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B Y P I E T R O S .  N I V O L A

Urban set t lement s grow in t hree
direct ions: up int o high-rise build-
ings, in by crowding, or out  int o t he
suburbs. A lt hough cit ies every -
where have developed in each of
t h ese  w ay s  a t  v ar io u s t im e s,
nowhere in Europe has t he out ward
d isp er sal  o f  p eo p l e  and  j o b s
mat ched t he scope of  suburbaniza-
t ion in t he met ropolit an areas of
t he Unit ed St at es. Here, less t han a
quart er of  t he nat ion’s populat ion
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lived in suburbia in
1 9 5 0 .  No w  m o r e
t h an  6 0  p er c en t
d o e s .  Wh y  h av e
m o s t  Eu r o p e an
cit ies remained com-
pact  compared wit h
t h e  sp r aw l i n g
American met ropo-
lis?

M i s c o n c e p t i o n s
At  first  glance, t he answer seems element ary. The
urban cent ers of  Europe are older, and t he popula-
t ions of  t heir count ries did not  increase as rapidly
in t he post war period. In addit ion, st ringent  nat ion-
al land use laws slowed suburban development ,
whereas t he disjoint ed jurisdict ions in U.S. met ro-
polit an regions encouraged it . 

But  on closer inspect ion, t his convent ional wis-
dom does not  suf f ice. The cont ours of  most  major
urban areas in t he Unit ed St at es were formed t o a
great  ext ent  by economic and demographic expan-
sion af t er t he Second World War. The same was
t rue in much of  Europe, where ent ire cit ies were
reduced t o rubble by t he war and had t o be rebuilt
f rom t he ground up. Consider Germany, t he
Eur opean count r y  whose cit ies were car pet
bombed. Many German cit ies t oday are old in name
only, and t hough Germany’s populat ion as a whole
grew much less quickly t han America’s af t er 1950 ,
West  German cit ies experienced formidable eco-
nomic growt h and in-migrat ions. Yet  t he met ropol-
it an populat ion densit y of  t he Unit ed St at es is st ill
about  one-fourt h t hat  of  Germany. New York, our
densest  cit y, has approximat ely one-t hird t he
number of  inhabit ant s per square mile of  Frankfurt .
Moreover, t he dispersed U.S. pat t ern of  develop-
ment  has cont inued apace even in places where
populat ion has increased lit t le or not  at  all. From
1970 t o 1990 , t he Chicago area’s populat ion rose

by only 4 percent , but  t he region’s built -up land
increased 46  percent . Met ropolit an Cleveland’s
populat ion act ually declined by 8  percent , yet  33
percent  more of  t he area’s t errit ory was devel-
oped. 

Nor can our ext reme degree of  decent ralizat ion
necessarily be imput ed t o t he f ragment ed jurisdic-
t ional st ructure of  U.S. met ropolit an areas, where-
in every suburban t own or count y presumably has
aut onomous cont rol over t he use of  land. Act ually,
many urban regions in t he Unit ed St at es are less
fragment ed t han are t hose in much of  Europe.
Since 1950  about  half  of  America’s cent ral cit ies
have at  least  doubled t heir t errit ory by annexing
new suburbs. Houston covered 160 square miles in
1950 . By 1980, exercising broad powers t o annex
it s environs, it  incorporated 556 square miles. In
t he same 30-year period, Jacksonville went  f rom
being a t own of  30 square miles t o a regional gov-
ernment  enveloping 841 square miles—t wo-t hirds
t he size of  Rhode Island. True, t he t ri-st at e region
of  New York cont ains some 780 separate locali-
t ies, some wit h zoning ordinances t hat  permit  only
low-densit y subdivisions. But  t he urban region of
Paris—ÎIle de France—comprises 1,300 municipali-
t ies, all of  which also have considerable discret ion
in t he consignment  of  land for development . 

The f act  t hat  cent ral agencies in count ries like
France may exert  influence on t hese local deci-

T hank s  t o l i ght  t a xa t i on of  ga s ol i ne ,  t he  pr i c e
of  a ut om ot i v e  f ue l  i n  t he  Uni t e d  S t a t e s  i s
a l mos t  a  qua r t e r  of  w hat  i t  i s  i n I t a l y .  I s  i t  sur -
pr i s i ng t ha t  I t a l i a ns  l i v e  c l os e r  t o t he i r  ur ba n
c e nt e r s ,  w her e  t he y  c a n m or e  e a s i l y  w a l k  t o
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sions t hrough nat ional land use st at ut es is not  an
especially t elling dist inct ion eit her. Think of  t he
relat ionship of  U.S. st at e government s t o t heir
local communit ies as roughly analogous t o t hat  of
Europe’s unit ary regimes t o t heir respect ive local
ent it ies. Not  only are t he government s of  some of
our st ates behemot hs (New York st at e’s annual
expendit ures, for example, approximat e Sweden’s
ent ire nat ional budget ) , but  also a significant  num-
ber have enact ed t errit orial planning legislat ion
reminiscent  of  European guidelines. Indeed, f rom a
legal st andpoint , local government s in t his count ry
are mere “ creatures”  of  t he st at es, which can
direct , modify, or even abolish t heir localit ies at
will. Frequent ly, European municipalit ies, wit h t heir
ancient  independent  chart ers, are less subordinat -
ed. 

D i f f e r e n t  S t r o k e s
The more int erest ing cont rast s bet ween t he for-
mat ive influences on urban spat ial st ruct ures in
America and Europe lie elsewhere. Wit h t hree and
a half  million square miles of  t errit ory, t he Unit ed
St at es has had much more space over which t o
spread it s set t lement s. And on t his vast  expanse,
t he dif f usion of  decent ralizing t echnologies—
mot or vehicles, for example—commenced decades
earlier t han in ot her indust rial count ries. ( In 1921,
1 in 12 Americans owned an aut omobile. Germany
did not  reach t hat  rat io unt il 1960 .)  But  besides
such fundament als, t he public agendas here and in
key European count ries have been miles apart . The
import ant  dist inct ions, moreover, have less t o do
wit h dif fering “ urban”  programs and land use con-
t rols t han wit h ot her nat ional policies, t he conse-
quences of  which are less underst ood. 

Lavish agricult ural subsidies in Europe, for exam-
ple, keep more farmers in business and help dis-
suade t hem from selling t heir land t o developers.
Thanks t o light  t axat ion of  gasoline, t he price of
aut omot ive fuel in t he Unit ed St at es is almost  a
quart er of  what  it  is in It aly. Is it  surprising t hat
It alians live closer t o t heir urban centers, where
t hey can more easily walk t o work or rely on public
t ransport at ion? (On a per capit a basis, resident s
of  Milan make an average of  350 t rips a year on
public t ransport at ion. People in, say, San Diego
make an average of  17.)  Gasoline is not  t he only
form of  energy t hat  is much cheaper in t he Unit ed
St at es t han in Europe. Elect ric power and furnace
fuels are t oo. The expense of  heat ing t he equiva-
lent  of  an average det ached U.S. suburban home,
and of  operat ing t he gigant ic home appliances
(such as refrigerat ors and f reezers)  t hat  subst i-
t ut e for neighborhood stores in many American

resident ial communit ies, would be daunt ing t o
most  households in large part s of  Europe. 

Syst ems of  t axat ion make a profound dif f er-
ence. European t ax st ruct ures bear down on con-
sumpt ion. Why don’ t  most  Dut ch people and
Danes vacat e t heir t ight  t owns and cit ies where
many commut ers prefer t o ride bicycles, rat her
t han sport -ut ilit y vehicles, t o work? The sales t ax
on a new, medium-sized car in The Net herlands is
approximat ely 9  t imes higher t han in t he Unit ed
St at es; in Denmark, 37 t imes higher. The U.S. t ax
code, by cont rast , favors spending over saving
( t he lat t er is ef fect ively t axed t wice)  and t hen
prov ides inducement s t o purchase part icular
goods—most  not ably houses, t he mort gage int er-
est  on which is deduct ible. The ef fect  of  such pro-
visions is t o lead most  American families int o t he
suburbs, where spacious dwellings are available
and absorb much of  t he nat ion’s personal savings
pool.

Suburban homeownership has been promot ed in
t he Unit ed St at es by more t han t ax policy. Federal
Ho using  A d m in is t r at io n  and  V e t er an s
Administ rat ion mort gage guarant ees are est imat -
ed t o have financed more t han a quart er of  all sin-
gle-family homes built  in t he post war period.
Meanwhile, in Europe, t he housing st ocks of  many
c o un t r ies w er e  dec im at ed  b y  t he w ar .
Government s responded t o t he emergency by
erect ing apart ment  buildings and ext ending rent al
subsidies t o large segment s of  t he populat ion.
America also built  a good deal of  publicly subsi-
dized rent al housing in t he post war years, but
chiefly t o accommodat e t he most  impoverished
cit y-dwellers. Unlike t he relat ively mixed income
housing complexes scat t ered around London or
Paris, U.S. public housing project s furt her concen-
t rat ed t he urban poor in t he inner cit ies, t urning
t he likes of  Sout h Cent ral Los Angeles or Chicago’s
Sout h Side int o pit s of  social degradat ion and vio-
lence. The ef fect  was t o accelerat e t he flight  of
urban middle-class families f rom t he vicinit y of
t hese places t o safer locat ions on t he met ropoli-
t an f ringe.  

Few forces are more consequent ial for t he
shape of  cit ies t han are a societ y’s invest ment s in
t ransport at ion inf rast ruct ure. Government  at  all
levels in t he Unit ed St at es has commit t ed hun-
dreds of  billions t o t he const ruct ion and maint e-
nance of  highways, passenger railroads, and t ran-
sit  syst ems. What  count s, however, is not  just  t he
magnit ude of  t he commit ment , but  t he dist ribu -
t ion of t he public expendit ures among modes of
t ransport at ion. Where, as in t he Unit ed St at es, t he
share claimed by roads has dwarfed t hat  of  alt er-
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nat ives by almost  6 t o l, an unrelent ing increase in
aut omobile t ravel and a st eady decline in t ransit
usage, however heavily subsidized, was inevit able. 

Dense cit ies dissipat e wit hout  relat ively int en-
sive use of  mass t ransit . In 1945 t ransit  accounted
for approximat ely 35  percent  of  urban passenger
miles t raveled in t he Unit ed St at es. By 1994  t he
figure had dwindled t o less t han 3 percent —or
roughly one-fif t h t he average in Western Europe. If
early on, American t ransport at ion planners had fol-
lowed t he Brit ish or French budget ary pract ice of
allocat ing bet ween 40  and 60 percent  of  t heir
t ransport  out lays t o passenger railroads and mass
t ransit  syst ems, inst ead of  73 percent  f or high-
ways as in t he U.S. case, t here is lit t le quest ion
t hat  many U.S. cit ies would be more compressed
t oday. 

Dense cit ies also require a vibrant  economy of
neighborhood shops and services. (Why live in t own
if  performing life’s simplest  everyday funct ions, like
picking up f resh groceries for supper, requires dri-
ving t o dist ant  vendors?)  But  t he local shopkeepers
cannot  compet e wit h regional megast ores prolifer-
at ing in America’s met ropolit an shopping centers
and st rip malls. Mult iple rest rict ions on t he penet ra-
t ion and pricing pract ices of large ret ailers in various
European count ries protect  small urban businesses.
The cost s t o consumers are high, but  t he conve-
nience and int imacy of  London’s “ high st reet s”  or of
t he corner market s in virt ually  every Parisian
arrondissement are preserved. 

F o r  R i c h e r  o r  f o r  P o o r e r ?
To conclude t hat  a wide range of  public policies in
Europe has helped curb suburban sprawl t here is
not  t o say, of  course, t hat  all t hose policies have
enhanced t he welf are of  t he Europeans—and
hence, t hat  t he Unit ed St at es ought  t o emulat e
t hem. Most  households are not  bet t er of f  when
farmers are heavily subsidized, or when ant icom-
pet it ive pract ices protect  micro-businesses at  t he
expense of  larger, more ef f icient  fi rms. Nor would
most  consumers gain great er sat isfact ion f rom
housing st rat egies t hat  assist  rent er occupancy
but  not  homeownership, or f rom t ax and t rans-
port at ion policies t hat  force more people out  of
t heir cars and ont o buses, t rains, or bicycles.
Arguably , t he economies of  some nat ions in
West ern Europe have falt ered in recent  years amid
t hese sort s of  public biases, while t he Unit ed
St at es has prospered in part  because it  has suc-
cessfully resist ed t hem. 

St ill, if  we wonder why  t he cit yscapes of
America and Europe t ypically look so dif ferent , we

would do well t o get  beyond clichés (about  under-
funded U.S. urban programs, inadequat e U.S. land
use planning, or “ balkanized”  U.S. met ropolit an
government s)  and t o recognize t he full breadt h of
hard policy choices t hat  make for int ernat ional dif -
ferences. ■
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