Assignment #1
Land Use Policy Critiques
Introduction


There is much discussion in the United States about land use and the need for our country’s states and cities to make wise decisions about the future of our lands. The discussion covers a variety of issues and concerns from growing populations in urban centers to the spread of new communities in suburban areas. Arguments are made for and against each side and have been for years. What is so interesting about the debate over land use and whether the best decisions are being made, is that there is no definitive answer that a majority of people rally behind. The debate is truly alive and only draws supporters to a particular corner. The discussion to be held here is on the virtues and vices of three land use policies, growth management, smart growth and urban growth boundaries. Though each policy has been adopted and put to use, each has drawn its share of criticism.

Growth Management


Growth management is a rather all inclusive title that encompasses several planning tools. It is a system that attempts to influence and “foresee the scope and character of future development”.
 It is this quality that defines much of the philosophy behind growth management. Governments are expected to be knowledgeable about the current and future needs of their localities. The emphasis is placed on future needs, because this will help guide how land use is governed to best meet the needs of a future, assumed larger, population. 

The problem growth management attempts to avoid is unplanned growth. This type of growth is problematic mainly because of the lack of preparedness to provide the necessary infrastructure that will support a growing residency. Without the necessary roads, utilities, and social services that will be demanded by new communities, cities found unprepared will fail to meet the expectations of its citizens. For some planners, growth management strategies, like comprehensive growth strategies that involve residents in creating neighborhood plans, are the answer. In many ways it proves to be a beneficial tool. 

Growth management can be a positive policy tool when considered in light of the undesirable conditions it can stave off. Strategies seem to have a focus on focusing development in particular areas, sometimes within certain boundaries. Limiting the extent of development into outlying undeveloped or rural land helps to maintain open space and contributes to “achieving national and global environmental goals”.
 At least for the time that the land remains undeveloped, the environment is shielded from the effects of road paving and automobile transportation polluting the air quality. There is also the perceived benefit to residents of a shorter, possibly nonexistent, commute to work. This should be a welcome incentive to support growth management policies. 

Growth management strategies achieve other positive ends as well. By utilizing certain design restrictions like quotas or moratoriums on development, cities are able to control the impact on infrastructure and prevent the further deterioration of the environment. Cities have the power to negotiate certain public benefits like open space and infrastructure fees with developers who want the ability to make certain uses with the land. City governments stand to gain a lot by governing their housing market using growth management strategies, including tax revenue from building certain public use facilities. 

Perhaps, however, it is the argument that the citizen loses from growth management tactics that matters more. An unavoidable assertion is that restricting development causes an interruption in the free market. Residents are not allowed to build their homes where they desire. Some are fleeing the city for lower land prices and more space. Limiting development means limiting the housing options for those being priced out of the market. Some believe that allowing for sprawl creates “a freely functioning urban land market with discontinuous patterns of development” that will eventually achieve higher density “by later infill [development]”.
 The opportunity for you to choose where you live and be able to afford it is something people will not easily give up. Keeping in mind that residents should be able to choose the best housing option for their budget, growth management strategies may become a serious burden, limiting housing options for many.
Smart Growth


Smart Growth is another – rather recent in its implications – land use policy. The policy gets its substance from the work of the United States Environmental Protection Agency and the State of Maryland. It mirrors growth management in its aim to combat sprawl and in the fact that smart growth policies “share structural similarities with programs in a variety of policy areas”.
  The method by which it pursues this goal is, however, somewhat different. Where growth management has a myriad of strategies by which it can affect development, smart growth focuses on utilizing a shorter list of policy initiatives. These include priority funding areas, rural legacy, voluntary cleanup of brownfields, Live Near Your Work (LNYW), and Job Creation Tax Credits (JCTC).

The State of Maryland carries out programs in each of these program areas and provides an example of the successes and challenges of each. The priority funding areas (PFAs) are areas where the State encourages development and will provide financial incentives to local governments who develop there. The PFAs, which are often compared to urban growth boundaries, are not nearly as defined as other growth management and land use policies. PFAs are “spatially specific incentives”
 as opposed to enforced regulations. As a result local governments may choose to develop outside of these areas, defeating the purpose of the PFA. 

The smart growth initiatives are great concepts. PFAs are a great idea for encouraging development in specific regions. The program that conserves rural lands, guards the land from development by agreements that transfer or purchase the development rights to parcels of land. Brownfield cleanup programs are a great way to both focus development and improve the environmental quality of local land. From 1998 to 2006, the city of Atlanta worked on developing a project called Atlantic Station. It is a mixed-use community combining shopping, condominiums, apartments, and townhomes. It was completely built on a brownfield site that required “the largest cleanup of an industrial site ever to take place in the southeastern United States”.
 Live Near Your Work and Job Creation Tax Credits benefit employees who get housing benefits and more jobs near where they live. Smart Growth initiatives bring substantive benefits to the individual and the community.


The criticism that smart growth would have to face is the lack of stringent enforcement of its initiatives. This ability for local governments to avoid making changes in their land use policies is certainly a flaw in the system. If, indeed, the goal is to make “smarter” decisions about land-use in whatever state or region that adopts these principles, it should be required that localities adhere to the growth standards. Simply withholding funding for services, that can be funded privately, is not enough. In this way smart growth misses the mark on feasibility because it depends on the varied opinions of local governments who apparently have the final word on land-use.
Urban Growth Boundary


The urban growth boundary (UGB) is a more definitive form of growth management and land use policy. It is able to influence development because it “manages growth by drawing a distinct line around the metropolitan area, separating urbanizable areas from rural areas.”
 UGBs are supposed to designate the parameters of growth for a defined period of time, like in Oregon where the UGB indicates where “development will occur for a twenty-year period”.
 In this way, UGBs make for sturdy land use and growth management tools. Portland provides perhaps the most discussed example of its implications for a metropolitan area. 

The UGB has proven to work for Portland. The elected managing organization, Metro, has only had to expand the boundary a small amount over the years in comparison to its population growth. In other cities, the population growth has resulted in equal or greater land use for development. In the course of 37 years, Denver has experienced a similar population growth to that of Portland but its land size “has increased by 180 square miles”.
 There have been complaints, however, about a shortage of housing and increased prices for available homes in Portland that have not painted the UGB in such a flattering light. These issues are a part of the discussion that brings so much attention to the case of Portland. 

What the UGB does that is worthwhile, is establish an allowance for development. It makes an estimate of the projected need for land in the foreseeable future and cordons it off from that land which is to be preserved. This prevents open space and farmlands from being encroached upon. While this on the face is a great thing, there is the reality that population will grow and eventually the UGB will have to be extended. Now, the original blessing of this boundary line appears to be a long term curse, because it can be successively moved further and further back to meet future demand. Another problem with the UGB is the “upward spiral in housing prices”
 that is expected. The limited housing supply makes land and housing much more of a desired commodity and creates competition. These flaws make the UGB an interesting but ultimately not so desirable land use policy.
Conclusion


In conclusion, while each of the three aforementioned policies has their benefits, they also have their faults. Growth management and smart growth policies seem to be the most beneficial because of their varied approaches at directing development. For this reason, cities would do well to find well to incorporate the best and least harmful initiatives from each of these two policy schools.  
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