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URBAN GROWTH MEANS LOWER 
TAXES -- AND OTHER MYTHS

(Source: Better Not Bigger : How to Take Control of Urban Growth and Improve Your Community. 1999. Eben Fodor)

• Myth 1: Growth provides needed tax revenues.
Check out the tax rates of cities larger than yours. 
There are a few exceptions but the general rule is: 
the larger the city, the higher the taxes. That's 
because development requires water, sewage 
treatment, road maintenance, police and fire 
protection, garbage pickup -- a host of public 
services. Almost never do the new taxes cover the 
new costs. Fodor says, "the bottom line on urban 
growth is that it rarely pays its own way." 
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• Myth 2: We have to grow to provide jobs.
But there's no guarantee that new jobs will 
go to local folks. In fact they rarely do. If 
you compare the 25 fastest growing cities in 
the U.S. to the 25 slowest growing, you find 
no significant difference in unemployment 
rates. Says Fodor:  Creating more local jobs 
ends up attracting more people, who require 
more jobs." 
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• Myth 3: We must stimulate and subsidize business 
growth to have good jobs. A "good business climate" 
is one with little regulation, low business taxes, and 
various public subsidies to business. A study of areas 
with good and bad business climates (as ranked by 
the U.S.    Chamber of Commerce and the business 
press) showed that states with the best business 
ratings actually have lower growth in per capita 
incomes than those with the worst.  Fodor: "This 
surprising outcome may be due to the emphasis 
placed by good-business-climate states on investing 
resources in businesses rather than directly in 
people." 
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• Myth 4: If we try to limit growth, housing prices 
will shoot up . Sounds logical, but it isn't so. A 
1992 study of 14 California cities, half with strong 
growth controls, half with none, showed no 
difference in average housing prices. Some of the 
cities with strong growth controls had the most 
affordable housing, because they had active low-
cost housing programs. Fodor says the important 
factor in housing affordability is not so much 
house cost as income level, so development that 
provides mainly low-paying retail jobs makes 
housing unaffordable. 
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URBAN GROWTH MEANS LOWER 
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• Myth 5: Environmental protection hurts the 
economy. According to a Bank of America study 
the economies of states with high environmental 
standards grew consistently faster than those with 
weak regulations.  The Institute of Southern 
Studies ranked all states according to 20 indicators 
of economic prosperity (gold) and environmental 
health (green) and found that they rise and fall 
together. Vermont ranked 3rd on the gold scale 
and first on the green, while Louisiana ranked 
50th on both. 
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• Myth 6: Growth is inevitable. There are 
constitutional limits to the ability of any 
community to put walls around itself.  But 
dozens of municipalities have capped their 
population size or rate of growth by legal 
regulations based on real environmental 
limits and the real costs of growth to the 
community. 
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• Myth 7: If you don't like growth, you're a 
NIMBY (Not In My Backyard) or an ANTI 
(against everything) or a gangplank-puller (right 
after you get aboard). These accusations are 
meant more to shut people up than to examine 
their real motives. Says Fodor, "A NIMBY is 
more likely to be someone who cares enough 
about the future of his or her community to get out 
and protect it." 
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• Myth 8: Most people don't support 
environmental protection. Polls and 
surveys have disproved this belief for 
decades; Fodor cites examples from 
Oregon, Los Angeles, Colorado, and the 
U.S. as a whole. The fraction of respondents 
who say environmental quality is more   
important than further economic growth 
almost always tops 70 percent. 
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(Source: Better Not Bigger : How to Take Control of Urban Growth and Improve Your Community. 1999. Eben Fodor)

• Myth 9: We have to grow or die. This 
statement is tossed around lightly and often, 
but if you hold it still and look at it, you 
wonder what it means. Fodor points out, 
quoting several economic studies, that many 
kinds of growth cost more than the benefits 
they bring. So the more growth, the poorer 
we get. That kind of growth will kill us. 
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• Myth 10: Vacant land is just going to waste. 
Studies from all over show that open land pays far 
more -- often twice as much -- in property taxes 
than it costs in services. Cows don't put their kids 
in school; trees don't put potholes in the roads. 
Open land absorbs floods, recharges aquifers, 
cleans the air, harbors wildlife, and measurably 
increases the value of property nearby. We should 
pay it for to be there. 
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• Myth 11: Beauty is no basis for policy. One of 
the saddest things about municipal meetings is 
their tendency to trivialize people who complain 
that a proposed development will be ugly. Dollars 
are not necessarily more real or important than 
beauty.  In fact beauty can translate directly into 
dollars. For starters, undeveloped surroundings 
can add $100,000 to the price of a home. . 
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• Myth 12: Environmentalists are just 
another special interest. A developer who 
will directly profit from a project is a 
special interest. A citizen with no financial 
stake is fighting for the public interest, the 
long term, the good of the whole 
community. 
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Elements of Urban Sprawl

• Housing subdivisions
• Strip malls
• Shopping malls
• Fast food chains
• Office parks

Elements of Smart Growth 
(source: wikipedia.org)

• Compact neighborhoods
– mixed use development
– “new urbanism”
– inclusion of affordable housing 
– restrictions or limitations on suburban design forms (e.g. detac hed houses on individual lots, 

strip malls and surface parking lots) 
– inclusion of parks and recreation areas

• Transit -oriented development—reduce demand for 
cars
– including or improving pedestrian-oriented design
– road pricing system (tolling) 
– commercial parking taxes
– bicycle friendly 

• Walkable and bicycle-friendly design
• Preserving open space and critical habitat, reusing 

land, and protecting water supplies and air quality 

Ecological Planning Method
--the use of biophysical and sociocultural information to suggest opportunities and 
constraints for decisionmaking about the use of the landscape

Land Use Planning Process
1) identification of problems and opportunities
2) establish goals
3) inventory and analysis of the biophysical environment
4) human community inventory and analysis
5) suitability analysis
6) development of concepts
7) selection of options
8) adoption of plan
9) community involvement and education
10) detailed design
11) plan implementation and administration 

Colby’s Five Paradigms of 
Environmental Management

• Frontier Economics-belief in infinite growth and 
economic prosperity

• Environmental Protection-”tradeoffs” exist 
between economic growth and protection

• Resource Management-sustainable or wise use of 
natural resources

• Eco-Development-co-development of humans and 
nature 

• Deep Ecology- constrained harmony with nature--
ecotopia



5

A New Ethic for Sustainable Places
(Beatley and Manning, 1997)

 
Current Ethic  Ethic of Sustainable Place  

Individualism, selfishness Interdependence, community 
Shortsightedness, present- 
    oriented ethic 

Farsightedness, future- 
     oriented ethic 

Greed, commodity-based Altruism 
Parochialism, atomistic Regionalism, extra-local 
Material, consumption-based Non-material, community-based 
Arrogance Humility, caution 
Anthropocentrism Kinship 
 

Characteristics of Sustainable Communities

(adapted fromBeatley and Manning, 1997)

1) Acknowledge Ecological Limits--compact urban "footprint"--
minimal conversion of natural and open lands

2) Restorative and regenerative--degraded and blighted areas are 
reversed/healed

3) Strive for high quality of life--livable, vibrant, and active 
communities that offer safety, adequate and affordable shelter, health 
care, essential services, humane and stimulating work environments

4) Integrative and holistic —problems are viewed comprehensively —
quick fixes that address only symptoms are avoided

5) “Place” Matters--topography and natural setting, sense of history 
and character, rituals and events serve to build and strengthen social 
fabric in community

6) Reflect and Promote Full-Cost Accounting of Public and Private 
Decisions--reflect consequences of economic incentives/disincentives 
and governmental actions

7)  Embodies New Ethical Posture --embraces land ethic, regional 
contextual, present and intergenerational equity


