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It was probably inevitable that the
Twin Cities of Minneapolis and St.

Paul would become the metro p o l i t a n
equivalent of a Siamese twin, melding
together such that the Twin Cities
have a single identity in most re s p e c t s .
The questions of the moment are

whether this convergence will be suc-
ceeded by a new burst of suburban
sprawl, and what effects such a diaspo-
ra might have. Suburban sprawl is not a
new controversy either in the Tw i n
Cities or elsewhere in the United
States. The fear that we are “paving
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over America” or in danger of  “ru n-
ning out of farmland” became cliché
decades ago (and yet the continental
United States is still less than 5 per-
cent urbanized, and the amount of land
developed each year is about .07 per-
cent—seven one-hundredths of one
p e rc e n t ) .

Tod a y, in addition to the old anxi-
eties that low-density development on
the urban fringe (a nonpejorative
description of “sprawl”) will use up too
much land, there is a new charg e
against sprawl—that it is re s p o n s i b l e
for the decline of central cities. As
m o re and more middle-class people flee
to the newest distant suburbs, the arg u-
ment goes, the central city and older
“ i n n e r-ring” suburbs become pockets of
p o v e rt y, crime, poor schools, decaying
i n f r a s t ru c t u re, and declining econo-
mies and tax bases. 

The Twin Cities area is held out as
one of the premier examples of this
phenomenon. As author David Rusk,
who with Minnesota re p re s e n t a t i v e
M y ron Orfield is the major pro p o n e n t
of this thesis, explained to a Tw i n
Cities audience: 

This decline [of central city Min-
neapolis–St. Paul] is rooted in the
v e ry patterns of ever increasing subur-
ban sprawl that have dominated
American lifestyles over the past 40
years. . . . It is not just the traditional
central cities that are victimized by
this steady process of withdrawal and
abandonment by the middle class. As
state Representative Myron Orf i e l d
and his legislative allies have shown
so convincingly, older, inner-ring sub-
urbs are victimized as well.

R u s k ’s use of the rhetoric of victi-
mology is telling, because one of the
happier trends of the 1990s has been
the decline of victimology in the are a
of the two great public policy successes
of the decade: welfare re f o rm and
crime. Victimology is generally falling
into disfavor elsewhere, as we are see-
ing in the debate over aff i rm a t i v e
action. That we should see a revival of
v i c t i m o l o g y, which is always a pre m i s e
for large-scale social engineering pro-
jects of some kind, is a discouraging
sign that the state of our urban dis-
course is behind the curve. It is unfor-
tunate, too, because Rusk and Orf i e l d
a re asking the right questions, and call-
ing our attention to the right pro b l e m s .
Their answers, alas, show that they
themselves are victims—victims of an
o u t m oded ideology.

Rusk and Orfield are a variant of a
new movement to reshape our cities
and suburbs that is marching under the
banner of “smart growth.” New Metro-
politan Council chairman Ted Mon-
dale will be a vigorous advocate for
s m a rt growth as well, if the fulsome
praise of the Minneapolis Star Tr i b u n e
is to be believed. Mondale epitomizes
the vague and trade-off - f ree vision of
s m a rt growth as the phrase is used at
the moment. In an echo of that most
p rominent “New Democrat” in the
White House, Mondale has said that
“the era of big planning is over,” and
that “government can’t try to manage
change; change is coming too fast.” Ye t
managing, if not micromanaging, our
changing urban areas is exactly what
s m a rt growth is all about, and Mondale



AMERICAN EXPERIMENT QUARTERLY 1 1 FALL 1999

has declared his intent to reshape and
densify the Twin Cities by means of
mass transit. If this vision is to succeed,
transit will become the mobility tail
that wags the aggressive-planning dog.

Aside from transit, the smart
g rowth prescription for stopping the
evil processes of sprawl has several key
elements. First, according to Rusk at
least, we need to put in place urban
g rowth boundaries (UGBs), the land
use equivalent of the Berlin Wall, to
keep middle-class people from voting
with their feet to leave old neighbor-
h o ods they don’t like for new neigh-
b o rh o ods they find preferable. (Not all
advocates of smart growth say that
UGBs are a necessary element.) Sec-
ond, regional problems re q u i re re g i o n a l
g o v e rnment, the stronger the better.
T h e re is a place for formalized re g i o n a l
s t ru c t u res for many aspects of larg e
m e t ropolitan areas (transportation is
the most obvious), and UGBs can be
useful if they are used as a genuine
planning tool to bring about sequential
development. But too often the cheer-
leaders for regional government have
grandiose ambitions requiring a larg e
c h a rter of power for the re g i o n a l
a g e n c y, and UGBs become perm a n e n t
boundaries that are very hard to move
out when the land inside starts to ru n
out, as the citizens of Portland, Ore-
gon, are finding right now. 

Above all, the impulse for gre a t l y
enhancing the political control of land
shows a distinct inability to learn fro m
two generations of mistakes in urban
policy; or, perhaps it is more accurate to
say that, having surveyed the mistakes

of the past fifty years, tod a y ’s erstwhile
Saviors of the City are ready to make a
whole new set of mistakes.

The great hubris of urban re n e w a l
f o rty years ago was that the re n e w e r s
w e re simply heedless of understanding
how neighborh o ods actually work on
the micro level. The know-it-all plan-
ners of the time summarily rejected the
intelligent critiques of urban re n e w a l
by Jane Jacobs (The Death and Life of
G reat American Cities) and Mart i n
Anderson (The Federal Bulldozer). The
result was one of the greatest public
policy disasters of all time. By the time
the renewers came up for air, a million
people had been displaced from their
n e i g h b o rh o ods in American cities,
most of them never to re t u rn. 

St. Paul was an eager participant in
this hubris, demolishing 350 down-
town stores between 1963 and 1975,
while the newly built skyways connect-
ing the office towers took stre e t - l e v e l
pedestrians away from the re m a i n i n g
s t o res. The number of stores in down-
town St. Paul declined from over 400
in 1963 to 160 in 1975. During this
same time, 8 million square feet of
retail space opened up in the suburbs.
By the 1970s, the civic leaders of St.
Paul, led by Mayor George Latimer,
u n d e r s t o od that what downtown most
needed was retail! Having spent money
to tear down retail establishments, St.
Paul, like other major cities, was now
spending millions to get it back. 

In nearly every city tod a y, the cor-
nerstone of downtown revival is typi-
cally the oldest section of town—the
West End in Dallas, Old Town Pasade-
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na, California, the gaslight district of
San Diego, old town Lincoln, Nebras-
ka—if it was lucky enough to have
escaped the enlightened bulldozers of
urban renewal thirty years before .

One of the ironies of the pre s e n t
enthusiasm for “smart growth” is that
t oday Jane Jacobs is re g a rded as a hero
and model, even though most advo-
cates of smart growth have totally
missed her central point, which is that
cities evolve spontaneously, and in
their most vital respects are beyond the
reach of well-meaning planners. Before
we start down the road of s u b u r b a n
re n e w a l in the twenty-first century, we
ought to pause long enough to make
s u re we really understand what is
o c c u rring in tod a y ’s central cities and
suburbs, so we can sort out cliché fro m
re a l i t y, half-truth from distortion, and
mixed motives from sincere re f o rm i s t
zeal. Otherwise our grand schemes for
cities and suburbs today will run head-
on into re a l i t y, and observers fort y
years from now will be writing about
how dumb the smart growth move-
ment was.

The Nature of the Modern
M e g a l o p o l i s

Another irony of the pre s e n t
moment is that liberals and conserv a-
tives are starting to change places with
regard to their outlook on urban affairs.
It used to be conservatives who
despaired of any hope for the inner city,
while liberals optimistically designed
Model Cities programs and other inter-
ventions that they thought might suc-
ceed in ending poverty within the span
of a decade. While conservatives don’t

have unrealistic expectations about
p e rfect and complete solutions to all
the problems of urban neighborh o od s ,
they tend to be much less gloomy than
liberals about the prospects for the
urban core of America. 

To be sure, Minneapolis and St.
Paul, like many older Midwestern and
E a s t e rn cities, have lost 30 percent of
their population since 1960, while
their surrounding suburbs have gro w n
by more than 100 percent. (This tre n d
is not unique to the United States.
Most European cities have been losing
population, too—some, like Ve n i c e
and Vienna, for 300 years—but even
p ro g ressive Stockholm has seen its
population decline by 30 percent since
1960, while Swedish suburbs have
g rown rapidly even though govern-
ment policy tried to discourage subur-
ban growth.) Many liberals extrapolate
this recent trend and fear that if noth-
ing is done to keep middle-class people
f rom leaving, central cities will be hol-
lowed out completely. Conversely,
some conservatives and technoenthusi-
asts (like George Gilder, who is both)
a rgue that in the postindustrial infor-
mation age, central cities are obsolete
and beyond saving.

Both views are unduly pessimistic, if
not mistaken. The city has always
been, and will always be, the center of
human pro g ress and social life. Te c h-
nology and affluence may be making
city life somewhat less n e c e s s a ry, b u t
cities will yet thrive because of man’s
basic sociality. Aristotle’s great judg-
ment is still correct: a person who does
not participate in the sociality of city
life “must be either a beast or a god . ”
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Despite all of the hype about the
I n t e rnet and “virtual” communities,
cities in a knowledge-based economy
a re arguably m o re i m p o rtant, because
c reative communities of people are still
going to want to exchange their ideas
in person, which is better than e-mail.
That is one reason why Silicon Va l l e y
is still the leading high-technology
c e n t e r, even though its sky-high hous-
ing prices are an impediment to new
people moving there. But it is not just
the high-tech enclaves where this phe-
nomenon can be found. In Los Ange-
les, which was given up for dead after
the Rodney King riots, the low-tech
toy design and manufacturing business
has been a major engine behind the
c i t y ’s surprising re s u rg e n c e .

Yet the example of the toy industry
in Los Angeles provides an import a n t
first clue as to how metropolitan are a s
have changed and will continue to
change in the future. The Los Angeles
toy industry is highly dispersed
t h roughout the L.A. basin, rather than
being concentrated in a few neighbor-
h o ods as industries used to be. Yet it is
a highly dynamic and interc o n n e c t e d
sector of the city’s economy. 

The evolution of the mod e rn
American city neatly parallels the evo-
lution of the mod e rn American steel
i n d u s t ry, where small, widely scattere d
custom steel plants have replaced the
old large mills near downtown. This
t rend does mean that the old “central
business district” conception of down-
town is obsolete, though this does not
mean that old downtowns are destined
to inevitable decay. Most central cities
a re trying to fight decay through a pol-

icy of nostalgia that might well be
called the Edifice Complex—subsidize
a sports stadium, convention center, or
downtown retail mall. Although these
edifices often succeed in generating
foot traffic downtown, they do not
make much economic sense and have
little positive “spillover effect” to
needy neighborh o ods beyond the
immediate area where they are built.

Meanwhile, seldom is a serious
e ff o rt made to cut the regulations that
stifle small business development in
the central city. Urban politicians
would rather cut red ribbons than re d
tape. Cutting red ribbons of taxpayer-
financed edifices gets you on TV and
gives you something to point to when
reelection time comes up, while the
benefits of cutting red tape are diff u s e
and often slow in coming, and there-
f o re never get you on TV or in the
papers. Doing business in the suburbs
in most cases is not only cheaper, but
less aggravating as well.

For urban revitalization to work, it
will have to comport with the re a l i t i e s
of mod e rn metropolitan growth. To
recall Aristotle again, the goal of the
city is self-suff i c i e n c y. In a prior age,
maximizing self-sufficiency through city
life re q u i red that people live in re l a t i v e-
ly high density patterns mostly because
t r a n s p o rtation costs were re l a t i v e l y
high. But transportation and communi-
cation costs have been falling for a cen-
t u ry, and continue to fall tod a y. These
falling costs have a powerful decentral-
izing and de-densifying effect.

Electric trolleys and later trains fos-
t e red the rise of single-family suburban
homes and the first suburban sprawl a
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c e n t u ry ago in places such as New
York, Philadelphia, and Chicago,
which is ironic given that tod a y ’s anti-
sprawl crusaders are champions of rail
transit as a means of stopping urban
sprawl. The most obvious change was
of course the automobile. Thro u g h o u t
the early decades of the automobile,
the main roads followed the same pat-
t e rn as the rail and trolley lines—
t o w a rd the central city. Hence the
central city initially survived the
advent of the car.

As business and jobs have decen-
tralized in recent decades, however,
suburb-to-suburb commuting has
replaced suburb-to-downtown com-
muting. No amount of caterw a u l i n g
about the evils of the car or billions of
mass-transit subsidies is going to
change the new decentralized living
and working patterns of the mod e rn
m e t ropolis. The car will almost always
be faster than mass transit, even in
heavily congested areas. Recent federal
t r a n s p o rtation statistics show that the
average travel time on mass transit is
double the average travel time in a car.
And as transportation and communica-
tion costs have fallen, the value of time
has risen in importance for most peo-
ple. Vice President Gore has attempted
to dramatize what he sees as the dys-
function of suburbia by saying that
“ p a rents are having to read bedtime
stories to their kids over their cellular
phones,” but if any such parents are
really out there, they are most likely on
a commuter train or light-rail line.

Yet this description of the mod e rn
dynamic metropolis is exactly the state
of affairs that the critics of sprawl

d e p l o re. They think this kind of urban
life is somehow unnatural or alienating
(the contribution of sprawl to the causes
of the Columbine High School shoot-
ings has been a prominent theme of
the Chattering Class—wait until they
find out that the NRA moved fro m
downtown Washington to suburban
Vi rginia several years ago, and the
chain of causation will be complete).
Sprawl could not have occurred, the
critics think, without massive subsidies
f rom the government, especially the
highway programs and mortgage inter-
est deductibility. These are legitimate
a rguments, though they are sure l y
overstated and distract from more fun-
damental trends. 

Go visit To ronto, a city that has
invested much less in highways and
much more in mass transit, a city in a
nation that does not have the mortgage
i n t e rest deduction, and you will see a
m e t ro area that is “sprawling” just like
American cities. The de-densification
of cities is now a worldwide phenome-
non, and the much maligned subsidies
for sprawl are exaggerated and a mere
sideshow to the much deeper tre n d s .
Even in “compact,” transit-rich Euro-
pean cities, the suburbs are growing and
look more and more like American sub-
urbs every day; overall urban densities
a re dropping; and car ownership and
driving are increasing as people get
r i c h e r. This is true even of every o n e ’s
favorite European city: Paris.

The deepest trend of all is the one
that is hardest to quantify and attribute
to any specific policy or economic fac-
t o r. It is the ever-expanding sphere of
private life. While it may sound
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grandiose, it is not inaccurate to say
that the history of We s t e rn civiliza-
tion, at least since the arrival of liberal
individualism, has been the history of
the expanding sphere of private life. In
the city of antiquity the public square
was the focus of almost all city life
because there were so few amenities or
s o u rces of entertainment to be found
in private homes (such as they were ) .
Early mod e rn philosophers in the eigh-
teenth century noted that one of the
implications of the rise of pro p e rt y
rights and liberal individualism was
that people would increasingly tend
t o w a rd the cultivation of their “private
g a rdens” at the cost of a diminished
sense of citizenship. 

In our own time, technology and
a ffluence have allowed for a gre a t
advance in the material conditions of
private life. The increasingly aff l u e n t
baby boom generation wants to live in a
relaxed-fit house to go with their
relaxed-fit blue jeans, which is why the
average size of new homes is one-third
l a rger than it was in 1970, while aver-
age household size continues to shrink.
For a mundane but telling example of
the expanding sphere of private life,
consider that it is no longer necessary
to go downtown to the opera house to
hear an aria; a good CD player will
deliver almost the same quality in the
comfort of your own living room.

This is exactly what liberal commu-
nitarians dislike about suburbia tod a y,
but it is shortsighted to attribute it sole-
ly to the spatial pattern of low-density
residential development. Our low-den-
sity suburbs are an e ff e c t of the long-

t e rm trend of expanding private life,
not a cause of it. The expanding sphere
of private life is the flip side of the sup-
posed decline of Americans’ civic
engagement. This concern is not unse-
rious, but civic engagement is another
aspect of mod e rn life that is hard to
quantify and analyze in a rigorous way,
despite the ingenious work of social sci-
entists like Harv a rd ’s Robert Putnam
who have taken measures such as the
decline in bowling leagues as a pro x y
for a decline in civic engagement (the
famous “Bowling Alone” thesis). But if
bowling leagues and other older form s
of communal activity have declined,
c e rtain others, such as the “soccer
mom” phenomenon, have proliferated. 

The decline in civic engagement,
however it is understood, would likely
be little diff e rent if we still lived in the
high-density city of old. In fact, voter
t u rnout today is higher in the suburbs
than in the central city, and, as Myro n
O rfield himself hints in his book M e t ro-
politics, just propose to build mod e r a t e -
income multifamily housing near a
single-family residential neighborh o od ,
and you will get lots of civic engage-
ment! The point is this: low-density
suburban form should not be made the
scapegoat for free-floating anxiety
about Americans’ civic apathy.

So Why Are People So
Unhappy about Sprawl?

At this point the critic will rightly
ask: If low-density suburbs are an
e x p ression of consumer demand and the
trend toward greater private life, why
are people increasingly agitated about
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sprawl? Why is this an issue not just in
the fast-growing states on the two coasts
(where it has been an issue for forty
years), but now is a live issue in the
heartland, in places like Chicago, St.
Louis, Cleveland, and the Twin Cities? 

The simple answer is this: It’s the
t r a ffic congestion, stupid. Tr a ffic con-
gestion is certainly an acute cause for
public annoyance, and according to
federal traffic data, the Twin Cities
went from being the fort y - f o u rth most
congested U.S. city in 1982 to the six-
teenth most congested city by 1996.
( Twin Cities congestion will be dis-
cussed in more detail later.) Though
t r a ffic congestion is no doubt what
most people would say first if they were
asked about what’s wrong with sprawl,
t r a ffic is really a symptom of a deeper
change in social attitude toward
g rowth that has been developing for
several years now. 

In order to convey the thought that
America has arrived at a new and
u n p recedented social moment, I some-
times ask people to conduct the follow-
ing thought experiment about the
urban sprawl controversy: Imagine that
you brought back some of the arc h i-
tects of New Deal social policy fro m
F D R ’s “brain trust,” showed them a
photo of a new suburban neighbor-
h o od, and explained that new neigh-
b o rh o ods like this were going up all
over the country. In addition, you
would tell our New Dealers that the
homeownership rate in America was
a p p roaching 70 percent—a rate few
other nations in the world even come
close to matching—and that minorities
w e re the fastest-growing demographic

g roup of new homeowners.
At this point our re i n c a rnated New

Dealers would puff with pride and say,
“By golly, we did it. Our goal of
expanding prosperity and extending it
to the working class has met with suc-
cess.” But then if you said, “Oh, no,
you don’t understand; this is nowadays
called ‘sprawl,’ and is a huge source of
c o n t roversy and discontent; lots and
lots of people, especially liberals, want
to stop the spread of suburban hous-
ing”—I am sure our New Deal friends
would be utterly baff l e d .

How would you explain this state of
a ffairs to a New Dealer, or even an
early Great Society liberal, for whom
g rowth of all kinds was the main
imperative of policy, and the most
s t u b b o rn challenge of their generation?
The answer, I think, can be found in an
o b s c u re 1976 book called The Social
Limits to Gro w t h by Fred Hirsch. Hirsch
was an economist and journalist who
w rote in the aftermath of the infamous
Club of Rome re p o rt that suggested
We s t e rn civilization was bumping up
against the physical limits of gro w t h
because of scarce re s o u rces, pollution,
the population bomb, yadda-yadda-
yadda. Hirsch said “nonsense” to this
scenario, but thought it possible that
c o m f o rtable middle-class people might
come to doubt the utility of furt h e r
economic growth anyway. This, Hirsch
thought, would re p resent a fundamen-
tal change in the social outlook of
m od e rn middle-class democracy.

At the heart of this attitude is a pro-
found cognitive dissonance. All of us
naturally want the fruits of growth for
ourselves. We all want more income,
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m o re education, and other personal
amenities. It used to be that this desire
led people to be generally pro - g ro w t h ,
which meant that we were all happy to
hear the news that a new factory was
going up in town. Somehow or other,
we understood that in a dynamic world,
general growth would benefit each of
us, even if we were shopkeepers or
insurance agents not directly employed
at the new factory. But at some point,
Hirsch predicted, the nexus between
general growth and our own personal
well-being would be broken. 

G rowing traffic congestion, Hirsch
p redicted, would be one of the first
causes of this shift. Hirsch wrote: 

Once this growth brings mass con-
sumption to the point where it causes
p roblems of congestion in the widest
s e n s e — b l u n t l y, where consumption
of jobholding by others tends to
c rowd you out—then the key to per-
sonal welfare gain is again the ability
to stay ahead of the cro w d .

Rapid growth brings not only con-
gestion, but also rapid change. People
move to the suburbs looking for some
p e rmanence, but find that the pace of
change overwhelms them. As Hirsch
put it:

This process of movement will in turn
change the characteristics of subur-
ban life, at first to its net benefit but
after some point to its detriment.
With a declining city on its inner side
and another suburb rather than open
c o u n t ry on its outer side, the essential
character of a suburb will be altere d
and in part destro y e d .

The most dramatic confirmation of

the Hirsch thesis comes from that
Potemkin Village of contemporary
urban planning and regional govern-
ment—Portland, Oregon. In order to
c o n s e rve land, it has been the policy of
the regional government there to dis-
courage or deny building permits for
“big box” retailers such as Wa l - M a rt and
Home Depot. That way, the planners
said publicly a few years ago, we will
have land available for the next Intel
that comes to town with high-value-
added industry and high-paying jobs.

Yet when Intel recently worked out
plans to invest $12 billion in a new
facility there, the local government said
“Fine—but just don’t create too many
jobs.” Apparently the income taxes and
other revenues that Intel will generate
is not enough; the local county is going
to levy a “growth impact fee” if Intel
c reates more than 1,000 new jobs on
top of the 4,000 jobs it already pro v i d e s .
County administrator Charles Cam-
e ron told the New York Ti m e s : “ We ’ re
m o re concerned about retaining the
economic strength we have rather than
c reating more.” And the director of
O re g o n ’s state office of economic devel-
opment said that “we are n ’t just inter-
ested in jobs, jobs, jobs.” 

An economic development dire c t o r
who is ambivalent about job creation is
about as incongruous as a policeman
ambivalent about catching criminals,
or an evangelist indiff e rent to finding
c o n v e rts. But that is where our aff l u-
ence has brought us. Limiting jobs will
c e rtainly pre s e rve Port l a n d ’s quality of
life—for those who already have a job.
A re we so affluent and satisfied tod a y
that we can be indiff e rent to those
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without jobs or in menial jobs who
a s p i re to move up? In Portland the
answer apparently is yes. 

Another acute sign that general
economic growth is less welcome than
in a previous age can be seen in the
backlash against strip malls. Pennsylva-
n i a ’s Governor Tom Ridge expre s s e d
the bipartisan consensus on this issue
when he wrote recently in the N e w
York Ti m e s that “cert a i n l y, politicians
of both parties can agree that the strip-
malling of America’s rural landscape is
a serious environmental pro b l e m . ”
This judgment is too broad; after all,
this is a nation in which Jerry Springer
and professional wrestling enjoy enor-
mous popularity. To paraphrase the old
Yogi Berra quip, if strip malls are so
u n p o p u l a r, why are they so congested?
O r, if every b ody hates Wa l - M a rt so
much, how do they stay in business?
S u rely they must have no customers. 

The critics of strip malls do have a
g o od point, though, even if they carry
their rhetoric too far. As Wi n s t o n
C h u rchill once remarked, “First we
shape our buildings and then our build-
ings shape us.” The strip mall evolved
to suit a particular purpose, but has
come to defeat its own purpose in
many ways. Strip malls were designed
to be convenient primarily for the
automobile, and planners wanted
ample parking in front of stores so that
cars would be diverted off the street as
quickly as possible, thereby maximizing
the thro u g h - t r a ffic flow.

Most commerc i a l / retail zoning
c odes won’t allow a developer to build
a “Main Street–style” arcade in which
s t o res and offices front the sidewalk.

And our suburban zoning codes have
tended to cause strip malls to cluster
together along arterial streets and high-
ways to the point where they cre a t e
additional congestion. 

Many strip mall streets are more
congested on weekends than they are
during peak commuting hours during
the workweek. This makes some sense;
if strip malls were scattered widely
throughout a town, total driving would
go up as shoppers drove to diff e re n t
locations. But the layout of strip mall
districts is such that each store visit typ-
ically re q u i res the shopper to get back
in the car and get back on the art e r i a l
road to go one block down to the next
destination. This is what gives rise to
the familiar complaint that strip malls
have no “sense of place,” in addition to
being impractical for pedestrians. 

The increasingly popular complaint
about strip malls is a reflection of what
economists call the “wealth effect”: as
people get more affluent, they demand
h i g h e r-quality goods. The strip mall has
come to have some of the character of a
LULU (locally undesirable land use),
like the city landfill—indispensable, but
not aesthetically pleasing. No one wants
to live near the dump, and fewer and
fewer people want to live by the strip
mall. But we need to have both to serv e
the needs of the mod e rn consumer. 

Strip malls are highly utilitarian and
e fficient, and undoubtedly save time for
consumers, contrary to the clichés.
Consumer preference surveys also show
that although consumers favor a lot of
ideas off e red by neotraditional or “new
urbanist” planners to make our com-
m e rcial and retail developments more
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appealing, consumers still want conve-
nient parking next to their dry cleaner
on their way home from work. That
means strip malls are here to stay. (It is
w o rth noting in passing that some of
the most highly touted “new urban”
communities such as Kentlands, Mary-
land, include retail strip malls that are
indistinguishable from those in a typi-
cal suburb. The lesson is clear: when
private developers put their own capital
on the line, they tend to heed the
demands of cons u m e r s . )

The alternative is not to ban strip
malls, but to consider some design
innovations to make them work better.
The physical segregation of individual
s t o res in strip mall districts requiring a
separate trip on the main road to get
f rom one store to the next could be
mitigated by interconnecting a strip
mall district with a series of fro n t a g e
roads and bridges. This would be much
cheaper than widening the main ro a d
or building a bypass ro a d .

Zoning codes should be scrapped so
that Main Street–style developments
can be built. As Mayor John Norq u i s t
of Milwaukee has pointed out, the only
two Main Streets built in America
since World War II are in Disneyland
and Disney World. This is largely a
function of stupid zoning and building
c odes—another example of govern-
ment failure rather than market failure .
Yet it is important to understand that a
Main Street–style development is sim-
ply a strip mall turned backwards: the
parking is in the back instead of the
f ront. This may be preferable as a way
of creating a “sense of place” where
people will want to linger and socialize

instead of just making a quick in-and-
out trip, but it is important to re a l i z e
that the Main Street form won’t save
v e ry much land.

The other alternative is the larg e
enclosed shopping mall—Minnesota’s
Mall of America being the pre e m i n e n t
example of this form — w h e re people do
indeed leave their cars and walk for sev-
eral hours, and that have a definite
“sense of place” (though the enclosed
mall is not suitable for certain kinds of
retailing such as Wa l - M a rt and Home
Depot). The enclosed shopping mall
re p resents a new form of Main Street for
many Americans—the mall has become
a favorite meeting place for teens, for
example—and as such receives even
m o re scorn from liberal communitarian
elites. “Malls are populated by transients
and serve corporations, not the commu-
n i t y,” huffs the late Christopher Lasch
in his unintentionally ironic book T h e
Revolt of the Elites.

Meanwhile, the liberal communi-
tarian critics who worry that M a i n
S t re e t is endangered overlook, often
w i l l f u l l y, the signs of Main Stre e t– s t y l e
community coming back. While Lasch
and others wring their hands about the
disappearance of the small corner dru g-
s t o re where people would linger and
pass community news, they are either
oblivious to or condescending toward
the emergence of coffeehouses such as
Starbucks. That Starbucks and similar
c o ffeehouses have become a popular
destination for people to linger for
hours came as a surprise to no one as
much as Starbucks itself, whose origi-
nal business model envisioned a simple
variation of the fast-food outlet located
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in downtowns. When Starbucks dis-
c o v e red that its most popular outlets
w e re in neighborh o ods rather than in
business districts, and that people
flocked to them as informal gathering
places, it modified its business plan
a c c o rd i n g l y. 

This is a good example of how
“community” is something that evolves
spontaneously and often in unpre-
dictable ways. Suburbanites are rightly
alienated by two generations’ worth of
poor planning and rigid re g u l a t i o n s
that have obliterated older physical
f o rms of community life such as M a i n
S t re e t, narrow residential streets, and
mixed use. The lesson of successful
community revitalization eff o rts and
new spontaneous forms of community
a c t i v i t y, however, is that success
depends mostly on the private sector.

Unfortunately, too much of the
smart growth movement, or its “new
urbanist” variant, proceeds with the
smug assurance that we need to give
m o re power to government planners and
regulators so that they can impose the
solutions. It is significant that despite all
of the talk among the smart growth
movement that old zoning codes and
regulations have stifled vibrant commu-
nity life, there has been no effort any-
w h e re to repeal these re g u l a t i o n s .

Advocates of smart growth hold out
P o rt l a n d ’s aggressive growth contro l
and powerful regional govern m e n t
agency as a model for other major cities
to emulate. Should the Twin Cities
emulate Portland? Answering this
question should start with considera-
tion of the facts about growth in the
Twin Cities are a .

Urban Growth and Tr a ff i c
Congestion in Minnesota

At the present time, the state of
Minnesota is about 5 percent devel-
oped, which is near the national aver-
age for the continental United States.
T h ree-fifths of Minnesota’s population
is located in the Twin Cities are a .
A c c o rding to U.S. Census Bureau esti-
mates, the Twin Cities metro area pop-
ulation will grow by about 20 perc e n t ,
or about 425,000 people, by the year
2025. (Current Twin Cities population
is approaching 2.9 million.)

While Minnesota’s population as a
whole is expected to grow by as much
as 900,000 by the year 2025, Califor-
n i a ’s population, by comparison, is
expected to grow by 16 million, which
would be the equivalent of moving
nearly the entire population of New
York state (currently 18 million) to
C a l i f o rnia. Texas will grow by 7.5 mil-
lion, and Florida by 6 million. Next to
these states’ growth troubles, Minneso-
t a ’s are modest. Despite the fre q u e n t
claim that farmland is in danger of dis-
appearing, there is little evidence that
this is the case.

Reliable current data on land use
t rends are difficult to come by, but the
1992 National Resources Inventory
found that the total amount of devel-
oped land in all of Minnesota incre a s e d
by 240,000 acres, or about 375 square
miles, between 1982 and 1992. This
re p resents less than one-half of one
p e rcent (0.47 percent) of Minnesota’s
total land area. It is worth noting in
passing that single-family-housing
s t a rts in the 1990s have been slightly
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below the level of the 1980s, while
multifamily-housing starts are far below
the levels of the 1980s—a function
mostly of changes in the tax laws—
which suggests that there has been no
change in the rate of land consump-
tion, and perhaps even a slight decline,
in the 1990s. (New figures from the
1997 National Resources Inventory
should be available from the U.S.
D e p a rtment of Agriculture this fall,
allowing a fresh look at this question.) 

The data on farmland suggest that
t h e re is little justification for the famil-
iar theme about “vanishing farm l a n d . ”
A c c o rding to the Census of Agricul-
t u re, land classified as “cropland” in
Minnesota declined by 384,000 acre s
f rom 1987 to 1997, but, significantly,
the amount of h a rv e s t e d c ro p l a n d —
land on which crops are actually
g ro w n —i n c re a s e d by 2.3 million acre s
between 1987 and 1997. Most changes
in agricultural land use are driven by
the farm commodity economy and not
by urban expansion pre s s u res. Al-
though certain sectors of the farm
economy are facing distress in Min-
nesota as in other states because of
falling prices, the Census of Agricul-
t u re figures suggest that Minnesota
a g r i c u l t u re is generally healthy.

Tr a ffic congestion is another story.
S u re enough, the pro p o rtion of Tw i n
Cities freeways rated as congested has
risen from 20 percent in 1982 to 55
p e rcent in 1996. Total vehicle miles
traveled (VMT) on Twin Cities fre e-
ways and major arterial roads has dou-
bled since 1982, while the number of
f reeway and arterial road lane miles has
i n c reased by only a third. 

This dispro p o rtion between the
g rowth in lane miles and the growth of
VMT is typical of American cities in
recent years. It is commonly supposed
that the rapid increase in VMT is a
reflection of sprawl and declining sub-
urban population density. In fact, the
i n c rease in driving stems mostly fro m
rising affluence. Women joining the
w o r k f o rce, and minorities joining the
middle class and acquiring cars,
account for a majority of the incre a s e
in VMT in the United States over the
past twenty-five years. The average
commute-to-work time and distance
has not significantly increased during
this period .

Even though Twin Cities traff i c
congestion has steadily increased over
the past decade, public transit ridership
declined nearly 40 percent between
1980 and 1995, despite millions in new
public transit facilities. (Public transit
notched a small increase in ridership in
1998 because of new expansion of tran-
sit facilities.) Public transit now
accounts for only about 2.5 percent of
all trips in the Twin Cities metro are a .
Even with congestion, Twin Cities
work-trip travel times by car are one-
t h i rd faster than on public transit. 

Yet in the face of rising demand for
road space and falling demand for pub-
lic transit, the Twin Cities’ Metro p o l i-
tan Council, following in lockstep with
nearly every other enlightened plan-
ning agency in the nation, proposes to
build more transit and fewer ro a d s .
Instead, the council wants to “encour-
age behavioral and land use changes
that will result in fewer vehicle trips.”
This view has come to be so widely
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accepted that few people consider how
p e rverse it would be if we applied the
same attitude to any other infrastru c-
t u re need. When supermarkets get con-
gested and the shelves are picked bare
e v e ry day, we don’t as a matter of
course say, “We shouldn’t build a new
s u p e rmarket—people will only buy
m o re food and get fat. They should go
on diets instead.”

A better analogy might be phone
s e rvice, which also exposes the fallacy
and points the way out. If the phone
companies decided to accommodate all
the demand for phone service at one
u n i f o rm low price, they would likely
have to build vastly more phone lines
and switching equipment to meet the
demand, or else the phone lines would
be busy—c o n g e s t e d—a lot more than
they are now. In the case of our ro a d s ,
which are indirectly priced through the
u n i f o rm gas tax, we ration space
t h rough congestion rather than price.

If the telecommunications industry
decided to stop building new telephone
transmission networks, it is doubtful
they would attempt to cope with rising
demand by suggesting that we go back
to using party lines or telling us we
should make fewer phone calls, or
s h o rter phone calls. More likely they
would allocate the scarce time on the
w i res and cells exactly as it is done
now—by peak-demand pricing.

The Metropolitan Council’s Tr a n s-
p o rtation Policy Plan speaks of using
incentives to reduce travel, such as
c h a rging more for parking, but makes
no mention of even experimenting
with the most effective incentive of all:

pricing road use dire c t l y, and with
v a rying rates for peak and off-peak use.
Other nations such as South Korea are
making very effective use of road pric-
ing; only cities in the United States
seem to be putting up fierce re s i s t a n c e
to the idea. (The current funding
mechanism for roads will be obsolete in
another generation anyway. If we do
indeed make the transition to low- or
no-emission vehicles, such as fuel-cell
cars or hydrogen cars, then the gas tax
will vanish as a revenue source for
t r a n s p o rt a t i o n . )

Is Regionalism the Answer?
The bureaucratic fixation with

i n t rusive “demand management”
schemes for reducing traffic congestion
is merely one expression of the enthu-
siasm for solving urban pro b l e m s
t h rough expansion of administrative
p o w e r. At its highest expression, this
enthusiasm manifests itself in the
d e s i re for a new, general layer of
regional government. Regional plan-
ning for transportation is an obvious
n e c e s s i t y, though it would be better if
such planning eschewed the anti-auto
bias that is evident in the Metro p o l i t a n
C o u n c i l ’s plans.

M o re problematic is regional govern-
ment planning authority over housing
and revenue. Myron Orfield successfully
s p o n s o red legislation to enable re d i s t r i b-
ution of the tax base between well-off
b o roughs and not-so-well-off boro u g h s
in the Twin Cities area. There is a
decent abstract case for regional tax base
sharing where it reduces the incentives
for local jurisdictions to engage in “fiscal
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zoning”: favoring shopping malls and car
dealerships over moderate-cost housing.
But tax base sharing also reduces the dis-
ciplining effect of taxpayers being able
to “vote with their feet” by leaving a
jurisdiction when it fails to keep its
house in ord e r.

Just as states whose taxes and re g u-
lations prove too burdensome experi-
ence a flight of business, capital, and
talented people, so too cities that fail
to remain competitive should not be
relieved of the consequences of bad
g o v e rnment. Several studies have
found that taxes are higher in metro-
politan regimes with regional govern-
ment or consolidated govern m e n t s .

Higher taxes and spending as govern-
ment ascends the ladder of centraliza-
tion is not a new story line. Granting
regional government more power over
housing would be, however. This re g i o n-
al solution is aimed at a genuine pro b-
lem: exclusionary zoning. Local govern -
ments, often heeding the demands of
existing neighborh o ods, favor single-
family homes and disfavor lower- i n c o m e
and multifamily housing. Many states
and metropolitan areas have attempted
to solve this problem with “regional fair
s h a re” housing mandates or inclusionary
z o n i n g — requiring each city or each sub-
division to allocate a portion of its land
for aff o rdable housing.

“Regional fair share” housing man-
dates and inclusionary zoning have
become a panacea for the aff o rd a b l e
housing problem, but they have pro v e n
to be relatively ineffective in most
a reas. Such programs simply can’t pro-
vide enough housing units to meet the

need. Local governments are also skill-
ful at evading the intent of these poli-
cies by manipulating the criteria or
definition of “aff o rdable” in their
building permit process. Some studies
have shown that the scarce supply of
below-market inclusionary units often
does not go to truly low-income house-
holds, but is snapped up by insiders—
“yuppies-in-training”—who are espe-
cially well placed to take advantage of
the lotteries and other schemes for
allocating the below-market units.

To surmount these weaknesses, a
regional government or state housing
authority either has to become a dire c t
p e rmitting agency whose power super-
sedes the local government (this is
what Californ i a ’s Coastal Commission
quickly evolved into), or it must have
the power to withhold state tax re v-
enues from “nonconforming” jurisdic-
tions. The latter is what Orfield wants
to do in the Twin Cities. His Compre-
hensive Choice Housing Act would
f reeze state aid to cities that failed to
c o n f o rm to their “fair share” aff o rd a b l e
housing quota (which would be set by
an administrative law judge), and
would also deny nonconforming juris-
dictions access to tax-incre m e n t
financing. The opposition of Govern o r
A rne Carlson prevented this bill fro m
becoming law.

The defects of this approach are evi-
dent. To the resistance that neighbor-
h o ods display toward lower- i n c o m e
housing, the re g i o n a l i s t ’s response is—
cram it down their throats. The hous-
ing component of regionalism shows
that in practice, regionalism off e r s
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administration that is more centralized
and less accountable to local voters.
Local voters would find that the admin-
istrative apparatus of the regional bod y
was beyond their control. And that is by
design. 

The simple alternative of amending
the state’s zoning and enabling act to
respect pro p e rty rights by mandating a
minimum zoning entitlement (the
Kemp Commission on Aff o rd a b l e
Housing in 1991 recommended eight
units to the acre be allowed—allowed,
not mandated—in state zoning laws) is
never considered in the re g i o n a l i s t
c redo. Such an answer runs counter to
the basic imperative of the re g i o n a l i s t
v i e w, which is that urban problems can
be solved only through greater political
c o n t rol of people and re s o u rc e s .

Jane Jacobs put her finger on the
p roblem with this approach nearly fort y
years ago. “The voters,” she wrote in
Death and Life of Great American Cities:

sensibly decline to federate into a sys-
tem where bigness means local help-
lessness, ruthless, oversimplified
planning, and administrative chaos—
for that is just what municipal bigness
means tod a y. How is helplessness
against conquering planners an
i m p rovement over no planning? How
is bigger administration, with
labyrinths nobody can comprehend or
navigate, an improvement over crazy-
quilt township and suburban govern-
ment?

This is one passage that Jacobs’s
newfound champions in the smart
g rowth movement never mention.

Conclusion: Prospects and
A l t e rn a t i v e s

O rfield and other pro g re s s i v e
re f o rmers may succeed someday in get-
ting some of their regional pro p o s a l s
adopted, but they will be forever a
s o u rce of political conflict and local
resentment. 

The traveling road show touting the
v i rtues of the Portland, Ore g o n ,
regional government tends to down-
play the growing backlash there. The
citizens of Milwaukie, an inner- r i n g
suburb that is supposed to benefit the
most from regionalism, recalled its
mayor and two city council members in
1997 because of their support for the
regional agency’s plans for Milwaukie.
Other Port l a n d - a rea cities have held
a d v i s o ry re f e renda on the re g i o n a l
a g e n c y ’s plans and have voted their
d i s a p p roval by lopsided majorities. 

Voters have twice rejected bond
m e a s u res to expand Port l a n d ’s lightly
used light-rail system. (Vice Pre s i d e n t
G o re credulously claimed that Port-
l a n d ’s light rail carried 40 percent of all
commuters in Portland, when the sys-
tem carries no more than 1.5 perc e n t
on a good day. Not a single re p o rt e r
noticed this blooper.) Port l a n d ’s Metro
agency is less than ten years old, and it
is worth noting that the ballot title for
the initiative that created Port l a n d ’s
M e t ro in 1992 read: “Limits Regional
G o v e rnment.” 

What Port l a n d ’s short experience
teaches is that aggressive growth man-
agement and regionalism are popular
g e n e r a l l y, but unpopular locally. This is
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a recipe for permanent political insta-
bility and conflict, and will surely lead
to its undoing in the fullness of time.
Twin Cities residents are right to be
skeptical about this appro a c h .

The basic problem with grand
regionalist schemes is that they re p re-
sent a big “systemic” answer to common
p roblems that re q u i re local leadership
to fix. “Sprawl” is a convenient scape-
goat for the ills of poorly govern e d
cities, and the entire theory behind
regionalism has an iron determ i n i s m
that seems compelling on the surf a c e .
But in fact there are lots of examples of
i n n e r-ring suburbs that have done
splendidly over the past decade while
their re g i o n ’s periphery continues to
sprawl. Among them are Pasadena,
Long Beach, Burbank, and Glendale,
close in to Los Angeles, which is itself
enjoying a revival that no one expected
to occur after the Rodney King riots of
1992. Even Dearborn, Michigan, is
experiencing rising population and ris-
ing income at the moment. These cities
have escaped the determinism of what
David Rusk calls the “sprawl machine”
because of sound local public and pri-
vate sector leadership.

I m p roving our cities and suburbs
might better begin with exactly the
opposite approach: more decentraliza-
tion. Good urban policy should follow
what has worked in other areas such as
t r a n s p o rtation and communications,
and maximize dispersed decision mak-
ing. Urban scholars Witold Ry b c z y n s k i
and Peter Linneman recommend that
older central cities consider deannex-
ing land to private developers, who
could create new “suburban-style”

communities within the urban core. In
some cases the land could be sold as well
as deannexed, providing much-needed
funds for the city to spend on repairing
crumbling infrastructure. Cities should
also consider simply tearing down older
high-density row housing that no one
wants to live in today (and that is often
abandoned), and replacing it with more
suburban-style densities. Philadelphia
and Detroit, among other older tro u b l e d
cities, have begun doing this. In other
words, older cities should consider
shrinking deliberately. This is exactly
the opposite of Rusk’s strategy for saving
the central city. 

T h e re is little future in central cities
blaming their troubles on suburban
flight, notwithstanding Orfield and
R u s k ’s view that a political coalition
between central cities and inner- r i n g
suburbs is ripe for action. Not only are
t h e re numerous examples of inner- r i n g
suburbs thriving amidst the supposed
s c o u rge of sprawl, but the turn a ro u n d
of several large cities indicates that the
pessimism about central cities is over-
done. Again, cities that are enjoying a
renaissance are those with determ i n e d ,
“no excuses” leadership like New Yo r k
under Mayor Rudolph Giuliani and
Milwaukee under Mayor Norq u i s t .

If you had predicted a decade ago
that not only would there be a huge
decline in the crime rate, but New York
City would lead the way, most sensible
people would have sent for the men in
the white coats to cart you away for
some therapeutic help. And the favor-
able trends in crime owe not to any
“systemic” scheme to address “ro o t
causes,” but to a simple back-to-basics
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a p p roach that emphasizes local leader-
ship and accountability. In New Yo r k ,
p recinct captains were held account-
able for crime rates in their area, and
lost their jobs if they failed to deliver.
New Yorkers now tell opinion surv e y s
that they are optimistic about their city
again, after two decades when a majori-
ty said they were ready to leave.

C h i c a g o ’s Mayor Richard Daley is
now trying a similar approach with the
public schools there, firing hundreds of
administrators and holding new ones
accountable. Early results look pro m i s-
ing. As with crime ten years ago, so tod a y
we are at the point of maximum pes-
simism about our urban schools. Ye t
t h e re are numerous examples, re c e n t l y
catalogued by Samuel Casey Carter at
the Heritage Foundation, of poor, cen-
tral-city public schools that are achieving
top results in standardized tests. In every
case, the key ingredient is not more
money or some fancy system, but sound
local leadership (in most cases openly
defying the education bureaucracy). 

If urban schools are unable to emu-
late the no-nonsense, back-to-basics
a p p roach that has produced success for
law enforcement, then school choice
will become all the more necessary as an
urban renewal strategy. A 1997 Calvert
Institute survey of more than a thousand
African American families who had
moved from Baltimore to the suburbs
found that a majority would have stayed
in the city if they could have chosen pri-
vate schools for their children. 

The examples of successful central-
city and suburban leadership are a
rebuke to the theorists who think that
only grand regional schemes involving
m o re administration and more spend-
ing can save urban America. The Tw i n
Cities would be wise to avoid going
down this one-way street, for it is a
dead-end street. All that a bigger
regional bureaucracy ensures is that lit-
tle will really be done to fix urban
p roblems. Both central cities and sub-
urbs deserve better. ■


