The Smart Growth Catalysts 
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People and groups are pushing for more sustainable communities
By Bruce Appleyard, AICP 
What do you do when your community loses planning tools that curtail sprawl, revitalize downtowns and preserve farmland? What do you do when a multimillion-dollar highway bypass is slated for your community even though it violates environmental laws and will soon be rendered obsolete by sprawl?

In short, who is going to help make smart growth work? 

The answer is a smart growth catalyst.

We need these catalysts because we need to change our current patterns — the development trends that lead to more land loss and a degraded environment. We know these trends have contributed to health problems such as obesity and respiratory illnesses. And we know that sprawl is costly for all of us.

Smart growth offers a better model for our communities because it mixes our land uses and designs our transportation systems to emphasize transit, walking, and bicycling. The results may include shorter and fewer automobile trips, better use of our land and other natural resources, improved air and water quality, and more enriching public spaces that can be reached by foot. In short, smart growth can help to build better, stronger communities.

At the beginning
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Inspiration for the current smart growth movement comes from many sources: the Garden City ideas of the early 20th century; Jane Jacobs's Death and Life of Great American Cities; Allan Jacobs's and Donald Appleyard's "Toward a New Urban Design Manifesto"; and local, state, and federal policies such as the growth management plan in Boulder, Colorado, Oregon's landmark growth management law (SB 100), and the National Environmental Policy Act and the Clean Air and Clean Water acts.

One of the catalytic events of today's smart growth movement occurred on a weekend in 1991, when some of the nation's most influential urban designers and architects gathered around Judy and Michael Corbett's coffee table in Davis, California. This group conceived what would become the Ahwahnee Principles, which was followed a few years later by the formation of the Congress for the New Urbanism.

"In 1991, the only kind of growth with which local elected officials were familiar was urban sprawl," says Judy Corbett, now executive director of California's Local Government Commission. "The Ahwahnee Principles provided a win/win alternative. Now they could see a way to accommodate growth while making their communities even better." 

In 1997, the movement reached a major milestone when Maryland adopted the Smart Growth Priority Funding Areas Act.

The smart growth movement has come a long way in the ensuing years. Many interests have converged — from historic preservationists to health professionals, from business groups to housing advocates. What they share is a common interest in promoting more sustainable growth patterns. 

Today, smart growth catalysts think expansively and engage in advocacy work and coalition building. They often provide the spark needed to get smart growth initiatives off the ground by working with regional, statewide, and local groups. These groups include 1000 Friends of Oregon (and the related 1000 Friends groups in other states), Envision Utah, Envision Central Texas (see "A Sleeper: Regional Planning in Texas," May), the Coalition for Smarter Growth in the Washington, D.C. region, the Southern Environmental Law Center, and the Conservation Law Foundation.

Vital support for the catalysts' efforts comes from the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency's Development, Community, and Environment Division and from such national organizations as Smart Growth America, the Surface Transportation Policy Project, the National Center for Bicycling and Walking, the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, and the U.S. Green Building Council. Working in partnership with the Natural Resources Defense Council and other organizations, the building council is spearheading an initiative for environmentally sustainable neighborhood design that embodies indicators of smart growth. (See "Green Grow the Buildings," July.) 

According to Kaid Benfield of the Natural Resources Defense Council, who is vice-chair of the committee overseeing the sustainable neighborhood initiative, "Our system is being designed to celebrate and encourage the kind of development that has a smart location, great design, and good environmental features. The private sector deserves our recognition when they do great work."

Besides helping individual communities to create a smart growth vision and implementation strategy, these groups often provide technical expertise to local smart growth advocacy groups.

Connecting land use with transportation
At its core, smart growth involves the coordination of transportation and land use. However, in many places, the funding, expertise, and balance of power work in favor of federal- and state-funded highway projects. Local governments may not be able to manage the growth that results from those projects. As a result, roads literally pave the way to a multitude of uncoordinated development decisions, a.k.a. sprawl. 

One state program has broken through this tyranny of incremental decisions where it counts — at the local level. Oregon's Transportation and Growth Management Program is run jointly by the state's transportation and land conservation and development departments. 

Constance Beaumont, education and outreach manager for the program, explains: "The program provides grants and other assistance to help local governments plan for better-connected streets, more walkable communities, and easier access to public transportation. The program's new model code identifies ways communities can remove barriers to 'smart development.' Every state should have such a program," she says.

In locales without such programs, smart growth and environmental catalysts are filling the gap. 

In the Southeast
Perhaps nowhere else in the U.S. has the transportation and land-use connection broken down more than in the Southeast. In a 1998 report from the Commission on the Future of Transportation in Virginia, state legislators characterized the state's spiral of sprawl this way: "Congestion increases as people move outward from urban centers, and additional lane miles of roads to accommodate the people lead to more development, and more people, and more congestion, and more lane miles, and around it goes."

One group working to change this situation is the Southern Environmental Law Center, founded in 1986 and based in Charlottesville, Virginia. The organization's Land and Community Project uses a combination of legal work, policy advocacy, and public education to promote smarter growth, sensible [image: image3.jpg]


transportation choices, community revitalization, and open space conservation. 

A lawsuit by the environmental law center challenging 61 road projects in the Atlanta region ultimately led to the diversion of $300 million in transportation funds from highways to alternative transportation investments, a move that will result in less air pollution. That lawsuit also was a major factor in the creation of the Georgia Regional Transportation Authority, established in 1999 by then-Gov. Roy Barnes. The authority has the ability to build and operate public transportation systems and to withhold transportation funds from large development projects that could generate significant traffic.

"We are working to link transportation, land use, and environmental quality," says Trip Pollard, leader of the land and community project. "We're not an anti-road group, but we must have a more balanced and sustainable transportation system that strengthens our communities. Road solutions definitely can be part of the right solution."

This is the case in Charlottesville, where the improvement of an existing road will likely eliminate the need for a costly new bypass. In this case, the environmental law center fought the construction of the proposed bypass while seeking to revive interest in improving the existing corridor. The center also helped to modify and extend a road proposal — known as the Hillsdale Drive Connector — that would help to create better community access along the corridor. Strongly supported by the state, local governments, and other groups, the connector has been approved and should be finished in the next few years. 

The Charlottesville-Albemarle Metropolitan Planning Organization now has moved forward with studies of alternatives to the bypass and, working with the local governments, is developing ways to better coordinate transportation and land use along the corridor. The proposed bypass, now estimated to cost more than $40 million per mile, may be put to rest. That would be consistent with the Virginia Department of Transportation's findings that improving the existing corridor would provide greater traffic relief than the bypass.

In the West
In the Pacific Northwest, private and nonprofit organizations are jointly implementing smart growth practices. Since 2001, the Walla Walla Watershed Alliance in Eastern Washington and Oregon has spearheaded various initiatives to enhance the cultural, ecological, and economic health of the Walla Walla basin.

Urban designers from SERA Inc., a multidiscipline design firm dedicated to sustainable practices, have been hired to engage local citizens in developing innovative strategies for restoring streams and stewarding natural resources. Tim Smith, AICP, head of SERA's Urban Design and Planning Studio, explains that "sustainability objectives are helped tremendously by thoughtful public outreach and skilled visioning." These are areas where smart growth catalysts can play an invaluable role. 

Also located in the Northwest is 1000 Friends of Oregon, one of the nation's earliest land-use advocacy organizations. Since 1975, it has worked to enhance Oregon's quality of life by promoting conservation of farms, forestlands, and historic resources. It is now working for more expansive choices in transportation and housing.

Some years ago, 1000 Friends of Oregon received nationwide attention for its Land Use, Transportation and Air Quality project, which offered alternatives to a large freeway proposed for Portland's suburban west side. In what was later considered a planning triumph, LUTRAQ produced 11 technical reports between 1991 and 1997, documenting a plan for community growth informed by the connections between land use, travel patterns, and air quality.

The argument succeeded. Instead of a freeway, residents of metropolitan Portland extended the city's light rail system, helping to improve mobility and air quality, while also promoting development around transit nodes. 

Now Oregon is at a crossroads. The success of over three decades of careful planning is being undermined by the passage last year of Measure 37, which allows any land-use regulation that has caused a reduction in property value to be waived retroactively — or for landowners to be compensated. According to Tim Smith of SERA, one smart growth solution for addressing Measure 37 and continuing Oregon's smart growth legacy without bankrupting the state is to design a transfer of development rights program. "Such a program would provide a market mechanism for developers in 'smart' development areas to intensify their projects by purchasing rights or compensating Measure 37 claimants in spots that should be preserved," he says.

Meanwhile, the state has commissioned a comprehensive review of the land-use program, dubbed the "Big Look," to identify how planning can best serve Oregonians over the next 30 years. According to Bob Stacey, AICP, executive director of 1000 Friends, "with the Big Look, Oregonians once again have the opportunity to define what sorts of places we want to create and leave for our children as we accommodate growth." 

Our "common wealth"
Measure 37's passage underscores how vulnerable the institution of planning can be at the ballot box, and how important it is for all of us to convey the value of planning to the public and to elected officials. 

Perhaps our profession needs to reintroduce the notion of the "common wealth," where "wealth" includes the freedom from having to drive a car and the livability of our public streets and spaces. It should also be pointed out that government actions often raise property values when making private property accessible to schools, housing, and valued public spaces. 

Smart growth tools and strategies like urban growth boundaries are needed to make this happen.

California's push for smart growth 
Another smart growth catalyst is the Sacramento Area Council of Government's Blueprint Project, an innovative land-use study meant to guide the Sacramento region's growth for the next 50 years. SACOG, the transportation funding agency for the six-county region, is chaired by Mayor Christopher Cabaldon of West Sacramento, an advocate of smart growth.

Before becoming SACOG's executive director, Mike McKeever, served as the project manager for the Blueprint Project until its adoption in December 2004. "Mike took on an impossible task in our region and got the job done," Mayor Cabaldon said when McKeever was appointed. Now both of them are working with their colleagues at SACOG, as well as other nonprofit organizations like the Local Government Commission, to implement the smart growth vision articulated in the Blueprint Project.

Another group, the Transportation and Land Use Coalition, founded in Northern California in 1997, has grown to include more than 90 environmental, social justice, and community groups. For the past seven years, TALC has acted as a smart growth catalyst, playing a central role in building coalitions around regional transportation and land-use coordination and transportation funding measures, including a one-dollar toll increase on seven bridges in the San Francisco Bay Area. That initiative resulted in funding of $125 million per year, primarily to expand and operate public transit.

Most recently, the coalition's efforts in Contra Costa County resulted in $90 million for a Safe Transportation for Children program, $100 million for a livable communities program, and a requirement that cities have voter-approved urban growth boundaries before they receive funding from portions of the measure. TALC is also working with other nonprofits, including the Greenbelt Alliance, Urban Habitat, and the Nonprofit Housing Association, to promote walkable communities, infill development, and new housing near existing and future transit stations.

Founded in 1975, Urban Ecology, in the San Francisco Bay Area, focuses on both neighborhood revitalization and regional sustainability. The group is hands on in neighborhoods, offering technical assistance with streetscape design, architectural services, and land-use planning. It is also active at the city and regional policymaking levels. In 1996, Urban Ecology published the award-winning Blueprint for a Sustainable Bay Area, which examines sustainability on multiple levels and offers specific recommendations for action.

The journey has just begun
Despite all these efforts, sprawl is still with us. From here on, we will need smart growth catalysts more than ever to complete the journey towards livable communities.

In sum, we need to continue working for smartly located new urbanist designs, for higher densities, mixed uses, and alternatives to driving for those who want to be free from their cars, to make our road investments last longer, to lead us towards environmental sustainability, and to be able to experience joyful and enriching public places at a moment's walk, bike or transit ride.

Bruce Appleyard (brucea@migcom.com) is a transportation planner and urban designer for MIG, Inc., a multidiscipline design and planning firm in Portland, Oregon. He has taught transportation and land-use courses at Portland State University and the University of Virginia. Previously, he was a planner at SELC and a planning commissioner in Charlottesville, Virginia.
Getting to Smart

Reid Ewing, of the National Center for Smart Growth at the University of Maryland, presented the findings of his recent research on travel behavior and the built environment while speaking at the Asilomar Transportation, Energy, and Environmental Policy Conference, held in California in August 2005. "It seems likely that in the long run, well beyond 20 years, vehicle miles traveled and associated energy and air quality impacts can be reduced by 25 percent or more with compact growth instead of sprawl," Ewing reported.

Other conference participants included planners, energy analysts, environmental regulators, and car company executives. They discussed two looming crises: global climate change due to greenhouse gas emissions and fuel shortages due to projected peaking of fossil fuel production. And, in a first for this biennial conference, a nod was given to potential vehicle travel reductions through changes in urban development patterns. 

In a speech to the Australian Planning Association in 2001, Robert Cervero outlined some of the fundamental elements needed to advance smart growth: 

· A community must embrace urban planning and articulate a vision for the future that can guide all subsequent planning decisions. 

· Smart growth must balance the twin, and often competing, aims of urban design: form and function. 

· g
· Smart growth needs regional governance and oversight of both local land-use and transportation decisions. 

However, in many parts of the U.S., these fundamental requirements for smart growth are not readily available. This is where smart growth catalysts come in. 

One of the key attributes that makes smart growth catalysts effective is their ability to engage elected and appointed officials, developers, and the public in the realities of implementing smart growth. Every catalyst develops a keen sense of the interactions between different interests — in other words, the "chessboard" of cause and effect in the planning process. 

Key Communication Skills

Messaging. Understanding the chessboard is a good start, but activism is vital; smart growth probably won't happen on its own. Keep your message straightforward. Know your audience. Cite research and statistics that are clear and understandable. Avoid jargon.

Information for elected and appointed officials. Even decision makers who are dedicated to smart growth may need guidance. Smart growth catalysts can analyze outcomes and supply talking points as needed. (Once I provided talking points to an elected official, and they were quoted verbatim in the next day's newspaper.) 

According to Jeff Werner, planner for the Piedmont Environmental Council in Virginia, one of the key tasks for a smart growth catalyst is to identify "what projects are not smart growth." After all, an attractive development labeled "new urbanist" may be located far outside of any urban center. Of course, one must be prepared to provide a constructive course of action to achieve smart growth.

Earn press coverage. Become a reliable source. Provide good materials. Design a smart growth alternative and present it at a press conference with invited public officials. When I worked for a nonprofit, this is how we helped to regain interest in improving an existing corridor over a new bypass. On a daily basis, I was prepared to take calls from the press — and tried to deliver a clear, crisp message.

Be creative with your opportunities. An example: A local cable channel asked if it could air a presentation I had prepared. I said yes, and it ran four nights a week during prime time — and just before a critical public hearing. 

On a different occasion, I found out that the governor of my state was going to be on an evening call-in radio show. I called in and engaged the governor in a discussion of my issue. The next day the issue was front-page news in our local paper, and the story helped to rally public support of our stance.

In sum, you have to think fast on your feet and be creative, clear, constructive, and diplomatic to win support for smart growth.

A Smart Growth Research Primer

Earlier this year, Susan Handy, of the Department of Environmental Science at the University of California at Davis, published an article in the International Regional Science Review in which she reviewed recent research on the transportation and land-use connection. 

Handy examined several "truths" of smart growth: building more highways will contribute to more sprawl; building more highways will lead to more driving; investing in light rail transit systems will increase densities. 

Here are Handy's conclusions: 

New highway capacity will influence where growth occurs, and new highway capacity might increase travel a little. Related to this finding, Robert Cervero's "Road Expansion, Urban Growth, and Induced Travel," an article published in the Spring 2003 issue of the Journal of the American Planning Association, provides an in-depth look at this issue. He found that the quality, quantity, and location of new development caused by a new road project strongly influences the growth in traffic volumes. Over time, he wrote, road improvements and faster travel times encourage building along new highway corridors. That growth generates more traffic, which paradoxically erodes most of the benefits of the added capacity. 

In my opinion, it therefore stands to reason that smart growth strategies are an effective way to make do with existing and proposed road capacity for longer periods, optimizing the public's return on the billions of dollars spent on road building. With ever-dwindling funds for new roads, state, regional, and local decision makers, including DOT officials, should engage communities in smart growth by providing them technical expertise and funding. 

Light rail transit can encourage higher densities under certain conditions. Several studies show that densities may increase when the following conditions apply: A region is experiencing significant growth; the light rail system adds significantly to the accessibility of the locations it serves; land uses (zoning, comprehensive planning, public investments) are conducive to development; there is public sector support in the form of capital investments and land-use policies (high-density zoning allowances, restrictions on parking, and financial incentives) 

Resources

Images: Top — A smart growth vision balances transportation and land-use needs along U.S. Route 29 in central Virginia — with growth focused on higher density developments. Image Thomas Jefferson Planning District Commission, Glatting, Jackson, and Southern Environmental Law Center. Middle — Existing and an alternative design for U.S. Route 29. Photos courtesy Urban advantage and Thomas Jefferson Planning District Commission. Bottom — Portland's light rail system was extended to the city's western suburbs — while a new freeway was rejected. The switch was made after 1000 Friends of Oregon issued its Land Use, Transportation and Air Quality (LUTRAQ) studies in the 1990s. Photo E. Ridenour, SERA. 

On the web. For more strategies, see Smart Growth America: www.smartgrowthamerica.com
Southern Environmental Law Center: www.southernenvironment.org
1000 Friends of Oregon: www.friends.org
National Center for Bicycling and Walking: www.bikewalk.org. This group provides technical expertise directly to communities through its walkable community workshops. 

Find the Ahwahnee principles at www.lgc.org. 
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