The Critiques on the New Urbanism

When the professor asked the students in the class who was for new urbanism, no one wanted to be seen as a new urbanist. I was very surprised at this because the new urbanist’s theory and practices are researched deliberately in Korea. Most Korean students in Urban Planning buy the Charter of the New Urbanism and learn from practices on the website, considering it as the state-of-the-art theory in this field. But after I went to the Issaquah highlands and saw what was going on there, I was a little disappointed with the unexpected luxurious houses and layout spread in the rural land by new subdivisions. I have seriously rethought my position on new urbanism after the field trip. 

In theory, new urbanism has the potential to be a positive force in society. In practice, however, it is not always implemented in successful ways. Thus, in this paper, I will discuss several possibilities of new urbanism: effects of neighborhood design, roles in inner-city revitalization. And then, I will present three discontinuities in reality based on previous literatures and suggest a proposal for a better new urbanism.

New Urbanism is “a planning approach that seeks to reintegrate the components of modern life-housing, workplace, shopping, and recreation-into compact pedestrian-friendly mixed-use neighborhoods linked by transit and set in a larger regional open space framework (CNU, 1999).” While people have observed many implementation projects in the last ten years, many criticisms about new urbanism have been raised, such as being unrealistic and idealistic, embracing the environmental determinism, and reproducing its trite style of the houses. Whether idealistic or not, Peter Calthorpe, co-founder of the Congress for the New Urbanism says that he has a set of principles that he works with: diversity, human scale, conservation, and regionalism (Robert, 2005). I completely agree with the principles because each is the basic principle for sustainable development in current urban planning policies: bringing diversity to the communities, encouraging transit use rather than consuming fuel by individuals, minimizing land consumption, and maximizing the efficiency of developed areas. 
Moreover, there are researches that show the possibility of achieving the goals that new urbanism pursues. Kim et al.(2004) shows that the residents in Kentlands, the new urbanist development, identify strongly with their community compared to those of Orchard village, a conventional suburban development. The plentiful natural features, architectural style, overall layout, and mixed land uses in the new urbanism neighborhood contribute to the strong sense of community. In Daniel et al. (2006), residents of the new urbanism neighborhoods are more physically active in their neighborhood, making twice as many trips and logging 40 to 55 minutes more walking and cycling each week than their counterparts in conventional suburban neighborhoods. Also, an increased number of walking trips come at the expense of automobile trips. The recovery of the community and promoting physical activities in the neighborhood are one of the goals that the new urbanist wants to achieve though their projects. 
In addition, Kristin (2005) says that the new urbanism, with a focus on forms, patterns, and its savvy marketing techniques to attract private sector participation, can mitigate the tension between smart growth advocates and economic developers. It can play as an engine for revitalizing the inner-city area which was dilapidated by underinvestment for a long time. With a context-based design guideline, the site converted into the pedestrian-friendly, mixed-use, and high-density districts, and this also led to significant development in and adjacent areas. In this respect, new urbanism is a leverage to realize place-based neighborhood revitalization goals while balancing smart growth and economic development.


Despite these small successes, however, most projects by new urbanists have a lot of limitations and no continuity with its theory. I think this is why new urbanism is vulnerable to criticisms and provokes endless debates. It can be summarized in three discontinuities.
The first discontinuity is the fact that the new urbanism cities don’t provide enough affordable housing. Issaquah Highlands consists of many luxurious single-family housing in most areas, and the price of the cheaper houses-$60,000- is only affordable to the relative lower income families. Moreover, according to Valuing the New Urbanism (Mark et el., 1999), the single-family homeowners paid more to live in new urbanist developments compared with the areas surrounding new urbanist communities. The price differential was ranging from $5,000 to $30,000 for individual developments. This happened not only with the new development but also with inner-city infill development. In Kristin (2005), a variety of socio-demographic data in the infill development area with new urbanism indicate that gentrification is occurring. Homeownership rates are significantly low and the median house value has almost doubled after infill development. These results cannot bring people of diverse age, race, and incomes into the community as it is mentioned in principle thirteen of the charter.
Another discontinuity is that the new urbanism denigrated its principles to cater market needs and to attract commercial capital for development. Some critics say that the revival of community is mainly claimed by new urbanist because it can provoke nostalgia from middle income families who can afford new urbanism houses. In fact, these middle and higher income families want to live not with diversity but rather with homogeneity amongst their community members. They sometimes protest the new construction of affordable housing across the street. 
Moreover, middle income families buy historical architectural style houses-these are for promoting the use of shared space and pedestrian-in new urbanism development just as they purchase the image of brand such as Nike, Starbucks, etc. The middle and upper income families are less likely to walk and get on the transit and more likely to drive to their work place or shopping mall, even though they have beautiful streets and relatively close shops to attract walking. The shops within walking distance and pedestrian-friendly environment are needed for lower income families who cannot afford a car, instead of the middle income. In addition, principles which are likely to be contentious-such as provision of affordable housing and accommodation of ethnic diversity-may be compromised in new urbanist developments (Ajay, 2004). 
The third question is raised from the sprawl issues. Principles in the Charter of the New Urbanism emphasize that new development should not lead to sprawl. However, 42 percent of developers who were involved in the new urbanism projects responded that this principle was not applied in the projects (Ajay, 2004). The planners, developers, designers and the public officials think that over the half of projects are located in the suburbs and exurbs/rural areas. Moreover, the principles that have a regional focus are less implemented, while the principles that focus more on neighborhood design aspects are more frequently implemented. Sohmer and Lang (2000) say that new urbanism is truly being practiced only when all three levels-regional land use, neighborhood urban design, and aesthetic style in buildings- are engaged (Kristin (2005)). The projects that have implemented up to now did not fulfill those requirements. Thus, according to Sohmer and Lang, the true new urbanism is rarely practiced, and then new urbanism can find possibility to escape from the disposal of its theory. 
As Jill (2006) says, the new urbanism has “ironies-discontinuities between what new urbanism promises in theory and what it can deliver in practice”-in itself. Actually, Peter Calthorpe also acknowledges that each principle runs contrary to previous practices and would raise significant questions. However, this new approach has drawn trials and changes in our cities, and resulted in more attractive urban and suburban settings. What is needed is not a denial or harsh criticism against the new urbanism, but a constructive critique with conceiving strategy to attain diversity, social justice and sustainability in the development. 
The bottom line is that relying on only private sectors cannot lead to accomplishment of the overall principles in the charter. The key is the involvement of the local governments in the development process with citizen participation. The governments should listen to and gather the diverse citizens’ need and legislate the law which can support the implementation of contentious principles by subsidies and funds. Forming supportive political and social environments is the best way to implement true new urbanism. In addition, the new urbanists should focus more on building consensus among citizens rather than replicating the projects.
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