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From Sprawl to Smart Growth:
The Case of Atlanta |

Ulf Zimmermann, Goktug Morgol, and Bethany Stich

l

wﬁ.immz 1980 AND 2000, the Atlanta metropolitan area’s population dou-

bled, its built environment doubled, and it is considered the most rapidly -
expanding and largest human settlement ever constructed, consuming 500

acres of undeveloped land a week.! In those last two decades, metropolitan At-

lanta’s reach has spread to 110 miles from one end to the other, and average

commuting times have risen to national highs of thirty-one minutes, ahead of
Chicago, Los Angeles, and Houston,? with this traffic producing 250 tons of
nitrogen oxide a day,’ making Atlanta the media’s “poster child of sprawl.”

To get a grip on this growth, the Georgia Regional Transportation Author-
ity (GRTA)* was created in 1999. The creation of GRTA is significant not only
because it is one of the boldest attempts in the nation to solve regional prob-
lems directly through state intervention but also because the metro Atlanta
business community played a leading role in the process. The metro business
community reacted, collectively and decisively, to the escalating threats to the
region’s economic vitality in the late 1990s and took the lead in efforts to cur
sprawl and to promote “smart growth.” v

This concerted behavior of the business community is in fact a continua-
tion of its traditional role in Atlanta politics. As in most American cities, the
dominant cultural norm in Atlanta is that what is good for business is good
for the city.® The Atlanta business community has a strong sense of collective
self-interest, and as the area’s best organized social group, it is seen as natural
that it exercises leadership in public policymaking.

For more than a century, city boosters promoted unfettered growth. Their
role in the creation of GRTA signifies an important turnabout. They have not
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