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Periodic Atlas of the Metroscape

by Arthur C. Nelson & Thomas W. Sanchez

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 forms of urban sprawl since it
consumes land at a very rapid pace, removes land
from a variety of open space uses, signals to farmers
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
faculty member. They are both on the faculty of the

Department of Urban Affairs and Planning, Northern
Virginia, Virginia Polytechnic 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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olumbus

Columbus, OH has no urban containment
program. It was included because it is com-
parable to Portland in terms of population
and geographic size.
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Portland's urban growth boundary (UGB)
initiative is one of the nation's oldest and
most well-known urban containment pro-

grams. It was adopted in 1979 in accor-
dance with Oregon's statewide land use
planning program and is drawn to accom-
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Portland's initiative and other traditional
UGB programs have seen their fair share
of criticism. Many attribute the rising
housing prices in Portland and other West
Coast cities to land supply shortages in
the face of rising demand for housing.

is unfair to reduce the development
potential of their land simply because it
lies outside an imaginary boundary.
Finally, residents of existing neighbor-
hoods inside the urban growth boundary
often object to the increased density

modate a 20-year supply of urban devel-

Urban growth boundaries contribute to

allowances for new urban development,
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Like Portland, Orlando has a full-fledged
urban growth boundary (UGB). Compared
to Portland, however, Orlando has relatively
less management of development outside

A%90, Pedation the boundary. The differences between
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Portland and Orlando in-rates of suburban

Urban and exurban development are perhaps evi-
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Exurban mentation schemes.
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