
Most  cont ribut ors 
t o t his Review symposium have 

ident ified t he key role of  public policies
in shap ing our  met ropolit an areas.
Cert ainly, public policies enact ed imme-
diat ely af t er World War II, which provid-
ed government -backed mort gage insur-
ance for new suburban houses and cre-
at ed t he Int erst at e Highway Syst em,
encouraged t he low-densit y pat t ern of
met ropolit an development  t hat  has
come t o be known as suburban sprawl.

Yet  t hese early government  po lic ies only
refl ect ed f undament al changes in consumer
desires. The public sect or adopted t hese new poli-
cies because most  people want ed t he condit ions
t hey creat ed. At  t he same t ime, t hose same con-
sumer desires were shaping what  developers were
producing in privat e real est at e market s. In reac-
t ion t o t he dirt y, crowded, and noisy prewar cit y,
ret urning vet erans and t heir families embraced a
t hen-new, now wholly familiar, version of  t he
American dream. It s irreducible and unchallenged
elements were privacy for t he immediat e family,
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space t o buf fer int rusive neighbors, t he flexibilit y
of  personal t ransport at ion, and cont rol over local
government  and schools. For four decades, t hese
goals dominat ed t he development  of  new territ ory
at  t he periphery of  every American met ropolit an
area. Only now is t he market  st art ing t o underst and
the unintended consequences of  t he realizat ion of
t his dream. Only now, since part s of  t he market  are
becoming disenchant ed, can we begin t o quest ion
long -do m inan t  conv en t ion al  dev elopm ent
pract ices.

From t he developer’s perspect ive, t he key t o
profit able act ivit y under current ly dominant  condi-
t ions is simplicit y. An overall met ropolit an syst em
whose goals include maximizing privacy and t he
almost  exclusive use of  personal t ransport at ion
permit s individual developers t o virt ually ignore
t he complex urban fabric and cont ext . For devel-
opers, it  is easiest  and most  profit able t o build sin-
gle, st andard product  t ypes, wit h which t he finan-
cial inst it ut ions and local government s are familiar,
on greenfield sit es on t he f ringe. It  is also simpler
t o market  and manage modular, single-use devel-
opment s.

Thus, t he real est ate development  indust ry now
has 19 st andardized product  t ypes—a cookie-cut -
t er array of  of f ice, indust rial, ret ail, hotel, apart -
ment , resident ial, and miscellaneous building
t ypes. These project s are easy and cheap t o
finance, build, t rade, and manage. To t ake one
example, a “ neighborhood cent er”  will always be
built  on a 12- t o 15 -acre sit e, wit h 20  percent  of
t he space set  aside for building and t he remaining
80 percent  dedicat ed t o parking. The cent er will
invariably be anchored by a 50,000- t o 70,000-
square foot  grocery st ore, a 20,000- t o 30 ,000-
square foot  drugst ore, and in-line shops occupied
by nat ional chain ret ailers. It  will draw it s cus-
t omers f rom t he 15 ,000  households in t he “ neigh-
borhood”  in a 3- t o 5 -mile radius. Like most  ot her
project s, it  will have lit t le relat ionship t o t he nat ur-
al or built  environment  around it . Also like most
ot her project s, it  will be separat ed f rom ot her
kinds of  land uses, so t hat  ret ail goes wit h ret ail,
housing goes wit h housing, and so on. 

For nearly all income-producing real est at e, t he
most  crit ical locat ional crit eria are visibilit y f rom
t he highway and accessibilit y t o t he relevant  user
populat ion by car. These t wo crit eria are less
about  people t han about  t heir aut omobiles, which
are of  paramount  import ance. It  is an axiom in t he
real est at e indust ry t hat  “ parking drives develop-
ment .”  In a t ypical development  t here is generally
more square f oot age for parked cars t han for
act ivit ies f or t he people who own t hose cars.

Every 1,000 square feet  of  of f ice space requires
about  1 ,500  square feet  of  parking space; every
1,000 square feet  of  rest aurant  seat ing space
necessit at es 3 ,500  square feet  of  parking space.

Unfort unat ely, t his simple, st andardized kind of
development  is very good at  creat ing “ suburban
sprawl.”  Why? Because places for shopping, work-
ing, playing, and living are separat ed spat ially, peo-
ple become highly dependent  on t heir cars, build-
ings become st randed in t he middle of  vast  asphalt
parking lot s, and low overall densit ies spread new
growt h widely across t he landscape.

The unintended negat ive consequences of  cur-
rent  real est at e development  pat t erns are many:
massive t raf f ic congest ion; air  and wat er pollut ion,
mainly due t o aut omobile use; undif ferent iat ed
“ could be anywhere”  neighborhoods and st rip
malls; concent rat ed urban povert y in older core
areas; and st rained inf rast ruct ures. The last  have
arisen because government s have not  been able
bot h t o pay for new infrast ruct ure for low-densit y
development  and t o maint ain old exist ing inf ra-
st ructure. Perhaps t he worst  consequence is t hat
most  Americans now believe t hey can leave key
social problems behind by moving t o a new ring of
suburbs on t he met ropolit an f ringe. The rapid
decline of  t he inner suburbs, built  20 t o 50  years
ago, is bleak t est imony t o t his.

Many real estate developers and Wall St reet
t raders are t aking not e of  t hese negat ive conse-
quences and reconsidering t he way we build and
live. Nost algia for denser, less car dependent ,
mixed-use neighborhoods and t he rise of  t he New
Urbanism have become import ant  new t rends in
resident ial real estate in t he 1990s. The success of
t he new urbanist s in selling t heir vision since t he
Congress for t he New Urbanism was organized in
1992  is nothing short  of  ast ounding. True, up t o
now, t hat  vision has act ually been embodied in only
a few hundred of  t he many t housands of  new sub-
divisions being built  across t he nat ion. And t he new
urbanist s’ success in achieving many of  t he pro-
claimed advant ages of  t heir designs has yet  t o be
clearly demonst rat ed. Yet  t heir ideas are a breath
of f resh air t hat  may have important  consequences
in t he near fut ure.

The key t o t he new v ision is complexit y .
Convenience and privacy, while st ill import ant ,
are no longer enough. People want  a sense of
communit y, a sense of  place, a sense of  hist ory,
and a connect ion t o nat ure. The ideal is t o walk
out  your back door and have privacy; walk out
your f ront  door and have communit y; walk a few
blocks for services, maybe for work; and walk a
few blocks furt her for a nat ure preserve. It  is also



import ant  t o have easy car or t ransit  connect ions
t o ot her part s of  t he met ropolit an area, including
ot her businesses, cult ural resources, and an air-
port . Finally, neighborhoods should have places
for families of  all income levels t o live. Whet her
t oday’s st at us-conscious American households
will accept  such economic int egrat ion is not  yet
proven; it  was t he norm in prewar neighborhoods,
according t o old census dat a.

The complexit y of  t his new vision makes it  more
dif f icult  t o build and maint ain t han t he current
model, t hough probably less expensive in t he long
run. Yet  I believe t his new ideal will spread in popu-
larit y because growing segment s of  t he market
want  it . Bored, f rust rated, and financially st rapped
because of  current  development  pat t erns, people
are no longer sat isfied wit h a large house on a
large lot  of f  a cul-de-sac miles f rom anyt hing. They
want  more opt ions. Some emerging evidence is
easy t o see: lof t  housing is appearing in down-
t owns; prices for houses in many older, complex,
mixed-use neighborhoods ( t he ones t hat  are mod-
els for New Urbanism) are rising rapidly. At  t he
same t ime, prices for convent ional houses on
many met ropolit an f ringes are increasing only min-
imally; and t he few new suburban project s t hat  are
built  on new urbanism lines appear t o be financial
successes.

This emerging vision breaks all t he old rules of
st andardizat ion and simplicit y. But  t he market  is a
powerful force. The market  helped get  us int o our
current  mess. In t he long run, I believe it  will get  us
out . ■
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