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True Smart Growth

By Samud R. Staley and Matthew Hisrich

Sprawl isabuzzword used to ingtill fear inthe hearts of Ohioans.
Theterm“ sprawl” isdesigned to evoke animage of endlessstrip
mallsand houses, extending asfar astheeye can see. Whenever
thewordisuttered, one can be surethat discussionsof “ smart
growth” will soonfollow.

Smart growth purportsto be aneatly packaged set of regulations
that will redesignthefutureand return citiesto theglory daysof
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strip malls and houses,
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growth” istypically embodied
by heavy-handed zoning
ordinances and devel opment
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options and potential for
improvement and are the best
alternative to these policies.

the past — simultaneously. Doessmart growthliveuptoits
nameand, if not, isthere another approach that might?

Thetypica smart growth planisamassive collection of new
government controlsand restrictions. Inthe name of expanding
housing choice, smart growth advocates often seek zoning
mandatesthat only alow for specificlayout designsand con-
cepts. “New Urbanism” and “Neo-Traditionalism” arethemost
common double-speak phrases. These concepts can emphasize
higher density devel opment, dedi cated open space and walking rather than driving, but dmost dwaysoffer a
generalized solution that excludes certain forms of housing choice. Siapping additiona restrictionsonan
aready needlesdy complicated set of zoning regulations, however, isnot likely to increase housing choices.

Farmland preservation and urban growth boundariesare additional smart growth strategies pitched tolocal
and state governmentsasways of protecting open space. An urban growth boundary isalineintheland that
surroundsan urban areawith aring of open space. Thissoundsgood, intheory. In practice, however, urban
growth boundaries often create“ |l eapfrog devel opment” —where new devel opment jumpsjust outsidethe
boundary. In addition, an unintended consequence of urban growth boundariesisthe erosion of remaining
green space withinthe boundary.

In Portland, for instance— acity often touted asthe model for smart growth efforts— the demand for land
withintheir boundary has contributed to housing priceinflation, pushing Portland from one of themost
affordable places on the West Coast to one of theleast affordable. 1norder to meet its self-imposed density
requirements, thearea sregiona growth management authority will mandatethe development of nearly all
farmland inside the growth boundary, whether or not existing ownerswant to farm ontheland.

Farmland preservation effortshave unintended consequencesaswell. 1nchoosing to permanently set aside
land, areasfacing devel opment pressure may actually draw increased devel opment because of the assurance



and attractivenessof land that will never bealtered. Rarely isopen space seen unfavorably
by homeowners, so using taxpayer dollarsto permanently dedicateland endsup asasubsidy
for those homeownersonitsborders.

Essentialy, every option proposed by those pushing smart growth involvesincreased govern-
ment intervention. Thisisdespitethefact that previousgovernment policies(zoning codes,
subsidies, etc.) aready restrict Ohioansfrom building thetypes of homesand communities
they want.

Rest assured, though, says Eric Parfrey of the SierraClub, smart growth restrictionsinthe
United Statesarereatively tame: “[1]f you' rebeginning to actually fedl sorry for those poor
developersand homebuilderswho are being asked to adapt to the latest smart growth
guidelines, consider this: In China, anew law went into effect that threatensthe death penalty
for devel operswho build on val uablefarmland without procuring an extensive set of permits
fromlocal, regiond, and stateauthorities.” Whilegroupslikethe SierraClub might appreci-
ateChinafor its" livablecommunities,” “wakability” and*“ bicyclefriendliness,” conventiond
smart growth definitionsand policiesseem far more appropriatefor Stalinist Russiathan
Ohio.

Clearly, smart growth could use aredefinition closer to traditional American values. Loosen-
ing thegrip of sifling zoning codeswould alow for moreinnovative devel opment designsthat
accomplish conservation goa sand satisfy consumer demand for housing aternatives. Ensur-
ing that development coversitsinfrastructure expenses, such asroadsand sewers, will alow
themarketplaceto operatefreely and efficiently. Markets offer the widest range of options
and potential for improvement and are the best alternativeto heavy-handed regulations.
Giving Ohioansthe freedom to determinethe path and type of growthisby far the smartest
growthof dl.

Samuel R. Saley, Ph.D., directsthe Quality Growth I nitiativefor TheBuckeye
Ingtitutein Columbus, Ohio and the Ur ban FuturesProgram at Reason Public Policy
Institutein Los Angeles. Hismost recent book is Smarter Growth: Market-based
Land-use Strategiesfor the 21% Century (Greenwood Press, 2001). Matthew Hisrich
isapolicy analyst at The Buckeyelnstitute. Thisarticleisbased on therecently
released report Urban Sprawl and Quality Growth published by The Buckeye
Ingtitute, and availablefreeat http://www.buckeyeinstitute.org.
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