoe size; the Chicago metropolitan area, for example, grew 46 percent from 1970 to 1990. The Sierra Club estimates that 400,000 acres per year are being converted to developed use. Yet are these figures really as worrisome as they seem? Four hundred thousand acres, for example, sounds like the circumference of the Crab Nebula but represents 0.02 percent of the U.S. land mass: 50 years of sprawl at the current rate would be required to consume a single percent of America's expanse. 

Just 3.4 percent of the United States is urban, suburban, or otherwise "built up," according to federal figures. If roads are added to the calculation, the total concrete-ized area of the country rises to 4.8 percent. The forested portion of the United States is, by contrast, 20.4 percent, meaning there are four acres of woodland for every acre of development. Even if the definition of "developed" is expanded in the most liberal way, to include all land used for crops or grazing, the United States is still two-thirds wild, one-third under the hand of man. Sprawl is a local problem, not an all-encompassing effect. 

Recent concerns about agricultural land-use patterns, often spun in the media and by lobbyists as a crisis of "vanishing farms," also diminish on close examination. "Land in farms" fell 16 percent between 1964 and 1997, according to the Agriculture Department. But this much-cited category incorporates considerable acreage that owners were calling farms only for tax purposes. Since the 1960s, "total cropland" is down only about one percent, while "harvested cropland," or land under cultivation, is up eight percent. And production per acre--what matters most--is way, way up, thanks to high-yield crop strains. 

Moreover, the trend line is toward the decline of sprawl, relative to people at least. David Rusk, a theorist of the smart-growth movement, estimates that U.S. metro development covered 208,000 square miles in 1950 and by 1990 had sprawled out to 345,000 square miles. But, through that period, the population of those areas rose from 84 million to 159 million. This translates to a 66 percent increase in physical area for a population increase of 89 percent. America isn't gobbling up more space per capita; it's gobbling less--mainly because developers are responding to market incentives to use land more efficiently. Sprawl theory assumes that builders despoil the land without restraint. Yet price is already an important restraint; land is an expensive resource. 

People fled city centers because they wanted to. One motivator for suburban expansion was white desire to escape contact with blacks. As Brookings Review recently noted, "Race has been a major factor in the spatial configuration of our metropolitan areas." That aspect of sprawl does not reflect well on American society, but the rest of the phenomenon is mainly a voluntary choice. Blacks are now sprawling, too: mainly African American, middle-class burbs are expanding in Georgia, Maryland, and elsewhere. Detached homes, verdant lawns, lower crime rates--for many millions of Americans, including many millions of minority Americans, such things represent a lifelong dream. People of all races seek the sprawled areas because that's what they like. 

People also sought the suburbs to escape the corruption and mismanagement of urban government-- especially the disastrous inner-city school systems. Suburban government is usually clean and responsive, if ho-hum; if people like honest government supervising their driveways and lawns, why should public policy argue with that judgment? Intellectuals have long disdained the expansion of the burbs, despite works such as The Levittowners that demonstrate little urbansuburban distinction in sophistication. Of course, many suburbanites have trite values and nothing to say, but then the same goes for many who reside in Upper West Side walk-ups and hold subscription seats for the opera. And, for reasons never entirely clear, twentieth-century liberalism swooned for Le Corbusier's contention that human beings deserve to be packed into high-density tower housing that rises from the landscape like so many vertical penitentiaries. Maybe there was once a reason to believe that such structures were the only way to bring decent living standards to the masses, but now it's clearly possible to bring detached homes to the masses. That's an important social achievement, not a cause for angst. 

We know from the choices of housing buyers, and from the unhappiness of housing-project residents, that most Americans despise living in cramped quarters. Despite this, some sprawl theorists assert that, since the average density of an American metro area is one-fourth the density of metro areas in nations such as Germany, public policy should strive to force a dramatic compression of American living space. But if Germany, or any of many other European or Asian countries, had more land area, its citizens would clamor for detached homes and lawns, too. The fact that other nations lack the expanse in which to offer the majority of their citizens homeownership hardly means that America, blessed with such space, should prevent citizens from occupying it. Sprawl has economic utility. Some cities have spread out in a jumbled, ill-thought-through manner that causes awful traffic bottlenecks, wasted fuel, and an excessively asphaltized ambiance. But it is not the case that tract housing, overpasses, multilane roads, malls, and other aspects of suburbia happen solely because of rapacious developers or civic pandemonium. Most happen because they are economically efficient. 

Subdivision development is nowhere near as tasteful as an elm-shaded, turn-of-the-century Cape Cod in the university district, but it has the virtue of being affordable to many more families. Malls may be stupefying, but they are a furiously efficient means of retailing. Two-car, two-earner families with husband and wife commuting in opposite directions may lead to daily stress but might also be one reason for the American economy's flexibility. The United States has experienced unprecedented economic growth, low unemployment, and improvement in living standards during the very period of burb explosion and traffic jams. Maybe these factors are positively correlated, not negatively. 

Consider the assumption that road construction is odious. Roads are not only much cheaper to build than mass transit systems; they are also more flexible. The excellent subway system in Washington, D.C., which I ride to work, is fixed in its downtown-outward configuration: tens of billions of dollars would be required to rebuild the system to reflect the between-burb commuting that has been the main urban transportation trend of the past 20 years. Roads, on the other hand, can reflect changes in commuter patterns instantly--people just point their cars at different destinations. 

Cars, in turn, are consumers of money and fossil fuel, and we belittle ourselves when we regard them as status symbols. But automobiles also promote economic efficiency and personal freedom; there are good reasons why even anti-sprawlers want to own one. As new cars approach negligible levels of pollution emissions, environmental objections to them decline. And an annoying little secret of suburban life is that, even with traffic congestion, it's almost always faster to get somewhere in a car than by riding public transit. Cars are ubiquitous partly because people make rational time-money tradeoffs regarding their use, and those sorts of judgments, though sometimes wrong on the micro scale, are usually logical on the macro scale. 

Thus, the fact that the federal government spends about $28 billion a year on road construction, compared with about $6 billion on mass transit, isn't necessarily the outrage that current sprawl politicking suggests. It surely can be argued that shifting some spending toward mass transit makes sense, though such purposes can be far more quickly and flexibly achieved by better bus service than by the rail lines that urban planners adore. But roads and car culture aren't a crazed anti-people conspiracy. The challenge is to make roads and cars serve us better while bugging us less. 

The Michigan Land Use Institute, an impressive new smart-growth organization, recently proposed a sensible middle course along these lines for Traverse City, Michigan. Local officials currently plan to bracket the metro area with a high-speed highway bypass. The Michigan Land Use Institute offered a detailed alternative plan for improving existing major arteries and left-turn lanes, speeding up traffic within the city but preventing cars from being sucked away from established commercial zones. Compromises like this admit that the automobile is here to stay as America's primary means of transportation but seek to adjust car culture to avoid construction that isn't really needed. 

Sprawl is caused by affluence and population growth, and which of these, exactly, do we propose to prohibit? The Census Bureau projects that the American population will expand to 394 million by the year 2050, half again the level of today, with almost all that growth attributable to (legal) immigration, which currently runs at about 900,000 arrivals per year. Do we want to halt or deeply restrict immigration? Unless we do, the country's stock of houses, roads, commercial space, and other construction must substantially enlarge in decades to come. 

Meanwhile, the reason Americans keep buying more housing, more SUVs, more swimming pools, and other space-consuming items is that they can afford these things. And so ... affluence is bad? The literature on sprawl is rife with sarcastic references to the square footage of the typical new home and to the spread of McMansions--"spacious" is a sneer word in this context--as if cramped quarters or adjoining walls are what human beings ought to prefer, damn it! There are many philosophical reasons why people might be more content with a modest lifestyle. But these are arguments about materialistic culture and the modern soul, not about appropriate housing-lot size. If prosperity puts the four-bedroom house within reach for the typical person, it's hard to see why public policy should look askance at that. 

Sprawl complaints might justify exclusionary zoning. If political opposition to sprawl leads to smarter growth, or more parks and wildlife habitats, or better bus service, or better traffic regulation, then the public good is served. The trouble is, some sprawl concerns would not serve the public good. 

Aspects of environmentalism have long been criticized as using ostensible concerns about nature to serve private purposes such as property values. Sprawl theory is now being hailed as an alternative to this. Since every person, rich or poor, is equally inconvenienced by being stuck in traffic, The New York Times recently opined, Gore's livability initiative will "take the lingering elitist tinge off environmentalism." Actually, it's the other way around. Sprawl control has much greater potential to wander into have-and-have-not inequity than does, say, regulation of CFCs or dioxin. 

In a passage of his 1992 book Earth in the Balance, Gore worries about a glade of trees removed to build a new housing subdivision near what was then his Virginia home. "As the woods fell to make way for more concrete," he writes, "more buildings, more parking lots, the wild things that lived there were forced to flee." When he wrote these words, Gore was himself living in a large suburban house built on cleared woodland and parking his car on concrete. Why are comfortable homes and long driveways all right for those who already possess them, but threatening when others ask for the same? 

Adopting smart-growth policies and better transportation plans is something every community should do. But, if communities take the kind of steps that would really stop sprawl, they would confer a windfall on those already entrenched, while damaging the prospects of those who long to attain the detached-home lifestyle. It's not for nothing that the Supreme Court has long taken a dim view of regulations whose official purpose is to keep communities leafy and quiet but whose effective result is to lock in the favored at the expense of new arrivals. 

Everybody wants symbolic action against sprawl, but real action would drive people crazy. Gore's "livability agenda" matches great p.r. ring with hardly any content. Its chief plank is federal support for about $9.5 billion in local land-preservation bonds. This is a fine idea, though a one-shot infusion that won't change the larger panorama of land-use politics. (For my own admittedly politically improbable proposal to require developers to preserve at least one acre of land for every new one they build on, thus making ever-greater increments of land preservation a permanent part of American public policy, see "Greener Pastures," tnr, March 2, 1998.) The rest of Gore's initiative are inoffensive, small-change items, such as $10 million to help schools become "community centered" or $17.2 million for safeguarding ex-urban agricultural land--an amount that will buy roughly two farms per state. 

Announcing the livability initiative, Gore mused about "the Lakota storytellers who described the vast clearness of the Western sky as a metaphor for inner courage." It's easy to see why he would rather discuss the Lakota than the emphatic actions that would really cut down on sprawl. One would be exclusionary zoning. Another would be the denial of environmental or sewer permits, which brings business expansion to a halt. Another would be revoking the hugely popular mortgage-interest deduction. Another real-world restriction would be raising gasoline taxes. 

If mortgage interest were not tax-deductible, and gasoline prices were quadrupled (putting them on a par with Europe's), demand for those sinister spacious homes would wane, enthusiasm for public transportation would rise, and the market could be relied on to take care of the rest. But do you want to be the politician who advocates a $3-per-gallon gasoline tax? Think of Bill Clinton's panicky 1996 retreat from a 4.3-cents-per-gallon gas-tax increase--not exactly a metaphor for inner courage. There is little chance any major candidate will advocate higher gasoline taxes during Campaign 2000. And, if the political world is afraid of this moderate reform--which would not imperil car culture, just trim some of the tonnage off our SUVs--where is the will for real change? 

Other anti-sprawl proposals have similar implausibility quotients. Rusk and other theorists, for example, call for consolidating urban and suburban governments to prevent local entities from playing one off the other in development contests. It's an admirable idea, and a few cities and their suburbs have voluntarily combined, notably Indianapolis and Jacksonville. But, if you live in the ring burbs around Newark, Detroit, or Washington, D.C., you'd have to be dragged kicking and screaming into combination with their corrupt, incompetent governments. Some have proposed that combining the tax bases of suburban and urban jurisdictions would reduce sprawl contests and promote equity by improving schools in poorer neighborhoods. The latter goal is totally justified, but where is the political support for this idea? Tax-base sharing is currently foundering in Vermont, one of the most liberal states. 

And, if you want decisive action against sprawl, don't you want land-use planning? Imagine how poll numbers will shoot up for the candidate who proposes that! Regional land-use planning has done well by the city of Portland, which has both controlled its boundaries and seen its economy prosper. But Portland is a special case; its geography imposes physical limits on growth. Portland's high land values and high quality of life tell us land-use planning and prosperity are not incompatible, which is an important lesson for local officials who traditionally have felt compelled to approve any and all construction. But the kind of land-use planning that's worked in Portland may not work nationally, especially since Portland has pretty much closed its doors to population growth, which is not an option for the country as a whole. 

Hey, these movie-theater lines are too long! You bet the lines at the movie theater are too long. My proposed solution is to forbid you from going to the movies. Your proposed solution is to forbid me. We both claim a noble public purpose--the shorter movie line. But sometimes what seems like concern for the public square is really a declaration of "me first." 

Thoughtful study of smart-growth alternatives is in everyone's interest and will lead to improvements in suburban livability. But many of the people who now grouse about sprawl themselves live in spacious houses, own an SUV, owe their good fortunes to the growth economy, and would be entirely outraged if there were not ample roads, stores, restaurants, and parking wherever they went. They wish everybody else would get off the highway so that they can have the road to themselves. In this way, the sprawl issue touches on the selfish downside of democracy. Smart growth is a smart idea, but those who pursue it must be wary of favoring the enfranchised and the organized, which our politics does too much of already. 
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