
Si nce t he mi d- 1960s, a l onel y chor us
of  schol ar s and f el l ow  t r avel er s has
cont ended t hat many of  t he nat i on’s
chal l enges need t o be di scussed i n a
met r opol i t an cont ex t . Met r opol i t an
ar eas now  cont ai n cl ose t o 80 per cent
of  t he t ot al  U.S. popul at i on; hal f  t he
peopl e i n t hi s count r y now  l i ve i n j ust
39 met r o ar eas. These ar eas ar e t he
engi nes  of  t he A mer i c an econom y,
compet i ng w i t h ot her  r egi ons ar ound
t he w or l d as  t he g l obal  ec onom y
evol ves. They ar e compl ex or gani sms,
each gr ow i ng ar ound sever al  nodes of
economi c act i vi t i es—cent r al  busi ness
di s t r i c t s ,  “ edge c i t i es,”  i ndus t r i al
ar eas, ser vi ces cl ust er s, and hi gh- t ech
or  commer ci al  cor r i dor s. 

The case for viewing, formulat ing, and some-
t imes operat ing policies f rom a met ropolit an
perspect ive has always been logically com-
pelling, but  it  has had precious lit t le ef fect  on
t he way America’s domest ic policies have been
designed and implement ed. Americans have
been content , for t he most  part , wit h a public
sect or t hat  consist s of  a f ragment ed maze of
local government s and special dist rict s and a
privat e sect or t hat  builds most ly unrelat ed sub-
divisions rat her t han int egrat ed communit ies.

Increasingly, t he polit ical conf igurat ion of  t he
t ypical American met ropolis lags behind t he
economic realit ies. While hundreds of  indepen-
dent  jurisdict ions st ill part it ion most  of  our met -
ropolit an areas, t heir economic act ivit ies are
borderless. More and more of  us t raverse mult i-
ple municipal boundaries, several t imes a day.
Our local media have a regional reach. Our busi-
nesses now depend on met ropolit an-wide mar-
ket s for workers, suppliers, and cust omers. The
nat ural resources we consume—and of t en cont -
aminat e—do not  conform to jurisdict ional lines.
The civic and cult ural inst it ut ions we enjoy are
asset s t o t he broad urban communit y  and
depend on it  for support .

Since a burst  of  cit y-count y consolidat ions in
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t he 1960s and 1970s, t he met ropolit an polit ical
f ront  has been relat ively quiet . Unt il now. In t he
past  few years, met ropolit anism has reemerged as
a not able polit ical force in dozens of  major met ro-
polit an regions—and it  is even beginning t o alt er
market  pract ices.

This sudden reemergence has been caused by
t he growing unease t hat  many Americans feel
about  how t heir communit ies are developing. They
are appalled by explosive sprawl int o peripheral
farmlands and open space, rising suburban t raf f ic
congest ion, and slower growt h or absolut e decline
in many cent ral cit ies and older suburbs.

That  unease is well founded. Despit e t he hoopla
over “ comeback cit ies,”  t he benefit s of  t he 1990s
economic prosperit y have not  been shared equi-
t ably among t he part s of  each region. Rapidly
developing new suburbs—built  since t he 1970s on
t he out er f ringes of  met ropolit an areas—are cap-
t uring t he lion’s share of  employment  and popula-
t ion growt h. These jurisdict ions enjoy low t axes
and high levels of  service part ly because t hey limit
t he development  o f  af f ordable housing and
exclude families wit h moderat e means (part icularly
racial and et hnic minorit ies)  f rom living in t heir
neighborhoods or at t ending t heir schools. 

In many American met ropolit an areas, especially
in t he Nort heast  and Midwest , cent ral cit ies and
older inner-ring suburbs have been lef t  behind.
They have lost  millions of  resident s during t he
1990s, part icularly middle-class families who are
t he economic and social backbone of  sust ainable
communit ies. Consequent ly, t hese once-proud
places now harbor higher and higher concent ra-
t ions of  t he poor, part icularly t he minorit y poor,
wit hout  t he fiscal capacit y t o grapple wit h t he
consequences: joblessness, family f ragment at ion,
failing schools, and det eriorat ing commercial dis-
t rict s.

The cost s of  peripheral sprawl, moreover,
ext end beyond fiscal disparit ies and racial and
social separat ion. All families living in a region are
af fect ed as t raf f ic congest ion worsens, t he price
of  building new infrast ruct ures and maint aining old
ones rises beyond t he communit y’s capacit y t o
pay, open space and farmland become less acces-
sible, and, perhaps most  t roubling, any sense of
communit y disappears. 

In met ropolit an areas across t he count ry, t hese
changes are creat ing an impet us for t he format ion
of  new, powerful, somet imes-majorit y coalit ions at
local and regional levels. Elect ed of f icials f rom
cit ies and inner suburbs; downt own corporat e,
philant hropic, and civic int erest s; minorit y and low-
income communit y represent at ives; environmen-
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t alist s; no-growth advocat es in t he new suburbs;
farmers and rural act ivist s; and religious leaders
all are realizing t hat  t hey lose as sprawl acceler-
at es. These const it uencies reject  t he convent ion-
al wisdom t hat  current  growt h pat t erns are
inevit able—t he result  only  of  invisible market
forces and consumer preferences. Rather, t hey
are focusing more on t he role t hat  government
policies—spending programs, t ax expendit ures,
and regulatory and administ rat ive act ions—play
in shaping our communit ies and, by ext ension, our
lives.

The new coalit ions are st art ing t o flex t heir
muscles at  all levels of  government . 

From Chat t anooga t o Bost on t o Port land, met -
ropolit an leaders are choosing inf rast ruct ure
repair, mass t ransit , and ant icongest ion st rat e-
gies over road expansion and more consumpt ion
of  open space. In fast -growing met ropolit an areas
like Nort hern Virginia and Seat t le, cit izens in
out er suburban communit ies are in a virt ual st at e
of  revolt  over congest ed roads, overcrowded
schools, and loss of  open space. They have
pushed count y government s t o curb sprawl by
increasing developer f ees, scaling back exist ing
plans for resident ial growth, and purchasing land
t o preserve open space.

Some st at es are joining t he act ion. In 1997,
Maryland enact ed “ smart  growt h”  laws t o st eer
st at e road, sewer, and school monies away f rom
open spaces t o closer-in areas t argeted for con-
cent rated growt h. New Jersey is considering an
ambit ious plan t o preserve hundreds of  t hou-
sands of  acres of  open land. Minnesot a has
upgraded met ropolit an governance in t he Twin
Cit ies area and expanded suburban obligat ions for
af fordable housing. Oregon cont inues t o preserve
it s landmark land use law, which requires urban
growt h boundaries t o be drawn around cit ies
st at ew ide.  Th is  y ear  Misso ur i ,  Oh io ,  and
Pennsylvania will debat e similar reforms.

Even t he federal government  has got t en int o
t he act . In 1 991 , Congress passed landmark
t ransportat ion legislat ion t hat  gave met ropolit an
areas t he responsibilit y  f or dev ising regional
t ranspor t at ion st rat eg ies and some of  t he
resources and flexibilit y necessary t o implement
t hem. Significant ly, Congress preserved t his met -
ropolit an f ocus when it  reaut horized t he t rans-
port at ion law earlier t his year.

T h e  P u r p o s e  o f  T h i s  I s s u e
The emerging met ropolit an agenda has t he
pot ent ial t o af fect  t he physical, economic, and
social landscape of  much of  America. It  is already
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influencing our policies, polit ics, and market s. The
essays t hat  follow present  a sampling of  both t he
academic and pract it ioner t hinking about  t he new
agenda, as well as an appreciat ion of  t he obst acles
it  faces. These essays do not  form a single, coher-
ent  vision or plan of  act ion; rat her, t hey present  a
variet y of  viewpoint s and descript ions concerning
t he nat ure and importance of  t he new met ropoli-
t anism. Some of  t he aut hors are ent husiast ic pro-
ponent s of  “ met ro-t hink” ; ot hers are opponent s;
st ill ot hers raise major concerns wit hout  adopt ing
clear pro or con posit ions.

The fi rst  series of  art icles set s out  t he policy
reforms t hat  t he new met ropolit an coalit ions are
seeking at  t he met ropolit an, st ate, and federal
level. Ant hony Downs of  Brookings provides a con-
cise overview of  t he cost s and benefit s of  current
met ropolit an growt h pat t erns based on empirical
analysis, as well as ext ensive review of  t he acade-
mic lit erat ure. He discusses in part icular t he com-
plicat ed relat ionship bet ween suburban sprawl and
t he increasing concent rat ion of  minorit y poor in
America’s urban cores. Downs out lines t he range
of  general st rat egies and specific t act ics t hat  can
reverse t hese polariz ing t rends but  quest ions

whet her t hese reforms are polit ically feasible or, if
implement ed, would make a discernible dif ference.

Elmer Johnson represent s t he leadership of  t he
Chicago business communit y. His cont ribut ion is
not  just  a t heoret ical exercise; he heads t he
Met ropolis Project , an ef fort  by Chicago’s business
leadership t o review reg ional challenges and
opport unit ies for t he coming decades. Johnson
cont ends t hat  a region hoping t o t hrive in t he new
economy needs t o devise and implement  int egrat -
ed st rat egies on schools, workf orce, welfare,
housing, t ransport at ion, economic development ,

and governance.
As Johnson not es, many rules of  t he growt h and

equit y  gam e are set  in  st at e capit als and
Washington. St at es, wit h t heir power over land
use, welfare, housing, t ax policy, and local gover-
nance, hold many of  t he cards for meaningful
change. David Rusk, f ormer mayor of  Albuquerque
and aut hor o f  t he infl uent ial Cit ies Wit hout
Suburbs, explores what  he regards as t he primary
goal of  met ropolit anism: alt ering t he land use plan-
ning rules under which local government s funct ion.
Rusk regards land use reform along t he lines of
Oregon’s landmark growt h management  law as t he
vehicle for not  only curbing sprawl but  also pro-
mot ing great er equit y and opport unit y for places
and people lef t  behind.

U.S. congressman Earl Blumenauer cont ends
t hat  federal policies should inst ill a met ropolit an
perspect ive int o a wide range of  programs and
policies ext ending beyond t ransport at ion t o areas
such as water and air qualit y, housing, and econom-
ic revit alizat ion.

Piet ro Nivola of  Brookings adds a disconcert ing
set  of  wrinkles t o t he policy pict ure. Nivola com-
pares American and European growt h pat t erns and

t he disparat e demographic, market ,
and government  forces and policies
t hat  fuel t hem. He concludes t hat
met ropolit an advocates have over-
looked a whole series of  nat ional
policies (agricult ure, t axat ion, small
business, and energy)  t hat  dif fer
markedly bet ween t he two cont i-
nent s. These could be more crit ical
t o changing current  growt h pat -
t erns t han many of  t he ot her policy
reforms on t he t able. 

The Johnson, Rusk, Blumenauer,
and Nivola essays t aken t oget her
point  t o t he richness, but  complexi-
t y, of  t he met ropolit an agenda. The
policies t hey discuss operat e at  dif -
ferent  levels of  government , are

administ ered by separate bureaucracies, cross dis-
ciplinary lines, and are subject  t o major reform.
These writ ers acknowledge t hat  our  current
growt h pat t erns do not  allow for a “ big fix” ; rat her,
we should expect  reform bot h t o proceed haphaz-
ardly—federal change here, st at e and met ropoli-
t an act ions t here—and t o require more sophist i-
cat ed analyses and st rategies t han now exist .

Among ot her possible impediments t o t he suc-
cess or failure of  t he new met ropolit an coalit ions
are dif ferences in racial perspect ives. John powell,
of  t he Universit y of  Minnesot a Law School, discuss-

The em er g ing  m et -
r o p o l i t a n  a g e n d a
has t he po t ent ial t o
af f ec t  t he phy sical,
e c o n o m i c ,  a n d
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es t he complex int erplay bet ween race and met ro-
polit anism. On one level, race helps drive t he
growt h pat t erns t hat  we inherit . On anot her, race
present s a major obstacle t o building and sust ain-
ing majorit y coalit ions, bot h because of  t he at t i-
t udes of  suburban resident s and because of  t he
(of t en ignored)  at t it udes of  African-American cit y
resident s who view met ropolit an solut ions as a
ploy for dilut ing t heir power. The implicat ions of
powell’s work are st ark: policy fixes t hat  do not
address t he complexit ies of  racial polit ics will eit her
operate on t he margin or fail t o win majorit y sup-
port . 

Peter Gordon and Harry W. Richardson, of  t he
Universit y of  Sout hern California, quest ion t he
very underpinning of  t he new met ropolit an coali-
t ions, namely t hat  t he  cost s of  sprawl decidedly
out weigh it s benefit s. They challenge some of  t he
favored argument s of  met ropolit an advocat es:
t hat  sprawl has reduced air and wat er qualit y, dra-
mat ically worsened congest ion, and undermined
economic ef f iciency. If  t he met ropolit an agenda is
going t o have legs, t hese crit iques need t o be
answered object ively, empirically, and persuasive-
ly.

Janet  Rot henberg Pack, a visit ing fellow at
Brookings, quest ions whet her t he met ropolit an
area is t he correct  level of  analysis and act ion.
Pack argues t hat  larger regional dist inct ions—
Nort heast , Midwest , Sout h, and West —may be
more import ant  t han t he int ramet ropolit an t rends
at  t he heart  of  current  met ropolit an debat es. Her
empirical analysis warns against  making rigid met -
ropolit an-orient ed policies at  t he federal level and
ignoring specif ic regional charact erist ics. 

Policy reforms of  t he magnit ude being discussed
here—concerning st at e land use, federal spending
of  all t ypes, and local regulat ions—do not  occur in
a vacuum. They require polit ical coalit ions t hat
cross spat ial, part isan, ideological, and disciplinary
lines. By t heir very nat ure, coalit ions of  such
breadt h and diversit y are dif f icult  t o build and sus-
t ain.

The pot ent ial for and impediment s t o met ropol-
it an coalit ion building are now being fiercely debat -
ed. Myron Orfield, one of  t he leading met ropolit an-
orient ed stat e legislat ors in t he count ry, recount s
Minnesot a’s four-decade experience in pursuing
met ropolit an governance, t ax sharing, and ot her
solut ions for t he Minneapolis–St . Paul area. During
t hose 40  years, advocat es of  met ropolit anism
experiment ed wit h t he polit ics of  consensus ( “ we
are all in t his t oget her” ) and t hat  of  conf ront at ion
(“ t he privileged suburbs should share t he benefit s
of  growth” ) . Alt hough Orfield’s experience has

been t hat  confront at ion is most  ef fect ive, t he
quest ion of  which approach works best  is far f rom
being set t led among met ropolit an advocat es
nat ionwide.

The heavy policy and polit ical focus in t his
Review is warrant ed, given t he impact  of  govern-
ment  policies on growt h and development . Yet
growt h pat t erns do not  result  solely f rom govern-
ment  policies—and will not  be alt ered solely by
changes in t hem. Cit izens “ vot e wit h t heir feet ”
every day in housing and job market s in response
to t he failures of  cit ies and ot her jurisdict ions t o
provide qualit y schools and  services. 

The market place also has it s own int ernal
dynamics. Real estat e developer and consult ant
Christ opher Leinberger out lines how t he real
estat e indust ry has adopt ed uniform, simplified
approaches t o building commercial project s and
housing subdivisions and how t hese approaches
t hemselves have cont ribut ed t o t he sprawling
environment  we live in. 

Changing t hese market  pract ices will require a
new way of  t hinking about  t he cost s and benefit s
of  current  growt h pat t erns. Michael Cohen, of  t he
World Bank, argues t hat  neit her t he government
nor t he market place adequat ely capt ures t he
benefit s of  reusing exist ing inf rast ruct ure and
invest ing in older communit ies. He believes both
t he whole nat ion and specific regions could realize
enormous product ivit y  gains by f ocusing on
improving t he exist ing st ock of  inf rast ruct ure
rat her t han simply (and predict ably) building new. 

W a t c h  t h e  M e t r o p o l i t a n
S p a c e
As t he essays in t his Review illust rate, t he met ro-
polit an agenda, like t he American met ropolis it self ,
defi es easy  defi nit ion. Unlike many  areas of
domest ic policy, met ropolit an init iat ives do not
conform t o t radit ional part isan or ideological lines.
Governor Parris Glendening, a Democrat , pushed
t hrough Mary land’s met ropolit an ef f ort s, and
Republican Governor Christ ine Todd Whitman is
spearheading New Jersey’s. These st ate leaders
recognize t here is subst ant ial common ground
between t he cit ies and a good port ion of  t he sub-
urbs on growth and development  issues. 

The fact ors precipit at ing met ropolit an act ion
also vary markedly among regions and st at es.
Smart  growt h in Maryland, land use reform in
Oregon, and Florida’s planning laws were precipi-
t at ed by deep popular concern about  possible
environment al losses. In Michigan, t he current
growt h conversat ion arises f rom worries about
loss of  farmland and open space. In Ohio, several



polit ical current s are present : farm preservat ion,
inner suburban decline, and t radit ional big-cit y
concerns. In Pennsylvania, advocat es f or reform
invoke t he st at e’s herit age of  small t owns and
cit ies, t hreat ened by unsust ainable growt h. These
precipit at ing fact ors cannot  be manufact ured on
demand or easily replicat ed; t hey refl ect  t he
unique natural, demographic, and market  charac-
t erist ics of  each region and st at e. Thus t he met ro-
polit an agenda will not  develop in a uniform fash-
ion t hroughout  t he count ry.

Finally, met ropolit an issues do not  invit e t radi-
t ional or simple programmat ic responses. There is
no “ silver bullet ”  t hat  can be designed and imple-
ment ed by one level of  government  or one sect or
of  t he economy. To grow dif ferent ly—to grow in a
way t hat  promot es reinvest ment  and reuse over
sprawl, equit y and fairness over division, access t o
opportunit y over barriers t o mobilit y—requires t he
pursuit  of  int egrat ed public- and privat e-sector
st rat egies t hat  must  be sust ained and nurt ured
over a long t ime. The ef fort  has an immense way
t o go, but  at  least  it  has begun. As t he old bill-
board advert isement s invit ed us, you would be
wise t o “ wat ch t his space” —it  may be coming t o
your t own. ■
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