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Metropolitan Recentralization

An Agenda for a Better Urban Future

The social, environmental, and economic hedattine metropolis can be
optimized only by revitalizing the core, a procésat usually entails rede-
velopment at higher densities. Housing densitiesiost core cities are no
longer sufficient to sustain the essential urbaeraties that, until the post-
industrial era, allowed residents to live life fylindependent of automobile
ownership. The essential ingredients of urband#e be restored by allow-
ing housing markets to replace aging low-densitydnaog with better hous-
ing at densities appropriate to the heart of th&-palustrial metropolis. A
healthy high-density core is a precondition to amgnificant reduction of
automobile dependence, not only in the core, oifhout the metropolis.

Our metropolitan cores would revitalize quitgurally if left to market
forces, but activists and policymakers resist arevgnt the kinds of rede-
velopment necessary to revitalize cities. Growtkthen forced to the subur-
ban fringe. “Smart Growth” advocates imagine, agaall evidence, that
suburbs can be “urbanized” in ways that will megfully reduce the auto-
mobile’s role in metropolitan life.

Nowhere in the developed world does theret @xisgansit-rich metropolis
anchored to a low-density core city.

Steve Belmont practices architecture in Minneapolis and isutimimof Cities in Full: Recog-
nizing and Realizing the Great Potential of Urban Americaublished by the American Plan-
ning Association in 2002.

“A full and sustainable revival of our cities will depend on the kind of fresh
thinking found in Cities in Full.” Howard Husock, director of case studies,
John F. Kennedy School of Government, Harvard University
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Garden Cities and other forms of “new towns” were conceived more than a century ago
to alleviate congestion in the teeming industrial city. Technological innovationssa hou
ing and transit facilitate much higher densities today; yet the suburbanizapiolsén
persists, even where core cities suffer not from excess density but instffieresity.

“Smart Growth” advocates promote the “new towns” of today—suburban developments
meant to alleviate the source of much that ails the post-industrial metropolis—eaitom
dependence. The advocates overstate the power of higher-density mixed-use suburban
development to reduce driving because they have bought into a myth widely propagated
in the aftermath of the energy crises of the 1970s and 80s: the myth that polycestricity
the most energy-efficient form of metropolitan development.

Polycentricity Myth Polycentricity Reality
the energy-efficient commutes  the energy-gluttonous commutes
of Garreau's imagination of commercial decentralization

Commercial decentralization makes it difficult to work close to home. Many households have
two (or more) workers; the likelihood that both will commute to a common work location is slim
in the decentralized metropolis. Workers change jobs sometimes, and employers relocate; in
a decentralized metropolis these events can lengthen the commute. Many workers—e.g.,
sales reps and construction workers—commute not to their employers’ headquarters but to
multiple work destinations; in a decentralized metropolis those destinations are broadly dis-
persed. An increasing share of the workforce is made up of contract workers and temporar-
ies, each of whom travels to widely dispersed work locations in the decentralized metropolis.

The polycentrisfioel Garreaucalled “edge city” business developméihie crucible of

America’s urban future” becauséit moves everything closer to the homes of the middle

class” and thereby reduces drivifigTo support this assertion, Garreau citdah Pisarski's
prediction: Forthcoming data will indicate reduced commute times in the 1980s era-of poly
centric development. But the data emerged and proved otherwise. Commute times (and dis-
tances) increased, as did and per-capita vehicle miles traveled.

And Garreau largely ignored an energy-efficiency factor of greater iemg@than commute
times: transit efficiency. Business decentralization in any form idl kethiaansit efficiency.
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Mr. Garreau believed that the typical Edge City would draw its workers and customer
from nearby suburban housing; he assumed that the Edge City would endow its host sub-
urb with a high level oéconomic independenceThis assumption was naive. The met-
ropolitan economy binds its various municipalities together in a state of greadng

nomic interdependence

Self-Containment among 23 Bay Area Municipalities
Independence Joel Garreau assumed that the addition of a

Municipality Index (1990) business concentration in a bedroom suburb
San Francisco 1.23 would produce self-containment and thereby re-
Santa Rosa 0.74 - )
b Napa 070 duce d_nvmg. Robert Cervero’s research proves
San Jose 0.60 otherwise. Cervero analyzed the Bay Area’s 23
b Fairfield 0.48 most populous municipalities to see if jobs-
Berkeley 8'2‘2‘ housing balance produces self containment.
Vallejo 040 Cervero cor}cluded:. “Even if jobs-housing bal-
Alameda 0.37 ance is attained ... it does not guarantee self-
Ea'o A”to 8-32 containment or reduced external commuting.”
o level of nfernal commuting"” <0.25 Cervero found that Garreau's “Edge Cities” pro-
Hayward 0.24 duce especially low levels of self-containment.
Edge City > b Pleasanton+ 0.24 NOTES: Independence Index is the percentage of internal
Edge City > b Concord 0.24 commutes divided by the percentage of external commutes.
Edge City > Sunnyvale+ 0.21 * = “emerging Edge City” according to Garreau.
Edge City > b San Mateo+ 0.21 b = balanced between jobs and housing—within .15 in 1990.
_ Santa Clara 0.19 + = Garreau adds suffix “area” or lists additional territory.
Edge City > Walnut Creek 0.19 Source: Robert Cervero, “Jobs-Housing Balance Revisited,”
. San Leandro 0.19 Journal of the American Planning Association, Autumn 1996.
Edge City*> b Redwood City+ 0.19 Note: Garreau characterizes San Jose as part of an “Edge
b Richmond 0.18 City,” but this is an inaccurate characterization according to
. b Mountain View 0.13 Garreau's own definition. (See Cities in Full, p. 144.)
Edge City*-> Daly City+ 0.07

The number of American workers who commuted to jobs outside their home counties
increased by 206 percent between 1960 and 1990, while the workforce increased by 78
percent A measure of economic independence remains in the small freestanding farm-
ing communities beyond the edge of the metropolis, but this independence evaporates
when such a community is captured by suburbanization.

The independence of suburban communities proves elusive becausercial decen-
tralization makes it difficult for most households to conduct businesslose to home.

In this era of Edge City, workers who value residential stability must s&crdsidence-
workplace proximity. And proximity is a minor factor in trips to many non-work destina-
tions such as doctor and dentist. Garreau’s Edge City vision has proven unrealistic.

The “Smart Growth” agenda will prove misguided as well. “Smart Growth” envisions
mixed-use suburban developments whose workers arrive on foot or on transit. Even if a
development’s employment base is massive and dense, few will arrive on foot, and few
will arrive on transit according tBober Cervera: “Islands of transit-oriented develop-

ment in a sea of freeway-oriented suburbs will do little to change fundamerdai-c

muting habits...Successful transit villages will need to be part of a transitropwlis.”
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If any American metropolis can be characterized as a transit metropslibéiNew

York City metropolis—the only metro area in America in which more than 12 percent of
the workforce commutes by transit. America’s only transit metropolis is, by na-coinc
dence, anchored to America’s best transit city—the only city in America in whieh a

jority of employed residents commute by transit. One cannot build a transit metropolis
upon an automobile-dependent core; the only way to create a transit metropolis s to firs
create a transit city.

Transit's share of work commutes selected metro areas, 2000

metro area transit's share  rank
New York City cmsa 24.9 percent 1
Chicago cmsa 11.5 percent 2
San Francisco cmsa 9.5 percent 3
Minneapolis MsA 4.5 percent 12
Hartford msa median, (C)MSAs 2 1 million 2.8 percent 25

Sources: US Census Bureau, American Public Transportation Association, 2003
Note: Data are for America's 49 CMSAs or MSAs with more than 1 million residents.

Suburban transit functions largely as a shuttle service from park-ride lots to dewntow
jobs, eliminating personal vehicles from one segment of the work trip. Thus suburban
transit does little to reduce suburbanites’ reliance on personal vehicles. Subsrbsaite
transit for virtually none of their non-work trips. The potential to reduce metropolitan
rates of vehicle ownership exists only at the center of the metropolis.

"Islands of transit-oriented development in a sea of
freeway-oriented suburbs will do little to change

fundamental commuting habits ... Successful transit
villages will need to be part of a transit metropolis.”’

Robert Cervero, 1997

""The only way to create a transit metrop-
olis is to first create a transit city.”

The metropolitan area’s finite supply of high-density development is desperatddne
at the core to create the transit city without which there can be no transit nistropol
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Core-city population
densities and metro-
politan rates of transit
commuting for Ameri-
cas’ 20 most populous
cities, 2000:

A core city's residen-
tial population density
is a reliable predictor
of its metro area’s rate
of transit commuting.
The only transit-
feasibility factor as
powerful as residential
density is employment
density. Density is a
factor more powerful
than the presence or
absence of rail transit
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Population density in 20 most populous US cities / metro area transit %, 2000
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The graph above reveals the strong correlation between metropolitan transit useand cor
city residential densityand it reveals the importance of jobs centralization. Metropolitan
Boston's rate of transit commuting is unusually high because of Boston’s unusually high
level of jobs centralization. Jobs in most American cities are widely disherse

Los Angeles, Detroit, and San Josproduce especially low levels of transit commuting
because each of these metro areas has a low lexpybyment density-a weak down-
town. Downtown Detroit contains less than 25 percent of its metro area’s commercial
office space, a low fraction among America’s major cities. Nonethelessymakers
continue to accommodate decentralization. For example, the transportation policies of
theMetropolitan Council of theTwin Cities are based on its vision that only 14 percent
of new Twin Cities-area jobs will materialize in the core cities. The cbdreams of

new and growing Suburban Business Concentrations (SBCs) well fed by transit, but this
is a futile dream. Automobile dependence is the reality of America’s SB@sittra
oriented or otherwise. Mransit Villages in the ZiCentury Robert Cervero reported
that“employees in [suburban] transit supportive areas were generally as dependent on
their cars to get to work as those working in more auto-oriented sifes.”

Commercial centralization maximizes transit commuting and preventssidengal hy-
per-sprawl associated with SBCs (§&8es in Full pp. 157, 174). Commercial centrali-
zation maximizes the numbers of jobs, goods, and services that are readiljobrt®ssi
people who cannot own or drive a car.
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Transit ridership has sunk to woefully low levels in most of urban American, in part be-
cause population densities have declined. Nonetheless, central cities hold the potential
dramatically increase their rates of transit ridership. Policymakeenttalize precious
transit resources in the vain hope that suburbanites will significantly changedtei

habits, but cities have far greater potential than suburbs to alleviate the autataebile
pendence of metropolitan area&ansit ridership will be maximized where jobs,
population, and transit resources are centralized.

America’s central cities produce a rate of transit commuting nearly foastas high as
America’s suburbs (11.52% versus 2.98% in 199The land at the heart of the me-
tropolis derives its inheremtansit superiority from three conditionsetter proximity
to routes, shorter headways(time intervals between transit vehicle arrivals), dimect
access (no transfer) to more work destinations
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Most people who live within
two miles of a sizeable city's
CBD also live within a quarter
mile—walking distance—of a
transit route. People who live
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eight miles from the CBD

/ might live farther than a mile
from the nearest transit route.
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Buffalo, New York, where ra-
dial streets are superimposed
on the rectangular grid. Buf-
falo’s transit route pattern con-
[ spicuously reveals the location
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of the CBD.
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Transit Advantage #1: Better Proximity to Routes

Metropolitan Recentralization 8



Downtown

Numbers indicate number of down-
town-bound buses per weekday.
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Transit Advantage #2: Shorter Headways

Downtown
Minneapolis

Methodist
Hospital | «

Rte 6

Southdale

This bus route diagram for
a sector southwest of
downtown Minneapolis
illustrates the convergence
of three bus routes—
numbers 6, 12, and 28—
as they approach the
CBD. As routes converge,
headways are reduced.
Route extremities are
served by as few as 9
downtown-bound buses
per weekday, compared to
171 buses within two miles
of downtown.

UPTOWN St. Paul

Residents of Minneapolis’ Uptown neighborhood
enjoy not only frequent but also direct (no-transfer)
bus service to each of several employment
destinations. Generally, the number of direct-
access employment destinations decreases as
distance to the CBD increases. The inconvenience
of the bus transfer powerfully deters ridership
among commuters who own cars.

Transit Advantage #3: Direct Access to More Destinas
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With only about a quarter of their metro area’s populatidinneapolis andSt. Paul

produce the overwhelming majority of transit trips, according to the Metropolitan Coun-
cil: “65 percent of all transit travel never leaves the cities. Only 6 percentaofdit

trips occur in the areas entirely outside the central citi€sBuses are commonly filled

to capacity as they exit downtown during the evening rush; by the time they reach the
mid-point of their routes, they have discharged most of their passeijjstance decay

is the term used by transit planners to describe this phenomenon. Researchers have ob-
served distance decay on America’s light rail systems.

Light Rail Station Boardings

by Distance to the CBD
and Residential Density
4000 . Transit researchers stud-
" ied the relationships
|‘l ‘._ among residential density,
Iy - household-CBD proximity,
3000 || pt and ridership rates, and
e \ “ Constants: they found both proximity
;g | D 100,000 CBD employees and density to be critical
® LR S, 100 employees per CBD acre  factors in attracting riders.
2 2000 | \\ \‘ "o 1 mile between station
> \ . . Feeder bus service available S . . _
= \ o ... Source: Transit Coopera
(a] N el el tive Research Program of
1000 \\\ I o Persons per gross acre: the National Research
\\,~_ SEeas | e 20 Council, TCRP Report 16
\M“~-- re== 10 (National Academy Press,
— — 1996)
0
0 10 20 30
Miles to CBD

These observations in a Regional Plan Association report d&hede Transit Works
unambiguously delineate a rational strategy for the distribution of high-densitygousi
“The willingness to make [transit] trips falls off very sharply with diste&. As a result,
trips to a downtown ... will be found in very large numbers only from fairly close prox-
imity ... Say the options are to double residential density ... within one mile of a down-
town ... or at a distance of 10 miles from it. In the first case, public transit trips per
capita in the affected area will increase seventeen times as much agisdgbond

case.” As for travel to suburban business locatigxgthony Downs (1994) andRob-

ert Cervero (1997) have reported negligible transit commuting to suburban business
concentrations adjacent to rail transit stations.

"The willingness to make [transit] trips falls off very sharply

with distance. As a result, trips to a downtown ... will be
found in very large numbers only from fairly close proximity.”

Regional Plan Association, Where Transit Works
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New Yotk Oy New York City stands apart from the
an Francisco . A .
Chicago rest of urban America in population
Boston d : o H :
adelon ensity and transit ridership, and in
Ph||ade|_ph|q . : . ’
WashingtonMgfg' the vitality of neighborhood com-
Lorégletafeach merce, but San Francisco also pro-
Los Angeles vides its residents with good transit
Mingea:;l)ir\}g options and robust neighborhood
Detri commerce. San Francisco repre-
Milwaukee sents a population density to be
P emulated by cities striving to improve
St. Louis their residents’ quality of life and
San Jose . . .
 Honolu their metro areas’ social and envi-
Sasramonto ronmental health. San Francisco’s
prresno density is attainable, over a 50-year
San Diego period, to cities like Baltimore, De-
Dallas troit, Cleveland, Oakland, Minneapo-
Coumbus lis, and St. Paul. These and most
Qmara American cities need higher densi-
Sen doiono ties to sustain the essential ingredi-
oenix .
New Orleans ents of urban life.
Austin, TX
Wichita . .

Tucson Three possible explanations for the
Al insufficient population density of the
craso typ|cgl American city: (1) a small _
indianapols fraction of land area is covered with

ulsa . . .
Colorado Springs housing, (2) an inordinately large
Vi Beaeh fraction of households are one-
Kansas City person households, or (3) an exces-
Nashville-Davidson . . .
Jacksonvill sive fraction of the housing stock
Ottahoma Ciy consists of one-family detached
0 5.000 10.000 15,000 20.000 25.000

Population densities—residents per square mile—in

houses. The typical American city
has too many detached houses.

America’s 50 most populous cities, 2000

Post-war depopulation and universal automobile ownership have undermined central-city
transit service; routes have been eliminated and headways have increased on toutes tha
remain. Higher densities are needed not only to restore transit service but estorto r
neighborhood retailing. Neighborhood retailing and good transit are the two lost but es-
sential ingredients of urban life—the twin assets that minimize automobile depende

and ownership.

High densities foster all the urban virtues admired by urbanites; they underlexthe “
berant diversity” described hane Jacobsn The Death and Life of Great American
Cities

Metropolitan Recentralization 11
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Opposition to high neighborhood density is typically based on fear of crime and fear of
traffic congestion. These fears are unfounded. America’s most densely populated res
dential district—Manhattan’gpper East Side—is one of its safest, with a rate of violent
crime well below the national average. For a thorough discussion of the relationship be-
tween density and crime, see Jane Jaddbath and Life of Great American Cities

And high-density neighborhoods remain surprisingly free of vehicular traffic iffthey

a way to exclude through traffic.

Manhattan’s Upper East Side illustrates ttie pbe

affluent Upper East Side generates little traffic because it has atwfrautomobile
ownership and use, even lower tiMmneapolis’ distressedNear North district.
(Through traffic is a problem for many neighborhoods, regardless of density.)

The Upper East Side’s rate of
car ownership is less than half
that of the Near North district,
even though the Upper East
Side is far more affluent. The
contrast between the two dis-
tricts’ rates of solo-driver com-
muting is even more striking.
Density explains the Upper East
Side’s advantage. Most Upper
East Siders who own cars don't
use them for routine trips.

Moving automobiles are almost
nonexistent on many of the streets
of the Upper East Side. (East 80"
is pictured here.) The streets are
less than a mile long, terminating
at Central Park to the west and at
the East River to the east; there-
fore through traffic from outside the
neighborhood is effectively ex-
cluded. (The Avenues of the Up-
per East Side are a different mat-
ter, often congested with through
traffic from far beyond the district.)

New York City’s Roosevelt Island a high-density district of about 10,000 residents, is
almost completely free of automobile traffic because the housing is withimedsyg
distance of good transit and neighborhood retailing. Through traffic is nonexistent be-
cause the island has only one point of vehicle access—a narrow bridge from Queens.

Metropolitan Recentralization 12



Advocates for urbanized suburbs are aided and abetted by other advocates who falsely
claim to represent the best interests of cititaul Grogan, author ofComeback Cities:

A Blueprint for Urban Neighborhood Reviyalticulates the stunted vision that underlies
“Smart Growth” advocacy':Surely cities do not have to reclaim all their lost glory—all

the population, density, [and] economic mass ... of the first half of this centiry.”

“Smart Growth” is an agenda for massive public and private investment in suburbs, an
agenda that maintains the paltry status quo in cities.

This is how a neighborhood activist from Minneapolis advises her colleagrezhitte
densities in distressed neighborhoods: it doesn’t make sense to rehabilitate three
homes ... It's better to tear down one ... and give more space to the othef tl&
activist was an organizer for Minneapolis’ Jordan Area Community Council when she
was quoted in a magazine article extolling the virtuedioheapolis’ Neighborhood
Revitalization Program (NRP). A 1996 analysis of the NRP revealed tltammuni-

ties are focused on lowering housing densitie§.”

Minneapolis’ Neighborhood Revitalization Program is in realiyesgghborhood Stabi-

lization by means of Suburbanization Programa $400 million neighborhood empow-

erment scheme that preserves obsolete detached houses and builds new detached houses.
The program faithfully reflects neighborhood activists’ aversions to the densges-

sary to revitalize neighborhoods.

Minneapolis officials’ aversion to urbane housing densities is firmly estatlliaitbe
city’s zoning code and in its Comprehensive Ptdfinneapolis will maintain the ...
unique character of the city’s housing stock [and] maintain areas that are predomi
nantly developed with single and two family structures.”

To maintain the city’s housing stock is to maintain the political status quo. To blaim t
the city’s housing stock is unique is disingenuous. Like all cities, Minneapolis has some
houses worth saving for their architectural or historical significance, but, on the,whol

the city’s housing stock is far from unique
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If Minneapolis’ housing stock
were truly unique, area resi-
dents would know at a
glance which one of these
three houses is located in
Minneapolis. (One is lo-
cated on the west coast and
one on the east coast; all
three were photographed in
1999.) Houses and
neighborhoods in Minneapo-
lis resemble those in cities
across the nation. (See
page 32 for the locations of
the houses pictured here.)

Like all cities, Minneapolis
has some detached houses
that are historically or archi-
tecturally significant, but very
few. For example, only 12 of
the Jordan neighborhood’s
1,800 detached houses are
deemed significant by the
Minneapolis Heritage Pres-
ervation Commission, ac-
cording to Jordan’'s NRP
Planning Information Base
(1992).

Metropolitan Recentralization 14



Housing programs that extend the longevity of obsolete houses are common in urban
America. Density-averse policymakers not only preserve existing detached,ltbage
facilitate the production of new ones, sometimes whole subdivisions of them. The City
of Minneapolis assisted the nonprofit developeilgh Park—the Suburb in the City

The developer rationalized its low density:. low-density land use becomes a most
resourceful use of this land. This fact becomes most important when we dengie
record of high density housing in inner-city neighborhood&*” Suburban developments
on city land are a nationwide phenomenon, often financétliy.

Lyn Park, Minneapolis (2000) Victoria Park, Detroit (2000)

Bayport Village, Oakland (2000) Brooklyn-Park, Kansas City (2002)

A clean-slate redevelopment site near downtown represents a vital opportunity to im-
prove the social and environmental health of the metropolis by creating housing densities
that will support transit and neighborhood retailing. The suburbanization of the city

forces those who prefer townhouses or apartments to seek them in suburbs. High-density
housing in suburbs cannot reduce automobile dependence as effectively as it can in cities.

Detached houses account for 45 perceMioheapolis’ housing stock and occupy 77

percent of its residential land area. To build more of the land hogs is environmentally
irresponsible.

Metropolitan Recentralization 15
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When confronted with the environmental consequences of their city’s low-density hous-
ing, Louisville aldermen opted to maintain low densities. The aldermen cited neighbor-
hood preferences when they opposed a land-use plan formulated by the Louisville-
Jefferson County Planning Commission. The plan proposed to increase Louisville’s
housing densities in order to mitigate automobile dependencel olirsville Courier-
Journalreported the aldermen’s reactiofThe plan gives too much emphasis to the
environment and not enough to the automobile.”

This is an astonishing critique when one realizes it was rendered not by the highway
lobby but by the elected officials of a city. The aldermen wanted to honor their constitu-
ents’ demands that apartments be excluded from their detached-house neighborhoods.
Suburbanites are often criticized for this kind of exclusionary attitude, but itises c

that this attitude is environmentally indefensible.

The September 18, 1996,
article in the Louisville
Courier-Journal notes a
correlation between “rental
housing” (apartments, pre-
sumably) and “decline.”
Any such correlation is
attributable to socioeco-
nomic factors rather than
density, as Jane Jacobs
so convincingly demon-
strated in The Death and
Life of Great American
Cities.

Metropolitan Recentralization 16
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“The era in which robust neighborhoods were destroyed by urban renewal has been
supplanted by an era in which devitalized neighborhoods are defended, by neighbor-
hood activists, from renewal that is sorely neede(ities in Full, p. 400)

Neighborhood activists invoked the horrors of 1950s and 1960s urban renewal to gain
control of neighborhood development. Various programs of the war on poverty, and
various initiatives of giant foundations (especially the Ford Foundation) brought about a
nationally standardized ideology among groups representing distressed neighborhoods,
an ideology based on mistrust of outsiders’ plans but dependence on outsiders’ money.
Since gaining control, activists have undermined the great potentials and negjected t
considerable social and environmental obligations of their neighborhoods.

A distressed neighborhood in Bos-
ton’s Roxbury district fell under the
control of the Dudley Street Neigh-
borhood Initiative (DSNI), which has
suburbanized the high-potential area
with twin homes.

Some of the townhouses and flats on
DSNI’s turf resemble those in Bos-
ton’s great neighborhoods, but DSNI
ignored these urbane precedents,
opting for lower densities.

America’s great urban neighborhoods were created not by neighborhood activists but by
real estate speculators and capitalist housing developers.

Metropolitan Recentralization 17



East Franklin Av., Minneapolis West Lake Street, Minneapolis
West Broadway, Minneapolis University Avenue, St. Paul
Selby Avenue, St. Paul Payne Avenue, St. Paul
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What is shameful about urban America’s perpetually derelict commereatssts not
just the disorder and crime associated with them, but the indifference of citglsffic
Decade after decade, once-vibrant commercial streets languish in a statdictiale
because officials fail to implement the initiatives necessary to reviue the

In the 1950s, 5,000 residents sustained a neighborhood commercial node, usually consist-
ing of a supermarket or large grocery store, a drug store, a hardware store, aneréthe se
smaller shops that attended them: bakery, barber shop, beauty parlor, dry cleaner, flower
shop, and so on. Today, because of universal automobile ownership and modern retalil
practices, 10,000 people—twice as many as in the 1950s—are required to sustain a tradi-
tional neighborhood retail array, according to an analysis commissioned by the Minnea-
polis Community Development Agency in 1956.

Minneapolis’ year-2000Comprehensive Plarrefers to the city’s derelict “neighbor-

hood commercial districts” and concluddglany areas of the city have an oversupply

of commercial space™ To the Minneapolis Planning Department, a vacant retail build-
ing represents an oversupply of commercial space rather than an undersupply of retail
activity. Instead of increasing residential densities to a level thatewilte and sustain
neighborhood commerce, city officials allow scores of neighborhood commercial nodes
to languish. They suburbanize a few select high-traffic nodes, facilitatingualge

ment of one-story retail bunkers and fast-food joints flanked by parking pavement.

City officials’ aversion to high residential densities is abetted bigteopolitan

Council’s support for suburban retail development. The council and its media cheerlead-
ers encourage the development of fake main streets in developing suburbs more than they
encourage the revival of neighborhood main streets in the city. Rather than revive the
retail patterns that once existed in the city, our elected and appointed officialsdin

to replicate in suburbia the lost attributes of the genuine urban neighborhood.

A big one-story retail box is dis-
guised as an array of two-story
shoppes along this fake main
street in Arbor Lakes, located in a
developing suburb of Minneapolis.
Nearly all of the shoppes’ custom-
ers come from the vast parking lot
on the other side of this building.

The dozens of linear miles of derelict community and neighborhood commercialrstreet i
Minneapolis andSt. Paulhave the capacity to absorb decades worth of the metropolitan
area’s commercial growth.
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Central-citydensity aversionproduces metropolitagiensity inversion Urban densities
remain higher than suburban densities generally, but the traditional density giadient
adulterated by the development of apartments and townhouses in suburbia even as de-
tached houses are built and maintained in the city. This situation wreaks havoc on transit
efficiency.

Inner -City Sprawl:

The non-profit Greater
Minneapolis Metropoli-
tan Housing Corporation
built these three houses
one mile from downtown
Minneapolis.

Suburban Urbanity:
The Durham and the
Yorktown Continental in
Edina are located eight
miles from downtown
Minneapolis.

Demand for apartments and townhouses in metropolitan America is considerable and
growing; in May 2003, Twin Cities business repottarry Werner described théhot

market for urban housing in the suburbs® Demand is deflected to suburbs by a com-
bination of forces, including socioeconomic distress and density aversion in the city, and
a misguided belief among policymakers that such housing in suburbs produces social and
environmental benefits. To increase housing densities in suburbs is to enlarge their ca
pacity to absorb households. We will do the opposite if we wish to repopulate and revi-
talize our cities.
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Neo-traditional superst#®&ndres Duany praises detached-house developments in cities
as he promotes higher-density housing in suburbs. And he reveals a self-servingly
stunted vision for urban America when he declares‘thaitalization efforts should not
focus unduly on bringing families back to the inner city®

The Ugly Truth about
Neo-traditional Suburbs:
This is but a small por-
tion of the vast parking
lot at Kentlands Square
shopping Center in Kent-
lands, an acclaimed
neo-traditional suburb in
the Washington, D.C.
metropolis. Smart-
growth advocates over-
estimate the power of
high-density housing to
reduce automobile de-
pendence in a suburban
context.

Two of America’s acclaimed neo-traditional suburbs—Andres Duany’s Kentlands and
Peter Calthorp€s Laguna West—have undergone some scrutiny of late and have been
found unworthy of their proponents’ high praises. Neo-traditional developments fail to
deliver on the promise of reducing automobile dependence to any meaningful degree;
they are more style than substance.

Laguna West(nearSacramentg has been castigated by critics who characterize it as
classic sprawl ... with porches. When one critic observed that front porches are accom-
panied by three-car garages, Laguna West's designer—Peter Calthorpe—ddfended t
development with this remarkable statemént: all in all, | think it's a great success.

The reality of America is that some people want three cdrs.”

New York Timegeporter Timothy Egan characteriZésw Urbanismas d'design

style,” but the consequences of the trend are far from superficial. These stylish develop-
ments, which usually include townhouses and apartments, compete for households disen-
chanted with run-of-the-mill post-war suburbs, i.e., households that would look to cities
for urbane housing if it were more available in cities and less available in suburbs.

There exists amsidious synergybetween neo-traditional developers and urban activists.
Peter Calthorpe rationalizes his involvement in the development of suburban greenfields
by citing community activists’ opposition to development in citfeéndres Duany and

his cheerleader—the writer James Howard Kunstler—have echoed Calthorpealeati
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As is the case at
Arbor Pointe, West
Ridge Market has an
abundance of ga-
rage doors and a
dearth of sidewalks.
The development's
purported transit
orientation was a
factor in its designa-
tion as a Smart
Growth demonstra-
tion project, funded
by the Metropolitan
Council.

Public subsidies totaling about $14 million helped bWdst Ridge Market eight miles

west of downtowrMinneapolis, in the suburtMinnetonka. The subsidies included

nearly $1 million from théMetropolitan Council, which chose this mixed-use develop-
ment as a “Smart Growth” demonstration project. West Ridges’s public funding was
predicated partly on the development’s purported transit orientation, but only a few of the
development’s residents walk routinely to the adjacent transit station. Ifdanaéin-
neapolis, West Ridge’s 418 apartments and townhouses would produce more than ten
times as many transit commutérs.

West Ridge’s retail component is indistinguishable from the run-of-the-mill sabur

strip, and it includes no routine shopping destinations—grocery store, drug store—to
serve residents’ everyday needs. Approximately 100 percent of West Ridggentesi

drive elsewhere for everyday goods and services. And approximately 100 percent West
Ridge’s retail customers drive in from the adjacent freeway

West Ridge’s housing inventory consists entirely of townhouses and apartments—418
units in all. Most units offer views of neighboring buildings rather than bucolic land-
scapes. This housing is sorely needed in the core cities, where the urbane densdies woul
deliver the social and environmental goods pursued by metropolitan progressives.
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New-generation (post-1970) rail-transit systems in the United States hypassneigh-
borhoods to serve suburban park-ride lots. Most new-generation systems reach well into
suburbia and make generous use of highway right-of-ways because the true mission of
the systems is to grow the suburbs without growing highway congestion. Inherently
inefficient automobile-oriented transit systems are a natural response ity ohe@ssion.

Automobile -oriented
transit: MARTA’s Dun-
woody station (in a suburb
of Atlanta)

Automobile -oriented
transit: BART's Pleasant
Hill station (in a suburb of
San Francisco)

A semblance of transit-oriented polycentricity has materialized ilMdghington, D.C,
metropolis, but the D.C. region is unique. The U.S. Congress enactédtitveal Capi-

tol Planning Act in 1952, and in 1960—well before the region’s suburban business con-
centrations materialized and matured—weional Capitol Planning Commission
produced the concept that gave risditrorail and its densely developed station areas.
Efforts to convert highway-oriented polycentricity to multi-modal polycemyreie inef-
fective. Transit resources should be devoted to commercial recentralizateauinst
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Portland’s acclaimedVMAX epitomizes automobile-oriented rail transit, following high-
ways far into suburban territory, where it shuttles commuters from park-ride fiisir
downtown jobs. MAX devotes few of its stations to the neighborhoods surrounding
downtown. The system’s mission is to facilitate suburban growth while keeping traff
congestion in check:Despite huge investments in transit, the automobile is becoming
more—not less—important in the regionfeported Portland journali&ordon Oliver
after MAX had been running for eight yeaf®ortland’s hard-earned urbanity is erod-
ing,” said Richard Moe and Carter Wilkie in their 1997 bddkanging Places: Rebuild-
ing Community in the Age of Sprawl

Highly evolved cities likesan FranciscoandParis have highly productive local rail sys-
tems, supplemented by separate regional sys8ART in San Francisco ariRER in

Paris). The local systems were developed first. San Francisco’s MUNidibsystem
produces twice as many passengers per route mile as Portland’s MAX; and 31 percent of
San Francisco’s employed residents commute by transit, compared to only 12 percent of
Portland’s, according to 2000 census data.
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America’s great urban neighborhoods are products of evolutionPdiieReverehouse
and its higher-density neighbors (above) portray the evoluti@ostion’s North End.

Also in BostonBeacon Hillwas a neighborhood of freestanding houses and mansions
until it evolved, early in the #century, into a prestigious neighborhood of red brick
apartments and townhouses. Kanhattan’s Upper East Side mansions and town-
houses once linelifth Avenue andPark Avenue today they are lined with mid-rise

and high-rise apartment buildings that contribute immeasurably to the distaotimer-

cial and cultural vitality.

America’s lesser urban neighborhoods—those inhabited by ordinary detached houses and
duplexes—should be allowed to evolve into full-functioning urban neighborhoods.
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Density is quadrupled,
housing is upgraded, and
front-yard trees are re-
tained in this hypothetical
example from Minneapolis
Willard-Hay neighborhood.
Less than three miles from
downtown Minneapolis,
the block is zoned for de-
tached houses on 5,000
square-foot (minimum)
lots. Revitalization is
largely a matter of up-
zoning and market forces.
The “urbanized condition”
indicates townhouse lots
that are two-thirds the
width of the narrowest de-
tached-house lots. Two
exceptional detached
houses survive.

“It is through the townhouse that the ethos of urbanism demonstrates itsrgjth and
its potential,” says architecture critiltaul Goldberger. Townhouse streets enhance
public safety by eliminating escape routes, according to criminold§ists.

This street of town-
houses in Carroll Gar-
dens, Brooklyn, hints
at the potential visual
character of detached-
house neighborhoods
with mature front-yard
trees.
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Regional Commerce
Centre at the Yonge/
Eglinton subway sta-
tion, three miles north
of downtown Toronto

Regional Commerce
Centre at the
Yonge/St. Clair sub-
way station, two miles
north of downtown
Toronto

Toronto’s Regional Commerce Centrege high-density nodes of office, retail, and resi-
dential development bound to the CBD by proximity and by rail transit. The centres il-
lustrate how major nodes along urban America’s depleted community commeestd str

could absorb decades worth of their metropolitan areas’ office and retail development.
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This hypothetical centralized
rail configuration devotes
nearly all of its track and sta-
tions to the 75-square-mile
central residential ring (CRR)
surrounding downtown. Out-
side the CRR, only the vitally
important airport link warrants
additional resources.

The route configuration will be
defined by an ellipse rather
than a circle in paired cities
like Minneapolis/St. Paul, St.
Louis/East St. Louis, Kansas
City Missouri/Kansas City
Kansas, etc. The two centers
must be bound together by
high-capacity transit and high-
density development, as is the
case with Manhattan’s mid-
town and downtown business
districts, and with Paris’s cen-
tral arrondissements and La
Défense.

Source: Steve Belmont, Cities
in Full (2002)

Metropolitan policymakers promote suburban light rail and exurban commuter rail be-
cause central-city neighborhoods are too sparsely populated to warrant investment in |
cal rail transit. Aside from the CBD, city service is limited to a few stmpsute to
suburban destinations. Central-city density enhancement brings with it the opportunity
and the necessity to centralize transit infrastructure in a configuratiomithagaximize
productivity. Suburbanized routes that serve park-ride and kiss-ride lots do not reduce
automobile dependence; they merely reduce the length of the automobile portion of the
work commute. Centralized transit infrastructure will help to ensure thabpoétan

growth is pulled in rather than pushed farther out.
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MUNI localized rail transit
in San Francisco: Ocean

Beach line in the Sunset

neighborhood

MUNI localized rail transit
in San Francisco: Balboa
Park line in the Dolores
Heights neighborhood

San Francisco’s MUNI light rail system epitomizes centralized rail transit. The system
consists of five old trolley lines upgraded to modern light rail standards. The figge line

in the city’s southwest quadrant, converge in a tunnel as they approach downtown,
thereby avoiding traffic congestion. This system produces almost three times\as
passenger trips per route mile as the average for America’s new-gamégdti-rail sys-
tems. (Compare these photos to the photos of automobile-oriented transit on page 24.)
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Urban America’s political leaders cause the rapid expansion of suburbs by opposing the
density enhancement necessary to revitalize cities. Metropolitan plannimigzatens

and “Smart Growth” advocates exonerate urban politicians and activists by demanding
that suburbs absorb higher-density housing. Suburbs that accommodate townhouses and
apartments enlarge their capacity to absorb growth and thereby minimize gresgurpr

on cities.

“Smart Growth” advocates see the ideal metropolis as an undifferentiatedosreemni-
suburban housing following transit corridors from the edge of downtown to the edge of
the suburban frontier. Unacknowledged is the fact that townhouses and apartments
meaningfully alleviate automobile dependence only if situated near the centenw-the
tropolis. High-density housing should be regarded as a precious metropolitan asset to be
strategically sited according to its ability to produce social and environnieEmtefits.

Suburban apartments and townhouses, especially those that conform to the principles es-
teemed by “Smart Growth” advocates, compete with cities for urbanites and thereby
dermine cities’ prospects for revitalization. A rational housing policy wouldecoga

tions for people who love high-energy cities, and also for the many people who prefer
bucolic suburbs unencumbered by high-density housing and commercial development.
The “Smart Growth” agenda aims to satisfy neither constituency.
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Smart Growth in the Twin Cities: Minneapolis’ Neighborhood Revitalization Program maintains obsolete
detached houses in the city, while the Metropolitan Council’'s Livable Communities Act generously subsi-
dizes townhouses and apartments in developing suburbs.

Aside from social and environmental considerations, recentralization is threatap-
proach to many challenges that confront metropolitan America today:

Housing inflation will be slowed if not reversed by up-zoning underutilized ur-
ban land—nby flooding the market with enough land capacity to absorb decades
worth of housing growth. Land is the major factor in housing inflation.
Deteriorating inner suburbs will be upgraded by middle-class homeowners dis-
enchanted with their evolving central-city neighborhoods. Those intent on living
in a detached house near the center of the metropolis will find it in inner suburbia.
High-speed rail will become a viable alternative to air travel where significant
numbers of metropolitan residents have easier access to a downtown rail station
than to a suburban or exurban airport. (Amtrak’s Boston-New York-Washington,
D.C., corridor is evidence.) Recentralization represents a holistic sttategy

prove America’s transportation systems.

Metropolitan development is an issue far more consequential than we realized prior to
September 11, 20010sama bin Ladendeclared his fatwa against the United States in
1998 with the intent to eject our military personnel fi8audi Arabia—the oil-rich land

of Islam’s holy sites. The crisis that brought our forces to Saudi Arabigaegs inva-

sion ofKuwait. Washington Pogburnalist Rick Atkinson reported the motivation be-
hind America’s military responséRestoring the status quo in the Persian Gulf ...
permitted Americans to indulge their addiction to foreign petroleum with hgrdlsec-

ond thought.”®* The power to reduce petroleum addiction rests more with one group of
policymakers than any other: the political leaders of cities.
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Key to photos on page 14Top photo: Phillips neighborhood, South Minneapolis; Middle
photo: Southampton/Jefferson area, East Buffalo; Bottom Photo: Chester Streddallasd.
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