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Los Angeles

http://www.demographia.com/dhi-ix2005q3.pdf




The Costs of
Smart 

Growth

Background on the “city”

Mobility (VMT Reduction)

Land Use (Growth 

Management)

Balkanizing the City

With Transit Centers

A Sustainable 

Environment

A Sustainable 

Economy



Athens

SMART GROWTH

Favors higher density

Favors transit

Fundamentally anti-suburban

Ignoring Costs (such as greater poverty

and higher cost of living)

Beijing Subway



Why Cities 
(Urban Areas)

Exist

THE PURPOSE OF 

CITIES

Urban areas exist 

because of the 

economic opportunities 

they provide.

The purpose of urban 

areas is to improve the 

affluence of their 

residents



What is the City?

Physical:

Urban Area

Functional:

Metropolitan Area

Not the

City of Seattle,

City of Bellevue

or

City of Puyallup
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World’s Largest Cities (Urban Areas)
650 BC TO PRESENT

Huge Swings:

1000 to1500

High 1.1M

Low 0.25M
Example

Seattle of 1970

Larger than 

any pre-1850
urban area

BELOW

Hangzhou , China

(Largest  Pre-19th

Century Urban 

Area (1300)
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…large labor markets are the only raison d’être of large cities

Alain Bertaud, World Bank

Shanghai

Purpose of Cities is Economic
PEOPLE MOVE THERE FOR BETTER LIVES



Virtually all urban 

growth has been 

suburban.

High income world, 

lower income world & 

Seattle metropolitan 

area

Despite claims to the 

contrary, the trend 

continues.

Urban
Demographic

Trends

Buenos Aires
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Historical Core 
Muncipalities

10.7%

Suburban
77.5%

Exurban
11.8%

Major Metropolitan Growth by Sector
2000-2010: AREAS OVER 1,000,000 POPULATION

Derived from

2010 Census

Data
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City of 
Seattle
11.4%

Suburban
76.3%

Exurban
12.4%

Seattle MSA Growth by Sector
2000-2010 (NOT COMBINED STATISTICAL AREA)

Derived from

Census

Data
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Mobility is the key to 

metropolitan job growth

Greater traffic 

congestion is 

associated with higher 

densities

Transit cannot 

substitute for most 

automobile trips

Low income citizens 

commute mainly by car

Mobility &
Access

Manila



Democratization of Prosperity
ASSOCIATION BETWEEN MOBILITY & AFFLUENCE

Chicago

Reduced Minority
Unemployment

With Cars
U. of California

PRUD’HOMME
Mobility Improves

Productivity
U. Of Paris

HARTGEN-FIELDS
Mobility Improves

Productivity
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R² = 0.8856

0

1,000

2,000

3,000

4,000

5,000

6,000

7,000

8,000

9,000

10,000

0 5,000 10,000 15,000 20,000

 Vehicle Hours/Sq.Mi.

Population per Square Mile 

Hong Kong

Higher Density Means More Traffic Congestion
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Population Density (Population per Square Mile): 2006-2007

Figure 25

422 Counties in 51

Metropolitan Areas

Over 1,000,000

R2 = 0.605

99% confidence

Level.

Source:

USEPA

Similar relationship:

All other criteria

air pollutants

Density Increases Vehicle Air Pollution
NOX EMISSIONS: MAJOR METROPOLITAN COUNTIES



Toronto

Why are all these people in cars?
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30 Minute Car & Transit Access
FROM BELLEVUE



Transit
10.1%

Car Pool
11.9%

Drive Alone
61.7%

Other
2.0%

Walk
7.0%

Work at Home
7.3%

Work Trip Mode: Lower Income
SEATTLE METROPOLITAN AREA

Derived from

2006-2010 

ACS Data



In most cases, the shortest distance between a 
poor person and a job is along a line driven in a 
car. Prosperity in America has always been 
strongly related to mobility and poor people work 
hard for access to opportunities. For both the 
rural and inner-city poor, access means being 
able to reach the prosperous suburbs of our 
booming metropolitan economies, and mobility 
means having the private automobile necessary 
for the trip. 

Waller and Hughes 

Progressive Policy Institute 1999.

Low Income  Households & Mobility 
THE NECESSITY OF CARS



Downtown

VMT Reduction & Low Income  Households
NEGATIVE IMPACTS: TRANSIT ILLUSIONS

…for the majority of low income 

households, a VMT charge would 

have a negative and 

disproportionate effect. 

If tolling proceeds were invested 

in public transit…



Transit’s “Last Mile” Problem
ELSEWHERE TRANSIT IS SLOWER FOR MORE TRIPS

Annual Cost: 

More than gross 

annual income of

metropolitan area

An auto competitive

system for Portland? 

½ Mile

Subway (Metro) Grid



Downtown
13%

Elsewhere
87%

Transit: Strong Downtown: Weak Elsewhere
SEATTLE URBAN AREA: 2000

Downtown
57%

Elsewhere
43%

EMPLOYMENT # OF TRANSIT COMMUTERS



Transit
5%

Autos
95%

Disproportionate  Spending on Transit
PSRC: 2010-2040 TRANSIT & AUTOS

Transit
53%

Autos
47%

TRAVEL SHARE: 2040 SPENDING 2010-2040



GROWTH 

MANAGEMENT

Raises house prices 

(especially urban growth 

boundaries).

Reduces discretionary 

incomes

Increases poverty

Associated with less 

economic growth

Land Use &
Discretionary 

Income



With housing prices significantly 

outpacing income growth over 

the last several years…

… a primary goal of the 

(Growth Management) Act is to 

facilitate sufficient and 

appropriate housing production 

and supply 

Seattle’s Housing Affordability Crisis
AVOIDED WHERE NO LAND RATIONING
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Land Rationing is the Issue
DESTROYS HOUSING AFFORDABILITY

Donald Brash, Governor, 

Reserve Bank of New Zealand

1988-2002

Introduction to

4th Annual Demographia International Housing Affordability Survey

... the affordability of housing 

is overwhelmingly a function 

of just one thing, the extent 

to which governments place 

artificial restrictions on the 

supply of residential land.

http://www.demographia.com/dhi-ix2005q3.pdf


Economic Principle

Rationing (Scarcity) Raises Prices

Economic Research is

Virtually Unanimous



0.0

1.0

2.0

3.0

4.0

5.0

6.0

7.0

1950 1960 1970 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010

M
e

d
ia

n
 M

u
lt

ip
le

Housing Affordability: Seattle & DFW
MEDIAN HOUSE PRICE/MEDIAN HOUSEHOLD INCOME

1950 – 1970: Estimated from 

Census Bureau

1980-2008: From Harvard University

2009-2011: From Demographia

Annual Data Begins at 1980

Median Multiple:

Median House Price

Divided by

Median Household

Income

Little relative change in 
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London

Reduced employment 

in Amsterdam/Rotterdam
-Vermuelen & Ommeren

Netherlands Bureau of Econ. Rsch.

Strong Land Regulation: Less Growth
EUROPEAN & US RESEARCH

Higher unemployment

in the UK
-Mayo & Angel

World Bank

20% less job growth

than expected in

metropolitan areas

with strongest

land use regulation
-Raven Saks

US Federal Reserve Board



“TRANSIT ORIENTED 

CENTERS”

Transit can effectively 

serve only one center  

(downtown)

Travel behavior similar to 

adjacent low density 

areas

Far greater traffic 

congestion.

More intense air pollution

Balkanizing
the City with
“Centers”

Stockholm (Tensta)



• Balkanizing: Trying to get people to live nearer work

• Tried Before: Pre-19th century urban areas

• Transit can effectively serve only one center (downtown)

• As a result, greater traffic congestion

– More intense air pollution

• London new towns

• Stockholm

• Violates the very purpose of the “city”

Reality of “Centers” (Balkanization)
IT HAS ALREADY BEEN TRIED



Jobs Housing Balance: China Work Units
PRE-DENG XIAO PENG ERA “DANWEIS” NOW ABANDONED (SOLD)

Quanzhou (Fujian), China



Rio de Janeiro 

Favela (Rocinha)

Jobs Housing Balance: Favela in Rio
GOOD OPPORTUNITY TO SEE: 2016 OLYMPICS



Suburban Toronto (Newmarket)

Statistics Canada:

High Density 6+ Miles

From Downtown
Relies on Cars

High Density Outside Core
TRAVEL PATTERNS NO DIFFERENT THAN LOW DENSITY



HIGHER DENSITY:

May have to

upgrade infrastructure

to maintain service
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UNNECESSARY HARSH 

STRATEGIES

GHG reduction objectives 

can be met without radical 

lifestyle changes

Radical lifestyle changes 

would threaten the 

economy

Higher poverty levels

Less discretionary 

income

Demographic
Trends in

Urban Areas

A Sustainable 
Environment

Southern Greenland



Co-sponsors included:

NRDC, EDF, Shell

McKinsey & Conference Board
NO RADICAL LIFESTYLE CHANGES NEEDED

…no change in thermostat 

settings or appliance use, 

no downsizing of vehicles, 

home or commercial 

space and traveling 
the same mileage

…no shift to 
denser housing
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Shenyang, 

China

Cost Effectiveness is Crucial
UN IPCC MAXIMUM RANGE PER METRIC TON

Market

Less than

$10 Above $50 is unnecessary

Olympia  

(and Sacramento)

cannot make 

effective GHG policy

PSRC:

No Economic
Analysis



Economic sustainability 

is necessary.

A well governed urban 

area delivers:

Access & economic 

growth

Lower cost of living 

(housing affordability)

A Sustainable
Economy

Shenzhen



Fiscal Realities
BUDGET DEFICITS AS A % OF GDP (2011)

Greece

8.5%

United States

10.8%
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Prosperity is not Guaranteed
ECONOMIC POLICIES MATTER



Choices

Smart Growth Has Significant Costs

VMT Reduction v. Job Creation

Growth Management v. Lower Cost of Living

VMT Reduction & Growth Management v. Higher 

Rates of Poverty



The Long Overdue Debate 
INCREASING ATTENTION, CITIZEN ACTIVITY


