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Periodic Atlas of the Metroscape 

by Arthur C. Nelson & Thomas W Sanchez 

I 
n response to urbanization patterns leading to 
what may be termed "urban sprawl," dozens of 
local , regional, and state governments have 
embarked on "urban containment". At its heart, 

urban containment aims at synchronizing key public 
facilities with urban development pressures, preserv­
ing open spaces, and facilitating development in ways 
that preserve public goods, minimize public costs, and 
account for development impacts by those who cause 
them. 

A cornerstone of urban containment is limiting 
development beyond an urban containment boundary 
such as an urban growth boundary, urban service 
limit, or (in the UK) urban growth stop line. 
Jurisdictions restrict this development one of two prin­
cipal ways . First and foremost in all containment 
schemes is preventing the extension of urban facilities 
into the rural countryside, especially wastewater treat­
ment provided via sanitary sewers. This restriction 
sometimes but not always extends to public water sys­
tems. 

The second and more difficult method of contain­
ment involves restricting actual density. Consider the 
Twin Cities of Minneapolis-St. Paul, where minimum 
lot size restrictions do not discourage low density 
urban development since lot sizes can range from one 
to five acres on septic systems with or without public 
water. Such small acreage development is perhaps the 
most pernicious of all form of urban sprawl since it 
consumes land at a very rapid pace, removes land 
from a variety of open space uses, signals to fanners 
impending conversion to development, and exacer­
bates efficient provision of services. Planners call this 
"weak" containment. 

At the other extreme is the Portland metroscape, 
where development outside UGBs occurs only in 
"exception" areas (areas excepted from strict applica­
tion of farm and forest use policies because they are 
already built or committed to low density uses) or in 
farms and forests where needed to manage a commer-
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cial-scale operation (which can range from about 20 
acres for high-intensity nurseries to 160 acres for 
timber production). Planners call this "strong" con­
tainment. 

Natural conditions also can ensure urban contain­
ment. For example, development in Honolulu has 
virtually nowhere to go . On the mainland , Los 
Angeles provides a good example of natural contain­
ment since an ocean, mountain ranges, and federally 
owned desert hem in development. Phoenix can also 
be considered naturally contained because individual 
water wells are not financially feasible and govern­
ment agencies own a majority of the surrounding 
land. 

This issue's atlas compares the metroscape with 
four other metropolitan areas (San Antonio, 
Columbus, Charlotte, and Orlando). Using 1990 and 
2000 census block group data, density classifications 
were used to show patterns of urban (3 ,000+ per­
sons/ sq.mi .) , suburban (1 ,000 to 3 ,000 
persons /sq.mi .) , exurban (300 to 1,000 
persons/sq .mi.) , and rural (<300 persons/sq.mi.) 
growth. While the metroscape experienced signifi­
cant population growth from 1990 to 2000, compared 
to the other four, it realized the smallest loss of rural 
lands and significantly less suburban and exurban 
style development as well. By comparison, Orlando 
- the other metro area in the sample using urban con­
tainment policies - realized significantly more out­
ward development. 

Arthur Nelson received his Ph.D. in Urban Studies 
from PSU and Tom Sanchez was previously a PSU 
f aculty member. They are both on the faculty of the 
Department of Urban Affairs and Planning, Northern 
Virginia, Virg in ia Poly technic Institute and State 
University in Alexandria, Virginia. Support for this 
research came from the Brookings Institution, the 
Georgia Institute of Technology, and the Virginia 
Polytechnic Institute and State University. 
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1990 
Sq. Miles % Pop. % of Total 

Urban 1581 3.6% 845.709 57.2% 
Sul;urbar1 173 1 3.9';~j 318.835 21 6% 
Exurban 273.9 6.2% 140,962 9.5% 
KL.r·;:i! 3.34() ()(:) b .4D;U 172.389 11 7%) 

2000 
% Area Change % Pop. Change 

Urban 219.4 49% 1. 193.430 637% 38.8% 41.1% 
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() rlando 

Like Portland, Orlando has a full-lledged 
urban growth boundary (UGB). Compared 
to Portland, however, Orlando has relatively 
less management of development outside 
the boundary. The di ffcrences between 
Portland and Orlando in-rates of suburban 
and exurban development arc perhaps evi­
dence of the effectiveness of the two imple­
mentation schemes. 

AREA 
1990 

Square Miles 
Urban 107.5 
Suburban 233 9 
Exurban 194.1 
Rural 3.319.9 

2000 
Square Miles 

Urban 157.5 
Suburban 268.6 
Exurban 258.4 
Rural 2.173.7 

'%Change 
Urban 46.5% 
Suburban 14.8% 
Exurban 33.1% 
Rural -6.3% 

POPULATION 
1990 

Urban 
Suburban 
Exurban 
Rural 

2000 

Urban 
Suburban 
Exurban 
Rural 

0/c) Change 
Urban 
Suburban 
Exurban 
Rural 

Pop. 
460.780 
400,550 
112,398 

99.020 

Pop. 
691.780 
484,310 
153,902 
104.041 

50.1% 
20.9% 
36.9% 

5.1% 
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% 
3.8% 
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6.8% 
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