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Suburban sprawl has been t he
dominant  form of  met ropoli-
t an-area growt h in t he Unit ed
St at es for t he past  50 years.
This art icle analyzes t he nat ure
of  such sprawl, why it  occurs in
U.S. met ropolit an areas, t he
problems it  causes or aggra-
vat es, and some alt ernat ive
possible forms of  fut ure met ro-
polit an-area growt h.

W h a t  I s  S u b u r b a n  S p r a w l ?
Suburban sprawl is not  any form of suburban
growt h, but  a part icular form. The definit ion I will
use was not  developed deduct ively f rom some
coherent  underlying concept  of  “ sprawlness.”
Rat her, I looked induct ively at  all t he crit icisms of
sprawl in t he lit erat ure and derived t hose specific
t rait s t hat  seemed most  likely t o cause t hem. The
10 t rait s are
■ Unlimit ed out ward ext ension of  new develop-

ment .
■ Low-densit y resident ial and commercial set t le-

ment s, especially in new-growth areas.
■ Leapf rog development  jumping out  beyond

established set t lement s.
■ Fragment at ion of  powers over land use among

many small localit ies.
■ Dominance of  t ransportat ion by privat e aut omo-

t ive vehicles.

■ No cent ralized planning or cont rol of  land uses.
■ Widespread st rip commercial development .
■ Great  fiscal disparit ies among localit ies.
■ Segregat ion of  specialized t ypes of  land uses in

dif ferent  zones.
■ Reliance mainly on t rickle-down t o provide hous-

ing t o low-income households.

W h y  S p r a w l  H a s  B e e n  S o
D o m i n a n t
Opponents of suburban sprawl are quick t o point  out
it s problems and social costs. But  t hey are loathe t o
admit  t hat  sprawl also produces many benefit s for
large numbers of met ropolit an cit izens—probably a
majorit y in most  regions. Those benefits include low-
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density resident ial lifest yles, relat ively easy access t o
open space both at  one’s own home and in t he coun-
t ryside, a broad choice of places t o work and live, rel-
at ively short  commut ing t imes for most  of those who
both live and work in the suburbs, ease of movement
except  in peak periods, the ability of middle- and
upper-income households t o separat e t hemselves
spat ially from problems associated wit h povert y, and
their ability t o exercise st rong influence on their local
governments. Persuading t hose who receive these
benefit s to support  fut ure limit s on sprawl will require
proving t o t hem t hat  it s costs t o societ y as a whole—
and t herefore t o them—outweigh t heir own gains.

S p r a w l ’ s  N e g a t i v e  I m p a c t s
Suburban sprawl generat es, or at  least  aggravat es,
t wo dif ferent  set s of  economic and social prob-
lems t hat  reduce t he qualit y of  lif e for millions of
Americans.

The fi rst  set  of  problems occurs mainly in fast -
growing areas, but  spreads t o ot her areas t oo. It
includes t raf f ic congest ion, air pollut ion, large-
scale absorpt ion of  open space, ext ensive use of
energy for movement , inabilit y t o provide ade-
quat e inf rast ruct ures t o accommodat e growt h
because of  high cost s, inabilit y t o locat e cert ain
region-serving facilit ies like new airport s t hat  have
negat ive local spillover ef fect s, and suburban labor
short ages because of  inadequat e low-income
housing near new jobs. Low-densit y growt h also
t empts government s t o spend t oo much of  t heir
limit ed resources on building highly visible new
inf rast ruct ures rat her t han on t he nearly invisible
process of  properly maint aining older exist ing
ones. So we finance growt h by gradually undermin-
ing t he sust ainabilit y of  t he exist ing inf rast ruct ure
invent ory.

All t hese direct ly growt h-relat ed problems are
essent ially regional, not  purely local. Therefore,
purely local growt h management  policies adopt ed
by individual municipalit ies cannot  succeed wit h-
out  some st rong regionwide mechanism for coordi-
nat ing t hem.

The second set  of  problems af fect s mainly big
cit ies, inner-ring suburbs, and a few out er-ring
suburbs. These problems arise because suburban
sprawl concent rat es poor households, especially
poor minorit y households, in cert ain high-povert y
neighborhoods. Those neighborhoods t hen suf fer
f rom high crime rat es, poor-qualit y public schools,

ot her poor-qualit y public  serv ices, and fi scal
resources t hat  are inadequat e for t he services
needed. These problems soon spread t o inner-ring
suburbs t oo. And many out er-ring suburbs wit h
low commercial t ax bases but  a lot  of  relat ively
low- cost  housing  hav e inadequat e  t axable
resources t o pay for decent  schools and ot her ser-
vices, so t hey have high t ax rat es and poor ser-
vices.

S p r a w l  a n d  C o n c e n t r a t e d
P o v e r t y
How sprawl generat es direct ly development -relat -
ed problems is obvious. How it  concent rat es poor
people wit hin t he boundaries of  many large cit ies
and inner-ring suburbs and undermines t heir f iscal
st rengths is more complex.

Since 1950, some t ype of  peripheral new devel-
opment  around American met ropolit an areas has
been inevit able because of  t heir t remendous popu-
lat ion growt h. Cit ies had t o expand out ward f rom
t he cent er. Mainly vert ical expansion would have
required increases in densit y inconsist ent  wit h ris-
ing real household incomes and innovat ions in both
t ransport at ion and communicat ions.

But  t he part icular form of  U.S. peripheral growt h
has result ed in int ensive concent rat ion of  very
poor households, especially t hose in minorit y
groups, in t he older, more cent ral port ions of  our
met ropolit an areas. This development  is not
inevit able. Similar mainly core-area concent rat ions
of  t he poor do not  arise in eit her most  developed
West ern European nat ions or most  st ill-developing
nat ions. They have been caused in t he Unit ed
St at es by specific policies adopt ed t o produce
t hem.

The fi rst  American policy generat ing core-
area povert y  concent rat ions is t he requirement
t hat  all new housing meet   qualit y st andards
t hat  are so high t hat  most  poor households can-
not  af f ord t hem. Unable t o live in newly  built
housing, very  poor people become concent rat ed
in older neighborhoods f ound mainly t oward t he
cent ral part  of  each met ropolit an area.

A second policy combines f ragment ed cont rol
over land uses in many small out lying municipali-
t ies wit h exclusionary zoning and ot her st rat egies
designed t o raise local housing cost s. Suburban
resident s want  t o exclude poor people f rom t heir
neighborhoods t o prot ect  t heir housing invest -
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ment s, t o maintain t heir social st at us, and t o iso-
lat e t hemselves spat ially f rom what  t hey see as
undesirable t rait s of  low-income households. So
suburban behavior is part ly responsible for t he
core-area concent rat ion of  t he poor, even t hough
most  suburbanit es claim no connect ion wit h cen-
t ral-cit y problems.

The t hird cause of  inner-core povert y concen-
t rat ions is racial segregat ion in housing market s.
Repeat ed and recent  st udies of  realt or and
homeowner behavior prove t hat  racial discrimina-
t ion is st ill widespread in housing t ransact ions.
Reducing racial segregat ion is hard because even
if  bot h whit es and blacks desire racially int egrat -
ed living, t he dif ferent  ways t hey define it  cause
almost  t ot al segregat ion t o emerge f rom f ree
choice of  locat ions. Af rican Americans regard a
neighborhood cont aining about  half  blacks and
half  whit es as desirably  int egrat ed, whereas most
whit es regard desirable int egrat ion as involving
less t han one-t hird or one-fourt h blacks. Given
t hese disparat e views, blacks will cont inue mov-
ing int o a part ly int egrat ed neighborhood beyond
t he f ract ion t hat  keeps t he neighborhood desir-
able t o whit es. That  causes ot her whit es t o st op
moving in, and t he inevit able annual t urnover in
neighborhood resident s (about  16–20  percent  in
most  areas)  result s in more blacks moving in but
no more whit es doing so. Event ually, t he neigh-
borhood becomes almost  ent irely black—t hus
racially  seg regat ed—even wit hout  anyone’ s
explicit ly desiring such segregat ion. Racial segre-
gat ion against  Hispanics is less pervasive but
real.

R e s u l t s  o f  C o n c e n t r a t e d
P o v e r t y
Core-area povert y concent rat ions cont ribut e t o
adverse neighborhood t rait s t hat  “ push”  many
businesses and middle- and upper-income house-
holds of  all races—mainly households wit h chil-
dren—out  of  cent ral cit ies int o suburbs. When
t hese firms and households leave core areas, t hey
t ake t heir fiscal resources wit h t hem. Because our
fragmented governance syst em does not  permit
core-area cit ies t o t ap int o most  suburban t ax
bases, core areas are lef t  disproport ionat ely bur-
dened wit h providing cost ly services t o many poor
households. A self -aggravat ing downward fiscal
spiral weakens t he abilit y of  core-area govern-
ment s t o provide qualit y public services and
result s in grossly unequal environment s across our
met ropolit an areas. Such disparit ies in t he neigh-
borhoods in which children are raised make a
mockery of  t he American ideal of  equalit y of

opport unit y.
How is t his process relat ed t o  suburban

sprawl? In t heory, sprawl’s specifi c t rait s have
many roles in producing core-area concent ra-
t ions of  povert y. Unlimit ed ext ension int o space
removes new jobs f rom accessibilit y by unem-
ployed inner-core resident s; f ragment ed con-
t rols over land uses permit  exclusionary  zoning
policies; and heavy dependence on privat e vehi-
cles deprives poor people and nondrivers of
mobilit y. However, when I have t r ied t o verif y
t hese linkages empirically  f or  1 62  large met ro-
polit an areas, most  of  t he 10  t rait s of  sprawl
exhibit  no st at ist ically significant  relat ionship t o
measures of  urban decline. Even so, I believe
t he core-area concent rat ion of  minorit y  povert y
built  int o t he American met ropolit an develop-
ment  process aggravat es urban decline. But
t hat  relat ionship may be inherent  in all forms of
American peripheral suburban growt h, not  just
suburban sprawl, or it  may be based on just  a
f ew of  sprawl’s basic t rait s.

O t h e r  G r o w t h  S t r a t e g i e s
What  ot her forms of  met ropolit an-area growt h
might  avoid or reduce t he problems generat ed by
sprawl? Two possibilit ies exist . One involves major
alt ernat ive overall development  st rat egies, t he
ot her, specifi c t act ics t o  overcome sprawl’ s
deficiencies. I will discuss bot h briefly, defining
sprawl as unlimit ed low-densit y development .

There are t hree major alt ernat ive development
st rat egies. The first , t ight ly bounded higher-densi-
t y  development , is t ypical of  many West ern
European met ropolit an areas. It  feat ures close-in
urban growt h boundaries, prohibit ion of  almost  all
urban development  out side t hem, high-densit y
resident ial and ot her development  wit hin t he
boundary, great er st ress on public t ransit  for
movement , cent ralized coordinat ion of  land use
plans drawn up by local government s, and widely
scat t ered new housing for low-income households.
This alt ernat ive is such a radical change from
exist ing American pract ices t hat  it  is unrealist ic t o
believe t hat  anyt hing like it  might  even be consid-
ered in most  U.S. met ropolit an areas.

The second st rat egy, loosely bounded moder-
at e-densit y development , lies bet ween unlimit ed
sprawl and t ight ly bounded high-densit y develop-
ment . It  has a loosely drawn growt h boundary, per-
mit s some development  out side t he boundary,
raises densit ies somewhat  above sprawl levels, has
some increase in public t ransit  and carpooling, has
cent ralized coordinat ion of  local land use planning,
and provides some new low-income housing in
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growt h areas. This st rat egy would nevert heless be
a very great  change from t he unconst rained, low-
densit y, aut o-orient ed growt h now prevalent  in
most  U.S. met ropolit an areas.

The t hird st rategy is new out lying communit ies
and green spaces. It  has a t ight ly drawn urban
growt h boundary, can incorporat e t he ot her fea-
t ures of  eit her of  t he other st rat egies, but  permit s
subst ant ial growth out side t he boundary wit hin
designat ed new communit ies cent ered on exist ing
out lying t owns. This alt ernat ive sounds nice but
has gained lit t le polit ical support  in areas t hat  have
act ually considered it .

It  is obvious t hat  cont inuat ion of  suburban
sprawl will surely not  solve t he serious problems I
have described. In fact , it  would make t hem worse.
But  it  is not  t heoret ically obvious, nor has it  been
decisively proven in pract ice, t hat  any of  t hese
alt ernat ive st rat egies will largely solve t he prob-
lems eit her. In t heory, t hese alt ernat ive st rat egies
would at  least  ameliorat e t hem, as compared t o
cont inuing sprawl. Yet  t he advantages of  t hese
st rat eg ies have not  been powerf ully  enough
demonst rat ed t o t he American people t o persuade
t hem t o give up t he advant ages t hey perceive in
sprawl.

S p e c i f i c  A n t i - S p r a w l
T a c t i c s
The ot her way t o at t ack t he problems is wit h
specific t act ics aimed at  t hem. The first  such t ac-
t ic is some t ype of  urban growt h boundary t o limit
t he outward draining of  resources f rom core areas.
This boundary need not  be airt ight  t o produce
benefit s. It  should, however, be linked t o public
provision of  key inf rast ruct ures, which should not
be publicly financed out side t he boundary. But  no
growt h boundary will have any significant  impact
unless st rong cont rols limit  growt h out side it .
Moreover, an urban growt h boundary t hat  is t he
“ accident al”  sum of  many separat e boundaries
adopt ed by individual communit ies is not  likely t o
work. If  t here are no const raint s on development
in count ies lying just  out side t he growt h boundary,
developers will leapf rog int o t hose areas and put
new growt h t here. That  will simply accelerat e
sprawl, as has happened in t he Twin Cit ies and
around Toront o. In t he San Francisco Bay area,
several communit ies have adopt ed local growth
boundaries and several ot hers are considering
doing so. But  unless t hese ef fort s are coordinat ed,
t hey will not  be ef fect ive in solving t he problems
of  t he region as a whole.

The second t act ic is regional coordinat ion and
rat ionalizat ion of  local land use planning, done by
som e reg ional p lanning  body ,  such as t he

Met ropolit an Council in t he Twin Cit ies. Relying
solely on individual communit ies t o adopt  growth
management  plans wit hout  any overall planning or
coordinat ion is like relying on a group of  subcon-
t ract ors t o build a house wit h no overall blueprint .
Yet  very few U.S. met ropolit an areas have been
willing t o adopt  t his t act ic. Local of f icials univer-
sally resist  it , because t hey claim it  would reduce
t heir “ local sovereignt y.”  In realit y, t hey have no
real cont rol—and t hus no t rue sovereignt y—con-
cerning growt h-relat ed problems, because t hose
problems are all regional, and no purely local poli-
cies can solve t hem.

Experience suggest s t hat  communit ies individ-
ually responding t o growt h-relat ed problems will
adopt  plans t hat  lock in low densit y locally . Each
localit y will t ry t o shif t  mult i-family housing else-
where t o avoid t he fiscal burdens such housing
loads on t o local t axpayers. Each localit y  will also
adopt  ot her exclusionary policies t o prot ect  sin-
gle-family home values and keep poorer people
out . These beggar-t hy-neighbor plans will f orce
growt h eit her t o more out lying areas less host ile
t o new development  or int o inner-cit y  areas
t hrough illegal overcrowding. As a result , purely
localized growt h management  will cause sprawl
t o become worse, not  bet t er. Growt h will t hen
be shif t ed t o more out ly ing communit ies when
exist ing ones refuse t o permit  higher densit ies.

The t hird t act ic is some form of  regional t ax-
base sharing, wit h all addit ions t o commercial and
indust rial t ax bases shared among all communit ies
in t he region, not  just  capt ured by t he places
where t hose development s are built . Such t ax-
base sharing would reduce fiscal disparit ies among
local government s and t hereby provide more equal
opport unit ies for cit izens across t he ent ire area.

The f ourt h t act ic is regionwide development
of  housing f or low-income households, eit her by
regional vouchers or regional new subsidies or
by  requir ing developers t o build a share of
af fordable housing in each new project . This
t act ic is cont roversial, but  our societ y must
begin deconcent rat ing povert y. David Rusk has
recent ly  proven t hat  f ocusing on improv ing
core-area povert y neighborhoods t hrough com-
munit y  development  has almost  universal ly
f ailed t o  prevent  such neighborhoods f rom
f alling furt her and furt her behind t he region. Yet
most  suburbanit es who support  any policies t o
ameliorat e t he problems of  concent rat ed pover-
t y would rat her t ry t o upgrade inner-cit y neigh-
borhoods t han help t he resident s t here move
int o bet t er neighborhoods. They  pr ef er  t he
f ailed upgrading t act ic  because it  does not
require t hem t o f ace t he prospect  of  accept ing
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more poor resident s int o t heir neighborhoods
and schools. In t he long run, however, such
accept ance is probably  essent ial t o reducing
t he serious nat ional problems generat ed by con-
cent rat ed inner -core area povert y .

A fi f t h t act ic is regional operat ion of  public t ran-
sit  syst ems and highways, including new facilit y
const ruct ion. Several met ropolit an areas have
adopt ed t his t act ic, alt hough whet her t heir t rans-
port at ion syst ems produce result s superior t o
t hose elsewhere has not  yet  been proven.

A final t act ic is vigorous regional enforcement  of
laws against  rac ial d iscr iminat ion. Ver y  f ew
American met ropolit an areas have carried out  t his
t act ic or seem about  t o do so.

Ef fect ively adopt ing any of  t hese t act ics, or cer-
t ainly most  of  t hem together, would likely require
a st rong regionwide implement ing body. Yet  hard-
ly any U.S. met ropolit an areas have been willing t o
consider doing t his. Even if  all t hese t act ics were
adopt ed, it  is not  cert ain t hat  t hey would over-
come t he ill ef fect s of  core-area concent rat ions of
povert y. The best  t hat  can be said is t hat  t hey
have a chance of  doing so if  t hey are carried out  at
a large enough scale over a very long t ime. Nor is
it  cert ain t hat  t hese t act ics would overcome a
region’s growt h-relat ed problems. For example, I
am posit ive t hat  t raf fic congest ion will get  worse
almost  everywhere, no mat t er what  t act ics any-
one adopt s.

G a i n i n g  P o l i t i c a l  S u p p o r t
Unt il advocat es of  limit ed future sprawl can over-
come the met ropolit an majorit y’s belief  t hat  t he
benefit s of  sprawl out weigh it s social cost s, t hey
are not  likely t o not ably reduce sprawl’s domi-
nance. How can t hey overcome t hat  polit ical resis-
t ance? Dealing wit h t his crit ical issue is beyond t he
scope of  t his art icle. Some discussion of  it  is pre-
sent ed in t he art icle by Myron Orfield.

Most  of  t he few st at es t hat  have adopted ef fec-
t ive growt h management  programs have been
mot ivat ed by some crisis—usually an environmen-
t al issue such as new subdivisions disrupt ing
Florida’s Everglades. It  is neit her easy, nor desir-
ab le,  t o  generat e such c r ises on dem and!
Therefore, unt il more crises occur spont aneously,
advocat es of  checking sprawl will have t o grind
away at  t he slow t ask of  educat ing t he majorit y of
cit izens who believe sprawl is good t hat  it s cost s
out weigh it s benefit s, even for t hem. I hope t his
art icle cont ribut es some ammunit ion for t hat  long
st ruggle. ■
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